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The Cathars: Martyrs or just myth?
Debate erupts after an
academic exhibition
in France suggesting
that the religious
rebels never existed.
By Chris O’Brien
MONTPELLIER,
France — They lived simple
lives of austerity and abstinence and suffered horrifying deaths, cut down by marauding armies and burned
at the stake as heretics — or
so the legend goes.
For their considerable
pains, the Cathars were memorialized and celebrated
as martyred religious rebels
by a region of southern
France that, eight centuries
later, still promotes itself
under their name: Pays Cathare.
But in recent weeks, a debate has erupted across this
region in newspapers, tourism offices, and in research
conferences following an academic exhibition that explored a more modern-day
heresy: The Cathars never
existed.
“People imagine that
these people died as heroes,
in defense of their faith and
against corrupt powers,”
said Alessia Trivellone, a
history professor at Paul-Valery University in Montpellier who organized the exhibit. “They feel that the very
idea of going back to investigate this painful story is unbearable.”
Trivellone is one of a
growing number of early
modern Europe scholars
who have cast doubt on the
Cathars’ existence, and her
role as organizer of the exhibit has made her the target of critics who call her a
“negationist.” Along with
other maverick historians,
she is dismissed as an upstart just trying to generate
buzz and further her career.
Yet the intensity of the
backlash reveals something
deeper: the lingering regional resentments over
Paris’ domination of the
country’s culture and economy.
The 13th century slaughter of the Cathars is associated with the region’s loss of
autonomy to the kingdom of
France, which proceeded to
systematically wipe out the
language and culture of the
south in favor of northern
values.
Such wounds remain
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THE FORTIFIED town of Carcassonne in southern France, where the Cathars have been memorialized.

fresh in a highly rural region
that struggles economically,
where people believe the
north’s elite view them as
unrefined hillbillies with odd
accents. The anger bubbled
to the surface in recent
weeks with the “yellow vest”
protests against President
Emmanuel Macron.
“To people here, the crusade against the Cathars
looks rather like a colonial
war,” said Monique Boulze,
who is in charge of promotion at the tourist office in
Beziers, which was burned
to the ground in one of the
crusade’s most infamous episodes. “It’s something still
present and alive in local history.”
Any tourist visiting this
region would find it hard to
miss the ever-present signs
and historical markers recounting the tragic tale of
the Cathars.
The city of Albi is dominated by the massive Cathedral Basilica of St. Cecilia, a
200-year construction project launched by the Catholic
Church after the Cathar crusade, supposedly to remind
locals who was boss. Farther
south, the town of Mazamet
is home to the Cathar Museum. And in Beziers each August, the town shows a
sound and light spectacular
called: “The Cathars, the
Treasure of Beziers.”
“What our region has retained from the tragedy of

the Cathars,” says the narrator, “is the taste of rebellion.
And the taste of liberty.”
At first blush, the Cathars make for unlikely modern-day heroes. They are
said to have been fundamentalists who believed there
were two gods: A good one
who presided over the spiritual world, and an evil one
who ruled the physical
world. Cathars viewed even
sex within marriage and reproduction as evil, and so
lived strict lives of abstention.
More appealing today,
however, is the idea that the
Cathars mounted the first
major rebellion against the
Catholic Church. They saw
Rome as corrupt, rejected
the church’s hierarchy, and
did not build cathedrals but
rather worshiped outdoors.
This lack of structure gave
women more prominence
and freedom, and because
they were pacifists who repudiated all killing, they
were vegetarians.
Much about the history
of 12th and 13th century
France may today be fuzzy.
But there is no dispute that
in 1209, at the urging of Pope
Innocent III, a band of
northern French nobles rallied an army that swept into
the south, where they unleashed a crusade so bloody
it would make “Game of
Thrones” look tame by comparison.

