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‘If thou shalt hear say in one of thy cities …, Let us go and serve other Gods …; then shalt thou surely smite the inhabitants of that city with the edge of the swords destroying it utterly and all that is therein…. And thou shalt burn with fire the city and all the spoil thereof every whit for the Lord thy God…. And it shall be an heap for ever; and it shall not be built again,’


(DEUTERONOMY XIII. 12–16.)
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Languedoc







‘A land of wheat and barley, vines and fig trees.’


DEUTBRONOMY VIII.8





North of Arles, where the river Rhône divides, a papal legate was assassinated on a January morning in 1208. The legate, Peter of Castelnau, had left the abbey of St.-Gilles with a small bodyguard on the previous day and reached the west bank of the Rhône after nightfall. Since it was too late to cross the fast-flowing river by boat, the party spent the night near the river. Before dawn on 14th January they rose, said Mass, and set out towards the river bank. As they did so, a horseman approached unobserved, from behind and drove his lance into the legate’s back. Peter was hurled from his mule and died a few minutes later as dawn broke. His assailant escaped at the gallop to the nearby fortress of Beaucaire, leaving the legate’s attendants to carry his body back to St.-Gilles, some ten miles back along the road. In the abbey cloister he was buried by the monks carrying lighted candles and chanting the Kyrie Eleison.


The assassin had fled, but not before he was identified as a servant of Raymond VI, count of Toulouse. He had been in Raymond’s suite at St.-Gilles on the previous day and may have witnessed the violent quarrel between the count and the papal legate. Some obscure solecism had lost him the count’s favour, and he was looking for an opportunity to return to grace. But whether Raymond had inspired his enterprise, or had even known of it, is far from clear. In the course of a tempestuous interview, Raymond was said to have threatened Peter with violence and objected to the bodyguard provided for him by the abbot of St.-Gilles. The count had had both motive and opportunity, and the evidence, which at the time had seemed confused, acquired a misleading clarity by the time it reached Rome. Innocent III declared Peter of Castelnau to be a martyr and unequivocally named the count of Toulouse as his murderer. 


‘Faith and Peace: there are no nobler causes in which to die a martyr’s death,’ the pope declared in his obituary of the murdered legate. Undoubtedly Faith was better served by Peter’s martyrdom than Peace. A persuasive heresy of eastern origin had implanted itself in Raymond’s dominions and had succeeded in converting a substantial part of the population. For more than fifty years the church had retreated in the face of a rival organization whose teaching appeared to orthodox theologians to question the foundations of Christian thought. The civil authorities had been unable, unwilling some believed, to prevent the further expansion of the sect. More than that, many of the nobility on whose intervention the church had rested its hopes were themselves infected by the spreading gangrene. Successive papal emissaries were unable to decide whether Raymond himself was among them. What was certain was that he had failed to suppress the heresy by force, and this made him a protector of heretics if not a heretic himself. Persuasion no longer seemed necessary or even useful. An army was recruited in northern France with the promise of indulgences equal to those offered to knights who fought the Infidel in the Holy Land. The death of Peter of Castelnau was avenged by one of the most savage of all mediaeval wars. Faith ultimately prevailed, as Innocent III had predicted, but the consequences of the Albigensian crusade went far beyond its aims. A semi-independent Mediterranean principality was conquered not only by French armies but by the civilization and manners of France. In place of the native dynasty, a member of the French royal family ruled the province from his residence in Paris, leaving the details of administration to bailiffs, officials, and inquisitors. The power of the French monarchy extended for the first time in four centuries to the Mediterranean.


These events marked the triumph of politics over geography. The Massif Central, sparsely populated, with few rivers and no roads, was a formidable barrier to any ambitious centralizing power based in the north. The hills were gentler closer to the Atlantic, but they were divided by great west-flowing rivers—the Somme, the Seine, the Loire, the Dordogne, and the Garonne—which too easily became the frontiers of upstart and independent principalities. The principal route from Paris to the Mediterranean was then, as now, the Rhône-Saône corridor, through which passed one of the richest trade routes of western Europe. But wealth bred power, and the great cities which punctuated the route served no king, for all their outward exhibitions of deference. 


In the seventeenth century, cardinal Richelieu might look on the Rhine, the Alps, and the Pyrenees as marking off the ‘natural area’ of France. But only the remarkable bureaucratic resources of his own government had made this possible. In the twelfth century when men spoke of ‘France’ they meant ‘northern France’ and their terminology, so strange to modern ears, had the sanction of political reality. The authority of the Capetian kings was recognized in less than a tenth of Richelieu’s ‘natural area’. The territory over which they exercised effective control was smaller still, amounting to no more than Paris, the Ile-de-France, a corner of Burgundy, and isolated enclaves in northern and central France. It is fair to say that their influence extended further than their power. But in the west and south of their kingdom they lacked even influence. The empire of the Angevin kings of England included the entire Atlantic coast of France from the Channel to the Pyrenees, and extended inland as far as Vernon, Tours, Clermont-Ferrand, and Agen. The frontier of the Holy Roman Empire lay not at the Alps but at the Rhône; Provence was an imperial territory; Lyon and Avignon were frontier towns.


Even so, political frontiers mattered less than cultural ones. Poor communications and aristocratic independence left each region to develop its own cultural and political identity. At the margins, distinctions were blurred. But it remained possible for a Poitevin to regard Gascons as foreigners, and for a Burgundian abbot to speak of his native region as having ‘no king, no duke, no prince’. The rich province of Languedoc, which lay beyond the Aveyron, between the valleys of the Rhône and the Garonne, probably had less in common with the north of France than many parts of Germany. Its inhabitants, according to a Norman chronicler, were arrogant and hot-tempered and ‘as different from the Franks as chickens are from ducks’. The survival of Roman law, the prominent role of women, and the refinement of a society not organized for war, marked it off from the more disciplined north. Its literature was more secular and was written in the langue d’oc, a language which Dante’s contemporaries, to the poet’s great disgust, regarded as finer than either Italian or French. Its prosperity was shaped by the trade routes of the Mediterranean. Its cities developed on Italian, not on northern lines. Historical accident and geographical convenience had contributed to its peculiar development. The break-up of the Roman Empire had had a rather less disturbing effect here than further north, and subsequent invasions by Frankish armies never penetrated quite as far as Languedoc. Although Charlemagne succeeded where his forebears had failed, his achievement did not long survive his death. The decay of the Carolingian empire was felt first at its extremities. The local counts, originally mere administrative officials, were left in unfettered control of their provinces. They became hereditary and, in time, independent of the Frankish monarchy. In the twelfth century the rulers of the south recognized the suzerainty of the Capetian kings and did homage for their dominions. But they well knew that the Capetians were weak and distant, and their suzerainty little more than nominal.


