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CHAPTER 10

Heretical Hope: Striving for Salvation 
and the Good Death in Medieval Languedoc

Saku Pihko

Introduction

Humans are temporally oriented creatures who take active efforts in the 
present to achieve desirable futures. This awareness of the self in relation 
to the passing of time is a precondition of hope for things yet to come, but 
it simultaneously challenges hope by making people conscious of their 
mortality.1 Death has always been a cause for existential anxiety, and most 
religious traditions have attempted to alleviate these concerns with 
hopeful promises of an afterlife and salvation.2 Hope is often an important 

1 Calhoun, Doing Valuable Time, 1–4, 7–9, 69, 72; Davies, Brief History, 12; Lazarus, 
“Hope”, 662; Wisman & Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”, 1, 16.

2 Davies, “Death and Afterlife”, 229–231; Jong and Halberstadt, Death Anxiety; Krause, 
Pargament and Ironson, “In the Shadow of Death”, 2; Lazarus, “Hope”, 661–662; 
Moreman, Beyond the Threshold, 1–2, 269; Moreman, “Introduction”, 1; Soenke, Landau, 
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element in the process of dying, and historical sources describing cultural 
and social practices related to death can thus afford possibilities for engag-
ing with the history of hope.3 Medieval inquisition records are one exam-
ple of such a source, as they contain an abundance of death-related 
evidence. This chapter is about hope—or, more precisely, hopeful activi-
ties—and the pursuit of salvation and the good death in the context of the 
inquisitorial persecution of heresy in early fourteenth-century Languedoc.4

Hope of salvation after death has always been central to Christianity,5 
but in medieval Languedoc6 the means to this end were a contested issue 
as both orthodox and heterodox options were available.7 Many 
Languedocian lay people seem to have hoped for the alternative option of 
saving their soul with the help of the so-called good men. These good 
men, who were also known as good Christians and friends of God, and to 
whom historians have traditionally referred as Cathars, were a group of 
ascetic ritual-working preachers, whose exemplary lifestyle of apostolic 
emulation, spiritual teachings with possible dualist connotations, overt 
opposition to the Catholic Church, and promises of salvation attracted 
considerable lay devotion and support.8 For the Church, the good men 
were dangerous heretics who could not be tolerated. From the 1230s 
onward, papally mandated heresy inquisitors worked in Languedoc tasked 
with the mission of eradicating the alleged heretics and their lay support-
ers by means of legal investigation. Locals suspected of involvement in 
dissident activities were interrogated and those found guilty of transgres-
sions were sentenced to penances and punishments. Inquisitorial investi-
gations were meticulously documented, and a fair number of interrogation 

and Greenberg, “Sacred Armor”; Van Tongeren, “Importance of Meaning”; Wisman and 
Heflick, “Hopelessly Mortal”, 2, 4. For a cross-cultural overview of religious afterlife beliefs, 
see Moreman, Beyond the Threshold.

3 On the history of death over the longue durée, see Kellehear, Social History of Dying. On 
the historiography of medieval death and dying, see Booth and Tingle, “Introduction”, 
3–14; Nissi, Communality of Death, 23–28.

4 On death and dying in medieval Languedoc, see Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 218–230; 
Sparks, Heresy, 123–150.

5 Binski, Medieval Death, 9; Pasulka, “Catholic Views”, 5.
6 On medieval Languedoc, see for example Paterson, World of the Troubadours.
7 Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 223; Sparks, Heresy, 124–127, 150.
8 Pihko, Information and Lived Religion, 17–18. On the alleged heresy of the Languedocian 

good men in general, see for example Barber, Cathars; Lambert, Cathars. On medieval her-
esy in general, see for example Ames, Medieval Heresies; Lambert, Medieval Heresy.
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records and sentences survive to this day.9 The present chapter analyses a 
case from early fourteenth-century inquisitorial interrogation records 
dealing with attempts to procure salvation for a dying family member.10

Hope has been studied in many disciplines and conceptualized in vari-
ous ways.11 A traditional way of defining hope has been to view it as “the 
desire for an outcome and the belief that the outcome is possible but not 
certain.” However, this definition has been criticized as vague and inade-
quate. An alternative suggestion has been to define hope as a syndrome 
that encompasses future-oriented perceptions, emotions, attitudes, desires, 
thoughts, motivations, and actions.12 Acknowledging this multidimen-
sional nature of hope draws attention to its complexity. Moreover, being 
something at least partly interior to the hoping subject, hope seems to 
pose an epistemological challenge to empirical investigation. The position 
of the historian only exacerbates this predicament; historical sources do 
not afford direct access to the thoughts and feelings of people in the past. 
In response, this chapter places emphasis on the more tangible and agentic 
aspects of the phenomenon by examining how hope acts as a motivating 
force for goal-oriented actions in context.13 More specifically, the investi-
gation scrutinizes hope to the extent that it is discernible in inquisitorial 
sources as motivation for activities related to striving for salvation and the 
good death in the context of religious dissent in medieval Languedoc. 
Approached from this perspective, what can inquisition records tell us 
about the history of hope?

