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Introduction 

In the early 13th century, the north of what is now France went to war with 
the south in a bloody crusade that lasted for the best part of half a century. It 
pitted Christian against Christian in a bitter conflict that saw gross excesses on 
both sides. 

The ostensible reason for the crusade was to exterminate a heretical sect 
known as the Cathars that had grown strong in the south and permeated every 
level of society. By the end of the conflict, what had been an independent area 
was subsumed under the royal authority of the Capetian kings of France, who 
vastly extended their direct authority over the area. A whole way of life had been 
destroyed, along with the prosperity of one of the richest regions of the country. 

As was the case with most medieval conflicts, pitched battles were rare. The 
Albigensian Crusade, as it came to be known, was characterized by small-scale 
skirmishes, vicious guerrilla actions and the besieging of the innumerable 
fortified sites that dotted the landscape of the south during this period, from 
the extensive Gallo-Roman fortifications of the great centres such as Toulouse, 
Narbonne and Carcassonne, through to the isolated hilltop fortifications that 
proliferated in the countryside. All these defences needed to be reduced - many 
of them more than once - and the remains of many of them still exist to this 
day, known somewhat inaccurately as 'Cathar Castles'. 

A brief history of the Languedoc 
In the early 13th century the area of southern France known as the Languedoc 
stretched from the Rhone Valley in the east to the River Garonne in the west, 
and from the Auvergne in the north down to where the modern region of 
Roussillon begins in the south. This area had a cultural unity that distinguished 
it from the north of France - it had different systems of land ownership and 
inheritance and even spoke a different language, the langue d'oc or Occitan. 

The Romans had occupied the region following their victory over the 
Carthaginians in the Second Punic War and founded the city of Narbo 
(modern-day Narbonne). By 70 BC the whole area south of Lyon and Toulouse 
was known as Narbonensian Gaul. Further conquests by Julius Caesar and his 
imperial successors pacified the rest of Gaul and the Languedoc became an 
imperial province in 27 BC, with Narbonne as its capital. 

By the 5th century AD the impact of waves of migrant Germanic tribes began 
to be felt in the area. First the Vandals passed through, then the Suevi and 
finally the Visigoths, who established a kingdom in the area based on the city 
of Tolosa (Toulouse). Initially the Roman authorities authorized this kingdom 
and the Visigothic king ruled as an imperial governor; however, the region 
rapidly became independent of any Roman authority. 

In the late 5th and early 6th centuries AD the area was attacked by yet another 
wave of Germanic invaders, the Franks under their king Clovis. He defeated the 
Visigothic king Alaric II in AD 507 and absorbed much of his kingdom, including 
Toulouse itself, though some areas remained independent, such as Carcassonne. 
Further invasions came from the south in the 8th century AD, as Arab Muslim 
forces destroyed the Visigothic kingdoms both in Spain and across the Pyrenees. 
The Frankish leader Charles Martel turned the Muslim conquest back at the 
battle of Poitiers in AD 732 and the region was gradually reconquered by 
the Franks, first under Pepin the Short and then, decisively, under his more 
illustrious son Charlemagne. The region was split between the kingdoms of 
Aquitaine, Septimania (so named after the seven cities of Narbonne, Agde, 



Beziers, Maguelone, Lodeve, Nimes and Uzes) and the Spanish March, later to 
become the county of Barcelona. In order to rule his vast empire, Charlemagne 
instituted the comtal system - with appointed officials, counts and viscounts, 
possessing land and honours in return for undertaking governmental and 
defensive duties. With Charlemagne's death central authority over the counts 
grew weaker, and areas on the fringes - such as the county of Barcelona - rapidly 
became independent, whilst the appointed officials began to treat their offices as 
hereditary possessions, creating a new territorial aristocracy. 

The lords of the south 
These independent lords became the new masters of the south, creating a 
patchwork of territories with complicated ties of allegiance. As a result, no 
single central power could dominate the whole of the Languedoc. 

The most important single lord in the region was the count of Toulouse, 
a hereditary honour held by the St Gilles family. Descended from Fredelon, 
appointed by Charles the Bald in AD 849, the family - named after the town 
from which they ruled their domains - grew in power throughout the 10th and 
11th centuries through a series of prudent marriage alliances until they directly 
controlled large areas of the Languedoc. In the late 11th century Raymond IV 
of St Gilles became one of the leaders of the First Crusade, dying in the County 
of Tripoli in 1105. 

The greatest rival of the house of Toulouse for control of the Languedoc was 
the house of Barcelona, which acquired the kingship of Aragon in 1137 through 
marriage. These two great houses fought for power throughout the 12th century 
and the lesser noble families - the counts of Foix, and viscounts of Beziers, 
Carcassonne, Narbonne and Montpellier - sought to exploit the conflict by 
transferring their allegiances from one lord to another to obtain the maximum 
independence for themselves. In 1150 the Trencavel viscount of Beziers and 
Carcassonne did homage to the king of Aragon for his territory, as did the count 
of Foix the following year. By the time peace was confirmed by the Treaty of 
Perpignan in 1198 the house of Toulouse was forced to concede that it had lost 
control of a substantial part of its territories - particularly the Trencavel lands, 
the county of Foix and the viscounties of Narbonne and Beziers. These lands 
passed into the realm of influence of the kings of Aragon and were the reason 

The silhouette of the fortress of 
Queribus stands out against the 
skyline, revealing clearly the three 
different levels of fortification. 
Although Queribus was largely 
rebuilt following the end of the 
Albigensian Crusade remnants 
remain of the original fortification 
dating from the time of the Cathars. 
(Author's collection) 



