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The eastern Pyrenees and Roussillon, now
in southern France but until the seventeenth
century part of the kingdom of Aragon (and
later of a unified Spain), was the focus of
the third tour to this region led by Richard
Eales and organised by Pamela Marshall that
took place in September/October 2017. A
second leg of the tour (with some differences
in composition) moved onto Carcassonne
and re-visited sites explored on the first
excursion in October 2007 (reported in CSG
Journal 21, 89-101). This section covers the
sites seen on the first leg.
 The medieval region was made up of a
number of counties that emerged from the
Carolingian empire, one long-standing
feature being the role of the Archbishops of
Narbonne as significant landowners and a
political power. But at this time the frontier
between Spain and France was not at the
Pyrenees, as it is today, but lay to the north
of Roussillon, which was ruled by the
Counts of Barcelona, who from 1137 were
also kings of Aragon. In understanding it as
a frontier zone, therefore, it is necessary to
remember that the present frontier was not
established until 1659: and to this day the
signs are bilingual in French and Catalan.
For long a disputed territory, the frontier
between Aragon and the French kingdom –
following its successful exploitation of the
Albigensian crusade to assert royal power
over the local nobility – was established by
the treaty of Corbeil in 1258, when James I
of Aragon abandoned claims to lands to its
north with the exception of Montpellier.
This left Aragonese Roussillon with its
centre at Perpignan facing territory ruled
(counting from the west at the Mediterra-

nean to the Pyrenees), by the archbishops of
Narbonne, the viscounts of Carcassonne and
the counts of Foix  marked on the French side
by many strong and recently built castles –
such as Aguilar, Queribus and Peyrepertuse,
whose role was determined much more by
being guardians of this frontier than by the
crusade against the Cathars that had been the
ostensible raison d’être for the arrival of
northern French armies.
  The territory thus created is crossed from
west to east by several large rivers (the Agly,
Tech and Tet) flowing into the
Mediterranean, and high ground in the form
of the Corbières mountains and the massif
of the Canigou, with the Pyrenees to the
south, forming a looming, permanent
backdrop. Unfortunately, this terrain also
made it impossible to access many of the
(ruinous) castle sites in these uplands. Some
of the fortified towns were provided with
modern artillery fortresses for Louis XIV by
Vauban after the frontier moved down to the
Pyrenees, several of which featured in the
tour. Prior to that, artillery fortification had
come to the region in the form of the
remarkable because genuinely transitional
fortress of Salses built by the Spanish north
of Perpignan to protect the province from
the French at the very end of the fifteenth
century (see below). The mountainous
landscape also provided homes for a large
number of monasteries including several
with substantial remains of the Romanesque
style, themselves built on sites originally
established in Carolingian times.
 A further historical development
impacting on the castles was the settlement
of Roussillon, Montpellier and the Balearic
Islands on a junior branch of the Aragonese
royal family which ruled as kings of
Majorca from 1276. They were responsible
for the magnificent Palace at Perpignan and
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for much of the castle of Collioure. This
dynasty came to an end when the senior
branch of the family reasserted its rule in
1343.
Perpignan (Pyrénees Orientales): the
Castillet and Palace of Kings of Majorca
The city of Perpignan has a number of
surviving medieval buildings. One of the
most striking is the Castillet, an imposing pair
of linked gateways, the earlier part dating
from 1368, with a wing added when the
territory was under the temporary control of
France in 1462-93. The earlier gate (now
blocked and enclosed to form a ticket office)
is flanked by two towers with prominent
beaks, the later is a plain rectangle added to
one side, at an angle. Being constructed of the
same brickwork, the century gap between the
two parts can be missed unless the detail is
studied – one clue is the gun loops in the later
building. Now open to the public who chiefly
use it for the fine views of the city available
from the roof, the Castillet spent much of its
life as a prison [Fig.1].
  The Palace of the Kings of Majorca is
located on a hill contained within the third
extension of the city walls and is now
invisible from the outside, because it has
been surrounded by a large bastioned
artillery fortress erected in the sixteenth
century under emperor Charles V then
extended under Philip II of Spain,
themselves following the addition of another
gate during Louis XI’s fifteenth century
French occupation when it served as a
citadel, which is incorporated into the
sixteenth century ramparts. As the visitor
walks through a cavernous, twisting passage
and several gates, however, a complete
thirteenth century palace suddenly comes
into view across a wide courtyard [Fig.2].
Quadrangular in form with corner towers
(complete with talus) and an impressive