9 On medieval heresy inquisitions in general, see for example Deane, History; Given, 
Inquisition; Kras, System.

10 The depositions analysed in this chapter are drawn from the register of the Carcassonne 
inquisitor Geoffroy d’Ablis, which is related to his investigations into heresy in the County 
of Foix 1308–1309. Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur provides an edition.

11 Blöser and Stahl, “Moral Psychology of Hope”, 1; Martin, How We Hope, 3.
12 Martin, How We Hope, 4–6.
13 On hope and/as motivation for the pursuit of goals, see Feldman, “Meaning of Hope”; 

Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 265–269. See also Emmons & Schnitker, “Gods and 
Goals” for discussion on motivation and religious strivings.
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Salvation and the Good Death in the Middle Ages: 
Orthodox and Heterodox Variants

To live is to decay, and it is a biological fact that every organism must ulti-
mately expire. Human death, however, is inextricably linked to cultural 
and social practices.14 Belief systems envisaging better futures despite 
troublesome presents have hope at their core.15 Religions often assume a 
gatekeeping role in relation to the afterlife by prescribing beliefs and 
behaviours that grant access to life after death.16 For medieval Christians, 
death was a passageway to other abodes. Most people hoped to achieve a 
good death, which rendered their soul fit for salvation. Thus, death had to 
be faced with adequate preparations. The administration of rituals at the 
deathbed was an essential element in the process of dying. As rites of pas-
sage, they imposed symbolic transformations on the recipient, and in so 
doing enabled a smooth transition into the afterlife. Failing to administer 
the last rites before someone died resulted in what was seen as a bad death, 
which hindered the possibility of salvation and violated the spiritual and 
social order of the community.17

A shared culture of death united the vast geographical reaches of medi-
eval Christendom. Even so, death-related customs and beliefs varied at the 
local level. Certain alternative notions and practices sat uneasily within the 
boundaries of orthodoxy as defined by the Church, and some were even 
persecuted as heretical.18 On a general level, the idealized good death, as 
well as concerns for and hopes of salvation, were similar among the 

14 Katajala-Peltomaa, “Rituals and Reputation”, 315–316; Vess, “Death”, 271.
15 Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 252. See also Lazarus, “Hope”, 654, 663, 666, 

674–675.
16 Krause, Pargament and Ironson, “In the Shadow of Death”, 2.
17 Bates, “Preparations for a Christian Death”, 81, 96–105; Binski, Medieval Death, 29–69; 

Booth and Tingle, “Introduction”, 1; Katajala-Peltomaa, “Rituals and Reputation”, 
315—316; Korpiola and Lahtinen, “Cultures of Death”, 1–2, 12–13; Nissi, “Communal 
Acts”, 8; Nissi, Communality of Death, 15, 68; Pasulka, “Catholic Views”, 5. On ideas about 
death, afterlife, and salvation in medieval religious culture, see for example Angenendt, 
“Fear”; Binski, Medieval Death, 164–214; Tingle, “Changing Western European Visions”. 
On hope in medieval Christianity, see Hebblethwaite, Christian Hope, 53–68. On the history 
of the good death, see Kellehear, Social History of Dying, 87–104.

18 Booth and Tingle, “Introduction,” 2, 30; Korpiola and Lahtinen, “Cultures of Death”; 
Nissi, “Communal Acts”, 3. Cf. O’Collins, Jesus Our Redeemer, 2, who notes that “no 
period of Christianity can claim to have produced a truly unified view of redemption. There 
has been a great variety of approaches”.
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orthodox and the heterodox alike.19 For those Languedocian lay people 
who believed in the spiritual teachings of the good men, the key to a good 
death and the route to salvation was the reception of a deathbed ritual 
known as the consolamentum. This was a particular sequence of ritualized 
gestures and utterances that the good men administered to lay believers 
when they were close to death. Inquisitorial documentation usually refers 
to it simply as heretication (hereticatio). According to the teachings of the 
good men, receiving the consolamentum was a prerequisite for salvation as 
it purified the recipient’s soul, making it eligible for entry into Heaven. 
Boundaries were blurred, and some people opted to receive both this dis-
sident ritual and Catholic last rites. Timing the consolamentum was impor-
tant; unless the recipient adhered to a strict ascetic regimen, the effects 
became void and the ritual was thus often deferred to the last possible 
moment. Performing the ritual was an important duty for the good men 
and receiving it was highly valued by many lay people in medieval 
Languedoc. While death rituals were primarily for the spiritual benefit of 
the dying person, they were also for those left behind. For the lay support-
ers of the good men, the occasion of the consolamentum was a moment of 
spiritually charged gathering as community members often flocked to the 
deathbed to witness the ritual. Historians have even suggested that exis-
tential anxiety in the face of death and guarantees of salvation through the 
consolamentum may have been one of the main attractions driving sus-
tained involvement in dissident activities despite rampant persecution.20

Languedocian heresy inquisitors were very interested in documenting 
evidence about people’s involvement in the consolamentum and in periph-
eral activities surrounding the deathbed. When a deponent suspected of 
consorting with the good men was interrogated, it was standard inquisito-
rial practice to ask whether they had been present during a 

19 Cf. Arnold, Belief and Unbelief, 208, who explains that in the Middle Ages “[f]or most 
heresies, the matter at stake was salvation, and the dissent was over the means of obtaining it 
and the nature it would take. Where one was headed remained largely coterminous with 
orthodox views: the next life, hopefully in heaven.” See also Lambert, Medieval Heresy, 6; Le 
Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 225, 230; Roach, Devil’s World, 114.

