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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
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The anglicization of mediaeval French names always presents some difficulty: I cannot claim to have been consistent in this respect. The better-known names I have converted according to traditional English usage—as, for example, in Sir Steven Runciman’s The Mediaeval Manichee. Elsewhere I have been somewhat arbitrary, and acted as the context seemed to demand in terms of euphony or convenience: thus, variously, William de Puylaurens, [Pierre des] Vaux de Cernay (where Sir Steven reads Peter de Vaux-Cernay), Peter Amiel, or Blanche of Castille. I trust that readers will take this captious attitude in the spirit with which T. E. Lawrence treated the proof-reader of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom.


I would like to express my thanks publicly to Mme Oldenbourg for reading my entire typescript with scrupulous care, saving me from several egregious errors, and on occasion putting me to shame by suggesting a better English phrase than I could have thought of myself. It is a rare pleasure for a translator to be blessed with so amiable and co-operative an author.


PETER GREEN




[image: Image]


Diagrammatic sketch of the fortress of Montségur with the road leading up to it
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THE GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND OF THE ALBIGENSIAN CRUSADE
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CHAPTER I


THE BACKGROUND OF THE CRUSADE
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1. The Initial Facts


ON 10TH MARCH 1208 His Holiness Pope Innocent III issued a solemn call to arms, summoning all Christian nations to launch a Crusade against a country of fellow-Christians. This Crusade, he claimed, was not only justifiable but a matter of dire necessity; the heretics who inhabited this land were ‘worse than the very Saracens’.


The Pope’s appeal came four years after the capture of Constantinople by a Crusaders’ army. The new enemy was Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse, a cousin of the King of France and brother-in-law to the Kings both of England and of Aragon. Besides being bound by ties of homage to these three monarchs he owed a similar allegiance to the German Emperor; he was, further, Duke of Narbonne, Marquis of South-West Provence, a feudal sovereign whose authority extended over the regions of Agenais, Quercy, Rouergue, Albigeois, Comminges and Carcassès, not to mention the County of Foix. He was, in short, one of the greatest princes in Western Christendom, premier baron of all the territories where the langue d’oc was spoken.


Since this was a period when actual power was firmly in the hands of the nobility, and since this nobility, from the monarch down to the smallest landed proprietor, was by definition a military caste, it follows that war achieved a permanent, necessary status in their lives. Christian princes were never short of an excuse for invading their neighbours’ territories. But the preceding century had seen, first a slackening, then a sharp falling off in that enormous enthusiasm with which Western Europe had hitherto regarded the Holy Land. In the hey-day of the twelfth century, the warrior-pilgrim, though he might frequently be pursuing material ends, felt confident that he was fighting on God’s behalf. But the nobility, their ranks decimated on the battlefields of Palestine, chafed bitterly against the useless sacrifices they were called upon to make, while the various local campaigns they had to conduct struck them as being both petty and dull.


Later, at the time of the Fourth Crusade, Simon de Montfort (a warrior whose appetite for warfare even the most sceptical could hardly question) was to refuse flatly to bear arms against a Christian city, or to put himself in the Doge’s service rather than that of the Pope. Even though the bulk of the Crusaders failed to copy his example, and followed up their capture of Catholic Zara with an assault on Constantinople, nevertheless the scandal occasioned by this deflection of a Crusade from its true goal left the French nobility with a certain feeling of disillusion, despite the perennially powerful lure of conquest and pillage. The Crusade itself was gradually becoming a dead end, and the Holy Land, increasingly threatened though it was, now attracted only a minority of enthusiasts. For a good many knights and men-at-arms this way of obtaining God’s forgiveness (which allowed them to cover themselves with glory on the battlefield as well) had become an habitual practice. Sometimes genuine passion inspired it; more often the motive was material need.


What are we to make of this new type of Crusade, imposed upon Christendom by the Pope’s emergency decree? One factor we should bear in mind is how cosmopolitan in their connections the aristocracy of this period were. In England the nobles all spoke French. Italian and Spanish poets were composing in the langue d’oc, and German Minnesinger took lessons from the Troubadours. Above all, the intricate and complex ties created by feudal obligations, coupled with a whole network of political intermarriage, had ensured that all the great princes throughout Western Christendom were mutually bound by responsibilities of vassalship, or kinship, or both. In such conditions it is hard to see how a Holy War preached against the Count of Toulouse ever reached the point of actually being fought.


When, on this March day in 1208, Rome’s Bull of Anathema was flung down on the soil of Languedoc, it cut the history of Catholic Christendom clean in two. The Papal sanction granted to a war conducted against a Christian people was to destroy, for ever, the moral authority of the Church, and to undermine the very foundations on which that authority rested. What the Pope regarded as a mere casual police action, dictated by particular circumstances, was soon to grow, under the pressure of events, into a methodical system of oppression; and for millions of Western Christians Rome was to become an object of hatred and contempt.


The circumstances which led Innocent III to take such severe action against the Count of Toulouse suggest, a priori, some justification for the Pope’s appeal. Every single district throughout the Count’s domains was a hotbed of heresy; and on 14th January 1208 Brother Peter of Castelnau, the Papal Legate, had been assassinated at Saint-Gilles by one of Raymond VI’s officers.


The murder of a Legate—that is, of the Pope’s Ambassador and Envoy Plenipotentiary—was a capital crime, which fully justified a declaration of war. But the Church was not, in theory, a temporal power, and so could only answer this bloody affront with chastisement of a spiritual order. Nevertheless, such spiritual sanctions were formidable enough. Faced with a threat of excommunication or interdiction kings would at once yield, making chaos of their political alliances or private lives in order to avoid the Church’s thunderbolts.


In 1170 King Henry II of England had been excommunicated for the murder of Thomas à Becket, and had only received the Pope’s pardon after a public apology and act of humiliation. Frenchmen had by no means yet forgotten those long months of interdiction their country had suffered in 1200 as a result of King Philip II’s illegal divorce. Excommunication made its victim no better than dead in the eyes of the law, and released his relatives or subjects from all obligations towards him; while interdiction paralysed a country’s life, by debarring its inhabitants from any participation in religious observances, and especially from Communion—a thing as essential for the bulk of Christians as their daily bread.


We see the Pope intervening in the election of an Emperor, trying to impose his own candidate against the will of the German princes. We see him putting England under an interdict because King John obstinately preferred to select the archbishop he, rather than the Pope, had in mind. Philip II made submission, while John suffered the humiliation of surrendering his crown and receiving it back at the hands of the Papal Legate. The King of Aragon, a Catholic monarch engaged in a perpetual Crusade against the Moors, made the journey to Rome in order to offer the Pope his oath of allegiance and be crowned by His Holiness: he knew very well that Rome’s friendship was a guarantee of internal stability. Innocent III was a Pope determined to treat any Catholic monarch as his vassal.


But when the Pope pronounced his excommunication against the County of Toulouse, he knew that his usual weapons were powerless: there was no point in putting an interdict on a land that had already, more or less openly, severed itself from the Church of Rome.


Raymond VI’s crime was that of ruling a country where the authority of the Church was in decline, and of doing nothing to remedy such a state of affairs. The avowed aim of the Crusade, directed as it was against a country that had been Christian for a thousand years, was the overthrow of a prince whose very legitimacy made him somewhat over-prone to side with his own people. To save the Church from the danger threatening its continued existence in the Midi, it was essential that this country should be placed under the control of an alien, external government, that would have the courage to act firmly and without compromise. The outline of this far-reaching operation can already be traced, in its entirety, in the letter that Innocent III sent to the King of France before the assassination of his Papal Legate, On 10th March 1204 he wrote: ‘It is your responsibility to harry the Count of Toulouse out of those lands which at present he occupies; to remove this territory from the control of sectarian heretics; and to place it in the hands of true Catholics who will be enabled, under your beneficent rule, to serve Our Lord in all faithfulness.’


The territories under the Count of Toulouse’s jurisdiction had been a notorious nest of heresy for something over a hundred years. In every Christian country, ever since the foundation of the Church itself, there had existed various permanent heretical enclaves, of greater or lesser importance. At the time of the Crusades not only the Slav countries but the whole of Northern Italy had become a battleground where Catholics and heretics waged unceasing warfare. In the French Midi, though the heretics remained a minority group, they had, nevertheless, long since formed a most important section of the population. This caused the Church considerable distress. Every kind of sanction was brought into play, including excommunication and the use of the secular arm; but, in this area at least, such efforts proved increasingly ineffectual. Heresy—or rather, a variety of heresies—began to gain ground everywhere, with increasing speed. For over four years now Innocent III had realized that the only real chance of extirpating this heretical movement lay in a full-scale expeditionary force.


The murder of Peter of Castelnau, even more than that of the Duke of Enghien, was something of which it could well be said that ‘it was worse than a crime: it was a mistake’. There are, besides, good grounds for supposing that the Count himself had nothing to do with it.


Peter of Castelnau, latterly Legate to the Apostolic See of Languedoc, had been Archdeacon of Maguelonne and a monk of the Cistercian Abbey of Fontfroide. For a long while now he had been engaged in a struggle to prevent government policy and the Church’s work from coming into direct collision. In order to convert the rebellious, he had plunged into political activity of the most violent sort. First, accompanied by his colleague Arnald-Amalric, the Abbot of Cîteaux, Peter of Castelnau had set about those Languedoc prelates who were suspected of looking on heresy with a friendly, or at least a tolerant eye. In 1205 he suspended from office two bishops, those of Béziers and Viviers. Next, the two Legates ordered proceedings to be taken against Bérenger II, Archbishop of Narbonne, and Primate of all Languedoc. But Bérenger refused to be intimidated, and indeed openly defied the Papal envoys.


