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LABELLING THE WALDENSES: OTHERING
A MEDIEVAL RELIGIOUS MOVEMENT

Aliaksandra Valodzina

Abstract

Over the past 850 years, the Waldensian religious movement has often been
presented in the heretical narrative. The Waldenses were often seen as the
embodiment of the very idea of heresy. Their image was othered in all possible
ways to create the most terrifying impression: they were false saints, guilty of
the sin of vainglory, Lucifer worshipers, and witches. They were spreading a
heretical contagion around them, and they always turned back to their errors.
The Waldensian magisters were imagined as cunning false prophets, scribes,
and Pharisees, seducing silly weak peasants. The former were said to attract
the latter with the “appearance of piety”, but in reality, they organize sexual
orgies during their secret night gatherings. In the case of the Waldenses, shift
of the image from modesty to promiscuity was especially necessary. The real
Waldensian doctrine did not include any scandalous matters, such as human
sacrifice that could automatically prevent most of the population from joining
this sect. These modes of othering equate to the Waldenses becoming the
pattern of heresy. In the XIV century, “heretics” and “The Waldenses” were
near-synonyms. This amalgamation had very important consequences. First,
they accumulate in themselves all the possible accusations of the heretics, and it
hides their uniqueness beyond Catholic fantasies. Second, their name could be
attributed to other dissident groups, which exaggerated the number of sectarians
and imported foreign features to the Waldensian doctrine. Third, they could be
used as a universal opponent in the inner Church polemic, replacing prelates —
the real target of the accusations — with the aim of bringing attention to the
problem.

At the same time, in their own narratives, the Waldenses were presented as
martyrs for the true Church of Christ. This line was supported by the Protestants
in the Modern Era.

As a typical religious dissident movement, the Waldenses occupy an
important “place in memory” of modern scholars. Most large schools in
historiography, including socio-economic history and gender studies, have the
Waldensian movement in their sphere of interest, sometimes exaggerating their
significance. All this “omnipresence” of medieval Waldensianism “seduces”
scholars to dramatize the significance and dispersion of the movement, and,
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what is less obvious but much more dangerous, to be less critical of works of
their predecessors.

Modern historiography moved away from an interpretation of the Catholic
medieval sources “from the contrary”, omitting all the insults and non-true
statements. This paper proposes that the Waldensian women were more
engaged in broad devout reading and teaching at home than in preaching to the
mass audience. In parallel with early Christians, secret night gatherings could
be understood as clandestine preaching meetings in situations of inquisitorial
persecution. The Waldensians were forced to be tricky under interrogation, and
their opponents exaggerated their educational level and homiletic abilities to
shame contemptuous prelates.

The Waldensian movement is a throughline of the European religious dissident
history through the centuries. Thanks to their presence on large territories and
in different social strata, the Waldensian sources could provide data not only on
the history of religion, but also on social history or microhistory, or the history
of mentality. Cultural history could take into account their role as picture-perfect
Other.

Keywords: Waldenses, heresy, religious polemic, othering, gender studies,
Protestantism, witch-hunting, Luciferianism

1. Introduction

When studying historical sources and sometimes even historiography, a
scholar encounters several basic questions: why did the author write it?
Establishing the purpose of the author makes it possible to approach the
source more critically: did the author deliberately distort the facts in order
to present their point of view or to align with a certain historiographical
tradition? It happened many times with medieval heretics when their
Catholic opponents wrote offensive treatises against them. Since the
beginning of the Modern Era, there have been different non-religious
explanations of heresy. As one of the best specialists in the field of
medieval religious movements, Peter Biller, said: “Flacius gave to heresies
a Protestant mask, Engels revolutionary, Rosenberg Nazi, Koch feminist, —
and by the 1970s their latest, ‘popular cultural’, mask was taking shape”.

During my studies, | discovered that the Waldensian movement fits
every possible image of heresy. In this article, the main patterns of the
heretical narrative will be analyzed, with the focus on the role and place
of the Waldensian movement in the debates. The very word “Waldensian”
becomes a synonym of “heretic”. If for the 13th century “heretic” is, most
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likely, a Cathar, then for the 14th century, — this is a Waldensian.? The
first part of the research paper will investigate the place of the Waldenses
in the complex medieval image made not only of heretics, witches, and
devil worshipers but also as a euphemism for an intra-Church polemic.
Guy Lobrichon suggested a metaphorical reading of medieval texts,
treating them as coded documents.? At the same time, as it will be
shown below, the approach of Leslie Lockett is also fruitful: sometimes a
modern reader sees a metaphor where there is none.* It is safe to assume
that some even highly offensive descriptions of the heretics were based
not only on insulting analogies but had real reasons, interpreted poorly
by Catholic authors, or were direct retellings of the case without any
pejorative connotation.