This map illustrates the divided 
loyalties that stretched across the 
Languedoc. Although the count of 
Toulouse, together with his vassals, 
controlled the lion's share of the 
region, the Trencavel possessions 
and other counties and viscounties 
that owed allegiance to the royal 
house of Aragon divided his lands. 
This lack of political unity was to 
prove a severe problem for the 
southern lords with the coming of 
the Albigensian Crusade in 1209. 

for Pedro of Aragon's involvement in the events of the crusade in the 13th 
century. Although under the suzerainty of the kings of Aragon, these counties 
and viscounties had great autonomy and so the Languedoc, riven by conflict 
throughout the 12th century, entered the 13th facing a new threat - one which 
its lords were unable or unwilling to join together to defeat. 

The Cathar heresy 
This fragmented region proved to be an ideal breeding ground for the heresy 
known to history as Catharism. The 12th century was a time of religious 
upheaval throughout Western Europe: the Gregorian reforms of the late 11th 
century had renewed the Catholic Church's sense of moral and spiritual 
purpose, but they had also encouraged a wealth of popular response, not all of 
which was wholly orthodox. 

Charismatic preachers, such as Peter of Bruis and Henry of Lausanne, travelled 
throughout the south preaching anticlerical messages, burning crucifixes and 
condemning the riches and excesses of the established church. Further north in 
the region around Cologne an organized heretical group was discovered in 1143. 
In 1145 St Bernard of Clairvaux went on a preaching tour of the Languedoc, 
ostensibly to counter the teachings of Henry of Lausanne, and he discovered an 
undercurrent of unorthodoxy that caused him to sound the alarm. 

The heretics discovered both around Cologne and in the Languedoc were 
dualists. They believed that there were two equally powerful deities - one 
good, one evil. The 'good' god, whom they associated with the god of the New 
Testament, was master of the spiritual world and the human soul. The material 
world, and all things in it, was the realm of the 'evil' god, associated with the god 
of the Old Testament. The body was therefore a material trap for the soul, and 
life was to be spent in penance in order that the soul should not be reincarnated 
into the material world, which was considered a living hell. 

The most devout amongst the dualists therefore rejected sex and parent­
hood as this equated to bringing another poor soul into the world of torment. 
They also refrained from eating any meat or other animal products, as they 
were created through reproduction. 

These kinds of beliefs had existed since before the foundation of the 
Christian Church in the religion of Zoroastrianism, and there is an intellectual 
tradition linking the Cathars to the Gnostics and Manicheans of the early 



Christian Church, who applied elements of the dualist Zoroastrian teachings to 
the Christian message. Evidence as to how these beliefs were transmitted to 
Western Europe is somewhat sketchy, but there is enough material to suggest 
that the Bogomils, a dualist sect originating in what is now Bulgaria, played a 
significant role in bringing the dualist doctrine westwards. 

In contrast with the teachings of the traditional Christian Church, the 
Cathars rejected all of the Old Testament, apart from the Ten Commandments. 
They did accept large parts of the New Testament - though they denied the 
humanity, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ - which led to them rejecting 
all forms of violence and oath taking - and considered themselves to be 'good 
Christians'. They wholeheartedly rejected all the sacraments and symbols 
of the Catholic faith, rejecting the established Church as the 'harlot of the 
apocalypse' and 'church of wolves'. 

The Cathars in the Languedoc became much more visible in 1165 when a 
debate was organized between representatives of the heretics and a number of 
Catholic bishops, abbots and the viscount of Beziers-Carcassonne. The heretics 
were condemned but allowed to leave unharmed. 

This two-part early 14th-century 
image comes from the Chronique 
de France ou de Saint Denis. 
The left-hand portion depicts Pope 
Innocent III (1160-1216), who called 
for the Albigensian Crusade in 1208, 
excommunicating the heretics. The 
right-hand illustration depicts the 
outcome, as mounted knights cut 
them down. (Permission British 
Library, Royal 16 G.VI f.374v) 

The Languedoc is home to many 
different sorts of fortification, from 
the imposing walls of Carcassonne 
to the remote hilltop castles of the 
Fenouilledes. Among the more 
unusual types are the circulades, 
fortified villages arranged in a circle 
around a prominent feature, often 
the local church. This aerial shot 
depicts the village of Bram. 
(Service communication-CdC 
Piege Lauragais) 



In 1167 a more significant council took place at Saint-Felix-Lauragais near 
Castelnaudary. Attended by many of the leading Cathar figures from the 
Languedoc, the council was addressed by one Nicetas, an eastern dualist who 
had travelled from Constantinople via Lombardy. This meeting formalized the 
Cathar doctrine and organized the heretical church in the region. From this 
point on the Languedoc was split into bishoprics, with each bishop having two 
successors beneath him, a filius major (elder son) and a filius minor (younger son). 
With the death of the bishop the filius major would take his place whilst the filius 
minor would become the filius major, with someone else taking up the junior role. 

The men who filled these roles were perfecti or the Perfect, the most senior 
of two different levels of the Cathar faith. They had committed themselves to 
a life of poverty celibacy and strict abstinence from eating meat. They had 
undergone a ceremony known as the consolamentum to become confirmed in 
their status, and any breach of their rigorous code of discipline would mean 
that their status as one of the Perfect would be lost and they would have to 
start the process all over again. The majority of Cathars belonged to the lower 
level of the sect - the credentes, or believers. They were not subject to the 
same restrictions as the Perfect, but were expected to bear witness to the faith 
and possibly take the consolamentum on their deathbed. From this point on 
Catharism became an organized church in the Languedoc and as such, posed 
a direct threat to the established Catholic hierarchy. 