Finally, towards the end of 1207, Peter of Castelnau managed to establish a league of Southern barons, the purpose of which was to hunt down heretics. When Raymond VI was asked to join this league, he refused. As Pierre des Vaux de Cernay observes, the man of God [i.e. Peter of Castelnau] actually incited the seigneurs of Provence to rebel against their liege lord.1 But he went further still. Undaunted by the Count’s disaffection, the Legate excommunicated him in public, put his territory under interdict, and wound up a most lively occasion by pronouncing his anathema in round terms: ‘He who dispossesses you will be accounted virtuous, he who strikes you dead will earn a blessing.’ Despite Raymond’s obstinacy the excommunication had its effect: the Count of Toulouse made his submission, and renewed the promises required of him. The interview—an extremely stormy one—took place at Saint-Gilles. Directly after it Peter of Castelnau, together with the Bishop of Couserans, left the city. The following morning, just as the Papal party was about to cross the Rhône, an officer in the Count’s service flung himself upon the Legate and ran him through with his sword.


This brief summary of Peter of Castelnau’s activities offers ample proof that the Legate was by no means accommodating by nature, and that he had no fear of making enemies. But at a moment when relations between the Count of Toulouse and the Church were already seriously strained, the murder of an Ambassador from the Holy See was the last drop that made the cup brim over. Innocent III had long been contemplating the idea of a Crusade against this heresy-tainted land. He only needed one solid, explosive incident, something that would fire the public imagination and justify a declaration of war.


The Papacy had no armies in its pay. Crusades, which in the previous century had been a pretty popular kind of war, remained, above all, voluntary campaigns, despite the fact that kings and princes took part in them. The Pope could not force the French King to launch a Crusade, and in the event failed to persuade him. The success of the venture was wholly dependent on the goodwill of the landed gentry, great and small, who would agree to join it. Accordingly the Pope dispatched letters to every French bishop, with the intention of launching a propaganda campaign in support of this new Crusade.


His emissaries, strengthened by the evocation of Peter’s bloodstained white habit, went the rounds of the French churches, expatiating on the tragic condition of a country thus abandoned to the ravages of heresy. Arnald-Amalric, we are told by William de Puylaurens,2 seeing that he was powerless to bring back these straying sheep to God,




made his way to France, a land that has ever fought in God’s cause; there he reached an agreement with the King and the barons, while sundry men of the people, suitable for such a task, began, in the name of the Apostolic authorities, to preach a war against the heretics, entailing indulgences comparable to those habitually dispensed to Crusaders who crossed the seas in order to bring succour to the Holy Land.





The author of the Chanson de la Croisade3 puts the following words into the mouth of Arnald-Amalric during his journey to Rome: ‘May the man who abstains from this Crusade never drink wine again; may he never eat, morning or evening, off a good linen cloth, or dress in fine stuff again to the end of his days; and at his death may he be buried like a dog!’ Such sentiments could not have been uttered in Rome, since at the time the Legate was actually in France; but they doubtless convey a faithful enough representation of his characteristic fierceness in discourse. The propaganda drive was so successful that the King of France (who had, initially, tried to limit a movement that seemed likely to rob him of troops at a time when he was liable to need them) found himself forced to change his tune almost at once.


Volunteers streamed in from all quarters: from Normandy and Champagne, Anjou and Flanders, Picardy and Limousin. Not only knights, but peasants and burghers, too, enrolled themselves for this Crusade, eager to serve under the colours of their liege lord or their bishop. It is impossible to judge the strength of this army with any precision: such figures as the historians record are vague in the extreme. But certainly it was a large army as armies went in that period, and its strength made a considerable impression on contemporary witnesses.


2. The Crusaders


Before we make a detailed examination of the heresy which provoked the Albigensian Crusade, or sketch in the background of the country where one of the cruellest dramas in French history was destined to be played out, we must, first, study the Crusaders themselves. What manner of men were these, who dared to invade a Christian country that had never molested them, and which was closely allied to them both by speech and by racial descent?


We have already seen that Crusades as such had long formed part of the mores peculiar to the Western European aristocracy. Quite apart from the four major Crusades, the whole of the twelfth century had witnessed an endless stream of small private wars, led and financed by various grands seigneurs at their own expense. It was not only their vassals who took part in these forays either, but numerous volunteers, of all sorts and conditions: many of the expeditionary forces were commanded by bishops. The bulk of the Crusaders were Frenchmen, from the Midi no less than from the North. The Christian empire now gradually foundering in the Near East was a French empire; it stood in need of continual reinforcements, and the Christian kingdoms of the West had for a century now paid a heavy tribute in human lives to the Holy Land. These warrior-pilgrims were by no means all fired with a pure and disinterested passion; a great number of them were ambitious adventurers. But the unreserved approval with which the Church regarded such a pious undertaking as a Crusade had an odd effect. Those who fought in it were convinced that, by practising a profession which in different circumstances would have contributed nothing to their salvation, they were both serving God and saving their own souls. Crusaders who campaigned in the Holy Land enjoyed indulgences granted by the Pope, while anyone who had taken part in such a Crusade not only won forgiveness for his sins, but also had the chance to acquire both fame and fortune.


There was, on the face of it, something most attractive about such doubly profitable enterprises; but a series of defeats, and the progressive decay of the French empire in Syria and Palestine, tended to discourage would-be adventurers. The new Latin Empire of Constantinople appeared to hold out greater opportunities, though it lacked the special appeal of the Holy Sepulchre. There were, nevertheless, a good many soldiers, especially in France, who needed a Crusade much in the same way as a Moslem needs his pilgrimage to Mecca. It is not, therefore, surprising that the Pope’s appeal met with so favourable a reception in the provinces of Northern France.


The indulgences promised in respect of this Crusade were comparable to those that had been bestowed on Crusaders in the Holy Land—and the effort involved was considerably less. Furthermore, to go on a Crusade was a very handy way of holding up the payment of one’s debts, and keeping one’s property clear of any ultimate claims that might be made upon it, since a Crusader’s goods were declared sacrosanct for the whole period of his absence.


It is very probable, indeed, that the larger part of this Crusading army (a point which applies to the nobility just as much as to the burghers and common people) was composed either of sinners anxious to win God’s pardon, or else of debt-ridden wretches who hoped in this way to escape being harried by their creditors; or else, again, of those who had already vowed their services to the Holy Land, and were anxious to wriggle out of this liability by taking part in a shorter, less wearying Crusade. The third category was probably the largest.


A large number of these Crusaders were, indeed, little better than professional mercenaries, always glad of an honourable excuse for fighting. At the same time we should not forget that the army now being made ready for its venture, whether in great castle or parish armoury, in beflagged tiltyard or private guardroom, princely palace or stately ecclesiastical pile, was an army of men who wore the Cross sewn upon their surcoats. The mere fact of bearing this Cross provided even the most lukewarm with a symbol eloquent enough to stir their enthusiasm.


Another point: how did the Papal anathema contrive to transform Raymond of Toulouse, overnight, into a pagan and an infidel?


Languedoc was not separated from France by the high seas and several thousand miles; but it was, nevertheless, a foreign if not an actively hostile country. The great Southern barons, jealous above all else of their personal independence, were continually shifting their allegiance: sometimes they leaned towards the King of France, sometimes to the King of England; again, they might ally themselves with the German Emperor or the King of Aragon. The thread which bound the Count of Toulouse in vassalship to the French King was somewhat tenuous. High liegeman of the Crown the Count might be; yet he could not even be regarded as the King’s safe ally, but rather as a somewhat doubtful neighbour, always liable to support the political aims either of the English King (who was his brother-in-law, and the uncle of his only son) or of the Emperor. The great barons of the North, the land of the langue d’oïl, though they were by no means all loyal to the French King, still remained French by culture and tradition: they would not dream of allying themselves with those whom they somewhat contemptuously referred to as ‘Provençals’.


The most notable of the great barons who joined the Crusade were Eudes II, Duke of Burgundy, and Hervé IV, Count of Nevers. These seigneurs were in no doubt why they were going to the wars. Heresy had already penetrated their own domains, and they had good cause for wanting to check its further expansion. Knights such as Simon de Montfort or Guy de Lévis were animated by sincere enthusiasm for what they regarded as God’s cause: there were a great number of such ‘soldiers of God’ in the Crusaders’ army that assembled in answer to Pope Innocent’s appeal. The French nobility had long become accustomed to regarding its own interests and God’s interests as identical.