This omnipresence concerns not only medieval sources but also
historiography. The Waldensian religious movement was an essential
part of the Protestant historical narrative. This led to the methodology,
used by Grazyna Szwat-Gytybowa in her book Haeresis bulgarica w
butgarskiej swiadomosci kulturowej XIX i XX wieku. She researches
the “place of memory” of the Bogomils in the Bulgarian mentality.’
Szwat-Gylybowa shows the design of an image of a Bulgarian heretic
as an ancestor of European religious reforms, rationalism, Enlightenment
humanism, and even a New Age.® Sometimes it coincides with the image
of a Waldensian — a high-moral miserable persecuted predecessor of the
Protestants. The second part of the article will deal with the interpretation of
the Waldenses in class theory and gender studies as well as the correlation
of their results with recent research.

Not all movements considered heretical by the Roman Catholic Church
felt opposed to it from the beginning. The movements of the devotio
moderna’ or vita apostolica® were born within society and crystallized
their doctrine at the same time as their opposition to the Apostolic See
grew. “The confrontation of the self with non-self constitutes identity”,’
in other words — in controversy with the ecclesiastical authorities they
developed their doctrine. Even the Cathar doctrine, for a long time
considered external and extremely hostile to the Apostolic See, can be
seen today as “profound evangelism, which did not want to separate from
the Church”.’® Mark Gregory Pegg, one of the leaders of the new vision
of the Cathars, claimed that “What transformed these individuals into
heretics, what turned the accusation into actuality, was the violence of
the Albigensian Crusade and the persecution of the early inquisitors”.!
It were polemical treatises that transformed Cathars’ scattered beliefs
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into a coherent doctrine.’ And it was the Roman Catholic Church that
made heresies. The same is true for the Church itself — the war on heresy
leads to the unity of the official clergy.'® Ryan Szpiech asserts that “an
affirmation of the core mythology of one is an implicit rejection of other,
rival historical models, and a representation of the movement between
such paradigms is likewise both a profession of faith and a repudiation of
difference according to an exclusive historical model”."

The Waldenses follow the same path.'® This medieval religious
movement was started around 1170 in Lyon by its wealthy citizen Waldo.
He was very close to the archbishop of Lyon at the time, Guichard of
Pontigny (t 1181) and shared with him some ideas on how to improve the
morale of the clergy.'® Near 1174 he had given up his property and had
started to preach the Gospels. Subsequently, with some of his followers,
Waldo presented to the Pope the translation of the Bible in the “vulgar”
language at the Ill Lateran Council in Rome in 1179. In 1180, he made a
full-Catholic confession of faith. By contrast, only two years later, when
a new archbishop of Lyon John of Canterbury (French Jean Belles-Mains,
t 1204) forbade the Waldenses to preach, Waldo refused to obey him
and, consequently, the Roman Catholic Church.!” After two more years,
the Waldenses were called “schismatics”. The Pope condemned them as
heretics (which is worse than schismatics) in the middle of the 13th century.
On the contrary, the “heretics” themselves would think they were a part
of the official Church since the beginning. The process of the separation
lasted more than two centuries.

Some of the Waldenses chose to turn back to the unity of the Roman
Catholic Church. Nevertheless, a major part of the Waldenses remained
in opposition to the Roman Papacy and crystallized in a strong but a
heterogenous heretical movement. They denied the existence of Purgatory,
the efficiency of indulgences, holy water, and in general all Church rituals.
Furthermore, they rejected oaths as sinful. The Waldensian believers
confessed their sins to the “masters” of their sect and not to Catholic
priests. At their height, in the T4th century, the Waldenses had several
extensive networks of regional communities from the Pyrenees to Western
Pomerania, connected by wandering preachers. Moreover, the Waldenses
formed a unique medieval dissenting movement that was transformed
into a part of the Protestant Church, with the center near Turin and in
Latin America.
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2. The Waldenses in medieval sources
2.1. A polemical model

In general, the accusation of heretics was based on a standard template.
Lucy Sackville, in her major work Heresies and Heretics, summarized the
most frequent polemical techniques used by Catholic authors to attack
their opponents (her study was later supplemented by Emmanuel Bain).'®
Almut Suerbaum shows “the linguistic strategies they use to undermine,
belittle and at times endanger an opponent, assessing the extent to which
they [sermons — A.V.] use language as a means of attack”.'” Here, these
techniques and strategies are discussed in the anti-Waldensian narrative.

Some of these techniques are direct insults. It is about, first and
foremost, the comparison with dogs that go back to their vomit.2° “But,
returning to [his] vomit, he [Waldo] did not stop gathering and sending
out disciples”.?" In most cases, this expression applied to relapsed heretics.

There were shameful euphemisms for heresies. First, it was an
allegorical comparison to little foxes — an allusion to Song of Solomon
2:15.22 “These foxes go forth to waste the Lord’s vineyard, pitiful and utterly
shameful persons, they have usurped the work of preaching, wholly or
nearly illiterate, or rather non-spiritual”.??

