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INTRODUCTION


THE ALBIGENSIAN CRUSADE: A BRUTAL WAR OF CONQUEST

Just over 800 years ago, the brutal Albigensian Crusade began as a war waged initially against the Cathar heretics in southern France. Much has been written about the Cathars, the progress of the crusade and the ultimate suppression of the heresy by the Inquisition – but the military history and warfare of the whole crusade has not hitherto received a book-length study.

The emphasis of this book is very much on the incredible drama of the battles and sieges of the crusade and the brutality with which the wars were fought. My intention has been to provide an exciting narrative of the military operations together with expert analysis of strategy and tactics, and an assessment of the leadership of the commanders – the famous Viscount Simon de Montfort and the arguably less familiar but equally important Louis the Lion and the Count Raymonds of Toulouse. Other books’ narratives of the crusade understandably intersperse its progress with politics and religion, but for my purposes this would be detrimental to conveying the intensity and drama of the warfare itself. I deal briefly with religion in the first chapter; important developments in politics are covered as and when they influence the military arena and therefore are discussed in their military context rather than as detailed studies of their own. My focus throughout is on the war, how it was fought and what it tells us about the nature of warfare in the High Middle Ages, making this book the first dedicated military history of the entire Albigensian conflict.

I intend to show that military operations took precedence over all else; religion and politics, vital as they were, depended on the outcome of the battlefield. Ultimately, this was a war not fought simply for religion (as is commonly supposed, even by many academics) but for territorial conquest. Thus, in 1213, at the pivotal battle of Muret, the crusaders under Simon de Montfort took on the forces of King Peter II of Aragón, acknowledged as a champion of the Catholic cause by the papacy. National identity was far more important than religion: in the south, Catholics and Cathars alike united to resist the French, whom they considered to be barbaric northerners. The south fought to preserve its customs, laws and language against the northern invaders and the military occupation of its cities.

The book is structured around chapters which relate pivotal and dramatic military events as well as the overall course of the fighting. The chapter titles are quotes from contemporary sources that reflect phases of the conflict for the period under discussion. These are related and analysed in considerable depth to reveal the tactics and strategy of crusading warfare. The book starts by looking at the origins of the crusade and its logistical preparations before covering its launch and horrific start with the massacre of Béziers and the fall of Carcassonne. The brutal progress of the early years of the war is then charted, marked by many massacres, climaxing with the remarkable battle of Muret in 1213, which saw the death of a king. We then continue with Simon de Montfort’s ruthless, relentless leadership during a period when the southerners co-ordinated a successful counter-attack, culminating in 1217–18 with the second (and most significant) siege of Toulouse, a huge military operation that resulted in grievous losses for the northerners. In the period that follows, Louis the Lion, heir to the throne and then King of France, takes up the crusaders’ cross with a major siege of Avignon, after which the scorched-earth operations of the French saw the land itself and the people who lived off it as the primary target in a period of anarchy. The final chapters examine the last phase of the war – no less bloody or less marred by massacre – and include important, extremely rare accounts of the siege of Carcassonne in 1240 and the battle of Saintes and Taillebourg in 1242; the latter, though fought outside Languedoc, were decisive in sealing the fate of the Cathars.

The title of the book derives from the infamous reported remarks of the papal legate heading the crusade in 1209. The immediate result was the dreadful massacre at Béziers. Historians have generally doubted that the legate actually gave the command ‘Kill them all! God will know his own’. Further to my detailed study in By Sword and Fire: Cruelty and Atrocity in Medieval Warfare of what we would today consider war crimes, I argue here that the order was indeed given and I explain why. The command set the tone for one of the bloodiest and most savage conflicts of the entire Middle Ages, during which commanders frequently ordered a policy of no quarter. The military thinking behind this and the implications of this strategy are explored.

It has recently been argued that the Albigensian Crusade was not as bloody as it has traditionally been depicted. The case has been made by a leading historian of the Cathars, but one who specialises in religious matters rather than military ones. This historian also doubts the extent of Catharism, which may well therefore inform his position of mitigation; however, as I argue here, the war was not primarily a confessional one but instead one about the land and its people. Other estimates reassert the terrible toll of the conflict. Harvard Professor Steven Pinker, in his recent bestseller The Better Angels of Our Nature: A History of Violence and Humanity (2011), states his belief that the crusade claimed some 200,000 victims (some put the figure as high as an implausible 1 million). He writes that ‘The reason you have never met a Cathar is that the Albigensian Crusade exterminated them.’ He goes on to say ‘Historians classify this episode as a clear instance of genocide.’ Statistics are notoriously slippery creatures at the best of times; those relating to the medieval period are even more elusive. But as readers will discover, the vicious nature of the war and its numerous massacres kept the victim count consistently high.

As mentioned above, military concerns overrode all others and the crusade can only be fully understood if one comprehends the nature of medieval warfare. The Albigensian Crusade really was one of the most brutal conflicts in Western Europe in the entire Middle Ages, and perhaps the most brutal of all.

The massacres of the crusade are generally regarded as being religiously motivated, and are seen in terms of heretics killed in sieges and, more especially, burnt at the stake following the capture of a Cathar stronghold. Here I stress that most massacres were, in fact, motivated primarily by military considerations and were frequently indiscriminate as to the victims’ religious beliefs. This important aspect is reflected in the book’s title. Religious fanaticism certainly did add to the bloodiness of the war, but its shocking scale and extent were motivated more by pursuit of the military imperative to win at whatever cost and by the fact that this was a war of conquest and regional survival. It was the struggle for the control of land that made the conflict so bitter.

The war is made especially vivid by a number of factors. Some chronicles devote great attention to the conflict, recording the acts of war and brutality that marked the crusade. They also record the remarkable heroism of those involved on both sides: Simon de Montfort, who led his troops from the front, winning unexpected victories and rescuing his men from deadly situations; and southern Catholics who refused to hand over Cathars to be burnt by the crusaders, and fought bravely to defend their way of life.

The protagonists are imposing characters. Among these are the brave and ruthless Simon de Montfort, an experienced and highly capable general of great ambition, ready to risk his life in combat to inspire his men; the equally ambitious and even revolutionary Pope Innocent III, determined to support the spiritual presence of the Church with muscular and practical force; the neglected but colourful figure of Louis the Lion, King of France for only three years, who died while completing the main conquest of the south; and the resourceful counts of Toulouse, defending their territory from the northern invasion.

The crusade is replete with dramatic and detailed accounts of sieges and battles, many of which have received relatively little military analysis: Termes, Muret, Minerve, Toulouse, Beaucaire, Castelnaudary, Avignon; massacres from the war’s beginning to its end, from Béziers to Montségur; and, in the war’s final phases, the much-overlooked siege of Carcassonne (1240) and battle of Saintes (1242). This provides a rarely taken opportunity to analyse the warfare of the crusade in terms of battles, sieges and campaigns, and interesting features of these (such as the military innovation of the new, precision trebuchet, a siege machine with a reputation for demolishing the walls of cities and castles).