The greatest of these rulers were the princes of the house of Toulouse, ‘the peers of kings, the superiors of dukes and counts’, as the Englishman Gervase of Tilbury described them at the beginning of the thirteenth century. The principality of Toulouse was created in 924 when Raymond III Pons, already count of Toulouse, annexed the ancient marquisate of Gothia, comprising the dioceses of Narbonne, Béziers, Agde, Lodève, Maguelonne, Nîmes, and Elne. To these extensive dominions were added the strategic castle of Tarascon on the east bank of the Rhône, acquired by marriage in 990, and a number of scattered footholds in the neighbouring imperial county of Provence. At every death, however, the power of the house of Toulouse was weakened by the practice of partitioning its territories among the sons and daughters of the family. It was left to Raymond IV (d. 1105) to weld his ungainly inheritance into a single, cohesive unit, and make his family the most powerful in the Midi. This he did by a rich marriage, by a series of dynastic alliances, and above all by a shrewd alliance with the church. When Raymond crowned his career by leading the first crusade to Jerusalem in 1096, he was the ruler of thirteen counties, a consolidated domain stretching from Toulouse to Nîmes, from Cahors to Narbonne.


In spite of its formidable size, the power of the principality of Toulouse was more apparent than real. In northern France, the shattering experience of two centuries of Viking invasions had created a strong military society. Land was held in fief, in return for regular military service, court service, and special aids and dues. The great principalities of the north, those of Normandy, Anjou, and Champagne, were centralized, authoritarian states. Languedoc, on the other hand, had scarcely been troubled by the invaders, and constant war had not moulded its institutions. The strenuous efforts of its rulers had signally failed to impose on it the thorough-going feudalism of the north, and consequently it lacked the impressive social cohesion of its neighbours. One symptom of this was the high proportion of allodial land, free land from which no feudal service was due. An allodial landowner was nobody’s man and could look to nobody to protect him. For this reason allods had almost entirely disappeared in the north, and become fiefs; in the south, however, the proportion of allods had actually increased during the ninth and tenth centuries. Even where land was held feudally, the bond between lord and man was weak. The feudal lord might be entitled to military service, but more often than not he simply exacted a rent. Herein lay the overpowering weakness of the counts of Toulouse. In a region which was rich enough to excite covetous neighbours, and where private war was endemic, the government could not raise a feudal army. It was dependent on mercenaries whom it could not always afford to pay and whose undisciplined violence only added to its problems.


If social bonds were weaker in Languedoc, this had much to do with the surviving influence of Roman law. ‘We have heard’, Louis VII of France wrote in 1164, ‘that the law of the Empire is applied there and that doctors from Bologna are teaching it.’ In fact, southern charters of the twelfth century reveal very little acquaintance with Roman law, but one area where it was undeniably applied was that of testamentary dispositions. The holder of a fief had rights over the land which would have been unthinkable in the north. ‘A man may do with his own property whatever he wishes and dispose of it exactly as he pleases,’ begins a charter of the period. He could freely sell his land or bequeath it to whomsoever he wished, and the fact that he generally chose to divide it among his children could only exaggerate the fissiparous tendencies of southern society. Several noble houses were reduced to ruin by the constant division of their property, and only extreme good fortune saved the house of Toulouse from the same fate. After Odo, count of Toulouse, divided his immense domains between his two sons at the end of the tenth century, it took more than a century to reunite them. The great county of Carcassonne was partitioned in about 950, and by the middle of the eleventh century there were five counts of Carcassonne. In the course of the twelfth century the greater nobles, including the counts of Toulouse, learned this lesson and adopted the northern practice of primogeniture. But the lesser nobility never learned it. On the eve of the Albigensian crusade, the castle of Montréal was held in undivided shares by thirty-six knights, Mirepoix by another thirty-six, and Lombez by fifty. A fief was thought of as the possession of a family, not of an individual. For this reason women could, and commonly did, inherit in their own right, a notable symptom of the unmilitary quality of southern fiefs. Ermengarde, viscountess of Narbonne, governed her territory, administering justice and fighting off her enemies, for sixty years. Other powerful women were ready to take the field if the occasion demanded. Northern feudalism was more than a convention of land tenure. It was a system of government, and its absence in Languedoc gravely compromised the efforts of the counts of Toulouse to build a southern state on the model of the Angevin empire. Although the extent of their territories was imposing within it they exercised little real power, far less than the Capetians exercised in their own, smaller, demesne. In the Toulousain itself they were in control. Elsewhere they had estates here, legal rights there, a few dependent churches scattered about. Real authority belonged to their vassals.


Who were these vassals? The counts of Foix, although they were nominally numbered among them, ruled a principality which straddled the Pyrenees, and which in practice recognized no suzerainty but their own. The extent of their territory fluctuated with every change in their fortunes, but by the end of the twelfth century they were well entrenched as far north as Pamiers, and were disputing possession of Saverdun with Raymond V of Toulouse. East of the county of Foix stood the small but wealthy territory of Narbonne whose viscounts, supposedly officials of the house of Toulouse, had in fact been independent hereditary princes since the early years of the tenth century. Their uneasy relationship with their neighbours and continuous quarrels with the archbishop of Narbonne were a source of instability in a region of great commercial and strategic importance. More ambitious and more powerful than either of these princes were the Trencavel viscounts of Béziers. Like the viscounts of Narbonne they were ostensibly officials. But their office had become hereditary in the tenth century and by a mixture of dynastic marriages and armed force they gradually added Agde, Nîmes, Albi, Carcassonne, and the Razès to their dominions. From the death of Bernard-Aton IV in 1130, the Trencavels were undoubtedly more powerful than the counts of Toulouse. Their principality extended from the Tarn to the Pyrenees, dividing the territories of Toulouse in two and threatening the Toulousain itself. 