Much more frequent was the comparison of the heretical danger to
poison and infection:*

“And there is great danger that this sect will be overextended to include
many Catholics of both sexes, who will be tempted to apostatize from the
Catholic faith and be fatally infected with the heretical poison unless a
Christian army stands in their way”.?

Turning back to the theory of embodiment of feelings, the comparison
of heretics with diseases could be more than a metaphor: they are believed
to be “dead inside”.2® The very body of heretics changes physically
under the influence of their impious beliefs. For the medieval writers,
Jews, Muslims, and heretics belonged to the same kind, even from a
“corporal” point of view: they all had “the primordial passions, which
disturb the peace of the holy”.?” This question was deeply studied by
Reima Vilimaki.“® Here, more important is not the cause, but the aim
of such a pattern.

The metaphor of the human body and its diseases exists nowadays.
Critical discourse analysis of this metaphor, made by Andreas Musolff,
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showed that “just as it is imperative for a successful medical therapy to
eliminate all agents of disease in case of a serious illness, so any socio-
political elements of the nation that threaten its existence have to be
eliminated.”?” The labeling of the heretics as a disease legitimizes violence
against them.

In the quoted example, the aim of the author seems to be almost the
same: to show how wrong and dangerous heretics are. Grado Giovanni
Merlo demonstrated that coercion to the Orthodoxy (namely the Catholic
faith) goes through the creation of scary images of heretics.’® With the
Waldenses, such changing of the image was especially necessary. The
real Waldensian doctrine did not include any scandalous matters, such
as human sacrifice, that could automatically prevent the majority of the
population from joining this sect. On the contrary, their life was the perfect
following of the Gospels’ orders. An anonymous cleric, a Dominican monk
or a catholic priest, wrote ca. 1260 in the diocese of Passau:

“Among all the sects that are or have been, there is no one more destructive
to the church of God than the Leonists,?" and for three reasons: [...] Thirdly,
because, while all the others with monstrous blasphemies of God bring
horror to those who hear God, these Leonists, having a great appearance
of piety — by the fact that they live righteously before men and believe
properly in everything about God and all the articles that are contained
in the symbol — only they blaspheme the Roman Church and the clergy,
whom the multitude of the laity can easily believe” .32

Here is a concept of species pietatis — “appearance of piety”. It means
that heretics with high moral qualities were presented as hypocritical ones
allegedly dissolute inside. There was a contrast between the external purity
of a heretic and his/her internal evil. This species pietatis is a tool used
by heretics to seduce miserable believers with their fake outer piety.33

Such a polemical thesis enabled the clergy to accuse any person
regardless of his/her behavior.

According to the clergy, there are two awful crimes that heretics could
do secretly: orgies and preaching.

Heretics were described as morally weak, promiscuous, and indulging
in sexual orgies in the dark.** For the first time, such accusations were used
in the 2nd century against Christians themselves,*> and from the 4th, this
weapon was turned against Christian dissidents. It was St. Epiphanius of
Salamis (t 403) who described a Christian sect in which members not only
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practiced promiscuity in the night but also consumed children conceived
at these gatherings.3¢
The Waldenses were blamed for nocturnal debauchery too:

[About what happens in a synagogue®] “They eat and drink with great
joy, starting when the peoples of the earth go to sleep, after drinking and
eating they put out the light, saying: who has, holds,*® and those men and
women next step they hug each other and stay like that until dawn”.3?

During the 11th and 12th centuries, heretics were also blamed for
child sacrifice and cannibalism. Ademar of Chabannes (+ around 1034)
claims that a peasant-heresiarch had with him ashes of dead*® children,
which functioned as a magic powder: everybody, who took it occasionally
with food or drink, became a heretic and could not resist a heresiarch.*!
In the first centuries of the Waldensian movement, these accusations
disappeared, only to return later during the witch-hunting of the Late
Middle Ages.

The absence of gossip about this immoral behavior was tried to explain
by the secret character of this part of the doctrine. Heretics operate in secret
(even when they preach publicly).*? “They preach in secret and private
places”.* The switch to secret preaching was made in the circumstances
of growing inquisitorial persecution at the beginning of the 14th century.
The most famous “inquisitor of heretical depravity” of Toulouse Bernard
Gui (t around 1331) mentioned the existence of “strangers” who should
not be present at the Waldensian rites for security reasons.** The same
attitude was registered in 1335 on the other side of the Alps.*> Since the
real Church of Christ should preach openly “under the light” (Matthew
10:27), all who preach secretly were seen as heretics.

The arrival of such heretics was announced in the Bible (2 Peter 2:1,
1 Timothy 4:1, Revelation 13:1): heretics, including the Waldenses, are
false prophets.® This accusation was reciprocal: the Waldenses named
the Catholic prelates Judei prophetas, et scribe et pharisei.*” It shows that
both the catholic clergy and the heretics had the same cultural Christian
background and operated the same topoi for offending their opponents.