The war also marks the first use in medieval history of a crusade against a Christian enemy – for the Cathars were not the military enemy, this status falling to the Catholic counts of Toulouse and Trencavel. Thus the savagery for which the crusade is famous should not be seen in purely religious terms, as ultimately this was a war between the north and south, the former looking for territorial gains (underlined by grants of enemy lands to the crusaders, fuelling their self-interest), the latter defending their different laws, customs, language and independence. It is considered, probably correctly, that the southern lands needed to be transferred to rulers who were unreservedly orthodox in their Catholic beliefs so that the Cathar heresy could finally be extirpated by firm leadership and by the Inquisition; that said, the transfer of land was to be implemented by military means – and that, in simple terms, meant conquest. In fact, as noted above, some recent scholarship has raised the question of whether Catharism was much of a phenomenon at all, and suggested that its threat was manufactured and massively inflated so as to provoke a military response. After the war council of Lavaur in 1213, the crusade made little pretence of using heresy as a casus belli, and focused on all-out conquest of the south.

Identity is more important than religion in explaining the crusade’s ferocity. When tied to land, group identities – whether tribal, regional or national – invoke fiercely strong feelings of ‘us’ and ‘them’, the other threatening one’s very way of life and existence. Cathar communities were dispersed among Catholic ones in the south of France; what brought many of them together was a united opposition to the invasion of foreigners from across Europe, but mainly from northern France. For this reason, and to emphasise the primacy of territory, I have largely avoided referring to the enemies of the crusaders collectively as Cathars, using this term to denote religious persons rather than combatants. Instead, for those resisting the crusaders I generally use the cultural and broad regional identifications of Occitanians (some prefer the term Occitans) and, most frequently, southerners. This war spilled across the contested lands of Languedoc (langue d’oc), denoting the southerners’ different linguistic heritage from the rest of France. For their enemies, which encompassed troops from Europe seeking either redemption or booty (and usually both), I have used the terms northerners and French (for they led and dominated the invading forces) and, of course, crusaders. For this was, despite many cynical motivations, a fully fledged crusade.

Travelling across the region researching this book, I was struck by how the beautiful landscape of Languedoc clarified my understanding of the war, not least the question of how such astonishing, formidable and vertiginous castles of southern resistance could fall to the crusaders by siege. I hope that this book explains to the reader the warfare and campaigning of the crusade. It is written for those interested in medieval history – especially its darker side – and medieval wars specifically. It is also designed to accompany interested visitors as they tour the region, especially the famous Cathar castles, so that they may have a full understanding of the remarkable and bloody events that surround these magnificent historical sites.
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CATHARS, CATHOLICS AND CRUSADERS: ‘THE GENERATION OF VIPERS’

The Cathar Heresy

Just before dawn on 14 January 1208, Peter of Castelnau was on the banks of the Rhône north of Arles, making ready to cross the river. Peter was the papal legate, sent to Languedoc by Pope Innocent III to root out the evil scourge of Catharism, a heresy that had taken hold in the region and which threatened the supremacy of the Catholic Church. As Peter prepared himself, ‘an evil-hearted squire’ galloped up to the legate and ‘drove his sharp sword into his spine and killed him’.1 Another account claims that the murderer ran the legate through with his lance. As the unknown assailant made his escape to kinsmen in Beaucaire, a stronghold of heresy, the mortally wounded Peter raised his hands, asked God to forgive his attacker and, as dawn broke, died a martyr to his faith. His death sparked the launch of the Albigensian Crusade and three and a half decades of vicious warfare in southern France.

Just as the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in August 1914 was the trigger that unleashed the First World War, so Peter’s murder is the moment at which words were replaced with weapons. In both cases, the precipitating murder was so momentous because it brought to a head, in one defining act, the long build-up of frustration, dispute and tension that was to erupt into open war. The combustible ingredients that sparked such an explosive outburst of prolonged violence had been stirred into the melting pot of Languedoc for some time.

That a crusade should be fought over religion is seemingly self-evident. The target of the crusaders was the heretical Catharism of southern France. The origins of the heresy appear to lie in the dualism of the Bogomils, who stemmed from tenth-century Bulgaria; French writers therefore sometimes called them bougres, a deliberate insult and accusation of sodomy. Less clear is when Catharism originally spread into Languedoc. It may first have appeared there in the form of Manicheanism (itself based on dualism) just after the millennium, a time of febrile religious activity, new thinking and the increased recording of heretical developments. Thus, at the end of 1000, we can read of the case of Leutard, a peasant from Châlons in France, who for some scholars displays Bogomil tendencies. The monk Ralph the Bald tells how Leutard, ‘an emissary from Satan’, fell asleep after exhausting himself with hard labour, and how he claimed that ‘a great swarm of bees entered his body through his privates’. They passed though him, tormenting him with stings, before exiting through his mouth. They then started speaking to him, revealing to him a new spiritual life. He entered his local church and, in an iconoclastic rage, broke the crucifix and image of Christ. He then started preaching anti-clerical sentiments and the rejection of some aspects of the bible. It is interesting to note that ‘in a short time, his fame, as if it were that of a sane and religious person, drew to him no small part of the common people’. Although his career as a visionary was short-lived – before long he ‘threw himself to death in a well’ – it demonstrates that new religious ideas, however oddly inspired, could spread quickly and find a receptive audience.2

That Catharism had established itself in Languedoc by the mid-twelfth century is evident from the works of the great reformist preacher Bernard of Clairvaux during his anti-heresy mission to Toulouse; evidence of Cathar beliefs from the same time is also to be found in the Rhineland. Two decades later, it was concentrating the minds of church leaders. In 1163, Pope Alexander III condemned the heresy emanating from Toulouse but which had by now spread to northern France, Germany and Italy; heretics with Cathar beliefs were burned in Cologne in 1163 and Vézelay in 1167. The German episode prompted the monk Eckbert of Schönau to write his Sermon against the Cathars; he seems to suggest that heretics of similar beliefs had been burned in the city some twenty years earlier. However, a small group of Cathars known as Publicani failed to gain a footing in England in the 1160s: they converted only one Catholic and their group was broken up. A church council at Oxford condemned them and King Henry II, enforcing the secular arm of the law, had the heretics whipped, branded and cast naked into the winter, decreeing that no one should help them or associate with them in any way.