The Catholic Church's response 
Following St Bernard of Clairvaux's preaching mission in 1145, the Catholic 
Church realized that it had a problem on its hands and sought to address the 
issue. At the Council of Tours in 1163 Pope Alexander III condemned the 
heresy in the Toulousain and Gascony, describing it as 'a cancer'. In 1168 
Count Raymond V of Toulouse sent a letter pleading for help to clear his lands 
of heretics. The response was the despatch of a mission of high-ranking clergy 
led by the Papal legate in France, Peter of Pavia, and the abbot of Clairvaux, 
Henry of Marcy. This mission investigated heretics in the Toulousain and found 
a number of offenders. The next measure taken by the Church was a decree at 
the Third Lateran Council of 1179, threatening force against the heretics. The 
years following the death of Pope Alexander III saw little action against the 
heretics and enabled them to strengthen the structure of their newly organized 
church. There were a number of reasons for this inactivity on the part of the 
authorities: the fact that there were five short papacies prior to the accession of 
Innocent III in 1198; the battle of Hattin in 1187 that severely weakened the 
power of the crusader states in the east; and the ineffectual nature of the local 
ecclesiastical authorities in the south. However, in 1198 Pope Innocent III was 
elected; he was determined to root out heresy throughout the church so that 
he could unite Christendom behind a crusade to reverse the losses suffered by 
the crusader states. He started off by sending legates on a preaching tour 
throughout the Languedoc and Barcelona. These men were to have the power 
to excommunicate heretics; whilst in 1200 he passed the decree Vergentis in 
senium, which called for the property of heretics to be confiscated. He also 
appointed further legates - Peter of Castelnau in 1203 and Arnold Amaury, 
abbot of Clairvaux, in 1204. 

These legates were joined at Montpellier in 1206 by the Spanish Bishop 
Diego of Osma and his assistant Domingo de Guzman, better known as St 
Dominic. The two Spaniards persuaded the papal legates that the way to 
impress the Cathars was to act as their Perfect did, renouncing worldly wealth 
and travelling around preaching whilst living a life of apostolic poverty. They 
proceeded to travel around the Languedoc preaching, entering into debates 
with the Cathars, and attempting to persuade them of the errors of their ways. 

At the same time that Innocent promoted preaching missions to attempt 
to convert the Cathars, he used political means to rid the area of heretics. He 



put pressure on Count Raymond VI of Toulouse to suppress the Cathars in his 
lands, and wrote to Philip-Augustus, king of France, promising him a crusading 
indulgence if he would go south to crush the heretics. Matters came to a head 
in 1207 when Peter of Castelnau excommunicated Raymond VI because of 
his lack of cooperation with the Catholic authorities. Following a visit to the 
count's court at St Gilles around Christmas 1207, no accommodation was 
possible between the two parties and Peter of Castelnau left in January 1208. 
On 15 January he was waylaid as his party stopped by the Rhone; a knight 
struck him down with a lance, killing him. When he heard that his personal 
representative in the Languedoc had been cut down, apparently on the orders 
of Raymond VI, Innocent III re-emphasized Raymond VI's excommunica­
tion and launched the Albigensian Crusade against the Languedoc, offering 
crusading indulgences, as well as the property of the heretics, for all those who 
took part. 

The scene was set for the invasion of the Languedoc by northern French 
nobles and their men, all actively supported by the Catholic Church. 

The fortifications of Carcassonne are 
some of the most striking examples 
of medieval defensive architecture in 
Europe. Lavishly restored by Eugene 
Viollet-le-Duc in the second half of 
the 19th century they have been 
included on the UNESCO World 
Heritage List since 1997. (Courtesy 
of Nikolai Bogdanovic) 



Chronology 

1194 Raymond VI becomes count of Toulouse. 
1198 Election of Innocent III as Pope. 
1204 Reconstruction of Montsegur by Raymond de Pereille. Appointment of 

Peter of Castelnau and Arnold Amaury as papal legates to the Languedoc. 
1208 Murder of the Papal legate, Peter of Castelnau. 
1209 22 July: capture and sack of Beziers. 15 August: fall of Carcassonne. 

Simon de Montfort chosen as viscount of Beziers-Carcassone and 
leader of the crusade. 

1210 22 July: capture of Minerve. November: fall of Termes. 
1211 March: surrender of Cabaret. 3 May: fall of Lavaur. May (end): first siege 

of Toulouse. 
1213 12 September: battle of Muret. 
1215 Prince Louis and Simon de Montfort enter Toulouse. 11 November: 

Fourth Lateran Council strips Raymond VI of his land and titles, Simon 
de Montfort becomes duke of Narbonne and count of Toulouse. 