The faith held by these Crusaders, who never hesitated to exterminate their fellow-men for the greater glory of God, may strike us as extraordinary—indeed, as somewhat contemptible. Possibly it was not always like this: ordinary human morality was never considered for a moment when God’s interests appeared to be at stake. These interests could take on a surprisingly mundane character, though this did not shock anyone: God, after all, was so closely bound up with human affairs. Faith, in France as in other Christian countries (perhaps especially in France), was deep, sincere, and violent—a fact which ensured fierce attachment on the part of devotees to the Faith’s external manifestations. The religious feeling which permeated every aspect of men’s social and private life achieved a species of symbolism. This symbolism was treated in so literal a fashion that we might easily mistake the attitude involved with that of the fetichist. When we study the history of the Albigensian Crusade, we should not forget that there were other motives behind it apart from the purely political ones—motives of sentiment or passion without which the war might never have taken place, or, at least, would have avoided that peculiarly brutal quality which was destined to mark it out. This war was not simply the business of a few fanatics or adventurers. It was not even a simple expression of the Catholic Church’s opposition to heresy. It symbolized, in a profound way, a special sort of Western civilization, a particular view of God and the Universe.


I have described the faith held by these men in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as being, in a sense, ‘mundane’, since it seems clear that during this period the urge to delimit the supernatural within increasingly concrete and coherent patterns developed with hitherto unsurpassed vigour. By either outlawing ancient mythology, Roman and Celtic, or else taking it over and turning it to profitable use, the Church had transformed the Saints into characters from folklore—and, by a converse process, turned gods and demi-gods into saints. As a result the Christian lived in a world where the lives of the Saints and readings from sacred works largely filled the place occupied today by theatre, cinema, illustrated weeklies and fairytales. Secular and folk literature, alien by nature to religious influence, were still restricted to minor media or reserved for the pleasure of a small élite. The creative energy of these Western nations—so young, so avid of new experience, so touched with poetry even in their humblest occupations—was almost wholly canalized into the religious life, which very soon took on the appearance of pure paganism, thinly veneered with Christianity.


It has been said that the cathedrals were the poor man’s Bible, and something more: the great book by means of which the devotee was brought into contact with history, with the sciences both moral natural, with the mysteries of past and future alike. The remains of those twelfth century cathedrals give us no more than a partial notion of their splendour. It must not be forgotten that they were painted and gilded outside as well as in; that the statues and tympana that adorned their great portals were tricked out in polychrome; that the naves were not only smothered with frescoes but, over and above this, decked with richly-woven tapestries, Eastern fabrics, and silken banners all embroidered with gold; and that the altars, shrines, and miraculous images, on account of their superb craftsmanship no less than the rare materials which had gone to their making, constituted a treasure of incalculable value.


The mass of the common people were poor; the bourgeoisie had already become rich, but, like the bourgeoisie everywhere, was wholly self-regarding. The nobility practised a certain ostentatious extravagance, while the prelates of the Church frequently copied the nobility, both in their luxurious habits and their addiction to warfare. The country was constantly ravaged by famine, fire, battles great and small, plague epidemics, and every sort of banditry; and yet from that same soil there arose these extraordinarily rich cathedrals. We have (if we want to reconcile these facts) to grant that men’s faith in this age possessed a special temper all its own. This frantic urge to incarnate the divine, to give it concrete shape, suggests both a deep regard for material objects and the created world, and a profound contempt for human life. The cathedrals rose on the faith of those who also offered adoration to relics.


The men of Northern France were by no means all fervent supporters of the Papacy: far from it. In 1204 the French bishops stood out against the Papal Legates when they tried to force Philip II into peace with England. The barons continually squabbled with the bishops and abbots in the furtherance of their various private interests, and the common people continually resented the tithes they were forced to pay. This does not alter the fact that, during the period under discussion, the French people as a whole were deeply Catholic, and clung to their churches, religious customs, and centres of pilgrimage as though they formed a kind of national heritage. Now the heresy that had gained ground in the districts of Languedoc was fiercely opposed in principle to all outward manifestations of ecclesiastical life; so those emissaries whom Arnald sent out to preach the Crusade had little trouble in working up the indignation of their large audiences against ‘God’s enemies’.


The stories which reappear like a faint echo in the chronicle of Pierre des Vaux de Cernay must have formed the subject of endless discussion and comment throughout the length and breadth of France; nor, we may be certain, do they represent all the incidents that took place, or even the worst of them. One man defiled a church altar. Some soldiers in service with the Count of Foix took a certain Canon and chopped him into pieces; they also used the arms and legs of a crucifix to grind up spices with, in lieu of a pestle. Such things must have haunted the minds of even the most casual believer.


These heretics desecrated Communion chalices and asserted that by receiving the Sacred Host one swallowed a devil; they uttered blasphemies against the Saints, declaring that they were all damned. The Pope’s words—‘they are worse than the very Saracens’—were quite literally true. Those who listened to Rome’s envoys, however, were not humanitarian by nature, and probably found the idea of a mutilated crucifix more distressing than that of chopping a man to pieces.


The King, whose mind moved along political lines, was not (so far as we can judge) extravagantly moved by the development and spread of this heresy. He showed himself, indeed, about as unenthusiastic over the proposed Crusade as he could, within the bounds of common decency. He wrote to Innocent III saying that he would not go on this Crusade unless the Pope forced the King of England to refrain from attacking France, and levied a special tax to finance the expedition. In any case he had doubts concerning the legitimacy of the scheme. In February 1209, when military detachments were gathering throughout every province, with contributions pouring in and the leaders busy preparing for the great day of departure, Innocent III wrote to King Philip:4




It is to you that We especially entrust the cause of God’s Holy Church. The army of the Faithful that is forming to combat heresy must have a leader to whom its members will owe unquestioning obedience. We therefore beg your Serene Highness to choose, on your own initiative, some loyal, discreet, and vigorous gentleman who may lead the champions of Our Holy Cause to final triumph under your banner.





The King, however, refused. He would not go to the wars himself, or let his son go; he would not even accept the responsibility of choosing a deputy who could act in his name. The Pope wanted to use the King of France as a legal, secular agent of Divine Justice in this Crusade; but the Crusade remained what in sober fact it was, a war launched by the Church itself. The barons who followed the Cross would be soldiers of the Church; and the leader whom the Crusaders’ army appointed over themselves was that Papal Legate Arnald-Amalric, the Abbot of Cîteaux.


The King of France was to have his turn later.


Among the barons who joined the Crusade in 1209 we know the names of Eudes II, Duke of Burgundy, Hervé IV, Count of Nevers (both already mentioned above); Gaucher de Châtillon, Count of Saint-Pol; Simon de Montfort; Pierre de Courtenay; Thibaud Count of Bar; Guichard de Beaujeu; Gauthier de Joigny; Guillaume de Rocher, the Seneschal of Anjou; Guy de Lévis, and many others. But Church dignitaries, too, figure as military leaders. The Archbishops of Rheims, Sens and Rouen, together with the Bishops of Autun, Clermont, Nevers, Bayeux, Lisieux and Chartres, all joined the Crusade. Each of them led a contingent composed half of seasoned fighters, and half of pilgrims who knew nothing of war, but were aflame with the desire to serve God’s holy Cause.


A year had passed since the death of Peter of Castelnau, and now the threat looming over Languedoc began to take more precise shape. The Count of Toulouse, whose rank and position could still inspire some respect among those of the Crusaders who were bred in the same caste, had been much discredited by rumours accusing him of complicity in the Legate’s murder. But this crime might not suffice in itself to arouse wholehearted execration against him, since the French barons were themselves constantly at daggers drawn with the clergy. Accordingly the propagandists were obliged to blacken his portrait yet further. Pierre des Vaux de Cernay, a faithful interpreter of the extremist movement among the Crusaders, makes the Count a perfectly odious figure.


His private habits, we learn, were abominable. He had little respect for the sanctity of marriage—a venial sin, considering that among the barons of the period a faithful husband was something of a rarity. The facts were simple: he had been married five times, and two of his divorced wives were still alive. Better still, the Count had, as a young man, seduced certain of his father’s mistresses. (Since the Count was now fifty-two, the complaint seems to have come a little late in the day.) His part in the murder of Peter of Castelnau, we are told, was notorious—and this though the Pope himself dared make no more than a half-hearted assertion on the subject! In order to prove his statements, the chronicler tells us that Raymond VI paraded the murderer throughout his domains, saying to anyone who cared to listen: ‘Do you see this man? He is the only person who truly loves me and knew how to fulfil my desires . . .’5 The remark would appear to be bitterly ironic; but in any case Raymond could not allow himself little pleasantries of this nature. The Count of Toulouse was a politically cautious man, always anxious to keep on good terms with everyone. Even if he had, in fact, ordered the Legate’s murder (which is most improbable) he would be forced to disown the agent he had used. If he failed to punish the man, it was out of concern for public opinion in his own domains. The man who killed so unpopular a Legate was doubtless regarded by his fellow-countrymen as a hero.


The Pope and the leaders of the Crusade saw very clearly that it was the country as a whole which bore the responsibility for this crime, and that the Count should not suffer the abuse of the mob except in his capacity as the country’s leader. His crime was, it must be said, a heinous one in the eyes of every faithful member of the Church. He was not content with mere indifference where heresy was concerned; he seemed actively to encourage it.