Apparently, not all heretics were prophets: the Church separated a
“clerical core” from common believers. This core was imagined in contrast
with the Catholic clergy which had knowledge from God. The heretical
preachers used not the real sacral doctrine, but cunning tricks. Sophistic
leaders stand out among the naive, deceived believers of heresiarchs.*®
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“When they first turned to ordinary people, because they avoided crafty
and learned people, they said that they knew the best prayers”.*

The reason for the spread of heresy was seen not only in the laziness
of the Catholic clergy but also in their incapacity to confront heresiarchs.
“Often the rhetorical skills of those who hold heretical views are considered
superior to those of Christians, and they therefore expose the listeners to
the danger of being misled”.>? “Let the negligence of the faithful doctors®!
be shamed, who are not so zealous for the truth of the Catholic faith, as
the perfidious Leonists are zealous for the error of unbelief”.5?

An external sign of the heretical Church not being the Church of Christ
was that the heretics are divided and at war with each other, but the true
Church must be united.>? “The Waldensian doctors, who in their errors and
opinions are divided into three groups, and, as a result, cannot create a
church, because the church is united in faith, as it is said by Ephesians 4”54

At the same time, a historian who understands this polemical model
cannot discard the data as completely fictional. Heated debates continue
around the issue of nocturnal orgies.>> Regarding the early Christian
accusation of the 2nd century, we know that it stemmed from the
misunderstanding of concepts of brotherly love and the kiss of peace.>®
Without dipping into victim blaming of the Waldenses, it would be useful
to work on the question of what was hidden beyond such an accusation.

The issue of the inner division of the movement was proved by a source
written by the Waldenses themselves. In 1218, there was a meeting in
Bergamo between the so-called Ultramontani (French branch) and Ytalici
(Lombardian branch).>” Later, this division was discussed in several types
of Catholic sources, but the presence of the original document proved
its reality.

The information about heretical cunning could not be regarded as only
offensive. As was noticed by John Arnold, “A man takes an ox by the horn
and a peasant by the tongue”.>® Inquisitors mastered the art of interrogation.
These protocols became the main source of further accusations and
persecutions. In such a situation, the skill of answering the inquisitors’
questions was crucial for surviving. “They resort to sophisms, hypocrisies,
and evasions in words to avoid being exposed in their errors”.>? Several
instructions for the right response to the inquisitorial questionnaire are
preserved. They could be found in the Anonymous of Passau,® David of
Augsburg (t+ 1272),°" Bohemian Kingdom around 1330.%% The latter source
contains the most illustrative story of the Waldensian legend invented to
deceive an Inquisitor:
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“When you are asked if people come to you who hear confessions and
deliver sermons, answer: ‘Some men came to us who [omitted by the editor]
to us, and carry other household things necessary for women’. And this
way, they escaped imprisonment and deceived the office of investigation
so that none of them was cremated”.®?

All the listed characteristics are found in the works describing the
Waldenses. In addition to the analysis of each of them, one more research
question could be asked: Were the Waldenses such a universal heretical
movement to have all the typical (in the eyes of a Catholic polemicist)
heretical features? Or was this standard set planted by outside authors,
mostly Catholic monks?

2.2. A universal opponent

Reima Valimaki proposed the third possible solution: the refutation of
the “Waldensian errors” was just a convenient tool for demonstrating
the correctness of one’s own opinion during intra-Church polemics. He
claims that “inquisitors tried to brand their opponent as a Waldensian,
even when they almost certainly knew that the accused was not a proper
Waldensian, but a clergyman like themselves” .

This could explain the fact that by the end of the same century, the
number of Waldenses in Europe was gradually decreasing, primarily
due to the intensification of inquisitorial persecution, but the number of
polemical works against the Waldenses was increasing.®® The point at issue
is that sometimes when there is the name “the Waldenses” in a source,
its author would like to talk in reality not about them or about any other
heresy, but about an internal Church problem. The Waldenses here serve
as a metaphor for great sinners. “At that point, the unanswerable quality of
this polemic became supremely evident: no case could be made for Jews,
infidels or heretics”.°® As mentioned above, the Church of God should be
united. This very fact often prevented clerics from repeating the accusation
of heretics in an attempt to point to the errors of fellow prelates. “Whereas
direct polemical attack serves to undermine the opponent, attacks against
a fictional sinner in singular use a strategy of misplaced invective — direct
in its linguistic attack, yet distanced in order not to alienate the listeners.”®”
In this case, prelates — the real target of the accusations — were replaced
by heretics with the aim of attracting attention to the problem and punish
the culprits with maximum severity.
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The coincidence of the development of this or that element of Catholic
doctrine and the persistence with which the inquisitors inquired about it
can be traced. It has been established that the Catholic polemic was “a way
of affirming Christian identity by contrasting it aggressively with heretical
forms of belief”.?® Katrin Utz Tremp shows the dependence between the
opposition of the Waldenses to the church and the establishment of some
dogma in it. According to her, the decrease in the refusal of the Waldensian
oaths is related to the shifting of the attention to purgatory and to the Marian
cult, which the Waldenses at the peak of the church began to challenge
more decisively.®? It is necessary to note that the position of the Catholic
Church in this case somewhat influenced the opinions of the inquisitors
and the authors of polemical treatises, through whose “lens” the medieval
Waldenses are being watched today. The procedure of the inquisitorial
trial was built more on the active role of the inquisitor himself, who had
template questionnaires.”® Cases where an accused said more than was
asked, were comparatively rare. This finding aligns with the data about
heretical doctrine being more contingent on what an inquisitor asked
rather than what the defendant really believed.