20 Arnold, Belief and Unbelief, 92, 207; Arnold, Inquisition and Power, 123–130; Barber, 
Cathars, 1, 90–94, 117; Duvernoy, Religion des cathares, 143–170; Pihko, Information and 
Lived Religion, 97–98; Sparks, Heresy, 5, 127–129, 141–143, 149, 157–158; Théry-Astruc, 
“Heretical Dissidence”, 93.
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consolamentum.21 From the perspective of the inquisitors, witnessing the 
ritual or being otherwise involved in arranging it were tangible legal evi-
dence of heretical transgression. Thus, recording reported ritual occasions 
and the names of all those present was an investigative priority. Not even 
the departed were completely safe from inquisitorial scrutiny, as those who 
had died after receiving the consolamentum were potential targets of post-
mortem condemnation.22

Medieval inquisition records were documentary tools that served the 
juridical and persecutory agenda of the inquisitorial tribunal.23 While these 
records certainly contain information reported by deponents responding 
to questioning during the trial, the information extant to the historian 
represents the perspective of the inquisitors. The notaries who worked for 
the tribunals made selective notes during the interrogation. Later, they 
transformed and translated the information garnered from the oral inter-
rogation dialogue into written Latin that relied on heavy standardization 
and inquisitorial terminology. The process through which this evidence 
was created makes certain aspects of allegedly heretical beliefs and prac-
tices visible in the records, but only as an inquisitorial abstraction.24 
Abstraction often runs particularly high when it comes to evidence on 
themes of central interest to the inquisitors, and this applies to evidence 
about dissident rituals. Whereas Languedocian inquisition records abound 
in entries describing the administration of the consolamentum to people 
who were dying, this evidence usually survives in a heavily standardized 
form.25 Luckily—at least for the historian if not for the deponents—it is 
also possible to find more detailed cases which not only state that the ritu-
als took place but also describe the social and communicational dynamics 
involved in the collective pursuit of salvation and the good death in medi-
eval Languedoc. The remainder of this chapter conducts a close reading of 
one such case with a focus on these hopeful activities.

21 See for example Douais, ed., Practica Inquisitionis, 242–243; Sackville, “Ordo Processus”, 
376 for question lists used by thirteenth- and early fourteenth-century heresy inquisitors, 
both of which entail questions about death and the consolamentum.

22 Sparks, Heresy, 147–148.
23 Given, Inquisition, 25–51; Kras, System, 293–332; Pihko, Information and Lived 

Religion, 4, 9–10.
24 For detailed discussion regarding the epistemological implications of the process through 

which inquisitorial evidence was constructed, see Pihko, “Construction of Information”. See 
also Arnold, Inquisition and Power; Bruschi, Wandering Heretics.

25 Cf. Théry-Astruc, “Heretical Dissidence”, 91.
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Hope and Death in Early Fourteenth-Century 
Ariège: A Case Study

In 1308, the surviving members of the Issaura family were in trouble. The 
mother of the family, Ermengardis, and one of three adult sons, Guillelmus, 
had recently died under suspicious circumstances in their home village of 
Larnat in the Ariège. The father of the family, Arnaldus, along with his 
sons, Petrus and Ramundus, were accused of heresy and imprisoned by 
the inquisitors. According to the records of their confessions, each of them 
admitted to several interactions with the good men. The following analysis 
focuses primarily on Petrus Issaura’s deposition, which constitutes a coher-
ent narrative of hope-driven activities, and supplements it with those of his 
father and his brother, which make passing references to the same sequence 
of events.26

After his arrest, Petrus Issaura was interrogated in October 1308 at the 
Mur of Carcassonne in the gaoler’s chamber. His confession was heard by 
two Dominican friars, Jean du Faugoux and Géraud de Blomac, who were 
acting as lieutenants to their fellow Dominican, Geoffroy d’Ablis, inquisi-
tor of Carcassonne. A notary and witnesses were also present. The long 
record of Petrus’s deposition recounts various events that took place dur-
ing his decade-long involvement in dissident activities. Among other 
things, the record describes how he had encountered information about 
the prospect of salvation at the hands of the good men and even makes an 
explicit reference to his hope of saving his soul. The evidence indicates 
that about eight years earlier, the deponent’s late brother, Guillelmus, had 
told him that the good men, who are called heretics, had the power to save 
souls and that it was good to believe in them and to hold and follow their 
faith and ways. His brother also facilitated a meeting between the Issaura 
family and two good men, Petrus and Guillelmus Auterii. The inquisitors 
asked what the heretics said, and the deponent recalled the good men tell-
ing him that they were good Christians who held to the faith and way of 
God and the apostles, and that if he wanted to believe in them, they would 
place him on the path to salvation. The deponent also admitted that he 
assented willingly to this proposition. The record also states that the good 
men preached to the Issaura family, speaking, among other things, about 

26 See Pales-Gobilliard,  ed., Inquisiteur, 290–310 for Petrus Issaura’s deposition; ibid. 
310–322 for Arnaldus Issaura’s deposition; ibid. 260—290 for Ramundus Issaura’s 
deposition.

