


Peter of Castelnau († 15 Jan 1208)  

1. Name variants: Pierre de Castelnau, Pèire de Castelnòu, Petrus von Neuburg, Petrus de Castronovo   

2. Places: Maguelone, Fontfroide, Saint-Gilles  

3. Biography: A member of the noble family of Castelnau near Montpellier, P. was a canon in the abbey of Saint 
Peter and Paul at Maguelone on the coast of Southern France. In 1197 he was made archdeacon, but by 1202 
he was a monk in the Cistercian abbey of Fontfroide. In the tradition of Cistercian legates to Southern France, 
Pope Innocent III appointed him legate and inquisitor to preach against the sect of the Cathars, together with 
the abbot of Cîteaux, Arnaud Amaury. P. took part in various public discussions, such as in 1204 in Carcassonne, 
but he also used canon law to fight against heresy. He suspended the bishop of Beziers and the archbishop of 
Toulouse and excommunicated Count Raymond VI of Toulouse for not being decisive enough. After the appeal 
to the pope of the archbishop of Narbonne, P. wanted to resign but was convinced by the pope to continue. 
After meeting the bishop of Ozma and his companion Domingo, the future founder of the Dominican Order, P. 
changed his strategy and also traveled by foot and preached without ostentatious apparel, since the wealth of 
the church had been a major issue for the Cathars. Following a failed reconciliation attempt with Raymond VI in 
1208, he was killed with a lance near Saint-Gilles. Pope Innocent III called him a holy martyr. The assassination 
provided the final cause to launch the “Albigensian Crusade”. P. was buried in the abbey of Saint-Gilles.   

4. Cultus:   

a. Relics: In 1562, the relics were seized and burned by Huguenots. The tomb is still visible today.  

b. Liturgical commemoration: 15 Jan, day of this death (Diocese of Carcassonne and Nîmes), 5 Mar (Diocese of 
Montpellier, OCist), 14 Mar (HENRIQUEZ). In the 19th century, his cult was officially recognized in Southern 
France, and he was revered as a defender of the catholic faith.  

c. Patronage: –  

d. Attributes: martyr’s palm, dragon under his feet, lance or spearhead  

5. Fontes: Pierre de Vaux-Cernay, Historia Albigensium, ed. / transl. P. GUÉBIN / H. MAISONNEUVE, 1951; 
A. VILLEMAGNE, Bullaire du bienheureux Pierre de Castelnau, martyr de la foi, 16 février 1208, 2020 (Re-
edition of 1917); C. HENRIQUEZ, Menologium Cisterciense Notationibus Illustratum, 1630, 83; T. ZELBACHER, 
Menologium Cisterciense, 1731, 53.  

6. Literature: F.-A.-M. ROULLET DE LA BOUILLERIE, Le bienheureux Pierre de Castelnau et les Albigeois au XIII siècle, 
1867; R. I. MOORE, The War on Heresy. Faith and Power in Medieval Europe, 2014, 241−43; F.R. De PASCUAL, 

Nuevo Menologio Cisterciense, 2019, 86–87; LMA 2, 1560.  

7. Illustrations: Fresco 17th c., abbey of Cerreto in Lombardy and church of Aldersbach with the scene of his 
martyrdom; Cathedral of Nîmes, stained glass window showing him as martyr with palm branch, Cistercian 
habit and standing on a vanquished dragon; painting in the abbey of Ebrach: Cistercian habit, cross and book, 
lance, angel with martyr’s crown, 18th c.. A 1864 book illustration shows him killed by daggers, not a lance.  

  

Anke Napp  

 