The situation proved very different in Languedoc, where tolerance rather than suppression was more widely the response; indeed, across the region Cathars were living openly among the orthodox believers without any hindrance and very little, if any, censure. By the early 1170s, the Cathars had established their first diocese at Albi, hence the name Albigensians given to them. And by the end of that decade, Count Raymond V of Toulouse sent letters of supplication to the Church calling for assistance:



The disease of heresy has grown so strong in my lands that almost all those who follow it believe they are serving God … The priesthood is corrupted with heresy; ancient churches, once held in reverence, are no longer used for divine worship but have fallen into ruins; baptism is denied; the Mass is hated; confession is derided … Worst of all, the doctrine of two principles is taught.3



Raymond’s letter captures how pervasive Catharism and some of its tenets, including dualism (‘the two principles’), had become. Christian theology – which at this time meant Catholic theology as Catholicism was the monolithic religion – teaches that God is the ‘Maker of all things visible and invisible’. Cathars rejected this doctrine and instead proposed a dualist one. For them, the real, tangible world was the creation of an Evil God of darkness, the demiurge, while the spiritual world was the work of the competing Good God of light. The demiurge kept the divine souls of humans imprisoned in their physical bodies (or other warm-blooded animals), condemning them to perpetual reincarnation. This cycle could only be broken by adherence to Cathar beliefs.

There are similarities and differences between Catholic Christianity and Catharism. Moderate dualists can be considered Christian heretics in that they believed Christ and Satan were the sons of one God and that Christ was sent to this world to free it from Satan’s clutches and release men’s souls to heaven. Absolute dualists offered a new religion (but still with very strong Christian influences) as they held the belief that the Evil God and the Good God were independent, of equal power and co-eternal. By the end of the twelfth century, following a successful preaching mission in the early 1170s by Bishop Nicetas of the Bogomil Church of Constantinople, the absolutist version had gained dominance in Languedoc. But we should allow for variances: different Cathars held their beliefs to varying extents, just as today many Catholics, for example, do not follow every single teaching of the Church in Rome. As the unorthodox new faith grew and developed, so it was received in different forms in different places by different people.

Nonetheless, there were some accepted basic tenets adhered to by the majority of the Cathars, many of which share a Christian heritage. Although Cathars obviously did not celebrate the Eucharist (as they would not rejoice in the body and blood), at breakfast and at dinner they did break bread and share it with the words: ‘May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with us always.’ A more explicit sharing was the acceptance that the bible was divinely ordained, but with some exceptions (much as the unfortunate Leutard had claimed). Cathars anticipated the Protestant reformers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in reading the bible in the vernacular and in rejecting most of the sacraments of the Catholic Church; for the Cathars, as with the Protestants, the sacramental focus was on baptism. In keeping with their rejection of the physical world, Christ became man to spread his message but his body did not rise again as his spirit returned to heaven, while his mother Mary was an angel. (These elements were present in the Docetic sect of the early Church.)

Central to their belief was the sacrament of consolamentum, their baptismal rite that also echoed Catholicism’s sacraments of confirmation and, when applied to believers on their deathbed (as was common), extreme unction. ‘Consolation’ by the laying-on of hands was reserved only for those who had full knowledge and understanding of the faith, and for the dying. This ritual reconnected the recipient’s soul with his spirit at death, breaking the cycle of reincarnation. Only those who had been consoled were actual members of the Cathar church; the other believers were followers guided by the clergy. The clergy were known as the ‘perfects’ and, crucially, these included women equally (hence perfecti for men, perfectae for women). They also went by the name the Good Men and the Good Women. The name Cathar itself comes from the Greek katharos (‘pure’). Catholic antagonists played on these terms and used them sarcastically to mock what they tried to project as a holier-than-thou attitude. Becoming a perfectus or perfecta entailed enormous personal sacrifice. Once consoled, the perfect had to reject the world and live a life of extreme asceticism. On the less onerous side, the perfect could not swear oaths, lie or take the life of a warm-blooded animal even to save their own life (as human spirits inhabited the bodies of animals). More onerous on a day-to-day basis were prayers at set hours fifteen times through the day and night; a prohibition against consuming anything from a warm-blooded animal, be it meat, milk, cheese, fat or eggs (only fish was permitted in an otherwise high-carb diet); a requirement to undergo strenuous fasting; a total renunciation of all property (except for a habit and a bible) and of family and social ties; and a lifetime of complete abstinence from sex (as procreation perpetuated the evil world). Given these severe stipulations, it is remarkable that Catharism had any followers at all. But the consoled were a small group of elite clergy and those facing imminent death; followers were free to pursue their own lives fully with none of the curtailments of the perfect, knowing that hedonistic indulgences counted for little when a deathbed consolamentum would spring them into heaven. Perhaps the most overindulgent good-timers would prefer to be reincarnated anyway.

The Cathars were virulently antagonistic towards the Catholic Church, but their own church emulated it in some ways. The relationship between the perfect and followers was not so different from that between more austere monasticism and the laity: most perfects seem to have lived in samesex communes, some offering charity and others being more eremitically inclined, mirroring Christianity’s holy hermits. Catharism had its bishops and dioceses divided into deaconries (though no church buildings: meetings took place in private houses); funding came from the bishops, donations and alms, and from the labour of the perfect, many of whom were weavers. Much of this reflected the structure of the Catholic Church, though of course on a much less grander scale. Despite the Cathars’ anti-clericalism, which reflected some attitudes of the time, extreme deference to their version of the clergy was expected of believers: when meeting a perfect, the follower was to kneel down to him three times while saying ‘Bless us, have mercy on us’. Other than that, believers (credentes) had little to do in the form of rituals that was absolutely necessary; many would still attend Catholic masses (whether for social or protective reasons) and fulfil Holy Day obligations that remained far more exacting than anything they had to perform for formal Catharism. However, devout believers would try to follow the challenging example of the perfects; more challenging again was that the authorities persecuted Cathars, so the heretical faith could demand the ultimate sacrifice.

Recently, an influential school of thought has challenged much of this picture, claiming that Catharism as a threat was little more than a fiction manufactured by a paranoid Church and avaricious princes, and that the heresy was not a counter-church but merely a localised, largely individual unorthodox expression of belief. Even one of the most important scholars of heresy has questioned his earlier work on the Cathars, which has been instrumental in shaping our views on the heresy, suggesting that the early heretics were discontents from monastic orders, especially the Premonstratensians, and otherwise orthodox reformers such as the Patarenes. It has also been argued that the dualism of the Albigensians was a useful excuse to vindicate the sacking of Constantinople by crusaders in 1204, as dualist beliefs were strong in the East, and thus as justification to move into Languedoc. While there is something to be said for medieval powers having overstated the extent of Catharism – it is a constant in warfare to inflate the danger of an enemy one intends to attack – this revisionist approach, which offers some extremely valuable insights, perhaps goes a little too far, and has already been challenged, with the reality lying somewhere in-between.