On this point we possess a wealth of evidence, though since it comes from the Count’s enemies it must be regarded with some suspicion. It was alleged that he surrounded himself with known heretics whom he treated in the most courteous fashion. He even had a notion to get his son taught by their ministers. His impiety was notorious: it was not enough for him to practise systematic persecution of churches and monasteries; when he attended Mass he made his jester parody all the gestures of the priest. He was observed to prostrate himself before various heretical ministers, and one day, in a fit of rage, he exclaimed: ‘I can see that it was, indeed, the Devil who created this world; nothing goes as I wish it!’ In short, the Church (as embodied by Pierre des Vaux de Cernay, a man of somewhat intemperate language but still, doubtless, a fairly accurate guide to the general opinion of his kind) regarded Count Raymond as ‘a limb of Satan, a child of perdition, a hardened criminal, a parcel of sinfulness’.6 Pope Innocent himself is scarcely more charitable: ‘impious, cruel tyrant, creature both pestilent and insane’ is the way he addresses him.7


But this was where Church and Crusaders alike struck one of the biggest stumbling-blocks in their scheme: things turned out to be far more complex than they would have liked. The ‘impious tyrant’ performed an abrupt volte-face, reminding his adversaries that he was still the sovereign lord of a Christian country. After a bungled attempt to get both the King of France and the German Emperor to intercede on his behalf—a remarkable piece of stupidity, since the two monarchs were at daggers drawn, and neither of them was to forgive the Count for approaching the other—Raymond finally declared himself an obedient son of the Church, ready to submit to every condition which the Pope might impose on him.


This decision of the Count’s has been severely criticized by historians, who have regarded it as a proof of feebleness, if not downright cowardice. But Raymond VI was by no means the kind of man liable to exclaim ‘All is lost save honour’; his personal honour seems to have been a matter of little concern to him; his main concern was to minimize the damage done. We must remember that the majority of his subjects were Catholics, and that consequently they, no less than the heretics in their midst, were liable to suffer if war came.


The Count owed his Catholic subjects this proof of his good faith—and could also use it to cut the ground from under his enemies’ feet. If he was no longer the foe, against whom were they marching out to war? Heresy as such was a faceless enemy: it possessed neither army, nor headquarters, nor defensive positions—let alone a Pope or a King. By depriving them of a concrete objective the Count destroyed half the raison d’être of the Crusade.


But it was far too late to check the mounting enthusiasm which now blazed throughout the Army of God. The Count’s submission did not make anyone lay down his arms; it merely served to exasperate his enemies still further, since such a manoeuvre weakened their moral position without in any way advancing the interests of the Church. So it came about that this army, with its ‘soldiers of Christ’, invaded a country which felt itself the victim of a flagrant injustice; and what had begun as a religious war became an attack upon an entire nation.


3. The Land of Languedoc


While the Crusaders were busy making preparations for war, Innocent III was simultaneously invoking every sort of curse in heaven and earth on the Count of Toulouse in public, and conducting negotiations with him privately. The Count promised to make complete submission, with one caveat: he would prefer to discuss the terms of his capitulation with some other Legate than Arnald-Amalric, who was his sworn enemy. The Pope sent him Milo, the Lateran Apostolic Notary, together with Master Thédise, a Genoese Canon. If the Count supposed he now had to do with less rigorous judges, he soon found out his mistake. These two men were merely there to execute orders which came from the Abbot of Cîteaux. Pope Innocent must have told Milo that it was the Abbot who would continue to make decisions; he, Milo, was to be no more than an agent.


In point of fact the Pope had decided to beat the Count at his own game, and match Raymond’s feigned submission with an equally feigned clemency. To his special representatives—that is, the Abbot of Cîteaux, together with the Bishops of Riez and Couserans—he wrote as follows:




We have received many and urgent enquiries as to what attitude the Crusaders should take in respect of the Count of Toulouse. Let us follow the advice of that Apostle who said: ‘Being crafty, I caught you with guile.’ Use a certain judicious dissimulation: leave him [i.e. the Count] alone to begin with, and concentrate on the rebels. It will be a far harder task to crush these minions of Antichrist if we give them time to unite their scattered groups into a single body of resistance. If the Count does not come to their aid, on the other hand, nothing should be easier than to finish them off; and perhaps the spectacle of their defeat will bring him back to his senses. However, if he persists in his evil purposes, we will be able (when he is isolated, and thrown back on his own unaided strength) to defeat and crush him without overmuch effort.





The ceremony of the Count’s public apology took place in June 1209 at Saint-Gilles, where Peter of Castelnau had been killed. It looks as though the Church were intent, before striking at her enemies, on demonstrating to the people—through the persons of her Legates—just how much the worldly power of the great was worth when confronted by the might and majesty of God.


In the great church of Saint-Gilles (a splendid edifice, which even today hints at both the piety and the luxuriousness which characterized the ancient Counts of Toulouse) there had gathered three archbishops and no less than nineteen bishops; while a great throng of other high dignitaries, together with their liegemen and various clerics, crowded both the church and the square outside. Between the two great lions that guarded the entry to the West Door were set out various relics of Christ and the Saints. The Count, wearing a penitent’s garb, with a cord round his neck and a candle in his hand, was brought into the square, stripped to the waist; and here, over the reliquaries, he swore allegiance to the Pope and the Legates. Then Milo draped his stole round the penitent’s neck, gave him Absolution, and marched him into the church, beating him smartly about the shoulders with a bundle of birch-twigs as they went. The crowd that surged in behind him was so close-packed that he could not get out the way he had come, and was taken down through the crypt—where Peter of Castelnau was buried. His contemporaries, prone to find signs and portents everywhere, regarded this coincidence as a just punishment for the crime he was assumed to have committed.


Before this cruel ceremony was enacted, the Count had been obliged to subscribe to the following conditions:






	(a)


	He must offer apologies to every bishop and abbot with whom he was at loggerheads.







	(b)


	He must relinquish his rights over the bishoprics and religious houses throughout his domains.







	(c)


	He must rid himself of the bands of veterans and mercenaries whom he employed to defend his territories.







	(d)


	He must no longer entrust any Jew with public office.







	(e)


	He must give up his practice of protecting heretics, and deliver them up to the Crusaders.







	(f)


	He must regard as heretics all those denounced as such by ecclesiastical authority.







	(g)


	He must abide by the Legates’ decisions concerning all the complaints that had been laid against him.







	(h)


	He must himself observe, and enforce the observance in others, of every clause in the peace treaty drafted by the Legates.








In short, by making this Act of Submission the Count had accepted a virtual Church dictatorship over his country. He must have calculated that the various clauses of the treaty would be hard to enforce in practice, and doubtless supposed that time would work on his side.


As soon as he had got his Absolution, Count Raymond took the initiative in an unforeseen way: he asked to be allowed to join the Crusade himself. This decision was somewhat startling, coming as it did from a prince who had always done his utmost to accommodate heretics. ‘A further example of his double-dealing,’ Vaux de Cernay wrote. ‘His only motive for joining the Crusade was to render his person and property immune from seizure, and to provide a cloak for his nefarious schemes.’8 With this view the evidence seems, indeed, to agree well enough. But Raymond was also trying to go over the Legates’ heads (there was, clearly, nothing more to be hoped for from them) and to win the trust of the Pope himself. And indeed, on 26th July Innocent wrote to him: ‘From an object of scandal to many, lo, you have been transformed into a model subject.. . . We have no wish but for your welfare and your honour. You may rest assured that We shall not allow any wrong to be done you if you have not deserved it.’ This was the language of diplomacy, and did not perhaps by intent commit the writer to any very weighty obligation; but it was a card which Count Raymond was to play to its uttermost limit.


The Count of Toulouse was not merely the main actor in the drama that was to be played out across his territory: his character resembles a scaled-down projection of all his country’s weaknesses and contradictions, virtues and misfortunes. His behaviour was not so much due to personal, individual decisions, whether for good or ill, as to the general condition of Languedoc at the time of the disaster—a condition which it in some sort reflects. His private character vanishes when confronted with the public rôle he was obliged to play. We cannot even say that the task was too heavy for his shoulders to bear, since he seems to have identified himself so closely with his people’s cause that in the end they saw him as something very much more than a mere leader. He was their rightful sovereign, in the full sense of that term: a sovereign whose function was to be his people’s symbolic representative, and the slave of his subjects’ wishes or needs. With all his faults and weaknesses, he remains human to the end—especially when contrasted with adversaries whom bigotry, fanaticism, ambition or plain ignorance had robbed of all humane qualities. In an age when people were judged and condemned according to the conduct of their princes, Count Raymond VI had committed a crime which carried such dire consequences that it was impossible to let him get off scot free: he had been a tolerant ruler.


Tolerance did not pass for a virtue in that period, and doubtless Raymond never boasted of possessing it. His ancestors—indeed, his own father—had burnt heretics, as their neighbouring monarchs had also done. But towards the end of the twelfth century heresy had become so widespread that any attempt to observe the letter of the law would have entailed burning people by the thousand and reducing whole provinces to beggary. The Count could no longer persecute heretics, for the excellent reason that they now formed a large proportion of his subjects. What in other countries was still regarded as a monstrous scandal had become in the Midi a sort of necessary evil, which in the end would no longer be regarded as an evil at all. When Foulques, the Bishop of Toulouse, asked the Chevalier Pons Adhémar why they did not break up the nest of heretics in their territories and drive them out, Adhémar replied: ‘We cannot do it. We were all brought up together. Many of them are related to us. Besides, we can see for ourselves that they live decent, honourable lives.’9 William de Puylaurens, who tells the story, adds: ‘In this way heresy, shielding itself hypocritically behind the pretence of an honourable life, concealed the truth from these somewhat impercipient souls.’


