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Alessia Trivellone’s study is a contribution of the first importance to the literature which in the past two 

decades has transformed our understanding of heresy, or more precisely accusations of heresy, 

between the millennium and the establishment of the Dominican inquisition in the second third of the 

thirteenth century. Like two other landmarks in that process1 it appears in the Collection d’études 

médiévales de Nice, and is as well produced as its subject and quality demand. Sixteen fine colour 

plates and 145 figures in the text allow the argument to be followed closely and clearly. Trivellone is 

fully in command of the current historiography of heresy, and her argument and conclusions are 

integrated with it at every point.

The first chapter addresses methodological uncertainties inherent in reading visual images as referring 

to heresy, in some ways analogous to those associated with texts. It is not difficult to see references to 

heresy or heretics in twelfth century images – but, as Trivellone demonstrates, it does not follow that 

they were there. Logically a monument might as easily have been a provocation to heretical preaching 

as a response to it, especially since (a point insufficiently stressed in traditional accounts) hostility to 

church building and decoration was very common among anticlerical preachers of the eleventh and 

early twelfth centuries. Even where chronology and circumstances seem to point to a direct 

association it may not have been so simple. The facade of the Cluniac house of St. Gilles du Gard, 

with its tympanum showing the crucifixion rather than the last judgement, has often been taken as a 

refutation in the spirit of Peter the Venerable’s Contra Petrobrusianos of the preaching of Peter of 

Bruys (d. at St. Gilles c.1139), who raged against the cross. But Peter the Venerable also wrote 

against the Jews and against Muslims. As Trivellone argues in a close analysis, the façade may be 

taken as an affirmation of catholic teaching against a variety of critics, but there are no grounds for 

associating it with Peter of Bruys in particular. Since the point has general application it raises the 

methodogical question whether, and how, iconography is capable of casting light on the history of 

heresy and responses to heresy as such. 

Trivellone’s solution is to examine the iconography not of heresy, but of heretics – of figures of 

particular heretics, or as representations of particular heresies, or shown unambiguously by their 

context to be heretics. She begins with Vercelli, Biblioteca capitolare MS167, made in northern Italy in 

the first half of the ninth century, and concludes with a close examination of the first two Bibles 

moralisées, executed in Paris soon after 1220 and now in Vienna. Her survey of western manuscripts 

1 Monique Zerner (dir.), Inventer l’hérésie? Discours polémiques et pouvoirs avant l'Inquisition, Nice 1998; 
L'histoire du catharisme en discussion. Le concile de Saint-Félix, 1167, Nice 2001.
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illuminated between these dates could hardly be complete, but its index lists some 140 mss. from 60 

archives and libraries throughout (and indeed beyond) Europe. A map of their provenance would show 

a distribution consistent with general levels of economic and cultural activity. Now that Trivellone has 

alerted us to the theme it is to be expected that more examples will be identified, but the contours of a 

pattern so broadly based are unlikely to be significantly altered. 

It is a pattern of considerable interest. In the first place, there are no depictions of contemporary 

heretics before 1200. The earliest images of heretics illustrate canonical references to the great 

councils of late antiquity. After the millennium particular individuals of that period – Arius, Faustus the 

Manichee, Jovinian and others – begin to appear in various contexts and situations, either in debate 

with fathers of the church, or as the objects of imperial decision. Arius and his followers tended to 

appear in postures of submission or defeat, but they were not caricatured or endowed with personal 

characteristics that made their heresy apparent, nor do they convey any general threat or sense of 

anxiety. Faustus, like Jovinian and Helvidius, is depicted in debate: in the earliest representations of 

them heresy was still envisaged as a by-product of respectable scholarly activity, probably arrived at in 

good faith, its penalty retraction or, at worst, the loss of office and confinement to a monastery. The 

accusation of heresy was seen as an affirmation of power, and as a warning against the perils of 

philosophical speculation. The appearance of these figures in eleventh- and twelfth-century 

manuscripts, however, begins to show wider doctrinal anxieties, especially these aroused by 

confrontation with Jews and in the Iberian peninsula with Muslims, and by political rivalries, rather than 

by Christian heretics of the period, real or alleged. In this Trivellone is clearly correct, though it may be 

added that the most consistent use of the accusation of Arianism or the threat of it, at least from the 

millennium, was against clerks who resisted episcopal authority and laymen who disputed 

ecclesiastical property claims. This might reward further exploration.