The extent of an established Cathar church and structure can be overemphasised as the revisionists claim; this structure may have represented an ideal rather than the reality, but may also have reflected the experience of disaffected monks in its ranks who were used to such structure and a chain of command. There was a formal organisation and hierarchy, however loose, as the Cathars imitated existing religious models after their own fashion. But Catharism’s international connections should not be played down too much, either. It is the nature of new religious movements to proselytise, spreading their message far and wide. Missionaries from Eastern Europe, Catalonia and Italy ensured Languedoc had contacts with the wider movement of Catharism. Exaggeration of the heresy by Inquisitors eager to justify their livelihood was indeed common (in the same way that Matthew Hopkins, the notorious Witchfinder General, promoted his career in mid-seventeenth-century England), but they had plenty to work on. Evidence for the Cathar heresy is clear from before Church theologians began denouncing it; furthermore, clear distinctions were made between various forms of heresy, especially those of Cathars and the poverty-inspired Waldensians, with Catholic churchmen holding documented debates with these two groups in the same meeting. While the extent of the threat of Catharism to orthodoxy may have been magnified by the Church, it was a direct and growing challenge to it and a very real phenomenon that required a response. That response was at first spiritual, but then martial.

Something of a benign myth has been created around the Cathar faith, whose adherents are known to us as gentle, vegan pacifists who would not even allow animals to be harmed. Yet their ultimate goal – as extreme in its belief as its chances of success – was the elimination of the human race through the ending of procreation. As mentioned above, the perfects constituted a very small group; followers might try to imitate them, but as a whole they do not seem to be that different from their neighbours in displaying nastiness and discriminatory behaviour; indeed, the slightly cultish feel of Catharism led to some unsympathetic treatment of those less fervent or inferior in their devotions. It is important that this less favourable picture is depicted, as it helps us to understand why the Albigensian Crusade was not a one-sided act of extreme violence with atrocities meted out just by those wearing the cross.

Ermessinde Viguier was a Cathar wife who lived in the village of Cambiac on the eastern side of Toulouse. In 1222 she was present at a Cathar meeting where other women mocked and belittled her for being pregnant. Having been told she was carrying a demon and bringing forth wickedness into the world, she understandably left the church, even though her Cathar husband beat her with a rod to force her stay. Some Cathar women were coerced into abortions. This attempt to counter maternal instincts ensured that male followers outnumbered female ones.

The famous Cathar village of Montaillou near Ax les Thermes offers more extreme examples. Sybille Pierre’s daughter of under twelve months, Jacotte, was seriously ill. A perfect, Prades Tavernier, consoled the infant (the consolamentum was not usually administered to dying children) and told Sybille not to give her any milk; in effect, Jacotte was to undergo the endura, the final fast after a deathbed consolation that ensured release of the spirit. Sybille would not stand by and let her child die, so she strengthened Jacotte by ‘putting her to the breast’. When her husband Raymond discovered this, ‘he was very grieved, troubled and lamented’. Other villagers labelled Sybille a ‘wicked mother’ and a ‘demon’ for saving her baby daughter, and for a long while afterwards Sybille said that her husband ‘insulted and threatened me … and stopped loving the child’.4 Insecurity heightened tensions in the village. Arnald Lizier was a Catholic and not trusted by the villagers; he was murdered and his corpse discarded at the castle gates. Mengarde Maury had denounced Pierre Clergue, the village’s womanising priest, to the Inquisition; she had her tongue cut out. The gap between a religion’s ideals and practices – common to all faiths – affected the Cathars as much as the Catholics. The Cathars were governed by human instincts and thoughts that they may have striven, but often failed, to overcome. Throughout history, beliefs – be they religious or political – have all too often been cited as the justification of an end, no matter how bloody or cruel, or how imperfectly adhered to by followers.

Nor was general morality very different between Cathars and Catholics, the records from Montaillou revealing rape of females and male youths at knifepoint. Pierre Clergue, the priest, encapsulates the crossover between the two religions: a Catholic by ordination but a Cathar by sympathy, he had over a dozen mistresses and took delight in deflowering virgins. ‘One woman is just like another,’ he said. ‘The sin is the same, whether she is married or not. Which is as much as to say that there is no sin about it at all.’5

A great appeal of Catharism was the example set by the perfecti in their holy, simple and devout lives. But the perfects were often not perfect at all; being in the human form that they despised, they suffered as much as the next person from a willing spirit but weak flesh – and sometimes from a spirit that really wasn’t very willing at all. We have little information on the perfects’ private lives, but there are occasional glimpses to suggest that they were as prone to sin as their Catholic counterparts. Guillaume Bélibaste, considered the last perfect missionary in Languedoc, had a mistress called Raimonde. As a Good Man, his sole companion should have been male. Bélibaste passed her off as a servant (rather like many a Catholic priest at the time) and to those closer to him as his wife with whom he had no sexual relations, insisting that when they had to sleep in a bed (when travelling) they did so fully clothed so that no naked skin touched. This was all stretching it a bit thin, and the deception was revealed, along with much flesh, when Raimonde’s sister walked into their room and caught them in the act.

The maxim that power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely applies here. It was coined by Lord Acton in 1871: a Catholic historian, he applied it to Pope Leo IX’s grab at papal infallibility when the Church lost its Papal States in the Italian Risorgimento; Leo hoped to replace the loss by accruing more spiritual powers. Whether communities were Cathar, Catholic or a mixture of both, spiritual leaders had both greater responsibilities to help their flock and greater opportunities to abuse it. (The paedophile scandal in the Catholic Church – and others – revealed at the start of this century is a stark demonstration of this truth.) It is therefore important to recognise that the Cathar–Catholic divide was not black and white, whether in terms of morality or compassion for those different in their beliefs. Being of one faith or the other did not somehow automatically strip a person of their human instincts for good, wrongdoing, self-promotion, defence – or their ability to commit horrible acts of violence on those perceived as a threat.

Southern France in the Early Thirteenth Century

Another ‘pro-Cathar’ exaggerated distortion exists in perceptions of the south being some kind of idyllic society that was trampled underfoot by the invading crusaders. It was not. Languedoc was a highly militarised society – just witness the proliferation of castles that still dominate the landscape – with its multifarious nobility waging constant war among itself and against others. Bands of mercenaries (routiers) terrorised the region as they made handsome profits from the business of war. Private armies consisted of these and retainers who were either paid cash or, in the more feudal sense, given land in return for military service. The lack of political unity among the southerners, a major cause of their military weakness, was exacerbated by the fact that much of the aristocracy’s land was allodial, meaning that it was held in outright ownership (in contradistinction to feudalism) and so magnates often had less of a call on powerful overlords to help them or on a mutually reinforcing feudal structure locally. To add to their problems, the incessant warfare cost them economically, too, though the region remained prosperous as a whole.