2.3. Waldo as a false saint

One of the ways to alienate an opponent is to add to their portrait a small
detail that changes and desacralizes the whole perception one can have
of them. The conversion of Waldo into the “true” faith was modelled in
the Chronicle of Laon (France, 13th century) after the standard medieval
life of a saint but with mocking details:

“On a certain Sunday, when he [Waldo] turned to the crowd, which he
had seen gathered around a juggler (joculator), he was shocked by his
words, and he invited him to his house, and made an effort to listen to him
carefully. That was the part of his story, where Saint Alexis found blessed

peace in his father’s house”.”!

Francesca Tasca points out that despite all the outwardly positive
description of Waldo’s first steps, there is “a red flag”: the reason for the
appeal was not a sermon in the temple, but the story of a juggler-buffoon in
the square. She suggests that this was emphasized specifically to neutralize
its sacred significance.”? The reliability of the story about the life of St.
Alexis has long been the subject of scholarly debate.”® The paper by Tasca
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raises another discussion point: is the very fact of joculator as the initiator
of the Waldo’s conversion humiliating?

Apart from a later image of St. Francis of Assisi (+ 1226) as the “juggler
of God”, there were other earlier examples. Not long before Waldo, there
was another man near Laon, Aybert of Crespin (also known as Aibert of
Tournai, t 1140), who changed his life due to a juggler. This fact did not
prevent him from becoming a Catholic saint.”*

St. Bernard of Clairvaux (+ 1153), a famous and influential Catholic
author, also described jugglers’ performances as “pleasant, respectable,
serious, attractive, that can delight the looks of celestial spectators”.”> King
David himself is treated by Bernard as “playing in the face of God”.”® Here,
real jugglers perform as the metaphorical opposition to “jugglers of God”.””
Using the scheme proposed by Tasca that the description of the Waldo's
public speech was a mirror to the jugglers, it is possible to assume that
Waldo could play the role not of a terrestrial, but a celestial juggler. This
“mirror” could be traced also in the comparison of jugglers and public
penitents.”® Waldo’s first act after his conversion, the distribution of his
possessions as alms, is essentially a public penance for former wealth.

2.4. Devil worship

From the Late Middle Ages, interest in the contact between a man and
the devil began to grow throughout Europe. As Herbert Grundmann, a
well-known specialist in Medieval religious movements, noted:

“«Judges of heresy and moralists of the worst sort, however, easily stoked
ordinary people’s horror of night-time underground gatherings of men
and women into incredible fantasies». This fantasy was ‘Luciferan” heresy,
a belief in a diabolical sect that worshipped Satan or demons in night-
time orgies that included incest and child-murder. «Scholars following
him [Herbert Grundmann] have convincingly deconstructed the sect of
Luciferans as a clerical fantasy and imagined heresy — often precisely
against Waldensians»”.”?

Such evidence appeared in the records of Waldensian interrogations,
for example, in 1315 in Schweidnitz (today Polish Swidnica near
Wroctaw) and at the same time in the Austrian Krems:
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“And it seems to them that everything around becomes gold, and the
heavens appear before them, and a golden throne, and Lucifer in supreme
power, and angels fly around; and from that moment they are servants
of Lucifer”.80

At the same time, other authors, including such experienced
inquisitors as Bernard Gui®' or polemist David of Augsburg,® rejected
these accusations. There are two possibilities here: either the worship of
Lucifer was a regional feature of Waldensianism (which is unlikely), or
the local inquisitors were influenced by anti-devil hysteria, confusing the
Waldenses with the Cathars (who, as dualists, were accused of worshiping
Lucifer/Devil/evil god, the creator of all material things). The data do not
seem to be planted into the protocols, and the subject of devil adoration is
absent from this trial’s questionnaire.?? Since this information is scattered
and rejected in other contemporary sources, it can be assumed that the
inquisitors forced the accused (under torture or trickery) to confess their
connection with hellish forces. The issue of Luciferianism of the Waldenses
was deeply discussed by Jarostaw Szymarnski®* and Magdalena Ogérek, %
who hold opposite views.