Such were the facts; but we still have to discover how a country with so lengthy and well-established a Catholic tradition could reach the point where it tacitly accepted a creed the avowed aim of which was to destroy the Church utterly. In order to understand this phenomenon we must cast a rapid glance over the history of Languedoc during the twelfth century, examining its social and political condition and, in particular, analysing the spiritual and moral climate which prevailed there. This cluster of provinces was, after all, one of the main centres of Western culture during our period.


The lands actually under the sovereignty of the Counts of Toulouse were almost as extensive as those that owed direct allegiance to the French Crown; but Languedoc itself, the area where the Occitan dialect was spoken, was not a major Power. Nevertheless, it remained an independent territory. In theory the Count of Toulouse was vassal to the King of France; but in fact he was less a vassal than the Count of Champagne or even the Duke of Burgundy. Paris was a long way from Toulouse; Northern speech was different from that of the Midi; and the French King’s power in the Midi remained purely nominal. On the other hand the Count held part of his domains in fief from the King of England, an equally distant and theoretical sovereign. Certain important vassals of the Count’s also owed allegiance to the King of Aragon; and this monarch controlled certain areas in the heart of Languedoc—Montpellier for one, and the viscountcies of Carlat and Millau. Arles, again, belonged to the Emperor. Such a diversity of overlords was in itself a guarantee of independence. Provided the Emperor kept his distance; provided the King of England remained busy defending his vast domains against the growing power of successive Kings of France; provided the King of Aragon (whose main concern in any case was to add to his territories beyond the Pyrenees) continued to be caught up with his endless campaign against the Moors; provided the French King’s desire to extend his boundaries led him towards lands that marched with his own along geographically dictated frontiers—why, then the Count of Toulouse had nothing to fear. In their struggle to maintain a dominant influence over his terrain, the Count’s rival overlords were not so much his masters as, virtually, his protectors.


But this picture is still too clear-cut: more remains to be told. During the course of the twelfth century the County of Toulouse was successively invaded by both the English and the Aragonese, who ravaged the Rouergue district and the environs of Toulouse. Raymond V, Raymond VI’s father, spent his whole life defending himself against his dangerous ‘protectors’. In 1181, among the allies of his adversary, the King of Aragon, he had to reckon his own major vassals: the Counts of Montpellier, Foix and Comminges, and the Viscount of Béziers. He was Louis VII’s brother-in-law by virtue of his marriage to Louis’s sister Constance; and the King did, in the event, come to his aid to protect him against the English. But his conduct towards his wife was such that very soon he had to break off relations with the King of France and transfer his homage to the House of Plantagenet. Unfortunately the old English King, Henry II, was at war with his own son, Richard Coeur-de-Lion; and the latter invaded the Toulouse area at the head of his army of mercenaries. All this goes to show that a policy based on maintaining the balance of power has its dangers; nevertheless, the Counts of Toulouse clung stubbornly to their independence. The kings of France, England and Aragon all gave them their sisters in marriage and angled for their alliance; each successive Raymond remained a free agent when he set foot on their soil, owing obedience to no man.


Yet these same Counts had very little more authority over their own provinces than the kings of France did over the County of Toulouse. The Trencavel family, hereditary Viscounts of Béziers, possessed domains that embraced the districts of Carcassès, Albigeois and Razès; these lands of theirs, which stretched in all from the Tarn to the Pyrenees, were in vassalage to the King of Aragon. Throughout the twelfth century the Counts of Toulouse were to struggle, unsuccessfully, against the growing power of the Trencavels. The Counts of Foix, too, safe in their mountain fastnesses, remained equally impervious to the authority of the Counts of Toulouse, and only formed alliances with them in order to fight against the Trencavels. Various vassal leagues were continually being formed against the Count, and as frequently dissolved, according to the state of each member’s aims and interests.


These examples would give a poor notion of the political situation in Languedoc on the eve of the Crusade if we did not bear in mind that the same conditions prevailed in almost every Western kingdom. The kings of France were constantly compelled to defend themselves against vassal leagues. In England a systematic fight conducted by feudal barons against the royal prerogative culminated in Magna Carta. Germany and Italy were the scenes of continual warfare, ranging from parish-pump rivalry to the grim struggle for the Empire. In this period, when the moral ties binding a man to his seigneur and his Church were a real and indisputable bond, each individual’s conduct seemed inspired by the old saying about a man’s home being his castle.


These people never talked about liberty. Yet they acted, for the most part, as though their freedom was the one ideal, the only possession that they had to defend. We see towns rising in revolt against their lawful seigneur through fear of having their rights of self-government curtailed. Bishops stood their ground against kings, even against Popes, while the seigneurs in turn attacked the bishops. All of them, apparently, made it a special point of honour not to accept any form of constraint. In the Midi this attitude had just about reached its apogee, for the country was wealthy, endowed with an ancient traditional culture of which it was most proud, and at the same time eager for progress.


We see, then, that the Count of Toulouse was not in control of his own vassals; but, odder still, even within his personal domains, which were traditionally loyal to him, he found himself unable to raise an army, and was forced to rely upon mercenaries. It was very often the case that he simply had no vassals on whom he might call, for this reason: whereas in the North a seigneur’s heritage would pass, after his death, to his eldest son, in the Midi the fief was split up equally amongst all his children. Thus after three generations or so a château could belong to fifty or sixty ‘co-seigneurs’, who in their turn, whether by marriage or the rights of succession, might also be co-seigneurs of other châteaux besides. The result was that the big estates did not have a true owner, but merely a kind of manager. Furthermore, since brothers and cousins were frequently liable to quarrel among themselves, a fief, even an important one, did not form a military unit, as was the case in France.


Nor was the Count master of the major towns, which formed small autonomous republics, only acknowledging their overlord provided he left them alone. Since trade flourished in Languedoc, and several great trade-routes passed through it, its cities, notoriously, achieved a greater degree of prosperity than those elsewhere. A burgher’s privileges were substantial indeed. Every inhabitant became a free man the moment he took up residence there, and his citizenship was so strong a guarantee of his security that no external authority possessed the right to bring him to trial. Though he committed a crime a hundred leagues outside the walls, only that city’s tribunal could pass judgment upon him.


The towns were governed by consuls—a survival from Roman Law. This code still formed the basis of all local jurisdiction. The consuls (or capitouls) were elected from among the city nobility and bourgeoisie; and in this respect the burgher was the knight’s equal, de facto no less than de jure. Here we may observe a relaxation of the caste-tradition which the Northern nobility were to hold against both classes in the Midi, and for which they could not forgive them. The rich burgher was a grand seigneur, and so confident of his rights that he would stand his ground against any knight. In the defence of their precious liberties these burghers shrank from nothing. During the year 1161 the citizens of Béziers, for example, murdered their Viscount and beat up their Bishop in the Church of the Madeleine. It is true that this crime provoked frightful reprisals; but the spirit of independence that glowed in these tiny republics was tempered and strengthened by their long battle against the abuse of princely power.


In the midst of this organized chaos stood the Church, a supranational body, disciplined in theory, and obedient to one supreme Head; yet the Church too was forced, by pressure of circumstance, to yield before the prevalent contagion. In her capacity as temporal power she drew most cruel persecution upon herself; her wealth excited all manner of covetousness, while her authority seemed a standing threat to all individual liberty. The bishops were haughty of speech and masterful in their actions; they considered themselves—after God and the Pope—the country’s rightful masters. In point of fact there was no justification for their claims: here as elsewhere—perhaps here especially—they were great feudal landlords, who had at their disposal vast territories and very considerable revenues. They were frequently more concerned with the defence of their temporal interests than the spiritual direction of those who dwelt in their diocese. They had an excuse for this. It was essential, they said, to cry with the pack, since the Church’s earthly patrimony was a guarantee of her moral freedom, and that patrimony was very severely threatened.


These bishops were both indifferent to Papal authority and extremely unpopular in their own dioceses. The people refused to back them against the barons, and instead reviled them for their luxury, their lack of concern for the poor, and their passionate addiction to Crusades. The abbots, who, thanks to their richly endowed monasteries, could boast no less princely a state, were almost equally ill-regarded. The common clergy, through the neglect of their superiors, had fallen into such discredit that the bishops were hard put to it to find fresh priests, and would ordain the first candidates who came to hand. According to the unanimous testimony of every contemporary Catholic writer, the Church in the Midi at this period had neither authority nor prestige: it was spiritually dead.


So the Catholic population was reduced to one of two alternatives. Either they had to make do with a Church that might well lead even the best of them astray; or else they must seek some other outlet for their spiritual aspirations.


The evidence cited hitherto might lead one to suppose that Languedoc was a kind of hell where discord and anarchy reigned. It was in fact a country where life was far less rigorous than elsewhere, a country that possessed a sort of unity. But this unity was internal rather than apparent, lying as it did in the civilization of which each inhabitant partook, and which formed an invisible bond between them, a bond expressed by a certain common mode of thought and feeling. It was not merely the burgher’s wealth that made the knight respect him; and though these Counts of Toulouse were for ever embroiled in disputes with their bishops and vassals, the people continued to show them unconditional love and respect.