10  HERETICAL HOPE: STRIVING FOR SALVATION AND THE GOOD DEATH… 



222

salvation only being possible through them. Questioned further by the 
tribunal, the deponent was asked whether he had made a pact27 with the 
heretics to be received by them when he died, which he admitted, stating 
that he had promised to send for them if he were ill and in danger of 
dying, wanting to die in their faith and sect and hoping (sperans) to be 
saved by them.28 Likewise, the records of the depositions given by Petrus’s 
brother, Ramundus, and their father, Arnaldus, also indicate that they had 
heard about the possibility of salvation through the good men from sev-
eral sources, including discussions with family members.29 Moreover, the 
records imply that the Issaura brothers had heard of several consolamenta 
taking place in the community,30 and that a certain man had even received 
the rites at the Issaura house.31

The evidence of these interactions and the salvation-themed communi-
cation they entailed is quite standardized and primarily reflects the inquisi-
tors’ interpretation. Nevertheless, the depositions indicate that the entire 
Issaura family, including their late mother and brother, had been exposed 
to information about the possibility of obtaining salvation at the hands of 
the good men. They took this information to heart, and it arguably kin-
dled their hopes of salvation by providing an information context in which 
such hopes could arise.32 Years later, when Petrus and Ramundus Issaura 
were brought before the inquisitorial tribunal, they both renounced their 

27 On the seemingly common practice of making advance pacts with the good men to 
receive the consolamentum on the deathbed, see for example Duvernoy, Religion des cathares, 
159–160; Sparks, Heresy, 143.

28 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 290–292: “dixit quod VIII anni sunt elapse et amplius 
quod Guillelmus Issaura frater suus nunc deffunctus, quadam die de qua non recordatur, 
dixit ipsi testi quod Petrus et Guillelmus Auterii qui sunt de illis bonis hominibus qui vocan-
tur heretici erant in domo sua et ipse tenebat eos ibi et habebant, ut dixit sibi, potestatem 
salvandi animas et quod bonum erat credere in eis et tenere et sequi fidem et viam eorum et 
statim ostendit sibi dictos hereticos. Interrogatus quid dixerunt dicti heretici ipsi testi…, 
dixit quod dixerunt quod … ponerent eum in via salutis et salvationis si volebat credere eis. 
Et dictus testis respondit dictis hereticis se vellet credere eis et facere voluntatem suam in his 
que sibi mostrarent et dicerent pro salvatione anime sue”.

29 Ibid., 260–264, 310–314. On lay talk about salvation and the good men as evidenced in 
Languedocian inquisition records and sentences, see Pihko, Information and Lived Religion, 
223–231.

30 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 274, 302–304
31 Ibid., 274, 282, 286.
32 Cf. Blöser and Stahl, “Moral Psychology of Hope”, 2–3, who note that hope is con-

strained by the perceived plausibility and practical obtainability of what one hopes for. See 
also Paloutzian and Park, “Recent Progress”, 13, who argue that people do “not have goals 
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beliefs in the good men and abjured all heresy,33 but this hardly detracts 
from the fact that they both admitted to having held beliefs about salva-
tion and the good men for a long time and that these hopes motivated 
them to take action later, which becomes evident when reading on in the 
depositions.

Religion provides meaning by defining goals to strive for and by delin-
eating ways to achieve them. Religious ideas, such as the possibility of 
obtaining salvation through the consolamentum, also engender hope. 
Hope, in turn, provides motivation, which means that it energizes and 
directs individual and collective behaviour. Hope can foster agency even in 
the face of obstacles, such as impending death and inquisitorial persecu-
tion.34 When Guillelmus Issaura fell severely ill, the information about 
salvation at the hands of the good men that his family was privy to trans-
formed into a relevant resource. According to Petrus Issaura’s deposition, 
his brother had fallen ill around the feast day of the apostles Peter and Paul 
two years prior to the interrogation. One day during his illness, Guillelmus 
spoke to the deponent, saying that before he died, he very much wanted 
to have Christians (meaning, the record interjects, heretics) receive him in 
their sect and hereticate him. He asked the deponent to procure this for 
him and advised him to go to a man called Ramundus Sabaterii in the vil-
lage of Lordat, with whom he could find the heretics.35 This section of the 
record is, again, heavily standardized. The notary selected pertinent infor-
mation from the deponent’s confession and used a mixture of inquisitorial 
language (such as referring to the good men as heretics and the consola-
mentum as heretication) and what seems to be emic terminology (by also 
referring to the good men as Christians) to represent the information he 
reported to the tribunal. Despite heavy-handed selection and abstraction, 
the record does imply that when the deponent’s brother felt his end was 
near, his hope of salvation motivated him to request help from his family 

or purposeful motives, let alone more lofty spiritual strivings, in a non-meaning-laden 
vacuum.”