From late in the eleventh century unnamed, generic heretics also begin to appear, perhaps threatening 

the faith or morals of monks (as in the Bible of Stephen Harding), and contemporary anxieties began 

to show in the occasional orientalisation of features, and in the depiction of heresy in association with 

the devil, rather than arising merely from human error. That they were prompted, once again, by 

general theological or social anxieties rather than particular instances of dissent is suggested by the 

fact that the first examples of this trend come from England and Normandy, where claims and 

accusations of heresy were used to bolster episcopal authority and to pursue political enemies, 

whereas the demonisation of anticlerical preachers earlier in the century had been southern and 

monastic in origin. Until the end of the twelfth century the heretics who appeared in visual images, 

including the surprisingly small number in mss. of Gratian, were not those reported to be active at the 

time.

The first two Bibles moralisées – Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek Codex Vindobonensis 

1179 and 2554 – signal a dramatic and permanent change. They contain numerous representations of 

contemporary heretics, clearly recognisable, unambiguously labelled (populicanz, Albigenses - but not 

Cathari), engaged in sexual perversion, and associated with Jews and other enemies of the faith, and 
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directly with the devil, who regularly appears as a black cat and the recipient of the obscene kiss. The 

burning of heretics is also depicted here for the first time, two hundred years after it first occurred, at 

Orléans in1022. All this immediately entered the iconographic repertoire, and remained there for the 

rest of the middle ages and beyond.

The Bibles moralisées were a spectacular manifestation of the demonisation of heresy and the 

embrace of superstition in the first third of the thirteenth century which culminated not only in the 

establishment of the papal inquisition but in the holocausts presided over by Conrad of Marburg, 

Robert le Bougre and John of Vicenza, and in Gregory IX’s Vox in Rama. Trivellone connects this 

development also with the eschatogical expectation that heretics would appear as harbingers of the 

last days. This she traces to a group of manuscripts from German monasteries of the late twelfth 

century, their imagery very similar to that of the visions of Elizabeth of Schönau and Hildegard of 

Bingen which Uwe Brunn2 has connected to the construction of »Catharism« by Elizabeth’s brother 

Eckbert, in the context of disputes within the chapter of Cologne and the repression of anticlerical 

sentiment in the region. The implications of Brunn’s work have yet to be fully assimilated, but this 

indirect link to the Bibles moralisées points towards one of the less obvious, the elaboration of the 

spectre of heresy at princely courts. Eckbert’s Sermones contra catharos were dedicated to Rainhald 

of Dassel, with whom he had been a student in Paris in the 1140s; it sustained the interests both of 

Rainald and of his successor Philip of Heinsburg, who as dean of Cologne presided over the burning 

in 1163. The reputation of the county of Toulouse as a nest of heresy was greatly inflated by courtiers 

of Henry II in the years before the papal mission to Toulouse in 1178, when the first rumours of 

dualism among the »heretics« began to circulate, and others, notably Walter Map, added to the 

burgeoning demonisation. The intimate links between the schools of Paris, in which the theological 

construction of dualist heresy was completed in the second half of the twelfth century, and the royal 

courts survived the burning of Amalric of Bène, tutor to the young Louis VIII; Louis seems the likeliest 

patron of Codex Vindobonensis 1179, and one of his intimates or associates of 2554. 

If these speculative observations go somewhat beyond the ground so skilfully and thoroughly explored 

by Alessia Trivellone they may serve, nevertheless, to illustrate not only the enlightenment but the 

stimulus which every student of the subject will derive from her rich, unfailingly intelligent and rigorous 

work. Both in method and in substance it is of permanent importance. 

2 Uwe Brunn, Des contestataires aux »Cathares«, Paris 2006
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