A stereotyped description of the adoration of Lucifer was also used
in the allegations against the Waldenses. The Devil comes to his slaves
as a goat, a monkey, or, most often, a cat. They kneel down before the
beast and kiss him “at the opposite side”. This process could be seen in
the illustration of Sermo contra sectam Vaudensium by Johann Tinctor
(+ 1469)% . Sometimes Satan set his servants — demons — in the form of
animals: “And another demon who was worshiped in the form of a cat,
who is called Temon, and also another who was worshiped in the form of
a goat.” Initially, this topos had been used with regards to the Cathars®
but following the extermination of this movement, it was extended to the
Waldenses and witches as well.

2.5. Witches on broomsticks

At the end of the Middle Ages, the popularity of the heretical topos in
Western Europe started to fall, but the “witch-hunting” began to grow.

The Waldensian texts contain one of the first descriptions of the Sabbath
in Europe (trial in Pinerolo near Turin, 1387-88).
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“She [woman — leader of the regional branch of the sect] kept a large toad
under the bed, which she fed with meat and bread and cheese. When he
[the inquisitor] was asked why she was keeping it, he answered, that she
might make the aforesaid potion [which they drink during the Sabbath]
out of its excrements.”%

Starting from the early 15th century, there had been many rumors
about a new sect in the Alpine region. Its members were mostly women
(witches) flying on brooms. Inquisitor Claude of Toulouse, who had been
waging anti-witchcraft campaign in Savoy since 1428, wrote about the
origin of this sect “from Lyon” (not directly mentioning the Waldenses, but
recalling that one of their names was “poor of Lyon”, Waldo’s hometown).

In 1429-1430, a large inquisitorial process in Fribourg in Switzerland
was conducted by the Dominican inquisitor Ulrich von Torrenté from
Lausanne. There are no records of the persecutions in 1429; only the
treasurer’s accounts of the city of Fribourg were preserved. The accounts
are written in French and here the prisoners are referred to as vaudois
and their crimes as vaudoisie. These terms had an initial translation
“Waldensens” and “Waldensianism”, but then the meaning “sorcerers,
witches” and “sorcery, witchcraft” was added. The problem is that it is
impossible to establish an exact moment in time when “Waldensianism”
started to mean “sorcery, witchcraft”.?® During the next process, in 1437,
by the term vaudoises they certainly understood “sorcerers, witches”.

Mixing of the topoi of the Waldenses and witches was studied by
Franck Mercier and Martine Ostorero.”! The process could be summarized
in the next table:

Year | Place Case

Krems and

1315 Schweidnitz

the Waldenses worship Lucifer

the Waldenses organize Shabbat with sexual

1388 | Alpine Valleys orgy and witch potion

1427 | Alpine Valleys | inhabitants practice magic

1428 | Alpine Valleys | the sect of broom-flyers is of Lyonnais origin

1428 | Alpine Valleys | gazzart = Waldensian

1430 | Fribourg vaudoises = both the Waldenses and witches
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Year | Place Case
1440 | Alpine Valleys | the Waldenses = witches

1447 | Fribourg vaudoises = witches

Waldensian lohaneta is a witch flying on a

1449 | Alpine Valleys broom

women flying on brooms signed as les

1451 IS—Z\?Q and vaudoises on a margin (first such picture in
Y the history)”?
1460 | Arras the Waldenses = witches

It is important to note that once again the Waldenses were in the
spotlight of Western European religious history. No scholar asserts that
they really practiced witchcraft; Wolfgang Behringer in his article How
Waldensians Became Witches: Heretics and Their Journey to the Other
World, shows the features of their daily life and doctrine that could lead
to such conclusions.?

Thus, according to the Catholic narrative, during the Middle Ages,
the Waldenses accumulated all the possible negative features of
heretics. Sometimes the Waldenses personified an enemy, “the other”.
In other situations, their imaginary negative qualities were exaggerated
to emphasize the danger and make the Roman Catholic Church purify
itself and unite.

3. The Waldenses in Historiography

Modern historiography has not lost its interest in the Waldenses.
Considering the previous bias of the medieval Catholic authors, first
Protestant scholars created an opposite, extremely positive image of a
Waldensian, similar to the one of a Bogomil in the Bulgarian national
narrative.

Later historiography used them as an example for different theories,
such as Marxism. Due to the lack of data, as often happens with Medieval
Studies, it led to improper conclusions. The Waldenses have become a
rhetorical device yet again, when their importance has been exaggerated
to make a point in the research.
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3.1. Predecessors of the Protestants

The situation with the perception of the Waldenses changed with
the beginning of the Reformation: for the first time, they were positively
marked by authors outside the sect.