The power which these vassals exercised within their own domains, though considerably greater than that of the house of Toulouse, was still far from complete. Even the Trencavels depended on the support of a host of petty lords, such as the counts of Rodez and the viscounts of Montpellier, who supported now one side and now the other in a desperate effort to preserve their independence and pursue the advantages of the moment. Indeed, the vassals of the house of Toulouse faced the same problems, on a smaller scale, as the house of Toulouse itself, problems of military disorganization, fragmented land holdings and enfeebled social bonds. Languedoc in the twelfth century exhibited the classic symptom of social disintegration in the face of constant war: the appearance of a rash of small castles whose garrisons were usually the only authority in the area they dominated. A few of these castles belonged to the counts of Toulouse and rather more to their greater vassals. But by far the greater part belonged to troublesome and semi-independent local landowners. Most of the greater lords forbade their subjects to build castles and exacted oaths from them in which they promised not to do so. However, these prohibitions were not always, or even usually, effective. Roger-Trencavel was unable to prevent the abbot of St.-Pons de Thomières from building a castle on his land, even by sacking the monastery with mercenary troops. As disorder spread through his dominions, demands flowed in for permisssion to fortify, especially from exposed monasteries. If the owner of a castle were rich enough he might entrust it to mercenaries, but more commonly he garrisoned it by dividing it between a number of local knights impoverished by the constant subdivision of their own family properties. In this way even the smallest castles were partitioned between local families. A document of 1126 reveals that the walls of Carcassonne belonged to sixteen different families, each possessing a tower with a small house behind and a field in front.


In this volatile environment, private wars were the rule rather than the exception. The absence of local chronicles makes their course somewhat hard to trace, but constant references in the charters of the period to land acquired ‘by conquest’ or ‘in war’ serve as a reminder that the state of Languedoc was very far from peaceful in the two centuries before the armies of the Albigensian crusade arrived to add to its misery. A gift of land to the monastery of St.-Hilaire du Lauquet in 1034 refers to a castle which the donor had captured from an enemy who had killed his son. A quarter of a century later the complaints of Bérenger, viscount of Narbonne, against the archbishop included the constant wars waged against him by the archbishop’s paid mercenaries, sometimes led by the archbishop in person. At Muret the market of St. Germer’s day had to be moved inside the walls in 1090 on account of the incessant raids of the counts of Toulouse against their recalcitrant barons.


The strongest card in the hand of successive counts of Toulouse was the fact that their vassals had unruly vassals of their own. When the viscount of Montpellier renounced the suzerainty of the house of Toulouse in 1141, the count, Alphonse-Jourdain, retaliated by supporting a rebellion of its citizens. In the following year the lords of Les Baux found in Alphonse-Jourdain a powerful ally against their immediate superior, the count of Provence. Such methods, if they had been consistently employed, might have been as successful in Languedoc as they were when practised by the Capetians in the Ile-de-France. But they were not consistently employed. Successive counts of Toulouse abandoned the struggle in the Toulousain and succumbed to the lure of the Mediterranean and, beyond the Mediterranean, of the Middle East. They rarely resided in Toulouse, preferring the more hospitable regions of the southern Rhône valley. Raymond IV called himself Raymond of St.-Gilles and died as count of Tripoli. The east retained its fascination for his successors. His son Bertrand embarked for the Holy Land in 1109 leaving his six-year-old brother Alphonse-Jourdain to face a determined attack on his capital by the duke of Aquitaine. Even this harsh lesson did not deter Alphonse-Jourdain in turn from taking the cross in 1146 and dying in the east. Raymond V, who succeeded him, was the first count in more than half a century who devoted the whole of his adult life to the problems of his native land.


For most of his reign, however, Raymond V was occupied in dealing with the most serious crisis which his principality had faced in the two centuries of its existence. The crisis arose out of the alliance of Raymond’s unruly vassals with the rising power of Catalonia, beyond the Pyrenees. Catalonia was ruled by the house of Barcelona, whose able and ambitious princes, having already reconquered much of north-eastern Spain from the Moors, now began to interest themselves in southern France. Since the beginning of the twelfth century they had been actively acquiring territories in Provence, a policy which had brought them into sharp conflict with the house of Toulouse. Geography  pointed to an alliance with the Trencavels, who had their own quarrels with the counts of Toulouse, and were also in a position to sever western Languedoc from Provence. This formidable alliance came to pass in 1150. Raymond-Trencavel renounced his homage to the count of Toulouse and transferred it to Raymond-Bérenger IV, count of Barcelona. They were joined in the following year by the count of Foix, and in 1158 by Henry II of England, who had recently acquired Aquitaine by marriage and harboured designs on Toulouse. The result was nearly half a century of sporadic but savage warfare, punctuated at times by major international conflicts. The principality of Toulouse survived, but at a terrible price. Any thoughts of internal reform had to be abandoned. Between 1179 and 1185, eastern Languedoc was bitterly fought over by the mercenaries of three nations, and appalling destruction visited on one of the richest areas of western Europe. When the houses of Barcelona and Toulouse were finally reconciled at the treaty of Perpignan in 1198, it became clear how much the counts of Toulouse had lost. Territorially they had ceded most of the northern foothills of the Pyrenees. Not only the original rebels, but Montpellier, Narbonne, Roussillon, Béam, and Bigorre had accepted the suzerainty of the Catalan dynasty, and Comminges followed them in 1201. Some of these territories remained Spanish until the seventeenth century.


In the lands which remained to the counts much of their power had passed without recall to their vassals. Even in the Toulousain, walled hill-villages and petty castellans had to be forced to submit to the count’s authority. The bishop of Toulouse asked for an armed escort before touring his diocese. A northern abbot who passed through the region in 1181 spoke of the ‘vast desolate emptiness left behind by mercenary troops, the image of death and the smoke of fire hanging over every town’. How important the anarchy was in assisting the spread of heresy the church itself recognized when, at the Lateran council of 1179, it coupled its imprecations against heretics with a bitter condemnation of the routiers who were devastating Languedoc. It was in communities shattered by the war that the heresy took firm root, protected by local lords whom the war had made independent. ‘As for I, who am armed with one of the swords of God for the avenging of his anger,’ wrote Raymond V to the abbot of Cîteaux, ‘I am impotent to put an end to the general desertion of the faith. The task is beyond my feeble resources. The greatest vassals of my dominions are themselves infected with heresy and with them a great number of their subjects. I neither can nor dare impose my will on them.’


In spite of constant war and political disintegration, Languedoc retained an extraordinary vitality. It was, at any rate until the war of 1179, a rich province. Its wealth was the wealth of a developed commercial society straddling the trade routes of the Mediterranean. Its affinities were with Italy rather than with France. There were trade fairs of international importance at Muret, Carcassonne, and St.-Gilles, where business was said to be brisker than at the fairs of Champagne. Their trade was certainly valuable enough for the Pisans and the Genoese to go to war over it in 1166. Surviving tariffs show that silks, spices, and perfumes were traded at St.-Gilles, and an ordinance of 1178 reveals the existence of 109 money-changers in the town. Silver was mined between Béziers and Narbonne and this, combined with the inflow of cash from pilgrims, merchants, and the counts of Barcelona contributed to the creation of a relatively advanced money economy.