There were, indeed, numerous wars, which, though they involved a small number only of actual combatants, always caused much damage to the crops. Despite this the people as a whole were by no means poverty-stricken. From contemporary witnesses (such as Etienne, Abbot of Ste Geneviève, the future Bishop of Tournai10) we learn that the roads were unsafe, being infested by Basque and Aragonese freebooters; that the fields were burnt and the houses in ruins. (For lack of regular troops the barons in the Midi used to employ mercenaries.) But villages on the main roads were comparatively rare, being mostly fortified burghs or overflows from a nearby city; thus the peasant was often a townsman too, and hoed his vines under the shadow of the city-walls. The soil was fertile, and the towns’ prosperity was reflected in the lives led by the peasantry. Not only the burghers but a great number of peasants as well were free men; and in many of the fiefs the absence of one paramount seigneur meant that the serfs were not really responsible to anyone.


The burgher was a privileged person: he not only had his freedom, but was also protected by his community. The increasing development of trade, too, had made its impact on the working classes. Even humble artisans were gradually being transformed into a powerful class, with full realization of their rights.


The influence and authority exercised by the bourgeoisie played a prominent part in the social evolution of Languedoc. The land of the troubadours was also the land of trade par excellence: a country in which the burgher’s social position was beginning to eclipse that of the nobility. It is true that the burghers, whether out of snobbishness or through some lingering sense of inferiority, still made efforts to acquire noble escutcheons; but this was, in their case, mere gratuitous self-satisfaction. When any bourgeoisie is treated on an equal footing by the aristocratic society of the day, this means, in fact, that it has the upper hand.


The Rhône and the Garonne were great arteries, along which was borne all merchandise and raw material exchanged between the North and the Midi. Marseilles, Toulouse, Avignon and Narbonne had been major ports since ancient times. The Crusades enriched all the cities of the West; but Languedoc in particular, on account of its position as half-way house and key to the Near East, made a veritable fortune out of them. Those about to embark bought their stores and equipment for the voyage there, while returning veterans sold their booty to Languedoc traders; the local nobility, a feckless and footloose lot, were often forced to sell their lands and goods for a mere song to the bankers who financed expeditions to the Holy Land. From these perennially out-of-pocket overlords the common people in due course purchased various privileges and liberties which, once having got, they were never again to surrender. Since the burghers acknowledged no master apart from their consuls, it followed that the Count of Toulouse lacked any legal authority in his own city, and was only obeyed so long as he respected local common law.


Every burgher had the right to buy, sell, or engage in barter without paying any duties or taxes on such transactions. There were no restrictions placed upon marriage. Resident aliens enjoyed full citizens’ rights, regardless of their nationality or creed. These ‘free towns’ formed the centres of the country’s social life: the election of a consul was a great public event, celebrated with processions and a universal hammering of church bells, its pomp and splendour rivalling any religious festival A citizen’s life, from the cradle to the grave, was closely bound up with the life of the city itself. The nuptial blessing pronounced by the priest could not, for sheer solemnity, match the moment when bride and bridegroom were brought before the consuls, magnificent in their ermine-trimmed robes, and made their offering of flowers and fruit-laden branches. As an instrument of secularization (albeit permeated with both the spirit and the external ritual of religious faith) this flourishing public life in the ‘free towns’ stood very high.


Being predominantly commercial cities, the townships of the South attained an opulence which the North had every reason to envy. There was no comparison between Paris and Toulouse, and neither Troyes nor Rouen was a match for Avignon. The splendour of such Catholic churches in the Midi as war and the passage of time have spared helps us to imagine just how magnificent these cities must have been in their hey-day—great centres of religious and cultural development, where business, industry, and every sort of craft and art flourished. The larger ones could boast schools of medicine, philosophy, mathematics and astrology: not only Toulouse, but also Narbonne, Avignon, Montpellier and Béziers were in fact university cities before the nominal foundation of their universities. At Toulouse, the course on Aristotle embodied various recent discoveries made by Arab philosophers; since the ecclesiastical authorities in Paris refused to release this material, the philosophical school at Toulouse gained considerable prestige as a result of their censorship.


Regular contact with the Moslem world had been established very early on, mainly through the medium of Arab merchants and doctors, who reached Languedoc either from the East, or across the Pyrenees. The infidel could no longer be regarded as a natural enemy. The Jews, who formed a large and powerful community in every major business centre, were not debarred from public life through any sort of religious prejudice. Their doctors and savants were held in high regard by the general populace throughout the cities of the area; they had their own schools, where they gave free courses of lectures, some of which were open to the public. Catholic students had no objection to attending such lectures. For instance, we hear of a Doctor Abraham from Beaucaire, and in Saint-Gilles we find a scholar named Simeon and a Rabbi Jacob. The influence of Jewish and Moslem apocryphal writings was widespread among the clergy, and even reached the common people. In some towns, indeed, Jews were appointed to the office of consul or magistrate.


For good or ill, one thing is certain: in this area secular life was considerably more flourishing than its religious counterpart—to a point where the latter seemed likely to be snuffed out altogether.


The nobles drifted with the tide of events. Some historians present them as a vain, ineffectual, degenerate body; others see in them the finest flowering of the knightly esprit courtois that the age could show. What is certain, however, is that the bulk of this nobility had acquired a strong bourgeois streak; that its members were cultured gentlemen more addicted to civil than to military matters, even though, on occasion, the knights of Languedoc could show themselves every whit as brave as their Northern rivals. Here, in short, was an aristocracy which was beginning to forget that its main purpose, indeed, its traditional raison d’être, was the profession of arms. Yet this did not prevent its members from being very fierce-tempered indeed when their personal interests were at stake.


There were no more great causes to fight for; decentralization and the parcelling out of the estates had seen to that. The result was that each baron fought merely for his own advantage, and yesterday’s foes were only too likely to become today’s friends—or vice versa. In the end such petty local rivalries were no longer taken very seriously, even by the interested parties. Besides, though nobles and burghers did not always see eye to eye with one another, they at least united to encroach systematically upon the rights of the Church. The Church’s powers had been weakened, and her unpopularity made her all the easier to attack. Many bishops were ruined as a result of the wars they were forced to wage against the great or lesser barons. There was nothing uplifting for the nobility in campaigns of this nature; and in any case, their minds were elsewhere.


The time was long past when the Church had a virtual monopoly in the production of what we may term the intellectual class. For over a century now the laity had enjoyed a mastery of the written word, and the literary language used in Christian countries was no longer Latin. Literature, indeed, was coming to play an increasingly important part in the lives, not only of the aristocracy, but of the middle classes as well. Northern Frenchmen, Germans, and Englishmen were all great readers of romances. Secular drama began, somewhat shyly, to appear side by side with its religious counterpart. The arts of poetry and music had become an essential daily perquisite even for the lesser nobility and the bourgeoisie.


It is a curious fact that the Midi has left us no literature in the field of fictional romance. On the other hand its poetic heritage stands supreme in European history, being not only most ancient, but also unique in the quality of its inspiration. Its genius was universally recognized, and imitated as far afield as Germany. For French, Italian, and Catalan poets alike, the Occitan tongue was the language of literature par excellence; we should not forget that Dante originally intended to compose his Divina Commedia in it.


If we cannot think of the Southern French nobility without immediately evoking the name of the troubadours, the fact remains that these aristocrats were genuinely and passionately devoted to poetry, and tried, as best they could, to carry out in practice the literary ideals of their age. It is easy to accuse them of having their heads in the clouds; but when we consider the matter more closely, they appear more realistic than, say, Louis XIV’s courtiers, whose highest ambition was to have the honour of helping the King get up in the morning. For a Southern gentleman of the twelfth century, honour consisted in a certain disdain for the good things of this world, coupled with an unbounded exaltation of one’s own personality. The adoration of the Lady, that marvellous and inaccessible Lover, is nothing else, surely, but the urge to proclaim a triumph of self-will? Even though one may be offering one’s devotion, it is not to some divinity whom the whole world shares, but to a private deity of one’s own, freely chosen.


Some commentators have gone so far as to claim that the Lady was purely symbolic, and represented either the Cathar Church or some esoteric revelation; and it is true that the poems of certain troubadours bear considerable resemblance, in style and tone, to those of the Arab mystics. This can almost certainly be ascribed to mere literary imitation, for at the time it occurred to no one to regard such poetry as being anything other than love-poetry. Nevertheless it remains true that troubadour verse appears to deal primarily, not with love itself, so much as with a method of attaining moral and spiritual perfection through love’s agency. These sighs and torments, these protracted vigils and metaphorical deaths seem at once passionately sincere and, somehow, a little unreal. What the poet seems to be admiring, all through these bouts of suffering, is his own exquisite soul.


A turbulent, restless, egotistical society, this; given to prodigal extravagance (e.g. the Seigneur de Venous, who out of sheer bravado had thirty horses burnt alive in the presence of his guests), obsessed with most apparently impractical arts, hungry for unattainable loves. Yet behind such qualities there is evident a certain way of life which by no means lacked nobility. That superficial appearance of frivolity perhaps masked a desire for withdrawal, an unwillingness to treat unworthy subjects seriously. When the time of peril came upon them, and the initial surprise was over, the nobles of Languedoc proved themselves warriors indeed: there was a stubborn, even a ferocious quality about their patriotism. The political weaknesses they showed cannot on any count be taken to signify a lack of vital energy.