33 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 282, 304.
34 Calhoun, Doing Valuable Time, 3–4, 68–89; Emmons and Schnitker, “Gods and Goals”, 

256–257, 259; Feldman, “Meaning of Hope”, 141–142; Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 
406–407; Kellehear, Social History of Dying, 47; Miceli and Castelfranchi, “Hope”, 254.

35 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 298: “Et quadam die, dictus infirmus dixit ipsi testi 
quod multum vellet habere antequam moreretur christianos videlicet hereticos qui reciperent 
eum in sectam suam et hereticarent. Et rogavit eum quod hoc procuraret sibi et quod iret ad 
Ramundum Sabaterii de Lordato cum quo posset de illis hereticis invenire.”

10  HERETICAL HOPE: STRIVING FOR SALVATION AND THE GOOD DEATH… 



224

to bring the good men to his deathbed. He also seems to have been privy 
to information that the good men might be found in Lordat, and he 
informed the deponent of this and directed his actions by asking him to go 
there on his behalf.36

By the time of Guillelmus’s illness in the early fourteenth century, 
inquisitorial persecution and surveillance had made the situation extremely 
difficult for the Languedocian good men and their lay supporters. 
Facilitating the administration of the consolamentum often presented a 
logistical challenge; the good men had to be located and smuggled to the 
deathbed before the would-be recipient of the ritual died. Thus, those 
who hoped to receive the ritual often had to rely on networks of commu-
nication and the assistance of other people.37 As inquisitors were so inter-
ested in gathering evidence about these activities, inquisition records 
afford a revealing vantage point into the communality of the Languedocian 
deathbed.38 Urgently looking for the good men when someone was at 
death’s door is a recurring theme in the material. According to the record 
of his deposition, Petrus Issaura admitted that he had acted at his broth-
er’s request. Directed by what his brother told him and motivated by what 
can be assumed to have been a combination of family loyalty and his own 
hopes and beliefs regarding the good men as a means to salvation, he took 
upon himself the potentially risky and arduous task of going in search of 
someone who could perform the consolamentum. He travelled swiftly to 
Lordat with the intention of speaking with Ramundus Sabaterii. After 
finding him, the deponent informed Ramundus that he had come on 
behalf of his dying brother, who wanted to be received by the good 
Christians (again, the record adamantly interposes that this meant the her-
etics). The deponent inquired whether Ramundus happened to have any 
of them in his house or knew where they might be found, but unfortu-
nately encountered difficulties as Ramundus informed him that no good 
men were currently at his house. Instead, Ramundus suggested that the 
deponent should make for the house of Arnaldus Auterii in Ax-les-
Thermes, who was the son of the heretic Petrus Auterii. His assumption 

36 Cf. Nissi, Communality of Death, 81–82.
37 Lambert, Cathars, 239; Sparks, Heresy, 124, 129–131, 149–150, 154. Cf. Kellehear, 

Social History of Dying, 2, who notes that the history of death reveals people’s interdepen-
dency on each other.

38 On the communality of the Languedocian deathbed, see Sparks, Heresy, 124–127. On 
the communality of death and dying in the Middle Ages in general, see Nissi, Communality 
of Death.
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was that there the deponent could find what he was asking for.39 Redirecting 
his search, the deponent went to Ax-les-Thermes to the house of his sister, 
who was a resident of the village. Perhaps thinking that his sister, as a local, 
was familiar with Arnaldus Auterii, he asked her to go to him and to tell 
him that the deponent wanted to see him. For reasons left unstated in the 
record, his sister declined to do so but guided the deponent to the correct 
house. On visiting the man, the deponent informed him that his brother 
was sick, that he wanted to be received by the heretics, and that he had 
come to ask whether Arnaldus knew of any heretic who was available for 
the task. According to the record, Arnaldus replied that he would see if he 
could find someone and told the deponent to return to him in the 
evening.40

In the interrogation, the deponent claimed to have done as advised. He 
returned to Arnaldus’s house in the evening, and they shared a meal. After 
nightfall, the two men walked out of the village to find the good man 
Amelius de Perlis, who was waiting for them in the company of another 
man whose name the deponent denied knowing. According to the record, 
the deponent greeted the good man, who already knew the reason for his 
visit. After contact was established, Arnaldus and the fourth man returned 
to the village and the deponent, together with his new companion, made 
haste and reached the Issaura house in Larnat near daybreak.41 The 

39 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 298: “Tunc dictus testis ad requisitionem dicti fratris 
sui infirmi … ibat apud Lordatum locutum cum dicto Ramundo Sabaterii … et dixit ei quod 
ad eum veniebat ex parte Guillelmi fratris sui predicti infirmi ad mortem, qui volebat recipi 
per bonos christianos, videlicet hereticos. Et interrogavit si ipse Ramundus Sabaterii habebat 
aliquem de illis in domo sua vel sciebat. Tunc dictus Ramundus Sabaterii dixit ipsi testi quod 
nullus hereticus erat tunc in domo sua, sed mandavit ipsum ire apud Ax ad Arnaldum Auterii 
filium Petri Auterii heretici cum quo inveniret quod petebat.”