A society based on cash rather than services was inevitably rather more fluidly organized than the overwhelmingly agricultural society of the north. It was also naturally an urban society. Raymond VI, remarked the French chronicler Willaim the Breton, had as many towns as there were days of the year. New towns like Montpellier grew up around abbeys and castles and at cross-roads. Old ones expanded beyond recognition. Toulouse, as its consuls informed Raymond VII in 1226, was ‘growing daily in size’. Most of these towns developed on Italian, not French lines. They were governed by citizen oligarchies known as consulates. In the early years of the thirteenth century the consuls of Toulouse had a town hall and a common seal, and were even attempting, without much success, to subdue the surrounding patria Tolosana. The citizens of southern towns were as sensitive in the matter of their privileges as any Italian. Montpellier expelled its count in 1141. The citizens of Béziers lynched Raymond-Trencavel in the cathedral in October 1167. In the 1180s Toulouse was almost continually at war with its counts. But such rebellions were relatively rare because the weakness of the nominal suzerains made them in most cases unnecessary. Far more common were disputes with the bishop who (unlike the count) generally resided in the city and invariably had interests to defend. Lodève rose against its bishop in 1202 and forced him to swear an oath of loyalty to the consuls. The bishop dispensed himself from the oath and excommunicated the citizens, and the revolt appears, at some later stage, to have been crushed. Similar struggles, some of them less violent than this one, occurred at Narbonne, Le Puy, and Mende. Ill-feeling between the bishop and the citizens does much to explain the ease with which heresy penetrated the lesser episcopal cities and the small fortified hill-towns of Languedoc. Here, as in other respects, the experience of the Midi had been anticipated in northern Italy.


There were towns in France as large and prosperous as any in the Midi. Yet France was not an urban society in the same sense as Languedoc, for the separation between town and country in the north, if not absolute, was certainly well defined. The values of the one scarcely penetrated the other. The towns of the Midi, on the other hand, were inhabited not only by bourgeois but by urban knights and local noblemen. At Toulouse, knightly families were enfeofed with parts of the walls and controlled the consulate until 1202. Noble families of the Toulousain, like the Barravi and the Maurand, built towers of their own, much as their counterparts were doing in Italy. The process also occurred in reverse. Rich bourgeois became knights at Narbonne and probably at Toulouse as well. They commonly invested their fortunes in landed estates outside the city, a course which was not unknown in the north but was certainly exceedingly rare. The rise of the Capdenier family of Toulouse illustrates both the fluidity of southern society and the easy intercourse between town and country that gave the civilization of Languedoc its peculiar character. Bernard of Capdenier was born in the village of that name, about ten miles outside Toulouse, and migrated to the city in 1161. He died in 1198 leaving a number of rented houses to his son Pons. Pons became a consul in 1202, made a substantial fortune by speculating in land, and finally retired to his estates outside the city. Thus in two generations the Capdeniers had returned to the countryside from which they had sprung. Pons’s will, dated 1229, included 10,000 sols in pious legacies alone, part of which was used to buy the site on which the Dominican church now stands.


The wealth of the Midi was reflected in a taste for luxury and refinement which was by no means confined to the higher nobility. In the streets of every town, a moralist alleged, women could be seen bowed beneath the weight of stoles, capes, and fur trimmings. They washed too often and spent too long arranging their hair. Another believed that they put so much paint on their faces that there was not enough left to paint the statues of the saints. Manuals of courtesy, with injunctions   against coarse table manners, boorish conversation, and bad breath hold up a mirror to a whole world of delicacy and refinement, the creation of a society dominated by women. Such affectations were not unknown in the north, if we can judge by the warnings of contemporary preachers. Southern travellers, however, found northern courts bleak in comparison to those of their own country. The Gascon troubadour Bertrand de Born complained of the coarseness of Richard Cœur-de-Lion’s court at Argentan. He found women withdrawn, spirits dour, and laughter restrained. Lavish gifts were not showered on every guest, and hunting was the only amusement readily available. Indeed it seems to have been the flamboyant gestures, the cult of pointless extravagance, that Bertrand de Born missed most at Argentan. Both of these were prominent features of the aristocratic life of the south. ‘Lordship is largesse’, ‘donar qu’es la senhoria’:1 the words of a Provencal troubadour might have been their motto. It may be that Ebles II de Ventadour did not in fact, as his admirers alleged, destroy a cartload of valuable wax with a hatchet in order to impress his guests. The splendid ceremonies held by Raymond V at Beaucaire in 1174 were certainly less extravagant than is suggested by fanciful reports that valuable horses were slaughtered for ostentation and gold coins ploughed into the ground. But these stories easily gained currency in a society of assertive individuals who valued wealth while affecting to be wholly indifferent to it.
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I. Languedoc in 1204: territorial divisions








 The centre of courtly life in Languedoc was not the court of the counts of Toulouse but the smaller seigneurial courts of the Carcassès and the Laurageais. Mirepois, Cabaret, Lombez, and Minerve were the places remembered with affection in the songs of a generation of troubadours. It was to the Carcassès that the troubadour Raymond de Miraval sent an impoverished friend in search of patronage. ‘At Carcassonne you will find Pierre Roger, lord of Cabaret, and if he does not give you a lavish present, I shall double your retainer. Then on to Olivier, lord of Saissac, who is certain to present you with a fine light robe. No one keeps a finer court than Gent Esquieu, lord of Minerve, and he should give you at least a horse and a suit of fashionable clothes. You will not leave the court of Bertrand de Saissac empty-handed … and the lord Aimeric is sure to send you on your way with a well-saddled mount.’ From such accounts one might well imagine that the troubadours were the kings of southern society. But with some well-known exceptions this was very far from being the truth. The best of them were talented amateurs whose fame was ensured by their social eminence as much as by their singing. To this class belonged William IX of Aquitaine and Bertrand de Born; to compose and sing well were accomplishments which became men of their situation. Very few troubadours made fortunes by singing and most of them justified the largesse of their patrons in other ways as well. Rainbaut de Vaqueiras, who sang for Boniface de Montferrand, was also his companion in arms and political confidant. Raimon de Miraval performed the same services for Raymond VI of Toulouse. Pistoleta became a successful merchant. Folquet de Marseille became a bishop. On the fringes of these sometime troubadours moved a motley collection of itinerant accompanists and cabaret artists who were by no means universally admired; ‘base, treacherous, debauched, drunken, lying bar-proppers of taverns’ as a contemporary described them. Another listed them with beggars, jugglers and prostitutes among the undesirables of society.