(restored) gatehouse screened by a barbican,
and surrounded by a deep ditch, the
palace/castle has been the subject of recently
published thorough investigation as a result
of which many of the earlier assumptions
about it have been abandoned. It is
constructed of a style and size of local brick
known as the cairó, which appears to have
been first used for structures built by Kings
and mendicant orders starting in the
thirteenth century, before becoming used
more widely. It helps date this building. It
is now believed that it was planned by 1270
and completed within twenty five years (and
even possibly by 1285), to a single design
and in a single building operation.
  A major discovery was that there is a large
cistern (16x8m, 440m3) under the courtyard,
in turn lending credence to an otherwise
unevidenced chronicle story that the King
escaped this way in 1285 during the
conflicts arising from the War of the Sicilian
Vespers. The gate tower is described as the
donjon (tour de l’homage, a direct
translation of the Spanish Torre de
Homenaje). Behind it, at first floor level, is
a colonnaded platform looking over the
inner courtyard sometimes described as a
throne room.
  The palace also contains an enormous great
hall, two storeys high, two chapels (one
above the other) [Figs. 3, 4 and 5] that retain
much of their original wall painting, in a
very large tower built opposite the gate
tower, with two small open courts, one on
each side separated from the courtyard by
screen walls, and royal apartments (for the
king and the queen) along with space of
uncertain use but likely to have provided
additional accommodation. The high
standard of the accommodation and the
quality of the building stands as testimony
to the determination of these rulers to
demonstrate that despite the small extent of
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their realm they were truly kings. Sadly, no
evidence has been found identifying those in
charge of the building works. Although the
building is complete, unfortunately the space
outside, some of it believed to have
constituted gardens, has been largely lost
under the later defences, and access to the
exterior is limited to the front by the continued
military occupation of part of the site.
  The city was itself protected by powerful
walls. A long stretch survives, well provided
with arrow loops, and dated to the period
1270-1320 (i.e. during the time of the Kings
of Mallorca). They indicate that the city as
well as the palace was the object of
significant investment. The cathedral is
oddly built onto the side, and at a different
angle from, an older, smaller church, and
what is there today is largely fifteenth
century or later.
Narbonne (Aude)
The city of Narbonne was of Roman origin
and there are many Roman remains,
including an underground horreum
comprising numerous small cellars and
passages, now converted into a museum,
and a vast collection of Roman stone
carvings filling up a redundant church,
many of them preserved when the city walls
(which they had decorated) were
demolished in the nineteenth century. The
city is connected to the sea by the river
Aude, and its location helped ensure its
enduring prosperity. During the third
century (in common with many Roman
cities at that time) a reduced circuit was
provided with walls, but it continued to
survive and eventually expanded again from
the tenth century with the creation of a
bourg on the other side of the river. The
archbishop’s palace incorporates a section
of the Roman wall. The archbishops, as a
major regional power, were in regular