40 Ibid., 298–300: “Tunc ipse testis ivit apud Ax ad domum Margaride sororis sue cui dixit 
quod iret ad Arnaldum Auterii et quod diceret ei quod ipse volebat loqui cum ipso, tamen 
non ivit sed ostendit ipsi testi domum dicti Arnaldi. Et ipse testis ivit illuc et invenit ibi dic-
tum Arnaldum Auterii, cui dixit quod Guillelmus frater suus erat infirmus ad mortem et 
volebat recipi in fide seu secta hereticorum et propter hoc venerat ad eum si sciret aliquem 
hereticum qui posset ipsum recipere. Qui Arnaldus respondit ipsi testi quod videret si posset 
aliquem invenire et quod rediret ad eum in vesperis”. Cf. ibid., 322, where it is stated that 
on another occasion a certain man had come to Petrus Issaura’s house looking for the good 
men to administer the consolamentum to someone.

41 Ibid., 300: “post illam comestionem, ipse testis et dictus Arnaldus iverunt extra villam de 
Ax et in exitu dicte ville invenerunt Amelium de Perlis hereticum et quendam hominem cum 
ipso cuius nomen ignorat et erat tunc nox in principio noctis. Tunc dictus testis cognoscens 
dictum hereticum … salutavit eum … et dictus hereticus similiter ipsum letanter recepit, 
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deponent’s hope to provide salvation for his dying brother seems to have 
motivated his search for a good man. No effort was spared as the depo-
nent embarked on a round trip of approximately sixty kilometres from 
Larnat to Ax-les-Thermes via Lordat and back.42 The evidence speaks for 
the fact that grand religious goals, such as salvation of the soul, are often 
pursued through more concrete and practical subsidiary goals.43 Despite 
its limitations, the record makes visible an abstraction of certain elements 
from the deponent’s confession in which he described the pursuit of his 
ultimate goal through a sequence of information-based navigation, com-
munication, and social collaboration with several other actors. These indi-
viduals were also incriminated by the deposition, which explains why the 
tribunal chose to record evidence about related interactions. Despite risks 
and the associated costs, people who sympathized with the good men and 
their salvific agenda stuck together and helped each other in the face of 
impending death.44 Assistance received from Arnaldus Auterii, who was 
involved in dissident activities through his family connections, proved vital 
for the deponent’s efforts. The record also implies that advance arrange-
ments were made during the day to meet secretly at night at a designated 
place outside the village, and that the good man had also been informed 
of the reason why the deponent was looking for him. While the finer 
nuances of these arrangements remain unknowable, the evidence indicates 
that the hopeful efforts of striving for salvation and the good death could 
be collective and that these activities often relied on co-operation.

Circumstantial difficulties could sometimes result in failed attempts to 
bring the good men to the dying. Such cases are also documented in 
Languedocian inquisition records as it was of inquisitorial interest to 

sciens iam per dictum Arnaldum Auterii ad quid venerat ipse testis. Tunc dictus Arnaldus 
Auterii et dictus homo qui erat cum dicto heretico redierunt apud Ax et dictus testis et dictus 
hereticus iverunt per totam noctem donec fuerunt apud Lernatum in domo sua ubi dictus 
frater suus infirmabatur et quando fuerunt ibi, fuit prope diem”. According to ibid., 264, the 
good man Amelius de Perlis was already familiar to the deponent from a previous encounter.

42 This rough estimate of the distance travelled by the deponent is simply based on infor-
mation about the walking distance between the places in question provided by a modern 
online map service. The routes used by those traversing the Languedocian countryside in the 
Middle Ages could, obviously, differ significantly from the routes used today. On heretical 
mobility in general, see Bruschi, Wandering Heretics.