Courtly love and war were the common themes of the troubadours and jongleurs of twelfth-century Languedoc. Bernard de Ventadour’s songs of war and heroism earned him a place in Dante’s Inferno, together with Mohammed and the fomenters of schism and discord. According to his contemporary biographer, ‘he would that there were everlasting war between father and son, brother and brother…. And if a peace or truce were made, he would sing of the shame and dishonour which it had brought upon them.’ In idealizing their own notions of ‘courtly love’ the troubadours struck another responsive chord in a secular society of small matriarchal courts. The interpretation of the love-songs of the troubadours has caused a great deal of scholarly ink to be spilt. To suggest that they invented the literary theme of adultery is unnecessarily slighting to the claims of the Iliad. What is certain, however, is that they were among the first to express that theme in an idiom which was readily comprehensible to a mediaeval audience. The intrusion of legal and religious terminology is a noticeable feature of their songs. ‘I am your vassal, dedicated to your service, your vassal by oath and homage,’ sang Bernard de Ventadour. The lover is the vassal of his lady and she in return owes him her protection. The nature of this protection was outlined in crude terms by some of the early troubadours. It is clear that some troubadours did nurture carnal desires and sometimes fulfilled them. But the matter is not important, for the essence of courtly love was that it was frustrated love, the ‘pleasure of suffering’ described by Chrétien de Troyes. ‘I love with a love so perfect that I often weep, finding in my grief a kind of ecstasy,’ one of them wrote. A recurring theme was the love frustrated by social distance. Another was the idealization of chastity and the worship of frustration, which elevated the man who experienced them above the level of ordinary mortals. This was why Marcabrun denounced marital infidelity with bitterness and why, in many of his contemporaries, there is an undercurrent of reproof against the moral degeneracy which they saw in their patrons.


The troubadours supplied the needs of a rich, refined, and educated society, and they articulated some of its values. Their message, however, was neither important nor original. It is far from clear that they had any connection with the spread of the Albigensian heresy. Those troubadours (and they were few) who expressed any opinion on the Albigensians were almost invariably hostile, and their hostility must be taken to represent the hostility of most of their patrons. Anti-clerical sentiments, which were extremely widespread in Languedoc, were rare in the works of the troubadours. Some of them, indeed, made remarkably pious ends. Bernard de Ventadour and Bertrand de Born both died in the Cistercian abbey of Dalon. Perdigon took the habit at Silvacane. Folquet de Marseille entered the Cistercian abbey of Le Thoronet and finally became bishop of Toulouse, where he made a mark as a fierce opponent of heresy and a formidable antagonist of Raymond VI, the son of his former patron. Judging by what has survived, there does not appear to have been any substance in the bitter claim which the count of Foix made before the Lateran council of 1215, that a whole generation of his peers had been led astray by ‘songs whose sound is damnation’.


Nor can it truthfully be said that the troubadours were the flower of a civilization which was swept away by the northerners of the crusade. The idiom of the langue d’oc was a creation of Gascony, not of Languedoc, and most of the better troubadours were Gascons. If any one patron stood pre-eminent it was Eleanor of Aquitaine rather than Raymond V. The itinerant poets who earned their way at the small seigneurial courts of the Carcassès and the Laurageais were generally jongleurs whose low reputation is fully justified by those of their works which have survived. Moreover, such as it was, the civilization of Languedoc had already ebbed away before the crusaders finally destroyed the seigneurial courts which had sustained them. The Catalan war had interrupted the prosperity of the Carcassès and the Laurageais. The continuing subdivision of property had ruined many of the patrons. Some of the troubadours of Languedoc migrated across the Pyrenees to Spain, where the affectation of the Aragonese court for the civilization of the Midi prolonged their existence for a further century. But it was to Italy that the greater part went, and in Italy that a mosaic of petty rulers with more wealth than taste was arising to replace the one which was declining in Languedoc. What the crusaders encountered in Languedoc was a society in an advanced stage of disintegration which still clung to the husk of a civilization that had all but disappeared.




Notes


(1) S. Stronski, Le troubadour Elias de Barjols, 1906, no. 1, 1. 20.
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The dualist tradition







‘The earth is given into the hand of the wicked; He covereth the faces of the judges thereof; if not, where and who is He?’


JOB IX.24





The heresy which fed on the decomposing body politic of Languedoc raised questions which were too ancient and too fundamental to be ignored by the wider world. To one who believes in an omnipotent all-creating God, it is not easy to explain the existence of evil. God is infinitely powerful; yet he permits evil to exist and stands aside while it attacks those same men whom he created in his own image. To this problem catholic theology offered no satisfactory solution beyond the historical explanation found in the book of Genesis. But the dualist had a solution which was both simple and superficially plausible. God, he said, was not the creator of the world. All matter was the creation of the Demiurge, a spirit of evil, autonomous, self-creating, who made man in his own likeness. God had implanted in man the consciousness of good, thus enabling him to save himself. But He could not control the material world, and to that extent he was not omnipotent. The lesson for man was clear. If he would be saved, he must separate himself from all matter and make himself spirit as far as may be. He must abstain from marriage and procreation which multiplies an evil species; he must suppress, as far as he can, his every bodily need.


Neither the problem, nor the solution, is peculiar to Christian dualists. The ancient Zoroastrian religion of Persia presented the world as the battleground of good and evil, matter and spirit. The rejection of matter was common to both Stoicism and Neoplatonism, the two great paganisms of late antiquity. Far away from the world of Rome and the century of Plotinus, the Buddha had taught his followers to aspire to nirvana, the peace that comes from complete unconsciousness of the material world.


Christian dualism is almost as old as Christianity itself. The alliance of uncertainty and profound pessimism which was so characteristic of late antiquity gave birth to uneasy speculation about the origin of evil. ‘The heretics and pagans constantly return to the same theme,’ Tertullian wrote at the beginning of the second century; ‘whence came evil, and where is it to be found? Whence came man and how? According to Irenaeus, the dualist answer to these questions was already widely canvassed at the end of the first century. But it was not until the middle of the second century that dualism, or gnosis, had any organized existence. The foundation of a gnostic church was the achievement of Marcion, a rich shipowner from Asia Minor who began to organize his sect in Rome in about 144. Marcion was an uncompromising dualist. He did not accept the belief of most gnostics of his day that the Demiurge was a ‘fallen angel’, himself derived from God. The two were in his mind absolutely distinct. The Demiurge, whom Marcion identified with the Jehovah of the Old Testament, was the creator of the world, the God of retribution. The other, the true God, whose messenger was Jesus Christ, was the God of love. All matter being intrinsically evil, Marcion’s followers were taught to avoid it as far as they could. To baptized Marcionites marriage and sexual intercourse were absolutely forbidden, asceticism and self-denial the guiding principles of life. The rigour of Marcion’s views encouraged his followers to postpone baptism until late in life, often indeed until the eve of death. Thus arose the distinction between baptized Marcionites, those who submitted themselves to the founder’s strict discipline, and mere believers, who accepted his views and intended, perhaps, to be baptized at some future date. For the third class, the non-believers, there was no possibility of salvation.