1216 16 July: death of Innocent III. Destruction of Toulouse's defences. 
1217 October: start of the siege of Toulouse. 
1218 25 June: death of Simon de Montfort. 25 July: end of the siege 

of Toulouse. 
1219 Prince Louis unsuccessfully besieges Toulouse. 
1222 Death of Raymond VI of Toulouse, succession of Raymond VII. 
1223 Death of Philip-Augustus of France, succession of Louis VIII. 
1226 Louis VIII leads a crusading army into the Languedoc but dies 

outside Montpensier. 
1229 Treaty of Paris, Raymond VII regains his title. 
1230 Establishment of the Inquisition. 
1240 Carcassonne besieged by Raymond Trencavel. 
1243 13 May: siege of Montsegur. 
1244 14 March: capitulation of Montsegur. 
1255 Capture of Queribus. 
1258 Treaty of Corbeil sets the borders between France and the kingdom 

of Aragon. 
1271 The County of Toulouse is inherited by the French crown under the 

terms of the Treaty of Paris. 
1321 Execution of the last Cathar Perfect, William Belibaste. 



Design and development 

Gallo-Roman sites 
Many of the most important sites in the region were founded prior to the 
Roman occupation of the Languedoc in the 1st century BC. The Celtic tribes 
that occupied the region created hill forts - oppida - on the higher ground, and 
sites such as Carcassonne gained their first fortifications in this period. The 
major towns and cities of the region such as Beziers, Carcassonne, Narbonne 
and Toulouse were all important centres during the era of Roman occupation, 
and from the late 3rd and early 4th centuries AD they acquired the defensive 
walls that characterized their fortifications through to the medieval period. 
These walls were solidly constructed and studded with towers, and were 
reinforced and maintained through the Visigothic, Islamic and Frankish 
occupations. The major urban development of the 10th and 11th centuries 
was the addition of exterior settlements to these fortifications - the bourgs. 
Narbonne had a bourg by AD 978, Toulouse by 1078 and Carcassonne and 
Beziers certainly possessed them by the end of the 11th century. These suburbs 
to the Gallo-Roman centres were in turn fortified with walls and ditches, 
though not to the same extent as the older parts of the towns, and they were 
often the weak links in the defensive circuits - and the first attacked by the 
northern crusaders following their invasion in 1209. 

Away from the large centres, there is evidence of Celtic and Roman 
involvement in some of the smaller fortifications. Archaeological work at 
Queribus and Peyrepertuse has found Celtic remains, whilst Roman coins have 
been found on the site of Montsegur. However, it is not until the 10th and 11th 
centuries that these smaller fortified sites, so characteristic of the Languedoc 
during the era of the Albigensian Crusade, start to proliferate. 

The medieval castra 
By the end of the 9th century AD the Languedoc had suffered wave after wave 
of incursions and invasions. Visigoths, Muslims and then Franks had fought 

This semicircular tower in the walls 
of Carcassonne has all the hallmarks 
of the original Gallo-Roman 
fortifications of the city. Its shape 
is characteristic of the defences 
of the late Empire, updated over 
time to form part of the medieval 
fortifications. (Author's collection) 



The castrum of Fanjeaux provides 
another example of a fortified 
village of the Cathar period. 
Fanjeaux was the location of 
a debate between the Cathars 
and Domingo de Guzman, better 
known as St Dominic, in 1206. 
Domingo later settled here and 
founded a nunnery for converted 
Cathar women in the valley below. 
(Service communication-CdC 
Piege Lauragais) 

over large swathes of the region, whilst in the 9th and 10th centuries there 
were Norman and Magyar raids. This endemic warfare drove the local populace 
to seek shelter within protected settlements, known as castra. 

The Latin word castrum (pl. -a) has a number of different meanings when 
it comes to fortifications. It can refer to freestanding fortifications, but more 
often it refers to the entirety of a fortified site, which may contain a central 
defensive element that corresponds to what modern readers might consider 
a castle. The chronicler Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay in his history of the 
Albigensian Crusade refers to the castrum of Cabaret, but also to the munitio 
of the castrum of Cabaret; munitio is perhaps best translated as 'castle'. This 
implies that the medieval notion of castrum is more closely linked to a fortified 
village than freestanding castle. 

These castra start to appear throughout the Languedoc from the end of the 
10th century; one of the first mentions of them occurs in a bull of Pope John XV, 
where he refers to a castellum belonging to the Abbey of Cuxa in the Fenouilledes, 

The castrum of Alairac was originally 
defended by an 11th-century 
fortification based on an earlier 
Visgothic site; this was taken and 
destroyed by Simon de Montfort 
in April 1210 as he sought to 
consolidate his hold on the 
area. The tight network of streets 
around the village church would 
have all been incorporated into 
the defences. (Author's collection) 



This view of the castles of 
modern-day Lastours is taken 
from the principal fortification 
of Cabaret and shows (from front 
to rear) Tour Regine, Surdespine 
and Quertinheux. The defences 
visible in this photo largely postdate 
the events of the Albigensian 
Crusade, particularly in the 
case of Tour Regine, which was 
built c. 1260. (Author's collection) 

which has been tentatively identified with Puilaurens. This fortification certainly 
existed by 1011 and other fortresses appear in records of the early 11th century, 
notably in the will of Bernard Taillefer, Count of Besalu, which records the first 
mentions of the fortifications of Peyrepertuse, Queribus and Aguilar. 

Throughout the 11th and 12th centuries these small-scale fortifications 
proliferated throughout the region; this process was closely linked to the rise of 
the milites, a military aristocracy based on the land who rose to power thanks 
to grants from the various counts and viscounts throughout the region, often 
on land taken from the great abbeys such as Lagrasse. The 12th century saw 
endemic fighting in the Languedoc between the powerful magnates of the 
region - the counts of Toulouse, Barcelona and Foix, Trencavel viscounts 
of Beziers and Carcassonne, and others - as each sought to maximize his 
own territorial control at the expense of his neighbour. These great magnates 
granted estates to their vassals, creating a lower level of aristocracy, which in 
turn created the numerous castra. 