Land holdings could be small, and even the main powers such as the counts of Toulouse had small parcels of land dotted around the south in a bewildering patchwork of possession. In 1207, Mirepoix, thanks mainly to the common practice of shared inheritance, was under the joint leadership of thirty-five heirs. Unsurprisingly, many knights sought to augment their income by diversification in trade and commerce, both of which abounded in the region (that the Cathars did not oppose usury may have added to their appeal among this class).

Political affiliation was fluid and confusing. Nominally, Philip II was king of all France; in practical terms, his direct authority was only just starting to expand beyond Paris and his influence in Occitania was extremely limited. In the south, the Aragonese crown owned some lands with vassals paying homage and ensuring its interest in the region. Areas of Provence owed allegiance to the Holy Roman Emperor while Aquitaine was ruled by the Angevin kings of England, following the marriage of Henry Plantagenet to Eleanor of Aquitaine after King Louis VII of France had divorced her; with the exception of Avignon in Provence, neither of these two territories suffered much in the way of prolonged encroachments from the crusade. The area of the Massif Central in the north of the region also escaped the ravages of war except for on its periphery, not least because here strong ecclesiastical lords dominated, ensuring that heresy was kept under control. The territories most affected by the northern invasion edged onto the Pyrénées. To the east, the nobility variously paid homage to their lords in Aquitaine, Toulouse and Aragón; here, the counts of Toulouse and of Foix play a major role in our story. To the west lay the crucible of war in the region, from Toulouse through Carcassonne to Béziers, and encompassing Montpellier, Narbonne and Nîmes. Here the Count of Toulouse held sway, although his lordship was far from all-pervasive as the great centres of Narbonne and Montpellier were beyond his grasp (the latter falling into the Aragonese orbit in 1204).

In this last area, where many of the crusade’s worst excesses were to occur, lay the lands of the Trencavel family. The head of the family at the start of the crusade was the Viscount Raymond Roger of Béziers; he plays the leading southerner part in the bloodshed of 1209. Although only 150 of the 500 castles in their four counties of Béziers, Albi, Carcassonne and Razès owed them service, the Trencavels were effective at punching belligerently above their weight to cause trouble and gain influence. Like the Count of Foix, the Trencavels paid homage to the King of Aragón, but it did them little good. The Trencavel dynasty was the one to suffer most from the crusade, not helped by the enmity between its heads and the counts of Toulouse and by their overlord’s reluctance to intervene on its behalf lest it upset Aragón’s relations with the papacy. Not even Raymond Roger’s subjects were altogether supportive: the inhabitants of Béziers had murdered Raymond Roger’s father – a mark of how tumultuous the region was. Nowhere is the southerners’ lack of unity and mutual support more exposed than with Raymond Roger; we have noted the region’s fragmented nature which left individual lords vulnerable, especially if acting on their own against a massive force as presented by the crusade, and the Trencavels simply had too little support to resist the onslaught for any length of time.

Despite its political fragmentation, the south has been deemed a country by some historians. This is not meant in the sense of a state but in the sense of a natio: a defined area sharing common laws, culture, customs and, crucially, language. Modern historians and sociologists have been too ready to deny national groupings in the Middle Ages, but national identity according to the persuasive primordial school of thought was a very real feature of many societies; fighting for one’s country, pro patria, is witnessed in numerous chronicles written during the time of crusade. Many of the place and street names the visitor encounters in this region testify to the strong linguistic links to the Catalan tongue; for southerners, the langue d’oïl of northern France was more of a foreign language. The peoples of the north and south of France also identified themselves in relation to each other, the southerner seeing the stereotypical northerner as crude, unrefined, brutish and bellicose, altogether lacking in manners and culture, while the equally stereotypical southerner was viewed from the north as sybaritic, indulgent, indolent and effete. Minor elements of veracity were blown up into caricatures, but war propaganda on both sides exacerbated these differences greatly so as to demonise the enemy. Once the enemy has been demonised, it is easier to kill him without troubling one’s conscience.

It is also extremely important to recognise that the land being fought over was wealthy – hence the crusade attracting so many willing participants. It is no surprise that the war’s main theatre of operations was in the prosperous regions of the Trencavel family. Recent scholarship suggests that initially the crusaders’ aim was first and foremost the destruction of Raymond Roger, although for reasons other than the most obvious one of sharing out the spoils. Languedoc had large rural and urban populations. Its cities, many ancient in origin, were expanding rapidly, boosted by trade across the Mediterranean, including with Egypt and Syria; they exported wine, dyed woollens, olive oil and grain while importing spices, silks and luxury items. Travelling across the region today, especially between Béziers and Carcassonne, one is still struck by the expansive panorama of never-ending vineyards. The cities were also developing in a similar way to those of Italy, with independence and self-government growing in importance, and near autonomy being represented by magistrates, proconsuls and councils of oligarchs. The nobility collected dues from the urban centres, but had a decreasing say in their governance. Even villages attempted ambitious plans for semi-autonomy.

This independence asserted itself militarily, too. At the end of the twelfth century Toulouse, the largest of the region’s cities, was spreading its influence in an attempt to secure castles that posed a threat to its commercial trading routes and outlying villages that supplied the city with food (an essential logistical consideration in times of siege). The city made wars, alliances and treaties to protect and expand its commercial activities and wealth; in this respect, it was similar to a great lord or prince. The urban centres could generally raise their own militias and they had the money to employ mercenaries. They were forces to be reckoned with.

Even before the crusaders came, the locals were squabbling over the region’s bounty: the nobility, burghers and the Church could find themselves in a three-way contest for influence and control over the centres, as happened at Narbonne; in Montpellier the nobility was dominant; in Toulouse the burghers were the leading political force; in the towns of the Massif Central, the Church was very powerful. Such divisions enabled heretics – who could be influential townspeople – to play off different parties against each other, especially against the Church. The crusade added another unwelcome player jostling for position; this actually helped Catharism to grow in some areas, such as the Quercy, where the nobility allied with heretics in common cause against the northerners who were attempting to impose their more feudal rules and obligations on the independently minded south. Where the crusade did succeed in ostensibly preventing overt demonstrations of heresy, it was still left with the problem of political resistance, which, in turn, impeded the complete eradication of heterodoxy and thus encouraged its survival.

