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“Twisted Myths” 

Cathars: History vs. Heritage 

 

Section A: Plan of Investigation  

 

This investigation, through a case study of Montségur, evaluates heritage and its 

consequences on the past. Heritage can shape a society today. “We are the product of our own 

past: our experiences, real or imagined, help to shape the people we are.” (Warren 142) 

Heritage shows us various purposes for the past today. Politicians use heritage to learn from 

the past and create a sense of national identity. The heritage industry relies on the general 

sense of the past confirming cultural and personal identity.  

A central difference between history and heritage is that history seeks to explore and 

explain whereas heritage clarifies from a present perspective. Heritage can be presented for 

commercial or nationalist gain.  It can be used as a “twisted myth”(Lowenthal: xiv) In 

addition, “it is the duty of the historian to expose myth.” (Warren: 142) 

This research grew from my awareness of local heritage. I had seen ‘brown road signs’ 

promoting the “Cathar Country” and had visited Montségur on several occasions but before 

research, was unable to fully appreciate historical fact and Cathar Heritage. Being bilingual 

allowed me to research both English and French written and verbal sources, including 

conducting an interview at Caracassonne Centre d’Etudes. The Cathar heritage was most 

evident from the French literature perspective. Section B summarises part of this extensive 

research. Section C presents two examples of history surrounding the Cathar heritage. Section 

D reflects on how heritage distorts and twists history. The conclusion demonstrates the need 

to recognise that history and heritage have separate agendas. 

 



 2 

 

Centre d’études cathares, Robert Villa, with author 
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Section B: Summary of Evidence 

 

Cathar Doctrine 

 

The Cathars supported a dualist doctrine with the spirit as priority, not the body. They 

rejected all violence and material things believing this world was the Devil’s work. Believers 

regarded Cathar Perfects as “living Saints,” who demonstrated with their austere existence 

that the endless cycle of reincarnation could be broken. Perfects had to pray constantly, fast 

frequently, abstain from any sexual relationships and avoid eating meat and dairy. Perfects 

included females. Esclarmonde, sister of the Count of Foix was a Perfect who died at 

Montségur. The strength of a Perfects’ faith is demonstrated by only three recorded 

recantations. There was no hierarchy nor establishments in the Cathar system. Believer 

 (“credentes”) regularly practised the Melioramentum. The above provided a compete contrast 

to Catholic establishment and doctrine. 

 

Languedoc: Roots of Catharism  

 

Catharism took its root in the Languedoc area described as, a society in  “constant war 

and political disintegration.” (Sumption: 24) Catharism penetrated the area against a 

background of disaffection with the established Church and a lack of centralised political 

organisation (reference Appendix 1) Unlike other areas in France, no feudalism existed in 

Languedoc. Political fracture is illustrated in 1126 when 16 different families lived within the 

walls of Carcassonne. Meanwhile in Toulouse, the Counts were preoccupied with the Holy 

Crusades in Palestine. Catharism took rural roots. Carcassonne was the only large city under 

“heretic” control. Apparently, 25 - 33% of Western Languedoc population supported the 

Cathars, and in 1200, 1000 -1500 Perfects lived in the Languedoc area. Across Toulouse, Albi 

and Carcassonne, Catharism was supported by between a third and a half of the population 

(Sumption 56).  

The events of the brutal Albigensian crusade are listed in Appendix 2, culminating in the 10 

day siege at Montségur, the last refuge of the Cathars. The last Languedoc Perfect, William 

Bélibaste was betrayed and died in 1321.  

The downfall of the Cathars represented “a land mark in the cultural unification of 

France.”(Sumption: 248) During the crusade, “it was not just the survival of the Cathar faith 
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that was a stake but also that of the Languedoc, itself as an autonomous and independent 

region of France.” (Oldebourg: 84) Hence, the Cathar struggle was not solely religious.  

 

  

 

The Inquisition  

 

The Cathars could be seen as inspiring the forerunners of the police state in the 

Inquisition which was a very proficient bureaucracy employing hundreds (O’Shea 235). 

Between 1245 and 1246, the Inquisition of Toulouse visited over 600 villages and towns. The 

movement succeeded in “depriving the Cathar Church of its leadership and transforming it 

into an ineffective secret society.” (Sumption: 242)  The use of torture was not encouraged in 

early times. Intensive interrogation techniques, the threat of excommunication and the use of 

cash bounties for betraying heretics were very effective. 