conflict with the viscounts who controlled
the rest of the city. The city walls have gone
but much of the medieval town plan can be
reconstructed.
  The large towers on the front of the palace
date from the thirteenth century, while the
donjon of (archbishop) Gilles Aycelin was
built around 1300 [Fig. 6]. This massive
rectangular tower is 42 metres high and has
four vaulted chambers of which the top is
provided with five shooting positions in
three embrasures. Some of the interiors of
the domestic rooms below were
modernised in the seventeenth century.
  The current façade of the palace complex
owes much (unfortunately) to the attentions
of Viollet-le-Duc. There are two palaces
side by side, the older surrounding the Cour
de la Madeleine on the far side of which
stands a Carolingian tower (i.e. ninth or
tenth century), last remnant of the original
church, with a top storey added to turn it
into a bell tower (the Clocher Théodard)
[Fig. 7]. The new palace is now home to a
major archaeological museum, while the
old includes a spectacular painted ceiling
of the 13th century, the decoration of which
includes many scenes of medieval warfare.
  The palaces abut the cathedral, which is
in fact only the apse of what was intended.
Only the east end was ever built. It was part
of a plan for a building of gigantic
proportions started in 1272 (the vaults rise
40 metres), the project eventually being
given up fifty years later. The bare columns
of the unfinished transept are silent
testimony to the triumph of grandiose
ambition over practical reality, while inside
the completed section the highlight is
undoubtedly the uncovered 14th century
painted carvings of purgatory and the
mouth of hell, preserved because they spent
centuries covered over [Fig. 8].
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Fig. 1 Perpignan Castillet - two period gatehouse Fig. 2 Perpignan Palais des Rois - frontage and gate tower

Fig. 3  Perpignan Palais des Rois - courtyard looking
towards the two chapels

Fig. 4 Perpignan Palais des Rois great hall

Fig. 5. Left:  Perpignan Palais des Rois - Upper chapel
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Fig. 6  Narbonne -donjon of Archbishop Gilles Aycelin, c.1300 Fig. 7 Narbonne Clocher Theodard (Carolingian tower).

Fig. 8. Below: Narbonne Cathedral - 14C purgatory reached through the splendid gate on the left.
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Durban-Corbières (Aude)
The hill top castle of Durban-Corbières
belonged to vassals of the viscounts of
Narbonne. It dates from the eleventh century
originally but what stands today is a main
block dating from the thirteenth [Fig. 9], its
sixteenth century windows identifying its
continued occupation, a round tower at one
end and a wall of a rectangular donjon at the
other. The village over which it stands still
boasts a modest town gate towards the castle.
Aguilar (Aude)
It proved impossible to access one of the
most significant castles of the region, so it
was viewed from a distance [Fig. 10].
Aguilar is named after the ‘rock of the
eagles’ on which it stands, an isolated, steep
hill almost 300 metres high, dominating a
surrounding plain, and within sight of the
border established by the treaty of Corbeil,
overlooking the road between Perpignan and
Narbonne. The original castrum dated back
to the eleventh century, but the current castle
was built in the thirteenth, its lord having
submitted to the King of France in 1241.
The outer walls, built from 1261, have open
backed round towers, and surround
(concentrically) the massive walls of the
inner ward, which once formed the earlier
castrum. Originally erected in the twelfth
century, the towers of the inner ward were
strengthened, and new accommodation
erected, after the castle became royal. It was
one of the five ‘daughters of Carcassonne’.
That the only road was barred to buses was
extremely disappointing.
Castelnou (Pyrénées orientales)
South-west of Perpignan, at a point where
the land rises towards the Pyrenees, stands
the attractive small hilltop town of
Castelnau. First mentioned in the tenth
century – when it was described as a