The first Protestant preachers began to actively search for their
predecessors in history, those who would carry “the fire of true faith in the
darkness of the Middle Ages”, and found them in the same Waldenses,**
emphasizing common points in teaching and ignoring differences.”® The
piquancy of the situation is that it was the Catholics who invented the
idea of the Protestants as the descendants of the Medieval heresies (an
offensive idea from the Catholic point of view).

After realizing their mistake, the Catholics offered another version
of the roots of Waldensianism. They started to talk about Waldo as an
“unrealized St. Francis of Assisi”®” or St. Dominic.?® Indeed, there is much
in common between the original ideology and statutes of the Franciscans,
Dominicans, and early groups of the Waldenses who turned back to
Roman Catholic Church (the “Poor Catholics” and the “Reconciled
Poor”).9 All groups emerged at about the same time and under the same
circumstances. Later, these ex-Waldenses groups (together with their
collective property) became members of the Catholic monastic orders. This
gives the reason to some authors — supporters of the Roman Church - to
underestimate the importance of the heretical component of the teaching
of the first Waldenses, focusing exclusively on factors common to them and
Catholics. In addition, as the latest studies show, the medieval Waldenses
did not share the fundamental Protestant concept of “salvation by faith”.1%

It could be concluded here that the medieval Waldenses were neither
“proto-Protestants” nor Catholics, but an independent religious movement
that was born inside the Catholic Church, and left it for a number of
reasons.

3.2. Class Theory against statistical and computer analysis

There is no consensus about the social structure of the Waldensian
movement. Existing scarce data are highly controversial, the same as the
opinions of scholars.’" The most radical statement belongs to Friedrich
Engels, who used the Waldenses to illustrate his class theory. He described
this movement as the reaction of patriarchal alpine shepherds to the
penetration of feudalism.'%2 This approach effectively eliminated the
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possibility of studying Waldensianism in the territory of the Soviet Union.
Even though the social element in the religious movements of the High
Middle Ages could not be discarded,'®* its superiority was not proved.

The publication of numerous sources enabled various types of
quantitative analysis, which revealed new trends and facts. The severity
of punishment (the number of burned convicts) was discovered to be
lower.'%* One of the best examples is the work of Jean-Paul Rehr, devoted
to the inquisitorial protocols of 1245-1246.'% The main conclusion that the
author makes is that the inquisitors were not really interested in exposing
heresy and finding all possible heretics, but in constructing an accusation
against narrow circles of influential families. For example, when answering
a typical inquisitorial question “who else was involved in this?” after
listing a few interesting names, they were satisfied with the phrase “and
others”, instead of interviewing everyone in detail and writing down all the
data.'% Everything points to the conclusion that this process was politically
arranged. The reasons for such an order are currently unknown, but the
very fact of its finding changes the view of the credibility of the data we
receive from this type of sources. In this example, the sources from the
Languedoc show us a relatively high status of the accused. However, it is
unclear if there were no poor Waldenses or if they were not mentioned
because the inquisitors tried to accuse only some rich families and did
not care about others.

3.3. Gender issues

The Waldenses were not left out of gender studies: the relationship
between women and the Bible in the Middle Ages is studied often on the
basis of data about the Waldenses.'”” The female role in the movement
became the subject of many papers and was always presented as quite high
because, at an early stage, women were also allowed to preach among
the Waldenses.'% In contemporary Latin sources, the Waldensian women
preachers are called “poor women” (mulieres pauperes) or “silly women”
(mulierculae). Biblical scholars see this as an opposition to teaching among
women in the early Church.'® These mulierculae are actually mentioned
in every early work."° However, the opponents of the Waldenses argued
that the latter allowed women not to preach, but rather to seduce, as Eve
seduced Adam.'"" It is safe to presume that this is related to the fact that
silent Blessed Mary was ideal for Catholic polemicists. Over time, women
preachers disappear from the pages of historical sources.
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However, the very role of women in the early Waldensian movement
started to be reconsidered in the latest papers. Thanks to the new research
on inquisitorial protocols, we know that the number of women was lower
than commonly believed."?

The image of a woman-preacher seems to have to be reconsidered as
well. It is noteworthy that Waldensian sources are silent about this female
duty; it means that there is no information about how the Waldenses
justified women'’s right to preach, or whether it was equal to men’s in
their eyes. Perhaps, within the community, the role of a woman was
initially classified as more auxiliary. In Latin, there are terms such as
actually preaching (praedicare), encouraging (exhortare), or giving advice
(admonere). It is possible to translate all three as “preach”, but in the
Middle Ages, the first one had a much stronger religious load and was
rather perceived as “reserved” for specially authorized persons, while the
other two could be allowed for others as well. In his “statute”, Durand of
Osca (highly educated cleric and founder of ex-Waldensian communities
“Poor Catholics”) used exhortare to describe their intentions to preach.'"?
In his defense of secular preaching, Peter Chantor (+ 1197) also uses
exhortare and admonere.'™ Catholic authors choose praedicare in their
accusations against the Waldenses. This allows to hypothesize that the
Waldenses did not necessarily allow their women to preach in the most
radical sense of the word; they were more involved in intellectual charity
work. For example, there is trustworthy evidence about a woman who
read the Gospel of John to a sick female friend.'" Catholic polemicists,
while using the first term, tried to emphasize the scale of the heretical
problem and intensify their attacks.