 The first Papal Inquisitors were appointed in 1233 in Toulouse, Albi and Carcassonne 

in a movement that was to last for 600 years. The founding fathers Pierre, Seilhn and 

Guillaume Arnaud visited Moissac in 1234 and 210 heretics were burnt at the stake. Death by 

fire, “la peine du bûcher”1 was introduced in 1022, as the capital punishment for Heretics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Burnt at the stake 
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La Mort par le Feu (Minerve, July 1210) (Lebedel: 57) 

 

 

In addition to being an horrific way to die, the fire as in a plague, would halt the spread of 

Heretic belief. From a Christian point of view at that time, if the body was reduced to ashes, 

the opportunity of bodily resurrection on the last day of Judgement would be denied. (Roux 

and Brenon: 41)  

Heretics were fanatically pursued beyond the grave, with exhumed bodies paraded as an 

example of “who behaves thus shalt perish thus!” (Baugnent and Leigh : 89) The Inquisition 

was “un méchanisme qui conduisait nécessairement à la terreur, à la rebellion et à la 

repression”2  

“On connaît le catharisme à cause de l’inquisition: elle a donné la parole à ceux qu’elle 

a voulu faire taire.”3 (Lebedel : 6) 

 

 The crusade against the Cathars was triggered by the murder of Peter de Castelnau 

Papal legate, in January 1208. His murderers lived in Montségur.  

 Following the first brutal defeat at Bram in 1210, Cathars went on a strategic retreat 

into the Pyrenees , under the leadership of Guilhabert de Castres,  Cathar Bishop of Toulouse. 

                                                 
2 “A mechanism that necessarily led to terror, rebellion and repression” (Lebedel :90 ) 
3 “We know catharism because of the inquisition: it gave a voice to those which it wanted to keep silent.” (Gasc, 
Jean Louis. ) 
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At Montségur 220 Cathars died at the stake on 16th March 1244 and Montségur became 

synonymous with the Cathar movement.  
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Section C: Evaluation of Sources  

 

 The first source for evaluation is combined Tourist information available at Montségur 

site: the museum and “Guide-book Memento.” The current guide-book is dated 1998. The 

Museum visit was July 2003. Both sources originate from G.R.A.M.E.4, which seeks to 

inform tourists and fund archaeological investigations of Montségur. The English translation 

lacks accuracy and therefore transfer of factual information is limited.For example, referring 

to Ourjac, “the community which had no church had to climb up to the castle to use its 

church, whose existence is proved by the texts.” However, the illustration and dates for the 

siege of Montségur together with the Catharist heresy section provide useful historical 

context.  

Although in the process of expansion and modernisation, there is a lack of contextual 

information in the museum. Artefact exhibits are clearly labelled and give tangible proof of 

daily life at Montségur. Additional details such as those available in Massacre at Montségur 

(Oldebourg, reference appendix 4-5) would greatly assist the present day visitor in envisaging 

the daily life of a Cathar. A model of a trebuchet and stone missiles provide an insight into 

crusader warfare. 

 

A nineteenth century rendering of a medieval trebuchet (Roger- Viollet, Paris) 

(Sumption: 113) 

 

                                                 
4 Groupe de Recherche Archéologique de Montségur et des Environs 
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However, the life size model of a trebuchet in Minerve placed in the original attack position 

illustrates the engineering design and the fear it evoked.  

Likewise, the richest source is the visit to Montségur site itself, where a visitor can experience 

the geographical position and quiet atmosphere of this historical site and the Cathar myth has 

the potential to become a reality.  

 

   

Photographs taken by author, July 2003. 

 

 

The second evaluation concerns the article “Les Evadés de Montségur” (French 

Magazine Pyrénées, summer 2002:36). Apparently, this magazine seeks to combine general 

and tourist information including narratives of Albigensian Crusade battles. These third 

person narratives are largely fictitious. Whilst there is a calendar, historical fact is limited and 

the aim is to promote an emotional response. Illustration is by sketches, some resembling 

cartoons and lacking authenticity (Appendix 3). The simple language allows wide readership.  
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Section D: Analysis  

 

Written sources combined with site visits and museum information give an historical 

basis for investigation into Montségur. The origins of Catharism and its brutal repression are 

clearly documented, thus allowing an outsider the same unbiased access to historical fact. 

However, the often quoted “Tuez-les tous, Dieu reconnaîtra les siens!”5 uttered at the sacking 

of Béziers July 1209 is an example of myth in the midst of historical fact. Not everyone 

agrees that this is an Arnold-Amaury quote and others question whether the words were ever 

said. Hence the importance of sifting history from the myth.  