‘castrum novum’ – it belonged to the counts
of Besalu, one of the major lordships
emerging in the region. In due course it
became a substantial lordship in its own
right under its own viscounts, stretching
along the valley of the river Tech as far as
Villefranche (the next place to be visited).
The presently existing village and the castle
that stands above it were founded by around
1200. In the 1290s it was captured by King
Peter of Aragon, and after the extinction of
its noble owners in 1321 it became crown
property. From this time also dates a
remarkable series of watchtowers
established on intervisible peaks, one of
which was visible from Castelnou – others
would be seen during the week. The walls
of the town standing today date from the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (they are
first documented in 1290) [Fig. 11], and the
surviving gate is from the fourteenth. The
small castle erected on top of the hill and
connecting at points with the town wall was
unfortunately the victim of nineteenth
century neo-medieval ‘repairs’ and
reconstruction and although genuine
medieval masonry is plentiful, it is hard to
make sense of the thoroughly abused
original [Fig. 12].
Villefranche de Conflent (Pyrénées
Orientales)
Further up the valley of the Tech, and at a
confluence of two rivers, there stands
beneath high mountains on either side the
town of Villefranche le Conflent. A
UNESCO world heritage site, its foundation
is attested in a charter from the Count of
Cerdagne in 1091. By the time of James I it
was a centre of royal government. The town
is long and narrow, built around two parallel
streets, standing alongside the river, and the
town walls date originally from the mid
thirteenth century, with half-round towers
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added in the following century, and one, the
Tour du Diable [Fig. 13], in the fifteenth (it
has gun loops). At some point the town was
extended to the east. After 1669, it was
massively modernised with the construction
of four large bastions at its corners. Five of
the nine medieval towers survive in some
form. Inside the town are many medieval
buildings, most notably the Romanesque
church, the bell tower (which only became
such in the seventeenth century), a fourteenth
century tower called the ‘hospital’ [Fig. 14],
and another, later (c.1200) clock tower.  It is
now possible to walk around the internal
passageways built into the ramparts much
strengthened in the early modern
refortification.
On a crest two hundred metres above the
town, Vauban also planned the construction
of Fort Libéria, from which it is possible to
obtain magnificent views of the whole
medieval town below. The Fort remained in
use, was actually further modernised under
Napoleon III, and held German prisoners in
the First World War.
The next site was the eleventh century mon-
astery of St Martin de Canigou, high up in
the mountain of that name, with striking
Romanesque architecture on display in a large
rectangular tower and a lower church and
crypt; and at the final destination of the day,
Vernet-les-Bains, there is a reconstructed
medieval tower described as a donjon dating
from the eleventh century, when it was
donated by the count to the abbey of St
Martin, but it had been damaged by the
abbot’s brother (c.1200) then served as a barn.
It is adjacent to the church, which was forti-
fied.
The valley of the Tech
The next stage was the valley of the river
Tech itself, heading towards its source in the
Pyrenees and taking in two Romanesque

abbeys. St Michel de Cuixa, standing high
above the town of Prades, had been founded
in 879, by a vassal of Count Wilfred the
Hairy. The church dated from the late tenth
century, and the complex was rebuilt, again,
in 1020-40, when a spectacular tower was
added. The fine cloister, with many
carvings, dates from the twelfth century.
The abbey had links with Cluny.
Serrebonne Priory, which stands at an
altitude of more than six hundred metres,
was founded by two local nobles in 1052
and is Augustinian. It too was rebuilt, in the
twelfth century. Inside, the curved tribune
is particularly striking.
The town of Prats de Mollo stands near the
frontier with Spain and was provided with
a wall in the fourteenth century. It is divided
into upper and lower sections, divided by a
river flowing down into the Tech. The old
town was first mentioned in 1240. Payments
were recorded for the completion of the
fortifications in 1280. In 1360, a royal
instruction called for their repair and further
repairs were carried out in the 1390s and
1480s. At one end of the old town stands the
Spain Gate, an odd example of a medieval
gate extended rather than replaced during
the seventeenth century works to modernise
the town’s defences, a process that left much
medieval stonework but replaced the wall
tops and much else [Fig. 15].
Above the town stands Fort Lagarde,
reached by a covered way, rebuilt following
a local revolt in 1667-70 following advice
from Vauban. Integrated into the interior of
the fort is one of the series of watch towers
built in the fourteenth century – this one first
mentioned in 1308. From it, one can see
another on a peak five kilometres away. The
simple two storey structure contains a very
narrow spiral staircase to the roof in the
thickness of the wall [Fig. 16].
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Fig. 9 Durban-Corbieres - castle interior Fig. 10 Aguilar on its hill

Fig. 11 Castelnou town gate 14th century Fig. 12 Castelnou - castle from below

Fig. 13 Villefranche sur Conflent Tour du diable on town
ramparts, Clocher behind

Fig. 14 Villefranche sur Conflent - hopital tower
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Fig. 15 Prats de Mollo - town gate  seen from within the
post-medieval outwork.