One thing we know, at all events, is that the nobles of Languedoc were not only indulgent towards heresy, but became its most steadfast (and, indeed, notorious) supporters. It was because this new religion had won over the only class of the population who were in a position to defend the Church’s cause by force of arms, that the Crusade was deemed essential in the first place.


Languedoc was Catholic both in theory and actuality: yet by a wholly natural process, quite smoothly and without any overt rebellion, it had become a land of heresy. The new doctrine was now so well acclimatized that it was already impossible to distinguish the wheat from the tares: the only alternatives were to strike indiscriminately or to do nothing at all. Throughout this pitiless ten years’ war the heretics came more and more to seem a mere excuse for the Crusaders’ real aim: the destruction of the entire country. Yet far from eradicating this heresy, the Crusade in fact renewed and redoubled its strength. A century was to elapse before Catharism was finished, and then its end was only achieved by the gradual obliteration of everything which went to make up the living tradition of Languedoc.
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CHAPTER II


HERESY AND HERETICS
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1. Origins


THE EXISTENCE OF HERESY cannot be considered apart from the existence of the Church itself: the two run pari passu. Dogma is always accompanied by heresy; from the very first the history of the Christian Church was a long catalogue of battles against various heresies—battles no less bloody or bitter than those which the Christian communities fought against their pagan neighbours. But from the sixth century onwards Western Europe, still barely recovered from the shock of the great invasions, and constantly threatened with the possibility of fresh inroads, nevertheless enjoyed relative stability in its religious affairs. The authority of the Church was (in theory at least) respected and obeyed.*


Yet heresy—or rather, heresies—proliferated everywhere. Survivals from those supposedly defeated creeds, the Arian and the Manichaean, cropped up incessantly, sometimes in the shape of a tacit compromise with orthodoxy, sometimes in open opposition to it. Furthermore, the inevitable abuses characteristic of an Established Church were in evidence here, and provoked a never-ending stream of protest and would-be reforms; these often became heresies by definition—that is, they diverged from official doctrine. Heresies appeared in the country districts, where they probably represented a barely Christianized survival of Celtic mysticism; and in the monasteries, as the fruit of much meditation on the part of monks with minds of their own. They were uttered ex cathedra by learned Professors of Theology, and also turned up in the towns, where they tended to be identified with some sort of social revolution.


But in Northern Italy and the French Midi Rome was confronted with a very different sort of situation. It was no longer a matter of local or individual manifestations of independence; a rival religion, no less, had planted itself in the very heart of Christendom and was gaining ground fast—largely by presenting itself as the one true Faith. The traditional means of persuasion which the Church employed against her straying flock here ran into an absolutely immovable brick wall. These heretics were no longer dissident Catholics: they drew their strength from the consciousness of belonging to a faith that had never seen eye to eye with Catholicism, and was more ancient than the Church itself.


We should not, however, lose sight of one important fact. Very many of the heretics, both in Italy and in Languedoc, were not Cathars: they belonged to various ‘reforming’ sects, such as the Waldensian, which the Church would have almost certainly contrived, in the long run, to draw within her orbit by means of a more liberal and comprehensive policy. But as such vaguely extremist movements of reform were afterwards confused with the great central heresy, Catharism, it is this which we must primarily consider.


The religion of the Cathars, or ‘pure ones’, came from the East. Their contemporaries labelled them as Manichaeans or Arians: indeed, the majority of heretical sects that appeared in Western Europe from the eleventh century onwards were given the common title of ‘Manichaean’. This was merely a figure of speech: the heretics themselves never claimed any connection with Mani, and it is clear that the various Churches with avowed Manichaean tendencies (e.g. those established in Spain, North Africa, and even in France) had for long now renounced so alarming an affiliation, with the anathemas and bonfires that it brought in its wake. There was no longer such a being as a ‘Manichaean’; by now there were only ‘Christians’.


Some modern historians—F. Niel, for example—have gone so far as to claim that Catharism was not in fact a heresy at all, but an alien religion that had nothing whatsoever in common with Christianity. It might be more accurate to say that it had nothing in common with the Christianity that ten centuries of Church history had produced. The Cathar religion was indeed a heresy, one which can be dated back to a time when the Church’s doctrines had not yet hardened into dogma. During this period the ancient world was searching around desperately, by every means at its disposal, to find some formula capable of assimilating so wholly alien a creed. Christianity was too explosive and dynamic: its contradictions, whether apparent or genuine, were not calculated to reassure minds addicted to clarity.


One answer was Gnosticism, an attempt to make a synthesis of ancient philosophy and Christianity, which denied the possibility of God having created either evil or physical matter. Though speedily condemned by the Early Fathers, this system never completely disappeared. Its spirit remained very much alive in the Eastern Churches, and its influence on the Western tradition was much greater than is commonly supposed. The Gnostics influenced the doctrine of Mani, who, as the heir to Zoroastrianism, believed in two essential principles, those of Good and Evil. Mani, in his turn, also influenced Gnosticism: of this interpenetration there was born that great Dualist tradition which bore the name of Manichaeism, and which, by various underground routes, crept into the citadel of orthodox Christianity.


But the Manichaeans proper, after having spawned a series of powerful sects that spread right across Europe and Asia, even penetrating as far as China, suffered a series of cruel persecutions and finally vanished. The name of Mani was obliterated by that of Christ. There remained the Paulicians, a Manichaean sect with strong Christianizing tendencies, which flourished in Armenia and Asia Minor; but in 872 they were conquered by the Greeks and forced into submission, many of them being deported to the Balkan peninsula on the Emperor’s orders. It was here that there formed the nucleus of that Church which was later to be identified with the Cathars.


In the seventh century an Asiatic people called the Bulgars had reached the Balkans and established a kingdom there, to the south of the Danube. When, during the eleventh century, the Greek and Latin Churches were simultaneously busy converting the Slav population of Bulgaria, it was here that the deported Paulicians, too, were still engaged in their own missionary activities. And it was in Bulgaria that Catharism—the Catharism which spread through the Midi—also appeared in the tenth century, under the name of Bogomilism.


We do not know whether the founder of this sect was really called Bogomil (that is, the Beloved of God), and applied his ordinary surname to the creed he professed; or whether, in accordance with a tendency common among the Slavs, the word was intended to suggest some symbolical, generalized personality. In the latter case, for lack of accurate information, devotees of the sect must ultimately have assumed the existence of a real, flesh-and-blood founder. The orthodox writers of the period also refer to a certain ‘Papa’ Jeremiah. The origins of the sect are shrouded in obscurity; but it spread rapidly, and there was no denying its dynamic force. In Bulgaria, despite a series of persecutions (due to the creed’s revolutionary tendencies, which worried the ruling classes), the Bogomils increased and multiplied. Not only that: they very soon began to send out field missionaries, throughout the whole Mediterranean world. The new religion gained ground in Bosnia and Serbia, where it maintained itself so effectively that it frequently figured as the official State religion, and was not finally blotted out till the Turkish invasion in the fifteenth century.


By the eleventh century Bogomil doctrines had been disseminated throughout Northern Italy and the Midi. We cannot tell just what, exactly, there may have been in the way of Manichaean survivals here to allow so rapid an assimilation of Bulgarian Catharism. It remains true that the Cathar faith became so firmly established in these countries (its effect rather resembles that of yeast on bread) that from the middle of the twelfth century it emerges as a quasi-official, albeit persecuted, religion. It had its own local history and traditions, its own organized hierarchy. The Catharist movement was beginning to throw off, with increasing boldness, its hitherto clandestine and ineffectual nature. In 1167 the Bulgarian Bishop Nikita, or Nicetas,* arrived from Constantinople for the purpose of confirming the young Churches of Languedoc in the true Bogomil tradition, and called a Council of Cathar bishops and ministers at Saint-Félix de Caraman, near Toulouse. This one piece of evidence shows us how far the Cathar Church had gone towards proclaiming its own universality and supra-national unity, in direct defiance of the Church of Rome. It was no longer merely a sect, or an opposition movement aimed against the Established Church: it had become a Church of its own.


The authorities, scared by the size of this movement, at first responded by attempts to intimidate its members. The Count of Toulouse, Raymond V, even dreamed of a Crusade in which the Kings of both France and England would participate. Pope Alexander III sent his Cardinal Legate, Peter of Chrysogonus, to Toulouse at the head of a powerful delegation. But when the Legate saw that there were far too many heretics for him to hunt down and bring to book, he contented himself perforce with making an example instead. He got hold of a wealthy and universally respected old man, Peter Mauran, who was a burgher of Toulouse known for his friendliness towards the heretics, and had him publicly whipped. After three years’ exile in the Holy Land, Mauran returned to Toulouse, and amid scenes of great pomp and rejoicing was elected capitoul The Legate’s démarche had merely served to increase the popularity of the new faith.


It is easy to explain the success which Catharism achieved by pointing out such factors as the spiritual insolvency of the Catholic hierarchy in Languedoc; or the greedy ambition of burghers and nobility alike, both only too grateful for an excuse to plunder Church property without scruple; or the weakness which both classes had for anything that smacked of novelty. We have already observed that conditions were favourable for the blossoming of a new religion. But favourable conditions do not of themselves explain very much. The reasons for this religion’s extraordinary success must be sought inside the religion itself.