The castle of Puivert dominates the 
village of the same name that 
nestles beneath it. Simon de 
Montfort took the site in 1210 
following the fall of Termes. The 
castle was extended during the 14th 
century, but a substantial part of the 
13th-century fortification survives 
to this day. (Author's collection) 



The abbey of Lagrasse, in the 
upper right of this picture, was 
one of the most important religious 
foundations of the region. Founded 
in AD 788, by the mid-12th century 
it controlled over 100 churches, 
as well as many secular estates. 
(Courtesy of Nikolai Bogdanovic) 

These castra are many and varied in shape and size, but tend to belong to 
a number of recognizable styles. The most defensively secure are those perched 
in isolated positions on rocky precipices, such as Peyrepertuse and Queribus. 
Others were less isolated, but still situated on heights above the surrounding 
countryside, such as Termes and Aguilar. Others took advantage of the landscape 
to protect themselves on one or more sides with precipitous drops, like Minerve, 
Padern and Quillan. Castra can also be found situated on the plains in amongst 
the fields, though these types of fortifications are rarer than the others; Arques 
and Villerouge-Termenes are two good examples. 

One of the main problems with having so many of these fortifications based 
on hilltops and rocky platforms was the lack of nearby water supplies. Although 
they would all have possessed cisterns to store rainwater, very few of them had 
any immediate access to a supply of running water. It is a problem that crops up 
continuously throughout the narratives of the crusade; many of the sites were 
forced to surrender through lack of water. 

When it comes to the construction of the castra themselves, the choice of 
style depended upon the location, as this tended to define the shape of the 
settlement and hence the defences. The principal fortification of these sites 
would have consisted of a simple tower keep (castellum), often protected by a 
thick wall, with a ditch running around it. These simple fortifications did not 
have chapels attached as the village church served both purposes. One of the 
defensive peculiarities of the Languedoc is the number of circular villages 
(circulades) where the streets are constructed in a concentric ring running out 
from a central point, often the village church or a castellum. Bram and Alairac 
are both good examples of this type of castrum that some claim owes its origin 
to a purpose-built programme of construction by Count Bernard Aton of 
Carcassonne in the mid 12th century. 



This image depicts the gate-tower 
of the castle of Quillan, which 
was owned by the archbishop 
of Narbonne. Taken by Simon de 
Montfort in 1210 it was restored 
to the archbishopric prior to 
1232, when it was extensively 
redeveloped. (Author's collection) 

The royal fortifications of the Languedoc 
With the fall of the Languedoc to the northern crusaders in the 50 years 
following the start of the Albigensian Crusade a new style of fortification 
became commonplace in the region: the French royal fortress. 

These fortifications were designed in particular to protect the southern 
border of newly acquired French territory, something increasingly important 
following the Treaty of Corbeil in 1258. This treaty between Louis IX of France 
and James I of Aragon fixed the border between the two kingdoms in return for 
the French crown renouncing any claims they might have to territory in 
Catalonia, whilst the king of Aragon renounced any claims of overlordship to 
territory in the Languedoc and Provence. This left the new frontier running 
along the northern boundary of the modern region of Roussillon. 

The imposing central keep of 
Peyrepertuse dominates the lower 
enceinte of the castle. It consists of 
two separate structures - a church 
and living quarters - joined by thick, 
crenellated walls creating an interior 
courtyard. (Author's collection) 



The fortifications of the Fenouilledes, which had held out against the northern 
invaders, now formed bastions along their southern frontier and were fortified as 
such. Peyrepertuse, Queribus, Termes, Aguilar and Puilaurens became known 
as the 'five sons of Carcassonne', which itself was reinforced with another line of 
walls to become the citadel of the Languedoc. 

Characteristic features of this new wave of fortification include the near-total 
destruction of the medieval castra at these sites, and the relocation of their 
populations to positions nearby. These fortifications were to be isolated from 
the populations they controlled. The royal defences were also constructed on a 
much greater scale than the castra, often possessing multiple enceintes with 
towers protecting the walls. The number of buildings inside the walls multiplied, 
providing accommodation and stores for the garrisons that now occupied the 
sites. They acquired chapels specifically to serve the fortresses. These fortifications 
were updated throughout the centuries to reflect the increasing role of gunpowder 
within siege warfare, and remained active until the mid 17th century. 

This square tower is part of 
the castle of Foix on the edge 
of the Pyrenees, seat of the counts 
of Foix. The castle was extensively 
redeveloped throughout the 
14th and 15th centuries, but this, 
the northernmost of three towers, 
contains the oldest elements, 
dating from the 12th century. 
(Author's collection) 



four of the sites 

Carcassonne 
History 
The site now occupied by the city of Carcassonne has been lived on since the 
prehistoric period, and there was certainly a fortified settlement, 2km south of 
the present-day Cite, from the 8th century BC onwards; archaeological finds 
of Etruscan and Greek pottery indicate that it was a trading post. 

It was occupied during the Celtic period by a tribe called the Volcae Tectosages 
who fortified it as an oppidum (hill fort), and it was at this point that the site 
gained the name 'Carsac'. Following the Roman occupation of the area in the 
1st century BC the hilltop was fortified again and became the colonia of Julia 
Carsaco, later Carcaso. 

During the late Roman Empire period, the increased threat from Germanic 
incursions and political instability led to the fortification of Carcaso (or 
Carcasona) around the end of the 3rd century AD. 