This included the sacking of Beziers in July 1209 by
an army under papal authority. Just before the attack, which would kill as
many as 20,000 men, women
and children, the pope’s man
on the scene, Arnaud Amalric, is reported to have uttered one of history’s most
famous orders: “Kill them
all. God will know his own.”
To wrap things up after
the majority of fighting was
done, church leaders began
a grand inquisition in
Toulouse. Suspects were
rounded up, forced to confess, and then sometimes
burned at the stake. This became the blueprint for the
much larger inquisitions
carried out in the centuries
to come.
In mid-October, as part
of an annual nationwide science festival, Trivellone organized an exhibition called,
“Les Cathares, une idee recue?” That translates literally as “The Cathars, an idea
received” but implies something that is widely accepted
as fact but probably not
true.
The exhibition is modest,
consisting of a handful of
posters, a video, a comic
book, and a few items that
summarize the conclusions
of some medieval scholars:
There are no significant records from the time that
support the idea that a single religious movement

called the “Cathars” ever existed
across
southern
France.
The subject, along with
the exhibit’s somewhat provocative title, proved to be
catnip to regional journalists, and soon local newspapers were publishing dueling interviews with scholars who were hashing out
the details of ancient texts.
“Myths are the very foundation of a social group or of
a civilization, a sometimes
indispensable cement of societies,” Trivellone said.
“The myth of the Cathars is
even stronger because it allows people to identify with
the vanquished of history.”
This latest wave of attention has been vexing to local
Cathar scholars who have
spent decades battling to
have their work taken seriously. University of Toulouse
history
professor
Pilar
Jimenez-Sanchez, for instance, has been among
those medieval scholars in
the south who have been
scouring what limited archives exist from that time
to stitch together a picture of
the Cathars.
It’s been a struggle, she
said, because there was a
feeling the broader French
academy didn’t take the
work seriously.
Cathar scholars say
doubters are too hung up on
the name. They acknowledge that at the time, such

heretical groups sometimes
used a variety of different
names and that some rituals
varied. But references to
“Cathars” in letters by the
pope as well as some other
contemporaries, along with
intensity of the crusade and
the inquisition, offer ample
support to prove the group
as a whole existed.
Rather than being a marketing ploy, the reemergence
of interest in the Cathars
over the last half a century
has been the fruit of that
scholarship and digging,
Jimenez-Sanchez said. In
the wake of the Montpellier
exhibition and the media attention, she organized a late
October presentation in
Carcassonne to rebut the
idea that the Cathars were a
latter-day invention.
The Cathar defenders
pose a question to the skeptics: If the crusade was not
about quashing this religious movement, then what
motivated so many Christians to take up arms and
kills thousands of other
Christians?
“How do we resolve this
question?” Pilar-Jimenez
said. “How could people at
this time have reacted in this
manner?”
The
Cathar
debate
doesn’t seem to be hurting
the region — the revival of interest in its cultural history
shows no sign of slowing.
Two years ago, in an effort to
shift some power away from
Paris, the French government fused together regional governments to create far larger administrative
zones.
In the south, the regions
of Languedoc-Roussillon
and Midi-Pyrenees were
merged into France’s largest
regional government by land
size. In a vote to name the
new region, the first choice
of residents was clear: Occitanie — an homage to the
language, Occitan (“langue
d’oc”), a cousin of Catalan
that was widely spoken in
Cathar territory before the
crusade.
And so, more than 800
years after the brutal crusade, Occitanie is the name
of a geographic territory
that is roughly the size of
Austria.
“The medieval history of
Occitanie is rich and fascinating,” Trivellone said. “It
does not need the ghost of
the Cathars to arouse interest.”
O’Brien is a special
correspondent.

Voters in Congo face delays and irregularities
As expected, problems
beset the historic
presidential election.
By Max Bearak
KINSHASA, Congo —
After more than two years of
delays, Congo went to the
polls Sunday in an election
that holds both the promise
of a democratic transition
and the potential for largescale violence should the results be seen as unfair. But
by the time most polls
closed,
alarming
irregularities were reported from
across the country.
Millions of voters were
met with nonexistent voter
rolls and hundreds of malfunctioning or missing voting machines, and hundreds
of cases of election observers
saying they were barred
from polling stations.
Vote counting began late
Sunday night. The election
commission says provisional results will be announced within a week and
definitive ones by Jan. 15.
The election presents
this enormous country with
its first chance at a peaceful,
democratic
transfer
of
power since its independence from Belgium in 1960.
But for some voters in the
Limete neighborhood, an
opposition
stronghold,
many polling stations hadn’t
received voter rolls six hours
after polls opened, and a few
didn’t have them by 5 p.m.,
their scheduled closing
time.
“It’s a comedy,” said
Kisoka
Kimbenze,
52,
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ELECTORAL commission officials tally presidential ballots in Kinshasa, the