2. Doctrine and Dogma


This is not the place to make a detailed study of the doctrine and ideas held by the Catharist Church. In the first place, even the little evidence we possess concerning it would provide enough material for several volumes; and in the second, such evidence would not of itself tell us what this vanished creed was really like. As well might we try to reconstruct a dead man’s living features from a study of his skull. We can make a few brief hints, and any number of guesses. Not only did the Cathar faith suffer a peculiarly violent demise; it was also subjected to so systematic a process of denigration, slander, and distortion that even those who were not a priori biased against it ended up by finding it somewhat contrary to the normal dictates of reason. Such is the case with all dead religions; besides, mediaeval Catholicism on occasion seems just as strange to us as does the Catharist faith.


The best we can do is to give a brief outline of essential doctrine, draw what conclusions we may from such concrete facts as remain in our possession and attempt to form some sort of notion, however vague, of the spiritual climate in which this religion was enabled to develop and ripen.


One question immediately poses itself: did Catharism embody any sort of esoteric teaching? There are certain facts which suggest that this might conceivably be the case—among others, the existence of the stronghold of Montségur, and its very curious, not to say unique, design. But if this religion did have its mysteries and secret rites, their secret has been kept extraordinarily well. Even those perfecti who were converted to Catholicism and joined the ranks of the Inquisition, such as Raynier Sacchoni, never breathed a word concerning them. Certain specific items of Catharist doctrine, in particular those relative to fasting and feast-days, remain obscure, for the excellent reason that it never occurred to the Inquisitors to interrogate any heretic on such matters. Of a once abundant and varied Catharist literature nothing remains except one or two documents that accidentally escaped destruction1: and we cannot tell whether these were important works, or even if they faithfully reflect the spirit of the Catharist Church as a whole. Besides, like all Churches, this one too embraced numerous ‘heresies’ or divergent opinions within its main body; doubtless it might also have contained one or two especially ‘esoteric’ sects unknown to the majority of the faithful.


What is quite certain is that the Cathars were great preachers, and made no secret of their beliefs. On several occasions we see them taking part in theological debates, or attending meetings at which their learned doctors argue with bishops and Legates. These public discussions continued from 1176 (Lombers) until the missionary campaign conducted by St Dominic and his companions between 1206 and 1208. They proved that the Cathars of Languedoc were men very much of their place and time: mighty orators, passionate logicians who never tried to take refuge behind vague but ineffable mysteries that could not be revealed to the profane. On the contrary, they claimed that their doctrine rested on sound, reasonable common sense, and attacked the ‘mysteries’ of the Catholic Church, which they charged with being mere superstition and magic.


But it is equally true that our knowledge of this doctrine is restricted to those points over which it came into conflict with the Church—that is, in a sense, its negative side. It might be alleged that, granted the fact of Catharism being opposed to the Church in almost all respects, merely to list the points of disagreement should give a fairly complete picture of the Cathar’s doctrinal position. But this is not at all certain; indeed, the chances are that the whole positive side of Catharist teaching is lost to us, and that, after all, was what gave the movement its very real success.


Our knowledge of this religion, then, is limited to two sources of evidence. First, there are its ‘errors’—that is, the points in which it diverged from Catholic doctrine; and secondly, there are certain features of its external organization—the lives and customs of its adherents, its rites and ceremonies. Here we find ourselves rather in the position of a man who knows nothing about Christianity, and is trying to understand a description of the Mass that omits all mention of its spiritual, emotional, or symbolic significance. All we can do is to regard it with the respect that any profound mystical experience deserves, and not attempt to explain it.


The ‘errors’ of Catharism are legion. They date back to that Gnostic tradition which proclaimed the absolute separation of Spirit and matter. As Manichaeans the Cathars were dualists, and believed in the existence of two opposed principles of Good and Evil. Some Cathar theologians held that these two principles had existed since the beginning of the world, while others regarded the principle of Evil as a later creation, a fallen angel. But whether the origin of Evil was set outside time altogether, in primeval Chaos, or supposed to be the result of ill-will on the part of one of God’s creatures (and God was both unique and good), all Cathars were at one in the belief that God, though good, was not omnipotent; that Evil warred implacably against Him, for ever challenging His claim to supremacy. (The end of Time would, however, give the final victory to God.) In a period when men believed just as firmly in the Devil as they did in the Deity, this theory need hardly cause surprise.


The most difficult tenet for Christians to accept was the one which formed the very keystone of all Catharist doctrine: that is, the assertion that the material world was never created by God, being in fact wholly the work of Satan. Without entering into a detailed discussion of various extremely complex cosmogonies, which explain the Fall of Satan and his Angels, and the Creation of matter, we can simply state that Cathars regarded the visible, tangible world (including, for most sects, the sun and stars) as a diabolical phenomenon and a manifestation of Evil.


Then what about Man? He too, insofar as he was a creature of flesh and blood, was regarded as a creation of the Devil. The Spirit of Evil, however, was incapable of creating life, and therefore was supposed to have asked God for His help—by breathing a soul into a body of clay. God of His bounty agreed to assist this depressingly sterile creator; but the wisp of divine Spirit thus breathed into the gross envelope that Satan had wrought for it refused to remain there. However, by a series of ruses, the Devil succeeded in binding it prisoner. Our first parents, Adam and Eve, were supposed to have been impelled by the Devil towards that carnal union which finally consummated their position as creatures of matter. According to the doctrine of certain schools, the Spirit breathed by God transmitted itself, via the act of procreation, to Adam’s descendants, like a flame undergoing infinite subdivision and multiplication. But the more generally accepted theory was as follows: The Devil (otherwise Lucifer or Lucibel) either brought down in his Fall, or else lured down from Heaven by various seductive deceits, a great crowd of souls who had been created by God and were living close to Him, in a state of beatitude. It was from this inexhaustible reserve of fallen or captive angels that human souls derived, and were then condemned to a yet more frightful degradation by being thrust into a fleshly body. In the Catharist cosmogony the material world represented the very lowest aspect of reality, that which lay for all eternity at the furthest remove from God: there was a whole graded sequence of other worlds, which offered various possible degrees of salvation.


The Devil was none other than the God of the Old Testament, Sabaoth or Jaldabaoth, whose crude attempts to emulate the creative scope of the Good Deity merely produced a wretched universe in which, despite all his efforts, he never contrived anything lasting. The souls of those angels who had been forced, on account of their own weakness, into a material body remained utterly alien to this world; their life there, cut off from the Spirit which had been in them prior to their fall, was one of unimaginable suffering.


In this respect, too, the various Cathar sects show certain discrepancies between one another. Some of them claimed that the total number of these ‘lost souls’ was limited, and that they merely migrated from one body to another, in a continual sequence of births and deaths—a view very much akin to the Hindu doctrine of metempsychosis and karma. Others again believed the opposite of this. Each new birth, they thought, brought down one of those diabolically corrupted angels, if not from Heaven, at any rate from the region between heaven and earth. Hence the Cathars’ notorious horror of procreation, the cruellest act of all in their view, since it dragged a heavenly soul into our world of material matter. Be that as it may, the Cathars, generally speaking, acknowledged the doctrine of metempsychosis as held by the Hindus, with the same precise calculations governing posthumous retribution for the individual. A man who had led a just life would be reincarnated in a body better suited for his further spiritual development; whereas the criminal was liable, after his death, to be reborn in a body full of flaws and hereditary vices—or even, in extreme cases, in that of an animal. But apart from these endless and most depressing rebirths, the fallen souls were allowed no glimmer of hope, and could never return to their proper home unless a Messenger from the Good Deity came down into the world of matter on their behalf.


The Good Deity was all pureness and joy; yet though He might be unaware of evil, He knew that certain heavenly souls had been cut off from Him, and longed to bring them back into His heaven. He could do nothing to aid them Himself, since a great gulf was fixed between Him and them, and He could have no contact with the universe created by the Prince of Evil. So He sought, among those blessed beings who surrounded Him in His glory, for a Mediator to re-establish contact between Heaven and the fallen souls. In the end God chose and dispatched Jesus, who was, according to the Cathars, either the most perfect of the angels, or else one of the Sons of God—the second, that is, Satan having been the first. This title, Son of God, carried no implication of equality between the Son and the Father. Jesus was at best a sort of emanation, an Image made in God’s likeness.


It was pity that enabled Jesus to descend into this impure world of matter, and not to shrink from so defiling a contact: pity for the souls to whom he must needs show the way back to their true home. But it was unthinkable that purity should have any real contact with impurity, and so Jesus was assumed to possess the appearance only of a body: he underwent, not incarnation, but what might be termed adumbration, a shadowing forth. He was, then, in some sense a phantom; and if he made a show of submitting himself to the laws of earthly nature, this was all part of his plan to deceive the Devil’s eternal vigilance. But the Devil, having recognized the Messenger of God, sought to encompass his death; and God’s enemies, blinded by appearances, were to hold it as an article of faith that Jesus had really suffered and died on the Cross. The truth, however, was far otherwise: Jesus’ body, being non-fleshly, could neither suffer, die, nor achieve resurrection. He had endured no outrage of this sort, and when he had shown his disciples the proper path to salvation, he reascended into Heaven. His mission was accomplished: he had left behind on earth a Church impregnated with that Holy Spirit which alone could offer true consolation to the souls dwelling in exile.
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