The Mediterranean influence on the region was also apparent in Languedoc’s tolerance. The direct trade and contacts with a diversity of faiths – Jewish, Islamic, Greek Orthodox and others – created a more benign atmosphere of open-mindedness, not least because many locals depended on foreign trade for their livelihood. These contacts did exist further in the more rural north, but to a much lesser extent and were normally indirect through third parties. Catharism, stemming from Eastern Europe, was not such a seismic shock, as it was absorbed steadily into the mainstream of popular belief and could often co-exist with many elements of everyday Catholicism due to a relative lack of aggressive imposition or resistance. Most significantly of all, the majority of Cathar believers were notable for being completely normal in all things other than their religion; and as Catharism spread, that, too, became normal and accepted. Whether as neighbours, business associates or close relatives, most Cathars were integrated into the very fabric of society. When a bishop of Toulouse asked a Catholic knight from the south why he and others like him had not acted fiercely against the Cathars, the knight replied: ‘We cannot; we were brought up with them, there are many of our relatives amongst them, and we can see that their way of life is a virtuous one.’6

The Church was on the frontline against heresy, but it could only prove effective when it worked in conjunction with the secular authorities. Elsewhere in Europe, especially the north, monarchs were often just as keen as the Church to suppress heresy: any unorthodoxy was perceived as a threat to the natural order and the great chain of being. Church and state had a symbiotic relationship, though it was often a disharmonious one. In southern France the close connection existed but was looser due to the fissiparous nature of society and the greater competition of polities. This competition weakened the Church, but while many abbots and bishops were fabulously wealthy, others were not: in 1200 the Bishop of Toulouse, a city of enormous wealth, relied on food handouts from the cathedral. The region’s nobility reduced its economic competition and enriched itself by sequestrating tithes from the Church and seizing its lands. Nor was the nobility overly inclined to grant lands and rights to the Church as much as their counterparts did in the north. The rivalry had serious consequences. It has recently been suggested that Raymond Roger’s poor relations with the powerful Cistercian order (to whom Count Raymond V of Toulouse made his appeal against heresy) were instrumental in his being targeted at the start of the crusade. A Church that was losing money and influence was less attractive for a career of the younger sons (and daughters) of the nobility and wealthy townspeople. For all the culture and learning that medieval Languedoc is famous for, the clergy there suffered from a relative lack of education, vibrant theological debate and reforming awareness, all of which were exacerbated by the distance from universities and centres of advanced study. The Church was therefore not as intellectually adept as it might have been in countering the teachings of the Cathars. The overall effect of these factors, combined with the lack of a unified ecclesiastical hierarchy, caused a relative weakening of the Church in southern France, rendering it poorly suited to countering the new heresy.

Competing economic and political powers, a weakened Church and the cosmopolitan air of tolerance all combined, therefore, to create an environment in which heresy could flourish. As different parts of local society vied to advance their own interests, heresy slipped in and flourished, so much so that in some communities Catharism utterly displaced Catholicism and became, in effect, the new orthodoxy. As Count Raymond lamented in his plea for help to the Cistercians, the problem was now too great to ignore. The authorities had to strike back.

The Outbreak of War

At first, the Church tried persuasion. It was responsible to God for the souls under its care, so reconversion took priority over simply killing heretics. A Cathar burnt at the stake was a sign of failure, even if it were hoped that at the same time the heat of the flames would drive others away from apostasy. When the crusaders came, they were not so concerned with theological matters; for them, eradicating heretics was the same as eradicating heresy. Niceties such as determining a suspect’s unorthodoxy and offering them a chance to recant did not figure high on their list of priorities. It has been estimated that for the first five years of the crusade, between 1209 and 1214, the number of heretics who went to the stake without trial outnumbered all those executed by due legal process in the previous 200 years.

As Catharism progressed, it was clear that Languedoc was not dealing with the problem; all initiatives against the heresy came from outside. Count Raymond V of Toulouse saw an opportunity. Raymond was in a difficult position: Aragón had wrestled Provence from his grasp in 1176 and was now constantly threatening the western borders of his county of Toulouse; his ally Emperor Frederick Barbarossa was submitting to the pope; his capital city had been taken over by the burghers; and danger from Aquitaine hovered over him. Eager to get on the right side of the papacy (a temporal as well as spiritual power), he made his appeal to the Cistercians in 1178. Henry of Marcy, Abbot of Clairvaux, was one of many to express horror at Toulouse’s open infestation by heresy, bewailing ‘all the evil abominations which that noble city nourished in the bosom of its belief ’. The city was now ‘a place of abomination, of desolation … There the heretics ruled the people and reigned among the clergy … Heretics spoke out and all applauded’. As he walked through the streets, the Cathars ‘railed at us, pointed their fingers at us, shouted at us that we were imposters, hypocrites and heretics’.7 He also called upon King Henry II of England and King Louis VII of France for help. Here we see already the politicisation of the heresy issue and how regional power structures impacted upon anti-heresy policy.

Urged on by Raymond and Henry, Pope Alexander sent his legate in France, Peter of Pavia, to Toulouse as part of a joint papal and royal commission supported by kings Henry and Louis. That the heresy had spread to the city’s elite is shown by the prosecution of Pierre Maurand, a prosperous merchant. His fate is instructive: having recanted his unorthodoxy, his penitential sentence was to spend three years in the Holy Land; when he returned, he was elected to high office as consul on the city’s governing board. Two other heretics were also excommunicated at this time. Although missionary work was to continue as the primary response, Abbot Henry realised already that the problem was so entrenched it would take military force to expunge it: ‘We know this triumph will not be denied to those who struggle for us, if they are willing to fight in the love of Christ.’8 The Third Lateran Council, held in March 1179, took the message on board and, while acknowledging that the Church was not in the business of shedding blood, it called upon secular help to threaten physical violence. The heretical town of Lavaur felt the implications of this call in 1181 when Abbot Henry, by now papal legate, led Catholic nobles in a successful and relatively bloodless siege of the place. There was no concerted spiritual supervision afterwards so the action did not deracinate the heresy but merely displaced it; three decades later it was still staunchly Cathar, but its fate then was to be far, far worse.

Heresy continued to spread, helped by the distractions of those who might have quelled it. The papacy’s focus was elsewhere. It had to contend with the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin in 1187 and the massive enterprise of the Third Crusade until 1192; the latter’s failure meant that future plans for the Holy Land remained a priority, and the Fourth Crusade was launched in 1202. Closer to home, the papacy was preoccupied by the traditional German incursions into Italy, the Emperor Henry VI taking Sicily and leaving the Papal States feeling surrounded and vulnerable. There was also the matter of five papal elections between 1181 and 1198. One of the popes from this period, Lucius III, managed to address heresy in his decretal Ab abolendam (‘On abolition’) of 1184. This excommunicated Cathar, Waldensian and Humiliati heretics and, importantly, all those who offered them any form of support. It stipulated that bishops were to travel to places in their dioceses suspected of heresy and put on trial in their courts anyone denounced by reliable witnesses. Those who refused to recant were to be handed over to the secular authorities for unspecified punishment beyond removal of fiefs (which was temporary for those who reconverted). The measure of the decretal’s lack of success may be gauged by Archbishop Berengar of Narbonne’s failure to tour his diocese for ten years since taking up his office in 1191.