4. Reasons

Such “ubiquity” of the Waldensian “heresy” has different reasons. First,
the Waldenses, unlike the Hussites or the Dulcinians, were not a local
phenomenon. In the period of its greatest prosperity, the Waldensian
itinerant preacher could be found over a wide area, from Stettin on the
Baltic coast to Tarragona in Spain. Thus, they were a global pan-European
problem for the papacy, local authorities, and the Inquisition. Secondly,
accordingly, the Waldenses were actively written about — many sources
have come down to nowadays, created both by the Waldenses and their
opponents.

199



NEC Yearbook 2022-2023

Thirdly, modern researchers do not doubt the very fact of the existence
of the Waldenses. Not only the aforementioned Luciferianism but also the
“Heresy of a Free Spirit” are proven to be an invention of the Medieval
inquisitors. There is a great discussion around the Cathars. It means such
movements could not be regarded as a universal example anymore, and
the Waldenses have taken their place.

Finally, the Waldenses (as part of the Protestant Church) exist now.
They have their own historians, museums, publishing house, and even a
High School (Facolta Valdese di Teologia di Roma).''®

All of the above makes the Waldenses one of the most popular
medieval heretical movements among both medieval authors and today’s
scholars. Moreover, it makes the Waldensian movement not only yet
another European medieval religious movement but a universal topos of
“the other”.

5. Conclusions

Over the past 850 years, the Waldenses have often been presented in the
heretical narrative. This movement has been the embodiment of the very
idea of heresy. The Catholic Church used all available tools against it:
from the incorporation of the proto-monastical communities (the “Poor
Catholics” and the “Reconciled Poor”) to the crusades. Their image was
othered in all possible ways to create the most terrifying impression: they
were false saints, guilty of the sin of vainglory, Lucifer worshipers, and
witches. Dead inside, they were spreading a heretical contagion around
them, and even if the Roman Church made repent — they turned back
to their errors as a dog returns to its vomit. The Waldensian magisters
were cunning false prophets, scribes, and Pharisees, seducing silly weak
peasants. The former attracted the latter with the “appearance of piety”, but
in reality, they organize sexual orgies during their secret night gatherings.
Nevertheless, the Roman Catholic plans to win this battle because it is
united and preaches openly, as a real Church of God, and because it has
real divine knowledge, whereas heretics pervert the Scripture, hiding in
dens and are divided. This image of the ultimate evil was used by the clerics
to debate inner Church issues, naming their opponents “Waldensians”.
It equates to the Waldenses becoming stereotyped heretics. This
amalgamation had very important consequences. First, they accumulate
in themselves all the possible accusations of the heretics, and it hides
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their uniqueness beyond Catholic fantasies. Second, their name could be
attributed to other people, which exaggerated the number of sectarians,
and imported foreign, but not so obviously false as open insults, features
to the Waldensian doctrine.

Atthe same time, in their own narratives, the Waldenses were presented
as martyrs for the true Church of Christ. This line was supported by the
Protestants in the Modern Era.

The Waldenses as a typical religious dissident movement continue to
occupy an important “place in memory” of modern scholars. Most large
schools in historiography, including socio-economic history and gender
studies, have the Waldensian movement within their purview, sometimes
exaggerating their significance. All this “omnipresence” of medieval
Waldensianism “seduces” scholars to dramatize the significance and
dispersion of the movement, and, what is less obvious but much more
dangerous, to be less critical of works of their predecessors.

Thus, as it was shown in the example of the Waldensian women, it
is never enough to interpret the Catholic medieval sources “from the
contrary”, omitting all the insults and non-true statements."'” Even the
choice of the Latin word exhortare instead of praedicare could lead to
the conclusion that the Waldensian women were rather more occupied
by wide devout reading and teaching at home than preaching to the mass
audience.

Other insulting accusations should be reinterpreted as well. In parallel
with early Christians, secret night gatherings could be understood as
clandestine preaching meetings in situations of inquisitorial persecution.
The Waldensians were forced to be tricky under interrogation, and their
opponents exaggerated their educational level and homiletic abilities to
shame contemptuous prelates.

The Waldensian movement is a throughline of the European religious
dissident history through the centuries. Thanks to their presence on large
territories and in different social strata, the Waldensian sources could
provide data not only on the history of religion, but also on social history
or microhistory, or the history of mentality. Cultural history could consider
their role as picture-perfect Other.
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