Not all dualists in the succeeding centuries shared Marcion’s beliefs. The niceties of dualist theology differed from one region to the next, and most groups evolved peculiarities of their own. There remained, moreover, a substantial number who held the more moderate but less logical view that the Demiurge was originally derived from God. Nevertheless, after Marcion, all dualists had two fundamental points in common. The first was a belief in the creation of matter by the Devil, or Demiurge, and thus in the desirability of total continence and extreme asceticism. The second, arising out of this, was a church organization which divided its members into practitioners and believers, the two separated by an imposing ceremony of initiation. Hence the distinction between gnosis, the knowledge of the initiated practitioner, and pistis‚ the faith of the ordinary believer. The idea of the initiation ceremony, and very often the actual words used, were borrowed from the practice of the early church, which commonly postponed baptism until late in life. St. Augustine was baptized at the age of thirty-three, the emperor Constantine only on his death-bed. The dualist sects merely retained the idea of a spiritual elect long after the orthodox church had abandoned it in favour of infant baptism.


As Pliny makes clear in his celebrated letter to the emperor Trajan, it was precisely their sect-like qualities which had made the Roman authorities suspicious of the early Christians. This suspicion of inward-looking sects was still very much alive under the Christian Empire, and it was naturally directed at those groups, like the Marcionites, which signified the gulf between themselves and the rest of society with an initiation ceremony. The anti-social tendency of gnosticism was even clearer in the case of the most celebrated of all dualist sects, the Manichaeans, who swept across the Christian world in the fourth century, and in western Asia survived as a major church for six hundred years. They derived their name and their doctrines from Mani, a Persian who began his preaching at Ctesiphon in Mesopotamia in 242 and, having aroused the ire of the Zoroastrian priesthood, was martyred in 276 at Gundeshapur in south-western Persia. Though Mani called himself an apostle of Christ, he lived and died in the Zoroastrian kingdom of Persia, and it is not at all clear that he should be regarded as a Christian. Mani considered all the great spiritual leaders to be messengers of the true God. His bizarre theology included elements of Buddhism and Zoroastrianism as well as the classic Christian dualism which commended it to the young Augustine. His stricter disciples went to extreme lengths in avoiding all contact with the material world, refusing to work, fight, or marry. All this does much to explain why the Manichaeans were amongst the first Christian heretics to encounter sustained persecution by the state. Although Mani’s contribution to the history of dualism was far smaller than Marcion’s, the notoriety which his followers earned by their anarchic attitudes rubbed off on every dualist sect. Throughout the middle ages, the word ‘Manichaean’ was applied to heretics of whom few had heard of Mani and some were not even dualists.


Heresy, like Christianity itself, tended to move from east to west. But it was not until the eighth century that dualism first gained a firm foothold on the European side of the Bosphorus. The source of the infection was Armenia, where a strong dualist community known as the Paulicians had existed since the fifth century. The Armenians were an aggressive, troublesome race, whose subordination to Byzantium was at times little more than nominal. In the eighth century, colonies of them were transplanted by the emperor Constantine V to Thrace where, it was hoped, their warlike instincts would be put to good use in defending the Balkan frontier. Others followed in about 975 and settled in the region of Philippopolis. These Armenian colonists brought with them not only their military skills but their heretical beliefs. By the end of the ninth century Paulician missionaries had already penetrated the neighbouring kingdom of Bulgaria.


Political circumstances favoured them. Bulgaria had only recently been converted to Christianity by missionaries from Byzantium. But although the Bulgars themselves embraced the new faith readily enough, the Slav peasants who formed the bulk of the population did not. Their hatred of their Greek and Bulgar overlords was extended to the alien church which was now imposed on them. The Paulicians had the considerable advantage that they were not Greeks, and that their austere religious practices contrasted markedly with the elaborate rituals of the orthodox church. During the reign of the Bulgarian Tsar Peter (927–969), the nascent nationalism of the Slavs was skilfully exploited by one Bogomil, an ordinary priest who became the founder of the first great dualist church of Europe. Of Bogomil himself almost nothing is known beyond the fact that he was a thorough-going dualist whose beliefs appear to have been derived from the Paulician settlers of Thrace. These beliefs have an interest of their own, for they are strikingly similar to those which later appeared amongst the Albigensians of southern France. The Bogomils rejected the Old Testament and ascribed the creation of the world to the Devil. They refused the sacraments and did not observe feast-days. They did not venerate the cross for it was the symbol of Christ’s death as well as being a material thing. They abstained as far as possible from meat and wine, and from sexual intercourse. Cosmas, the Bulgar priest who describes these aberrations, was shocked by their hostility to their Bulgar rulers, which he mistook for anti-social obstinacy. The Bogomils, it seems, adopted a policy of passive resistance in the face of the authorities. ‘They denounce the rich, hate the Tsar, ridicule the elders, and condemn the nobles. They regard all that serve the Tsar as damned, and forbid slaves to do their masters’ bidding.’ 


Such was the creed of the Bulgarian dualists, as described by an intelligent observer who was almost a contemporary of Bogomil. Rather later, Bogomil’s followers seem to have come into contact with a Greek sect known as the Messalians, whose dualism was of a rather more limited kind. Thereafter the river of Bogomilism divided into two streams, one group adhering to the strict dualism of the founder while the other, and far larger, group accepted the older gnostic view that the Demiurge was originally created by God. The schism, however, did not interfere with the Bogomils’ missionary activity. During the eleventh century they expanded into Macedonia, hitherto the most orthodox Slavonic province, and thence into Serbia and Bosnia, Croatia and Dalmatia. To the south they reached Asia Minor, and briefly established a church in Constantinople itself. And so, when western Christians first came into prolonged contact with the Balkans at the end of the eleventh century, they found a variety of dualist sects firmly entrenched there.