The last decade of the twelfth century saw the emergence of two figures who were absolutely central to the Albigensian Crusade: Count Raymond VI of Toulouse and Pope Innocent III. Both were 37 years of age when they came to power. Raymond inherited his title in 1194, by which time Catharism had become so ingrained that it was not so much an overriding problem for him as simply another facet of everyday life. To eradicate it would have taken ruthless single-mindedness, focused resolve and unrelenting energy. Raymond possessed none of these. He was more suited to a life of dilettantism than to political rule, especially in such a challenging environment. An admired patron of the arts and Languedoc’s troubadour society, he indulged his love of luxury and sex with little restraint. He had at least five wives and any number of mistresses and, if we are to believe a hostile chronicler, so insatiable was his appetite even he committed incest with his sister. While confessing orthodox Catholicism to the end of his life, he was nevertheless completely at ease with heretics in his court and in his bed (his second wife, Beatrice of Béziers, was a prominent Cathar). His ultra-liberalism in confessional matters reflected, for his own lands, a sensible appreciation of reality. Others took a dim view of this misplaced tolerance. Peter of Vaux de Cernay deplored his inaction against the Cathars, the count even refusing to punish a heretic ‘who emptied his bowels beside the altar in a church … and wiped himself clean with the altar cloth’. He denounced Raymond as ‘a limb of the Devil, a son of perdition, an enemy of the cross, a persecutor of the Church, the defender of heretics, the oppressor of the Catholic faithful, the servant of treachery’.9

The Church’s hostility towards the count owed much to its frequent run-ins with him. The Abbot of St Gilles protested when the count built the stone castle Mirapetra on his land without permission; the Abbot of Carpentras lost two castles to him; the Bishop of Agen was expelled from the city; the Abbot of Montauban and the Bishop of Vaison were imprisoned. Raymond’s rough treatment of ecclesiastics was not unusual among the southern lords (Roger of Trencavel stood accused of incarcerating the Bishop of Albi in 1178) but when taken with his indulgent attitudes towards heresy and his power across the region, it marked him out as a major problem for the Church. In 1196 Raymond began his career as a serial excommunicate. But events such as those above and his appropriation of the fortified cathedral at Rodez reveal the primacy of his strategic and defensive concerns. This was the same for all the lords of Languedoc: religious matters, though they may have been important, always remained secondary to the concerns of local geopolitics.

In 1198, a 92-year-old pope, Celestine III, was replaced by a 37-year-old one: Innocent III. The youngest pontiff ever to be elected, Innocent remains one of the most formidable characters to sit on the throne of St Peter: brilliant, cynical, imposing, ruthless, skilful, authoritarian, obstinate and hugely ambitious, he resembled more a temporal prince than the spiritual leader of Christendom; he presented himself as the universal monarch and was the first pope to call himself the Vicar of Christ. He was the pope who called for the crusade against the Albigensians; in doing so, for all his outstanding ability, he probably worsened the situation. Catharism had directly challenged the supremacy of the Church and, as the latter saw it, was condemning increasing numbers to hell every year. For Innocent, the option of half-hearted countermeasures was no longer viable. The consequent crusade can be judged an overreaction that caused the situation to deteriorate in the short term due to the political reaction it provoked.

Innocent’s attention to the dangers of the Cathar heresy may have been due to his experiences of Bulgaria and Bosnia, where Bogomilism had become a serious problem. Innocent had sent a legatine mission to the Balkans to help contain the spread of the dualist heresy and was directly involved in anxious correspondence with the region’s leaders. The Fourth Crusade’s taking of Constantinople in 1204 and Byzantine lands in Europe made him even more acutely aware of the internationalism of dualism. For Innocent, this ‘generation of vipers’ (Matthew 12:34) in the heart of western Christendom was too great a danger to ignore.

Innocent began his fightback by sending legatine missions to Languedoc in 1198 and 1200–01. In 1199 his papal bull Vergentis in senium clarified the penalties against heretics: their lands would be expropriated by secular lords without regard to any Catholic heirs. There was no mention of the death penalty. The flaw in this approach was that it relied on these secular lords being orthodox in their beliefs in the first place, or at least nominally orthodox enough to comply with papal instructions. With Innocent’s eventual preaching of the crusade, it is debated whether he wanted the southern lords coerced into stamping out heresy or their removal and replacement by men who were more willing to co-operate. In the first year of his papacy he had taken a radical step in launching a political crusade against Markward of Anweiler in Sicily; its success encouraged Innocent to employ fire and brimstone language alongside the missions in Languedoc: ‘We concede the power to destroy, ruin and root out that which you know needs to be destroyed, ruined or rooted out’; to Count Raymond VI he wrote ‘we will enjoin all the neighbouring princes to rise up against you as an enemy of Christ … Nor should the fury of the Lord be averted from you, but already his hand will be extended to strike you.’10 To those who supported him in his work, he granted the same indulgences bestowed upon crusaders in the Holy Land.

This belligerent language was accompanied by a more reflective and persuasive approach through preaching and debate. In 1203 Peter of Castelnau and Master Ralph, Cistercian monks from Fontfroide, were assigned to head the legatine mission in Languedoc. They immediately asserted themselves, removing the Bishop of Béziers in 1203 for failing to co-operate fully with the anti-heresy drive. (In Carcassonne in 1207 the Catholic bishop was turned out by the city for being too co-operative.) In 1204 Carcassonne held a public debate with heretics; although it achieved little, it was notable for the presence of King Peter II of Aragón, anxious to pacify the disruptions among his feudal subjects. The presence of high-ranking preaching churchmen often had a deleterious, reactionary effect among locals who resented the elite, corporate face of the Church in an already anti-clerical environment that resented Church corruption and wealth; mocking, ridicule and contempt were common, as Abbot Henry of Clairvaux had discovered some years earlier in Toulouse.

A more concerted and successful preaching campaign took place amid a series of substantial public debates – some of these lasting from a week to over a fortnight – between 1206 and 1207 at Verfeil, Pamiers, Montréal, Servian, Béziers and Carcassonne. At Montréal, ‘about 150 heretics were converted to the faith’ reports William of Puylaurens.11 Present at some of these debates were Arnald Amalric, the Abbot of Cîteaux, Bishop Diego of Osma and Dominic Guzman, who would found the Dominican order of friars ten years later. Dominic’s simpler approach appealed to the apostolic leanings of Catharism and hence was more effective than earlier missions; he and his group preached ‘not with an ostentatious escort of mounted men, but walking unshod on footways from place to place’.12 Dominic set up base in Fanjeaux and established the nunnery at nearby Prouille, a positive alternative for Cathar women. But there were too few preachers and too many heretics spread out across the region’s cities, towns and villages. Where they did make an impact, it was often fleeting as the converted slipped back into their old ways after the missionaries had moved on. By 1208 the missionary work had become ineffectual.