43 Park, “Religion and Meaning”, 366. See also Feldman and Snyder, “Hope”, 406; 
Paloutzian, Invitation, 70–71.

44 Nissi, Communality of Death, 16 refers to such collaborative activities as “the social 
strategies of a community … in the process of death”.
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establish whether someone had successfully received the consolamentum. 
For example, Petrus and Ramundus Issaura’s depositions recount how 
their ailing mother had asked for the good men in vain, as Ramundus, 
despite best efforts, was unable to procure them for her in time. Her hopes 
for salvation were not granted and she died a bad death.45 Guillelmus 
Issaura, however, was more fortunate. When the deponent and the good 
man arrived in Larnat in the morning, he was still alive. The inquisitors 
asked the deponent what the heretic did when they came to the house, to 
which he responded that the good man went to see his brother and found 
him to be in relatively good shape. The good man asked Guillelmus 
whether he wanted to be received into the faith and sect of the heretics, 
and whether he wanted to hold and serve the precepts of God and God’s 
own, to which he gladly and willingly agreed. He was also asked to pardon 
all those who had said or done bad to him, to which he conceded.46 The 
good man seems to have been in a hurry to ascertain Guillelmus’s condi-
tion, as it was important to defer the consolamentum until the last possible 
moment but, simultaneously, the recipient had to be sufficiently lucid to 
give verbal consent.47 In this case, there was apparently no urgency and the 
ritual was not administered immediately. Engaging in bedside discussion, 
the good man established that Guillelmus was amenable to receiving the 
consolamentum and advised him to forgive past transgressions for his spiri-
tual benefit. Apart from the communication of consent, such peripheral 
aspects of the ritual are rarely seen in Languedocian inquisition records as 
these documents often tend to describe deathbed interactions in a short 
and heavily standardized manner. It is difficult to know how prevalent 
such exchanges prior to receiving the ritual were, but at least in this case it 
does seem that they were an important part in the hopeful process of seek-
ing salvation.

45 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 270, 308. See also ibid., 268 for a reference to another 
occasion when Ramundus Issaura failed in his attempt to bring the good men to a woman 
who was dying.

46 Ibid., 300: “Interrogatus quid fecit tunc dictus hereticus, dixit quod statim voluit videre 
et visitare dictum Guillelmum fratrem suum infirmum et invenit eum tunc satis in bono statu 
et dixit quod staret dictus infirmus usque ad noctem, volens tunc aliquid aliud facere sibi sed 
dixit ei si volebat recipi in fide et secta dicti heretici et si volebat tenere et servare precepta 
Dei et sua, qui respondit quod sic gaudenter et libenter. Tunc dictus hereticus dixit dicto 
infirmo quod parceret omni homini et omni persone que sibi dixerat vel fecerat malum et 
dictus infirmus totum concessit dicto heretico.”

47 Sparks, Heresy, 127–128, 141–143, 154.
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The following night, Guillelmus asked for something to drink but was 
unable to swallow the water his father poured into his mouth. His inability 
to consume liquids was apparently interpreted as a sign of impending 
death as the record states that immediately after this the good man hereti-
cated him and received him into his sect.48 Asked for more details about 
the ritual, the deponent reported that the good man knelt beside his 
brother, held a book over him, and read some words from the book in 
such a low voice that he could not understand what he said. Pressed for 
more details, he claimed not to remember anything else about the ritual.49 
This description of ritual acts at the deathbed is familiar to anyone who has 
read extensively in Languedocian inquisition records. From the perspec-
tive of the authorities, it was important to establish that the consolamen-
tum had taken place in a way that confirmed preconceived inquisitorial 
assumptions about this transgressive ritual. Further questions ensued, and 
the deponent was asked among other things who had been present during 
the ritual (he gave the names of Issaura family members and also men-
tioned Guillelmus’s wife), whether his sister-in-law had consented50 to the 
ritual (which she did), whether his brother died after the ritual (which he 
did), and how long the heretic had subsequently stayed in the house and 
where had he gone next (Ramundus Issaura took him to an unknown 
location the following night).51

As a result of the tribunal’s investigative goal of uncovering heretical 
transgression, Petrus Issaura’s deposition dwells on the social aspects and 

48 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 300: “Postque nocte sequenti cum dictus infirmus 
peteret potum, Arnaldus Issaura pater ipsius infirmi ministravit sibi et dedit, presente et 
vidente dicto heretico, unum cloquear de aqua et posuit in ore dicti infirmi parum dicte aque 
et dictus infirmus dixit sicut potuit et fecit signum quod non poterat intrare. Tunc dictus 
hereticus qui erat ibi presens statim hereticavit dictum infirmum et recepit in sectam suam.” 
On the observation and interpretation of the so-called signs of death in the Middle Ages, see 
Krötzl, “Evidentissima signa mortis”; Nissi, “Quomodo scit quod mortus erat”.

49 Ibid., 300: “Interrogatus de modo hereticationis seu receptionis huiusmodi, dixit quod 
dictus hereticus posuit unum librum suum super capud dicti infirmi, in quo libro legebat 
quedam verba que ipse testis non poterat intelligere, quia voce sumissa legebat ita quod vix 
poterat audiri, et legebat et tenebat dictum librum super caput dicti infirmi et stabat flexis 
genibus coram ipso. Interrogatus si fecit aliquid aliud, dixit quod non quod recordetur.”