By what channels Balkan dualism first reached the west is very far from clear. Already in the first half of the eleventh century, sporadic outbreaks of heresy were occurring in northern Europe, which contemporaries who had read their Augustine described as ‘Manichaean’. But exactly what these heretics believed is not revealed. Neither is the source from which they had learned it. The cloth merchants of the northern towns often had commercial links with the east. So had many Italian merchants, who might have encountered dualism in Constantinople, in the Dalmatian cities of Ragusa and Spalato, or even, rather later, in Serbia and Croatia. Pilgrims too generally followed the great imperial road from Belgrade to Constantinople which took them through the heartland of Paulician dualism. More important than these casual carriers of the eastern heresy were the crusaders, who encountered dualism both in the Balkans and in Asia Minor. The crusaders found a settlement of Armenian Paulicians near Antioch in 1097, and another outside Tripoli in 1099. In the thirteenth century, it was believed that some French crusaders had been converted to dualism by the Bogomil community of Constantinople, and had later returned to disseminate their errors in northern Europe. Such, at least, was the conclusion which the Italian inquisitor Anselm of Alexandria drew from a lifetime’s study of western heresy. Anselm may or may not have been correct in this view. What is certain is that those regions in which dualism first made its appearance in the twelfth century, Flanders, Champagne, the Loire valley, and the Rhineland, were all areas in which the crusaders had, for the most part, been recruited.


Western Europe in the twelfth century was a fertile field for the new heresy. The great reform of the church associated with the name of Gregory VII had brought about a spectacular improvement in the quality of religious life, an improvement which was nowhere more evident than in France. But if the standards of the clergy had risen, so had the expectations of the laity. The new laity, emancipated to some degree from the constrictions of feudal society, richer and more educated than its forebears, was a passionate partisan in the struggle for the reform of the clergy. In parts of France immoral or married clergymen were threatened by mobs. Elsewhere, the growing wealth and institutionalization of the church provoked bitter protest and, on occasion, armed rebellion. The tension was particularly acute in the cities of northern France and the Low Countries, where dualism first appeared and where, as often as not, the feudal overlordship belonged to the bishop. The English satirist Nigel Wireker spoke of baronial gatherings where bishops were indistinguishable from lay magnates.


Long before dualism became a significant force, anti-clerical heresies were causing serious alarm to the ecclesiastical authorities. In the first years of the twelfth century a certain Tanchelm raised a fanatical following in Antwerp by preaching against the lax morals of the local clergy. Tanchelm accepted the need for a virtuous priesthood, but not for a hierarchy of bishops and administrators. The exact nature of his views is hard to disentangle from the mass of hostile polemic directed against him, but there is no doubt that orthodox contemporaries found them deeply shocking. After a brief spell in the episcopal prison at Cologne, Tanchelm escaped to Bruges, where he was murdered by a priest in 1115. Graver still was a succession of violent outbursts of anti-clericalism in Italy. In 1143 the pope’s temporal dominion was overthrown by a communal revolution in Rome, which later acquired as its leader a venomous anti-clerical demagogue, Arnold of Brescia. Arnold was an uncompromising opponent of all clerical endowment. He proclaimed that confession should not be made to a priest but to a fellow layman, and denied that the other sacraments had any validity unless they were administered by worthy priests. Unlike Tanchelm, Arnold did not found a church and left few followers. Thrown upon the attention of the world by an accident of Roman politics, he was captured in 1152 and executed by the emperor Frederick Barbarossa. But many of his beliefs were the common property of anti-clerical heretics of his day. The essence of these beliefs was his refusal to accept that the mediation of a monolithic, institutional church was essential for man’s salvation. In August 1173, according to tradition, a rich merchant of Lyon called Peter Valdes suddenly resolved upon a life of apostolic poverty, after hearing a minstrel singing of St. Alexis, who had abandoned his wife and property to live as a hermit in Syria. Valdes quickly gathered a following and devoted himself to preaching. In 1882 the church, after some hesitation, finally excommunicated him. The archbishop of Lyon seems to have been less disturbed by the content of Valdes’s message than by the fact that it was preached without official permission. Valdes was by no means a theologian, but as far as his views can be ascertained they appear to have been entirely orthodox. His followers, however, who rapidly spread through Lombardy and southern France, adopted within a very few years a position not unlike that of Arnold of Brescia. They condemned the possession of property by the clergy and rejected out of hand the need for a sacramental priesthood.


The speed with which the Waldensians multiplied showed that these ideas struck a sympathetic chord amongst Valdes’s contemporaries. The cult of poverty and the veneration of ‘holy men’ found an orthodox expression as well as a heretical one. Austere hermits in the tradition of Peter Damian, the early Carthusians and Franciscans, these were among the great spiritual heroes of the age. Whether these ‘holy men’ were revered as saints or excommunicated as heretics seemed to be largely a matter of accident. Valdes was condemned while other itinerant preachers, equally unauthorized, like Robert of Arbrissel, were remembered as great reformers and founders of religious orders. Some of these wanderers, however, were plainly heretics, and a few were equally plainly dualist heretics.


A Champagnard peasant named Clement, who founded a clandestine sect in the Soissonais in about 1114, was one of the earliest western heretics to preach in the dualist tradition. As well as condemning the sacraments, Clement taught that meat should be avoided and that marriage and procreation were evil. Although John, count of Soissons, declared him to be the wisest man he had ever met, this did not save Clement from being imprisoned for life, together with his brother and two other heretics. Stranger still was the career of Odo de I’Etoile, a Breton heretic who was brought before the council of Rheims in 1148. Odo had formed a sect of initiates devoted to austerity and chastity and to attacking hermitages and monasteries. His theology, if indeed he had one, is obscure, but contemporaries described him as a ‘Manichaean’, and probably with justice.


Early dualist preachers were usually unlettered ex-monks and peasants. It is, on the whole, unlikely that either Clement or Odo had any formal acquaintance with neo-gnostic theology. Not so the sizeable dualist congregations which were discovered in several towns of the Rhineland and the Low Countries in the 1140s. In 1144 highly organized heretical churches came to light in Liège and Cologne, and were suppressed in both places with considerable violence. Those of Cologne exhibited almost all the symptoms of the eastern dualist tradition. They avoided meat and milk, disapproved of procreation, and ridiculed the sacraments. They were strict dualists, ascribing the creation of all matter to the Devil, and holding the Devil to be coeval with God. They divided themselves into believers and initiates, the latter class being called Cathars, a name which was henceforth used to describe all western dualists. The Greek word ‘Cathar’ (‘purified’) itself suggests an eastern origin for their creed. And indeed when questioned about the origin of their faith, they asserted that it had come from Greece but at what date they were not certain. By this time dualism was already making rapid advances in the cloth towns of the Low Countries. The archbishop of Rheims admitted in 1157 that the ‘Manichaean plague’ had affected the greater part of Flanders and was still being actively propagated by itinerant weavers and cloth-merchants. From the discussions of the council held at Rheims in that year, it is clear that the church was by now thoroughly alarmed by the spread of the heresy. The new sects were not only well organized, but included men of education and substance. They were rich enough to attempt, in 1162, to buy the complaisance of the archbishop of Rheims for 600 marks of silver.