The political situation was even worse. In 1205 Raymond promised to make peace with the ecclesiastical powers in his region, restoring their powers (such as by knocking down the castle at Mirapetra), sending his mercenaries packing and persecuting heresy. But he did not. Peter of Castelnau, an intolerant, insensitive and intimidating man who incarcerated opponents at the drop of a hat, was active in Provence and stirring up animosity against Raymond so that the two regions were at war in 1207. Raymond needed his castles and mercenaries, and had little time and even less inclination for heretic hunting. Raymond was excommunicated once again and this time his lands were placed under interdict, which meant the withholding of church services and some of the sacraments (a move no doubt approved by the Cathars). In the summer Raymond found himself in a tight squeeze and once more made promises to accede to papal demands – and again he reneged on them. As one chronicler put it, the count ‘had incurred the censure of the Church for the many grave outrages he had committed against her, and often – as might be expected of a person who was crafty and cunning, slippery and unreliable – had received absolution under the guise of feigned penitence’.13

Peter of Castelnau excommunicated him for a third time. Papal patience was wearing thin and tensions ratcheted up. The pope had for some time been aware that force might be the only answer. In 1205 he had written to King Philip II of France, asking him to lead a crusade against the heretics of the south. Philip declined. Innocent implored him again in November 1207; again Philip declined, still citing his war with England as his reason for doing so. This time Innocent had also contacted the great magnates of the north, men such as the counts of Nevers, Troyes, Vermandois, Blois and Dreux, offering them the lands of the conquered enemy and full crusading indulgences as granted to those fighting the Muslims in the Holy Land and Spain.

Raymond began to feel the pressure brought on by his procrastination. Either genuinely seeking a workable compromise or to buy more time, Count Raymond invited Peter to his court over Christmas ‘and promised to give complete satisfaction on every heading under which he was accused’.14 The resulting clash of interests and personalities only made matters worse, the meeting ending in acrimony; according to the author of the Historia Albigensis, the count made death threats against the legate. Peter left the court and on 14 January he and his entourage were encamped on the banks of the Rhône. By morning he was dead, run through by an unknown assailant. Fingers were pointed at Raymond; he was also accused of harbouring the killer. No evidence linking Raymond with the murder has ever come to light. It is most unlikely that the count had ordered the legate’s death as this would have been political suicide; if the killer was somehow associated with the count, then the murderer may have had similar motivations to those who slew Thomas Becket. The assassination was the last straw for Innocent – an unforgivable insult and crime. Yet again Raymond, aware of the gravity of the situation, attempted to submit – probably genuinely for once – to the papacy. A measure of his concern was the poorly received embassy he sent to plead his innocence at Rome. But Innocent was not listening any more. The time for crusade had come.

Preparations for War

Pope Innocent was horrified and enraged when he heard the news of Peter’s death in February. By 10 March he had already canonised this newest martyr to the faith. Without waiting for King Philip of France to take the lead (he had proven too reluctant in the past), Innocent took matters into his own hands. Arnald Amalric, the Abbot of Cîteaux, urged him to action: ‘By Saint Martin, my lord, this talking is a waste of time! Have the indulgence proclaimed all over the world as far as Constantinople.’15

On the same day as the murdered legate’s canonisation, the pope made his appeal to Christendom for an all-out crusade against the Cathars, concluding his long letter with a fiery call to arms:



Forward, soldiers of Christ! Forward, brave recruits to the Christian army! Let the universal cry of grief of the Holy Church arouse you, let pious zeal inspire you to avenge this monstrous crime against your God!



The letter grants those who take up the cross a full plenary indulgence (‘with our promise of remission of sins’) and, in the very last sentence, the territory of the dispossessed by ‘expelling him [Raymond] and his supporters from the towns of the Lord and seizing their lands, where Catholic inhabitants will take over from the displaced heretics and will serve God in holiness and righteousness according to the tenets of the true faith which you follow’.16

The letter reveals the intended crusade’s objectives and motivations for those taking part. The spiritual element was central to recruitment. Indulgences granted sinners remission of temporal punishments for sins in this world and in purgatory and could be earned for just forty days’ service – a stipulated period that was a constant problem for the crusading leaders trying to maintain the strength of their army. Purgatory was a recent addition to Catholic belief: a punitive demi-hell that purged souls to purify them for heaven. The less time spent there the better. If a crusader died while actually on crusade he would, as a holy warrior of God, skip purgatory altogether and move straight into paradise. For many, the notion that they were doing God’s work, serving Him in a divine cause, was enough.

Financial motivations are more disputed. The costs and dangers of going to war were very high and enough to put many off enlisting. During the First Crusade at the very end of the eleventh century the Count of Blois performed his service in the Holy Land and, having had quite enough of the arduous campaigning and ever-present perils, returned home to France; his wife was not pleased to see him and promptly sent him back – to his death. The roll call of the dead at the siege of Acre on the Third Crusade was long and sobering. Nevertheless, for some the danger and excitement was part of the appeal, while the opportunity for land and booty was not only enticing but also central for recruitment; the potential for enriching oneself in war was considerable, as we shall see. War offered a high-risk, high-reward environment.

For the knightly classes, the prospect of land was, I would argue cynically, the chief lure. Previous appeals for the north to descend on the heretics had met with a muted response. This time, however, the pope was unambiguously launching a crusade rather than trying to stir one up through others. The Count of Toulouse was, as already noted, serially excommunicated and then reconciled with the Church; this made intervention for northerners less attractive as they might have financed themselves and made lengthy preparations only to turn up in the south and be told that everything was fine again and that their services would not be needed as Raymond was back in the arms of Mother Church. This time there were greater prospects for their investment. The murder of Peter of Castelnau was a crossing of the Rubicon; it was not something that could be rectified by a hastily convened meeting, an apology and a settlement. The promise of the count’s rich lands was now considerably less speculative.

Declaring Raymond’s lands dispossessed was one thing; taking them was another altogether. This, essentially, is why the Albigensian Crusade was fought. Innocent’s letter makes clear that he wanted orthodox sons of the faith to take control of Cathar territory so that heresy could be deracinated once and for all. Count Raymond had fallen foul of the papacy because he had not taken any action, despite numerous promises. Thus, the military strategy was necessary to support the spiritual one. It should be made clear that the lands could not be owned outright by their conquerors but would be subject to feudal restrictions. This was designed to reassure and reaffirm the rights of the great overlords of the region, most notably the kings of France and Aragón and the Holy Roman Emperor; without their support – or at least their acquiescence – the crusade would have had next to no chance of success. Lands taken would therefore be held as fiefs with incumbent obligations to a suzerain. In the case of Toulouse this was Philip II. This was the land-holding norm of northern Europe. Its imposition on the south, with its more varied form of tenure and independent allodial holdings, created real friction and opposition to the north’s occupancy in Languedoc. An additional incentive was that the lands and property of crusaders would come under papal protection during their lord’s absence and their interest payments on loans were cancelled and the capital payments suspended for the duration of their crusading service.
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