From the 5th century AD the city became part of the Visigothic kingdom of 
Toulouse, and remained part of the kingdom after the defeat of the Visigothic 
king Alaric II by the Merovingian king of the Franks, Clovis, in AD 507 and the 
capture of Toulouse. The city was besieged by the Franks the following year and 
formed part of the frontier between the two Germanic kingdoms. 

Following the Arab invasion of the Iberian Peninsula, the Visigothic 
kingdoms were destroyed and in AD 725 Muslim forces captured the city. This 
was to prove a short-lived occupation as the Franks under Pepin the Short 
retook the city in AD 759, and it became part of the Carolingian Empire under 
Pepin's son Charlemagne. It was Charlemagne who introduced the comtal 
system to this part of the world, though the title of count was never intended 
to become a hereditary honour; rather it was to be an appointment governed 
by the Frankish monarchy. With the gradual erosion of central authority 
that followed the death of Charlemagne, however, these posts became directly 
inherited and were guarded within the important families of the region. 

The counts of Carcassonne were members of the same family as the counts 
of Barcelona, one of the most important lords of the region, and by 1120 
Bernard Aton, viscount of Beziers, had obtained the title by marriage into the 
family, thus joining the two honours. Bernard's great-grandson, Raymond-
Roger, perished in the dungeon of the Cite in 1209 and his title, along with 
possession of the city, passed into the hands of Simon de Montfort. Following 
Montfort's death outside Toulouse in 1218 his son Amaury inherited his title, 
only to renounce it in favour of the crown in 1224. From this date onwards, 
Carcassonne became a royal possession - governed in the king's name by a 
series of seneschals. 

NEXT PAGE Carcassonne 

This is a representation of Carcassonne as it might have 
looked immediately prior to the siege by the crusaders in 
1209. A single curtain wall, studded with towers, protects 
the city, whilst there are two suburbs, the St Michel and 
the Castellar, outside the main city walls. Inside the city 
itself stands the comtal castle ( I ) , constructed from 1120, 
and basilica of St Nazaire (2), built in the Romanesque 

style. An inset (top right) shows the fortifications following 
their reconstruction in the late 13th century. The bourgs 
have been destroyed, with the population moved to the 
other side of the Aude, and a second ring of defences has 
been placed around the city. Inside the walls the cathedral 
of St Nazaire has received some gothic additions whilst the 
comtal castle has been rebuilt and been given a defensive 
wall facing towards the town. 

\ 
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During times of conflict it 
was customary to augment the 
permanent masonry defences 
with wooden hoardings projecting 
beyond the walls. These enabled 
defenders to cover the bottom 
of the walls and prevent the 
besiegers from getting close 
enough to undermine them. 
These reconstructions are found 
on the walls of the comtal castle 
at Carcassonne. (Author's collection) 

The fort i f icat ions 
The earliest fortifications of Bronze Age 
Carcassonne consisted of a simple ditch with 
a raised rampart inside it. This basic system 
of defence - ramparts, ditches, protected 
gateways - no doubt prevailed throughout the 
Celtic and early Roman occupation and it was 
not until the late empire, when central control 
broke down and instability was rife, that 
Carcassonne acquired the system of walls that 
define it today. 

This initial circuit consisted of a strong 
masonry wall, enclosing an area of 7 hectares, 
which was studded with between 34 and 40 
towers situated between 18 and 35m apart. 
These towers were c.l4m high and semi­
circular. The bottom floor was usually solid 
to prevent undermining, whilst the upper level 
had openings to either side allowing access 
to the walkway along the top of the wall. 
In common with many other Gallo-Roman 

towns of the period there were probably four major entrances to the town. The 
exact date of the construction of these early fortifications is unknown, but they 
were certainly in place by AD 333, as by this point Carcassonne had received the 
designation castellum and formed one of the stopping points on the pilgrimage 
route from Bordeaux to Jerusalem. 

This Gallo-Roman structure formed the basis for the fortifications of 
Carcassonne throughout the medieval period, though they were extensively 
rebuilt under the Visigoths during the 5th and 6th centuries AD. Following the 
Carolingian occupation of the area in the 8th century AD the town became the 
possession of counts, finally ending up in the hands of the Trencavel family. 
Bernard Aton, the first count of this line, reorganized the defences of the Cite. 
He invested a number of knights with responsibility for individual towers in 
the city walls - for which they were to receive a house within the Cite and lands 
outside the walls. He is also believed to have constructed the comtal palace, 
which was built from 1120 onwards. 

There had been subsidiary settlements outside of the walls of the Cite itself 
(bourgs) since the Gallo-Roman era, and by the time of the crusade there were 
three of these: the St Vincent near the banks of the River Aude, which was 
unguarded; the St Michel to the north of the Cite; and the Castellar to the south. 
The latter two were both protected with walls and ditches. 

By the time of the crusade the defences were much as they had been in 
the mid 12th century, with the only additions being wooden hoardings added 
immediately prior to the approach of the crusaders. These projected out beyond 
the walls, covering the ground at their base to prevent sappers from approaching 
close enough to undermine the structures. 