Nothing in the long experience of the western church had prepared it for such a crisis. There was no clearly defined crime of heresy, no juridical principles from which to seek guidance, no procedures and no prescribed penalties. Academic controversies had from time to time resulted in denunciations of heresy, but the culprits had been few and usually clerics over whom the church exercised direct authority. Faced with the formidable evidence of organized dissent, churchmen clung for a time to their belief that the most obdurate heretic would ultimately yield to reasoned argument. Most of them would still have subscribed to the advice which Waso bishop of Liège gave to a fellow bishop in 1045. ‘We are not entitled,’ Waso wrote, ‘to deprive heretics of the life which God has given them simply because we believe them to be in the clutches of Satan.… Those who are our enemies on earth may, by the grace of God, be our superiors in heaven.’ More than a century later Gerhoh of Reichersberg expressed the same opinion when he protested against the execution of Arnold of Brescia. But by then the mood was changing. If the prelates of the eleventh century were inclined to be lenient, it was because they did not seriously envisage the possibility that heresy would displace orthodoxy, even locally. This, however, was the prospect which intelligent churchmen thought that they were facing in the 1160s. St. Bernard, as befitted a man who had undertaken two major missions against heretics, believed in persuasion and reconciliation. ‘Errors are refuted by argument, not by force,’ he advised the clergy of Cologne. Nevertheless, the saint continued, if after repeated warnings, the heretics persist in their errors they must be excommunicated, ‘and if it appears that even then they would prefer to die than to believe, then let them die’. Intellectuals among the clergy continued to refute the opinions of the dualists in reasoned treatises. Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny, wrote a tract against the Petro-brusians. Alan of Lille wrote an immense work of refutation which embraced the heresies of the Jews and Waldensians of France. Eckbert of Schonau composed thirteen sermons on the errors of the dualists of the Rhine valley. But in most parts of northern Europe, the church had already embarked upon a policy of violent repression. Eckbert himself presided over the burning of the heretics of Cologne in August 1163.


In an age which cares little for dogma and shares bishop Waso’s dislike of persecutors, it is not easy to understand the relentless savagery with which the middle ages attempted to suppress religious dissent. The explanation cannot be found in the theocratic ambitions of the church. Although the thirteenth-century popes assumed the leadership of the persecution and created in the Inquisition its most effective instrument, the initiative had come two centuries earlier from elsewhere —from secular princes and lynch mobs. In a society which regarded religion as the foundation of secular life, their attitude is not surprising. A mediaeval community was defined as much by its religion as by its political allegiance or geographical cohesion. ‘Populus et christianitas una est‚’ declared a treaty concluded by the ninth-century emperor Charles the Bald. His maxim was applied far beyond the realms of imperial diplomacy. An unbeliever could not belong to a Christian society; he was an alien. And far graver than the unbeliever was the case of the heretic, who accepted the same revelation as his orthodox neighbour but gave it a different interpretation, distorting and corrupting it, leading simpler men away from their salvation. Heresy was a spreading poison and a community which tolerated it invited God to withdraw his protection. An individual’s disbelief threatened all about him. Aquinas knew this when he compared heretics to counterfeiters of the coinage; and if the state was justified in killing counterfeiters who undermined the secular foundations of society, was the church not equally justified in killing heretics who undermined its spiritual foundations? These fears were real enough even when the heresies in question arose out of recondite speculation on matters of minimal theological importance. Far greater was the threat of dualism whose adherents were organized and persuasive, and whose teaching raised questions so fundamental as to make it doubtful whether they could be called Christians at all.


In northern France, Germany, and the Low Countries, the suppression of dualism continued at an irregular pace for about eighty years and ended in the almost total victory of the church. There were a number of reasons for this success. The relatively developed judicial organization of the church in the north, a better educated clergy, a generation of exceptionally able and energetic bishops, all contributed to it. Two factors, however, predominated over all the others. The first was the popular rage against heretics, which was at least as virulent as the rage of the heretics themselves against the clergy. The urban mobs genuinely feared the wrath of God upon their homes, and were usually foremost in demanding savage punishments. The heretics burned at Cologne in 1163 had been discovered when neighbours noticed that they did not attend Mass. At Soissons in 1120, at Cologne in 1144, and at Vézelay in 1167, heretics were lynched by the crowd before the ecclesiastical authorities could decide what to do with them. The dualists found at Liège in 1144 only narrowly escaped the same fate.


The second factor in the successful suppression of dualism was the constant support of the civil powers. The church never formally abandoned its objection to clerics imposing a sentence of death. It therefore depended entirely on the willingness of the civil authorities to do it for them. Canon lawyers were beginning to apply the Roman law of lèse-majesté to heresy. Theologians invited the intervention of the secular power by pointing out the rebellious undertones of heresy, and the sexual depravity of its adherents. In 1184, pope Lucius III finally agreed with the emperor on a procedure, which was embodied in the decretal Ad Abolendam. After solemnly condemning a large number of heretical sects, Lucius declared that those convicted of heresy should be surrendered to the civil power for such punishment as it should think fit. The kings of France, however, had long ago lost patience with the hesitations of the church. As early as 1022, Robert the Pious had summoned an assembly of dignitaries to deal with three heretical priests of Orléans, one of whom was a man of some eminence, a former confessor to the queen. Immediately after the proceedings they were burned to death outside the walls of the city, perhaps the first execution for heresy since antiquity. Louis VII gave constant support to his brother, the archbishop of Rheims, in his campaign against the Cathars, and more than once urged the pope to further action against them.


By the mid-1160s the Cathars of the northern towns had already begun to search for a more hospitable environment. A group of heretics from Flanders were unwise enough to flee to Cologne, where they were promptly detected and burned. Another group of Flemish exiles turned up in the west of England, only to be branded on the forehead and driven naked into the winter snow. But the great majority of the fugitives fled south to Lombardy and Languedoc. In Languedoc they found a society which was, in important respects, quite different from that of the north. It was a society in which the civil power was weak and the nobility had little reason to co-operate with the church. The fierce conformist anger of the northern populace gave way to a mild and cultivated atmosphere in which tolerance, if not actually exalted, was at least a rule of practice. There, alone in France, Catharism took firm root and prospered, until by the end of the twelfth century an entrenched heretical church faced the orthodox hierarchy on something like equal terms. Of this impossible situation, the Albigensian crusade was the outcome.
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