Montségur has an important role in the Cathar legacy. It can be argued that at 

Montségur site the tourist is not clearly told that he/she is visiting the castle reconstruction 

undertaken by Raymon Pereille 1206-32, not the original Cathar castle. The symbolism of the 

ruins is the true heritage. Timelines in the guidebook and museum give an historical reliable 

calendar, this type of information seems more important in history than in heritage. Other 

context details such as motivation for the Albigensian Crusade are omitted in the museum.  

Promoting tourism is a role of heritage. The mythical aspects of Montségur appeal to 

the tourist,  “un halo surnaturel des événéments tragiques”6 (Lebedel 5).Hence in the guide 

book, “Here […] hidden from you and what you must know […] the ‘pog’ (the mountain) is 

hollow, the Cathars had built inside it a cathedral of light and numerous networks of 

underground passages undetectable because…” There is no evidence of the existence of these 

passages and claims of Cathar sun worship have been dismissed as slander. This is an 

example of the creation of artificial history in heritage. Addressing the tourist in second 

person, contrary to journalist style gives has impact on the reader. 

The Cathar doctrine is complex therefore not always addressed in its heritage, “au 

cœur des flammes des anges de Dieu viendront chercher nos âmes…”7 This quotation seems 

to bear little resemblance to mainstream Catharist doctrine and romanticises a particularly 

brutal form of death. Heritage can aim to represent history as a simplistic and heroic exciting 

adventure hence the magazine sketches. In the context of heritage the reader needs to identify 

with the site and therefore the need for a visual reconstruction of events. 

                                                 
5 “Kill them all, God will know his own” 
6 “A supernatural halo of tragic events” 
7 “At the heart of the flames, God’s angels will come to search for our souls” 
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Heritage also seeks to provoke continued fascination and mystery. There are myths 

surrounding the Montségur treasure described as “l’or, l’argent et mille pieces de monnaie.”8 

The guidebook includes the Holy Grail with these “ENORMOUS riches” “whatever might 

have been said, this treasure is STILL at Montségur.” 

Museum sources describe removal of the treasure, the eve before the final surrender. There 

are few historical facts about subsequent events. 

Heritage can be used as a political platform and the Cathars are no exception. 

Sumption describes the Heretics as “force of social conservatism” whilst other commentators 

represent Cathars as radically different and focus on their social and moral behaviour. 

Montségur was christened ”a citadel of sedition” and “the synagogue of Satan” by the Bishop 

of Toulouse in 1215. It would seem from the editorial preface in Pyrenees magazine that 

Catharism is currently being used to demonstrate resistance and patriotism. “Puissiez-vous 

vous souvenir que les cathares furent victime de l’intolérance, cette même intolérance qui 

justifie toujours encore aujourd’hui de trop nombreuses exactions, puissiez-vous vous 

souvenir qu’on est toujours l’hérétique de quelqu’un et affirmer tous ensemble que « nous 

sommes tous des fils de cathares !”9  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
8 “Gold, silver and thousands of coins of money” 
9 Can you remember that the Cathars were victims of intolerance, that same intolerance that still justifies today 
too many EXACTIONS, can you remember that we are still the heretic of someone and affirm altogether that 
“we are all sons of Cathars !” (Jean Paul Bobin, Cathar Magazine 2002, Editorial)  
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Section E: Conclusion  

 

 The true tragedy of the Cathars is that they have been denied a voice in history, we can 

only learn about them through their enemies, the Inquisition. At Montségur site, heritage is set 

aside. There is little commercial activity and a respectful atmosphere for the past. When 

visiting the castle ruins, an authentic feeling of patrimonie is evoked. Yet the guide book 

states, “Montségur [has] become a symbol, a myth. Montségur pays true homage to the 

Cathars. The plain monument at the base of the pog is of great personal importance; it is the 

memorial to true Cathar sacrifice.  

 

    

The monument at the base of the mountain. Photograph by author. 

 

At 1207 metres altitude, the tourists’ imagination allows him/her to feel a personal connection 

with the Cathars. One is able to put historical research aside and appreciate real heritage. 

Heritage is far from flawless but as Orwell stated, “ we must add to our heritage or lose it” 

My final observation would be that in today’s changing society, it seems that there is a 

growing need for stability, to retain a sense of national and personal identity.  
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Photograph by author of views from Montségur 
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