Following the fall of Carcassonne in 1209 Simon de Montfort occupied the 
city and, while he kept the defences in a state of readiness, there is no evidence 
that they were improved or changed to any great extent. It was only when 
Carcassonne became a royal possession after 1226 that changes started to 
occur, with the development of an outer line of fortifications to reinforce the 
existing walls. In 1240 Raymond-Roger Trencavel besieged the city, and once 
again the defenders used wooden hoardings to extend the defensive power of 
the walls. Nevertheless, Trencavel came very close to reconquering his family's 
ancestral seat, not least because of the help he received from the inhabitants 
of the bourgs. Following the eventual failure of his siege and the suppression of 
the more general rebellion, the defences of Carcassonne were redoubled. 



Firstly the bourgs, which had provided so much support for the Trencavel 
force in 1240, were razed to the ground and their population transported to a 
newly built suburb on the other side of the River Aude - the bastide St Louis. 
The second line of walls was developed whilst the inner walls were largely torn 
down (particularly where they had been damaged during the siege) and 
replaced. The new defences generally followed the line of the original enceinte, 
though there was a considerable extension to the south of the Cite. Also, the 
new towers were quite different in their design: they were round (with the 
exception of the Bishop's Tower and the gate tower of St Nazaire, which were 
square), did not have a solid lower floor, and also generally consisted of four or 
five different floors. The comtal palace was also reinforced, particularly on the 
side facing the Cite where it gained a semicircular barbican. This extensive 
reconstruction work took place during the reigns of Philip III and Philip IV, 
stretching into the early 14th century. 

Peyrepertuse 
History 
Although archaeologists have found evidence that the site of the fortress at 
Peyrepertuse had been occupied since the 1st century BC, and the territory 
called the pagus Petra Pertusense is mentioned as being part of the county of 
Razes from the 9th century AD onwards, it is not until the 11th century that 
a fortification is first recorded there. This first mention occurs in the will 
of Bernard Taillefer, the count of Besalu, dating from 1020. Mentions of the 
fortress are rare over the next 150 years, but it is clear that the site, along with 
the region of the Perapertuses associated with it, became part of the lands 
of the count of Barcelona in 1111, before being handed over to his vassal the 
viscount of Narbonne in 1112, along with the fortifications of the Fenouilledes, 
in return for assurances of his support. 

As part of the domains of the viscount of Narbonne, Peyrepertuse played no 
part in the opening years of the Albigensian Crusade. It is only when the viscount 
of Narbonne's overlord, Pedro of Aragon, aligned himself with the counts 
of Toulouse and Foix in hostilities against Simon de Montfort, culminating in 
the battle of Muret in 1213, that this area of the Languedoc was drawn into 
the conflict. 

Following his victory at Muret, Montfort claimed the titles of count of 
Toulouse and duke of Narbonne, with the viscount paying homage to him. 
In 1217, William of Peyrepertuse followed his overlord in acknowledging 
Montfort's mastery. However, by 1226 his fortress had been confiscated and 
granted to Nunyo Sanche, count of Roussillon, a vassal of Louis VIII and, later, 

When approaching the hilltop 
fortress of Peyrepertuse, the first 
sight of the defences is the imposing 
northern wall overlooking the 
gorge. This 120m-long wall is over 
1.2m thick and has two towers. At 
the near end is a triangular-shaped 
bastion while the entrance to the 
castle is located at the far end. 
(Author's collection) 



This map highlights the principal 
fortified cities, villages, and castles 
within the Languedoc. 

Louis IX. Sanche sold the castle directly to Louis IX in 1239. The following year 
it appears that William of Peyrepertuse occupied his old lands once more during 
the revolt of the faidits - the dispossessed southern lords. Jean de Beaumont, 
chamberlain of Louis IX, besieged Peyrepertuse and, on 16 November 1240, 
William of Peyrepertuse surrendered to the forces of the crown. 

From this point onwards the castle remained firmly in French royal hands 
and, following the Treaty of Corbeil of 11 May 1258, Peyrepertuse stood on the 
front line between the kingdoms of France and Aragon-Castille - one of the 
'five sons of Carcassonne' protecting the south from foreign invasion. 

The fort if icat ions 
The fortress of Peyrepertuse is situated 800m above sea level on a rocky 
platform. The site consists of three separate sections: the lower enceinte, the 
middle enceinte, and the higher fortification of San Jordi. 

It is difficult to state with any great certainty which, if any, of the fortifications 
that cover this rocky platform existed under the stewardship of William of 
Peyrepertuse prior to the occupation by royal forces. It is probable that the 
castrum of the Cathar period consisted only of elements of the central keep and 
the church of St Mary, surrounded by the dwelling places of the inhabitants. 

OPPOSITE Peyrepertuse 

The fortress of Peyrepertuse became one of the most 
imposing defences along the southern border of France 
following its refortification in the second half of the 
13th century. Here it is shown following these 
improvements, with a I20m-long curtain wall on 
the northern side containing the main entrance (I), 

protected by a barbican (2).The internal buildings consist 
of the keep complex (3), which housed the church of 
St Mary (4) and the commander of the castle's quarters (5), 
and a further domestic structure along the south wall (6). 
At the very tip of the fortress was a triangular-shaped 
bastion (7, shown in the inset) that dominated the 
valley below. 



Peyrepertuse 



Following the royal occupation in 1240, Peyrepertuse was the only fortification 
in the region directly controlled by the crown - nearby Queribus was still 
controlled by faidit lords. An intensive programme of fortification followed 
William of Peyrepertuse's surrender and, in the years 1250/51 over 100 men 
were at work refortifying the site. It was during this period, and later in the 
13th century, that the fortifications that now dominate the site were erected. 