50 On the practice of acquiring spousal consent for the consolamentum, see Sparks, Heresy, 
131–133, 150, 155.

51 Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 300–302. See ibid. 306 for a later addition according 
to which Petrus and Ramundus Issaura’s sister had also been present during Guillelmus’s 
consolamentum.
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technicalities of the ritual instead of, for example, the meanings that those 
in attendance ascribed to these acts, the emotional impact of the death of 
a family member,52 or what was done with Guillelmus’s body,53 all of 
which are left implicit in the record. It is also worth noting that the depo-
sitions of Ramundus and Arnaldus Issaura do not refer to the consolamentum 
of Guillelmus, even though they were present during the ritual. This, 
however, may be due to chance, as both depositions are missing a couple 
of folia.54 The evidentiary biases of inquisitorial material delimit the histo-
rian’s opportunities to engage with the history of hope. Even so, what 
inquisition records do make visible, at least to a degree, are hopeful activi-
ties and the communality of the Languedocian deathbed. An important 
part of this communality were the collective, goal-oriented strivings moti-
vated by hope through which people sought to secure salvation and the 
good death for those who were dying. In the case analysed in this chapter, 
the hopeful efforts of Petrus Issaura and his various collaborators aimed at 
procuring a good man to Guillelmus Issaura’s deathbed culminated in the 
successful administration of the consolamentum that saved Guillelmus’s 
soul and in so doing fulfilled the hopes of those concerned.

Conclusion

The historian of hope is faced with an epistemological challenge: if hope is 
understood as private and interior to the hoping individual, the body of 
historical sources that permit the study of hope is severely restricted. To 
remedy this methodological predicament, I propose that historians can 
conceptualize hope as a distributed phenomenon inseparable from the 
contexts that give rise to hopes and within which these hopes are pursued. 
In other words, the suggestion is to not think of hope as something situ-
ated entirely within the interiority of the historical subject. Rather, a pro-
ductive approach to hope as an historical phenomenon considers it as 
extending outward from this interiority. Hope, thus conceived, is situated 

52 On emotions and death in medieval Languedoc, see Sparks, Heresy, 138–141, 150, 155. 
See also Ocker, “Motion of Another’s Death”.

53 See Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 306–308, 316 for references in Petrus Issaura’s 
deposition to the burial of other consolamentum recipients. On burial in medieval Languedoc, 
see Sparks, Heresy, 146–149, 155. See also Gray, “Deathbed and Burial Rituals”, 119–124.

54 See, however, Pales-Gobilliard, ed., Inquisiteur, 286 for a reference in Ramundus 
Issaura’s later deposition, according to which he had heard his sister-in-law talk about her 
husband’s consolamentum.
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in the reciprocal feedback loop between the hopeful and their environ-
ment, which provides objects for hope and affords pathways for engaging 
with them. This is not to argue that the hopes of a given historical indi-
vidual are accessible in any straightforward manner, but that some of the 
dynamics of this inherent situatedness of hope can be discerned through 
the traces of hopeful actions in historical sources.

Medieval inquisition records constitute a technology and repository of 
persecution. That being said, this chapter has demonstrated that they also 
afford opportunities for studying the history of hope. Due to their legal 
interest in activities related to death rituals, Languedocian heresy inquisi-
tors came to produce evidence about the dynamics of the cultural and 
social situatedness of hope for salvation and the good death. As shown 
through a close reading of depositions related to the consolamentum of 
Guillelmus Issaura, these hopes are discernible in inquisitorial documents 
as a motivational force for goal-oriented strivings from which the possibil-
ity of administering the ritual emerged. The evidence indicated that the 
entire Issaura family was exposed to information about the possibility of 
finding salvation at the hands of the good men. This information gave 
them something to hope for. When Guillelmus fell ill, he acted on his 
hope to save his soul and requested assistance from his family. Petrus 
Issaura, who admitted to having held similar hopes and beliefs about salva-
tion at the time, took it upon himself to help and went looking for a good 
man who could administer the consolamentum to his ailing brother. His 
search relied heavily on information and assistance garnered from several 
collaborators, and it was only as a result of these collective efforts that he 
ultimately succeeded in finding a good man and facilitating the adminis-
tration of the salvific ritual in time before his brother’s demise. The evi-
dence also describes communication at the deathbed and the gathering of 
family members to witness the ritual. The risks involved in such participa-
tion materialized later, when surviving members of the Issaura family were 
imprisoned and brought to trial. Despite these risks, the existential hope 
of salvation motivated engagement in these activities of utmost urgency 
and, conversely, these activities served to bolster the hopes of those 
involved. Thus, the various activities surrounding Guillelmus Issaura’s 
deathbed should not be taken as mere indicators of internal states, such as 
hope, but as an irreducible dimension of the construction and mainte-
nance of hope as a distributed, temporally extended process that relied on 
the practices of historical actors in their context.
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All in all, the case analysed in this chapter highlights the significance of 
hope of salvation and the good death as motivation for participation in the 
communal process of dying in early fourteenth-century Languedoc. This 
hope was both individual and collective, as people hoped for their own 
salvation but also for the salvation of others. Many seem to have been will-
ing to help each other reach this grand goal, and these shared activities 
arguably fostered social cohesion among those lay people who saw prom-
ise and value in the teachings and soteriological mission of the allegedly 
heretical good men. While inquisitorial evidence may overemphasize the 
centrality of the consolamentum at the expense of other aspects of dissident 
religiosity, paying attention to the strivings related to it is revealing of the 
hopes and meanings attributed to the ritual and its spiritual implications at 
the emic level. Perhaps these hopes were even one of the factors that moti-
vated people to participate in dissent.
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