capital of Congo. Provisional results are expected within a week, officials say.
around midday, after giving
up and beginning to walk
home. “But it is also a tragedy. The government has had
years to organize this election, so of course the lack of
voter rolls is intentional.”
The election was initially
scheduled for 2016 but was
postponed multiple times
by President Joseph Kabila
because of unrest around
the country and the logistical challenges of delivering
voting materials when much
of the Democratic Republic
of Congo, formerly known as
Zaire, lacks even the most
basic transportation infrastructure. The delays allowed Kabila to stay in office
far past his constitutionally
mandated two-term limit.
Congo’s election com-

missioner, Corneille Nangaa, said that long delays
had affected polling stations
serving about 35,000 voters
in Kinshasa but did not offer
an explanation for the
mishap. As night fell, voters
remained in line by the thousands, searching for their
names on the rolls by flashlight.
Developments in the
lead-up to the vote also contributed to a lack of public
trust in its integrity. Just
four days ago, voting was
postponed until March in
three cities over ethnic unrest and an Ebola outbreak
that has already been
spreading for four months.
Because the presidential
election will be decided in
January, the move disen-

franchised more than 1.2 million voters.
Outside Kinshasa on
Sunday, reports flowed in of
polling stations that lack
various materials, from the
voting machines that are in
use for the first time, to ballots and voter rolls. Congo’s
election commission has not
responded publicly about
the absence of material.
The Catholic Church’s
election observer mission
said it received 544 reports
of malfunctioning voting
machines, 115 cases of election observers being kicked
out of polling centers or not
being allowed access, and 44
cases of vote-buying or corruption.
On Saturday night, the
eve of the vote, the three

main presidential candidates had been summoned
by election observers to sign
a document promising
peaceful conduct. The candidates could not reach an
agreement, and only the
election commissioner and
Kabila’s chosen successor,
Emmanuel
Ramazani
Shadary, ended up signing.
The mission of the observers, who are from a
group of southern African
countries, was one of the few
that was accredited. They
ended the mission after the
failure to broker the accord.
After
the
meeting,
Shadary told Reuters, “Tomorrow I will be president.”
Shadary is not a household name in Congo, and his
low profile has been read by
many diplomats and analysts as purposeful — a way
for Kabila to indicate he will
continue to hold the reins
should Shadary win. Kabila
has denied those rumors.
According to polls released Friday, the man who
nearly half of the country
trusts to bring change is
Martin Fayulu. He has risen
from relative obscurity as an
Exxon company manager to
lead the Lamuka coalition.
The word “lamuka” roughly
translates as “wake up.”
Fayulu has the support of
two regional heavyweights,
one of whom is Jean-Pierre
Bemba, previously a militia
leader who was recently acquitted by the International
Criminal Court of charges
that he ordered his soldiers
to commit war crimes.
A second opposition coalition is led by Felix
Tshisekedi, who has teamed
up — to the consternation of

many of his supporters —
with Kabila’s former campaign manager.
It is unclear whether the
irregularities and accompanying disenfranchisement
will trigger protests or violence, which has followed
Congo’s previous elections
under Kabila. Protests have
already flared in the city of
Beni last week, after voting
was called off because of the
Ebola outbreak. Although
Fayulu and Tshisekedi
made public statements
condemning the disorganization of the vote, they did
not indicate whether they
saw it as illegitimate.
Whoever wins will inherit
a country with vast potential
wealth in mining reserves,
agriculture and hydropower
that is also racked by ethnic
and political violence. The
potential for the rapid expansion of the world’s second-largest Ebola outbreak
has also caused worry far beyond Congo’s borders.
On Thursday, opposition
supporters in Beni, angry
that Ebola was used as a reason to disenfranchise them,
ransacked a treatment center, sending 24 patients fleeing. Security forces dispersed the protesters with
live rounds and tear gas. On
Sunday morning, protesters
in Beni staged a mock vote
under close watch by security forces.
In Kinshasa’s Lingwala
neighborhood, which in the
past has sided with Kabila’s
ruling party, voting appeared orderly and the
mood was buoyant.
Bearak writes for the
Washington Post.