The lower enceinte is triangular shaped and protected on its northern side by 
a 120m-long wall, 1.2m thick, with two semicircular towers projecting over the 
gorge below. The main entrance to the fortress is situated at the near end of this 
wall, protected by an exterior barbican covered by arrow slits in the main wall. 
At the far end of this wall stands a triangular-shaped bastion, consisting of three 
levels equipped with numerous arrow slits. The southern wall runs along the 
edge of a precipitous drop over which the fortresses latrines are situated. This 
wall would also have had a tower on it, though little of this remains. Further 
along stands the remains of a two-storey stone-built building, which may well 
have held water cisterns. Beyond this lies the keep of the fortification. 

The keep consists of two main structures - one building consisting of living 
quarters and store rooms, the other housing the church of St Mary along with 
a water cistern. The two buildings are joined by thick walls to create a single 
structure with an open courtyard in between. There are two gateways to the 
keep: one opens onto the interior of the lower enceinte, the other leads outside 
the walls of the enceinte to the next level of fortifications. 

The middle enceinte leads to the steps of St Louis, which in turn lead up to 
the fortification of San Jordi. This higher fortification, constructed during the 
great building project of 1250/51, contains a further chapel, two water cisterns, 
living quarters and towers over the lower and middle enceintes. 

Queribus 
History 
The history of Queribus is very similar to that of Peyrepertuse - throughout the 
11th and 12th centuries generally the same lords controlled them. The first 
mention of this site also occurs in the will of Bernard Taillefer, count of Besalu, 
in 1020, where it is referred to as Popia Cherbucio. The subsequent ownership 
of the site followed the same pattern as that of Peyrepertuse, falling under 
the sway of the counts of Barcelona and becoming part of the territory of the 
viscount of Narbonne. It is only with the coming of the Albigensian Crusade 
that differences start to appear. 

The walls of the town of Lagrasse 
provide a good example of a 
medieval system of integrated 
defence, with the houses backing 
onto the River Orbieu forming an 
exterior wall that protects the site. 
(Author's collection) 



Queribus did not become part of the crown possessions like Peyrepertuse 
and was still an active haven for Cathars in the mid-13th century - in 1241 
Benoit of Termes, the Cathar deacon of Razes, died there. Its lord during this 
period was the redoubtable Chabert of Barbera, who continued to hold out 
against the encroaching royal fortresses until he was captured and imprisoned 
in the castle of Aguilar by his erstwhile ally Olivier of Termes. With his 
departure Queribus proved vulnerable and was captured by royal forces under 
Pierre of Auteuil, seneschal of Carcassonne, in 1255. 

Following its capture Queribus was refortified in the late 13th century to suit its 
new position as part of the first line of French defences along the southern border. 

The fort i f icat ions 
The fortress itself stands at a height of 728m guarding the pass of the Grau de 
Maury. It consists of three different terraced levels perched on the mountain 
top, built in a mixture of styles from the 11th century and updated up until the 
16th century. The top level contains the castle keep - this dominant polygonal 
structure towers over the fortifications below and was constructed during 
the 13th century after the royal occupation. It probably replaced an earlier 
11th-century structure, as some of the lower masonry dates from that period. 
The walls of this keep are some 3-4m thick. The interior of the building 
consists of a 7m-high split-level chamber with a vaulted ceiling, joined to a 
tower in which a spiral staircase accesses the roof. 

The keep opens onto a courtyard, within which are located a number 
of smaller structures, including a water cistern. This courtyard is surrounded 
by a wall. Descending from the upper level of fortifications, the second level 
contains a further water cistern and barracks for the defenders, pierced with 
loopholes overlooking the valley below and the path up from the lower level 
of the fortifications. 

The lowest level of the fortifications contains the entrance to the site, 
defended by loopholed walls and an arched passageway. 

Cabaret (Lastours) 
History 
The castrum of Cabaret gave its name to the area of the Montagne Noire known 
as the Cabardes. The area is first mentioned in documents around 1063 and the 
site was held under the authority of the viscount of Beziers and Carcassonne. 

At the time of the crusade Peter-Roger was lord of Cabaret and he served his 
lord, Raymond-Roger Trencavel, at the siege of Carcassonne (see pages 40-42). 
Following the fall of the city, Peter-Roger escaped back to Cabaret and it 
formed a centre for resistance to Montfort's rule in the area. The chronicler 
Peter of les Vaux-de-Cernay refers to it as 'outstanding in its opposition 
to Christianity and the Count, a veritable fountain of heresy'. Montfort 
attempted to besiege the site at the beginning of 
the campaigning season of 1209, but failed in his 
endeavour - despatching the mutilated defenders 
of Bram to the site in 1210 as a grisly warning of 
his intent. In the end Cabaret fell to the crusaders 
through negotiation in 1211 following the fall of 
Lavaur. Peter-Roger made his peace with Montfort 
and withdrew; the castle was then occupied by 
one of Montfort's lieutenants, Bouchard de Marly, 
who had actually been imprisoned in the castle for 
the previous 16 months. 

Following the death of Montfort outside the walls 
of Toulouse in 1218 Cabaret once more became a 
haven for Cathars until it finally passed into royal 
hands following the Treaty of Paris in 1229. 

The remains of the castle of 
Cabaret, one of the four 
fortifications of Lastours.The castle 
consists of a five-sided keep (visible 
in the foreground) attached to living 
quarters and surrounded by a 
curtain wall. This divides the interior 
of the castle into two sections, at 
the back of which stands a tower. 
(Author's collection) 