Fig. 16 Prats de Mollo - 1308 watch tower preserved inside
Fort Lagarde

Fig. 17 Arles sur Tech Abbey of St Marie 12C cloister and
11C tower.
Fig. 19 Collioure -inner castle from 14-16C rampart, donjon
centre of picture.

Fig. 18 Collioure - view from beach. The medieval core is
on the right of picture.
Fig. 20 Ste Eulalie, Elne - capital, warriors behind a gate.
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Visible from the fort are the remains of the
castle associated with the town, called
Periloux. First mentioned in the tenth
century, the present remains date from the
1240s. It is suggested that the hill top on
which it stands may have been the site of
the original settlement (castrum), which
moved downhill to the river at that date,
leaving the castle outside, in the hands of
royal constables. It is now on private land,
the medieval remains quite ruinous, but an
interesting example of how settlement
occurred and royal control was asserted
during these years.
Further back down the valley stands the
town of Arles-sur-Tech, containing the
abbey of Ste Marie, a complex provided
with four towers: two are bell towers, and
two are secular structures with some aspects
of being defensible. The abbey was also
founded under Wilfred the Hairy, the church
as it stands was built late eleventh century
and the towers (according to Laurent Salch)
date from c. 1050. There is an attractive
mid-twelfth century cloister [Fig. 17].  The
town had a wall first mentioned in 1290 and
some evidence of earlier enclosures, while
one gate tower survives in the church of St
Laurent. The line of the rampart is preserved
in the roads that now encircle the old town,
which are all called ‘Valls de…’.
Collioure (Pyrénées Orientales)
The castle of Collioure stands on a
promontory jutting into the sea above a port
on the coast south-east of Perpignan. It was
a royal construction begun by the kings of
Aragon and further developed by the kings
of Majorca, the work continuing after
control reverted to Aragon [Fig. 18].
 Later, in recognition of the strategic
importance of the site, the whole was
enclosed with bastions in the sixteenth
century, further modernised in the

seventeenth (when a separate fort was
constructed on higher ground to the south).
The medieval core remains with a
trapezoidal courtyard that incorporates the
donjon of the thirteenth century in the side
which overlooks the port. It was reduced in
height in 1818. Accessed at first floor, the
quadrangular structure now has two floors
above, vaulted and provided with modern
windows. The attached two storey block,
itself terminating in a second tower with
three levels of accommodation, represents
the palace, with spacious rooms, and still
has original elements but was largely rebuilt
with vaults in the fourteenth century
reworking [Fig. 19].
A chapel occupies a third side of the
courtyard but was rebuilt with a new
entrance when the early modern extension
was created, while entry to the old castle is
gained through a simple arch in the rampart.
Elne (Pyrénées Orientales)
Elne possesses an upper and a lower town,
both walled, and a castle first mentioned in
1052, belonging to the bishop (the bishopric
existing since the sixth century). The town
was refortified following devastation by
pirates in the twelfth century. Nothing now
remains of the castle or the bishop’s palace
and the walls were slighted in 1680, leaving
some remains from the thirteenth century
(upper town) and fourteenth (lower town).
 The cathedral (erected from 1100) has a
cloister that underwent rebuilding in
consecutive centuries starting from the
twelfth. A notable feature is the way in
which the carvings on the columns in later
parts of the structure are nearly exact copies
of earlier creations from elsewhere in the
cloister. Among the many fantastic
creatures represented were also carvings of
soldiers, knights and town gates [Fig. 20].
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Salses (Pyrénées Orientales)
The fortress of Salses (above) lies a few
kilometres north of Perpignan, located
between the marshes adjacent to the
Mediterranean on one side, and the Corbières
mountains to the other. Even today, how its
position served to block the direct route into
Roussillon from the north is evident. An
earlier castle had stood just over one hundred
metres away, now reduced to a few
identifiable pieces of stonework on a
rectangular platform.
  The new fortress was ordered by Ferdinand
of Aragon in 1497 and was entrusted to a
leading engineer who had risen to promi-
nence during the long drawn out conquest of
Granada, Francisco Ramiro López. Immense
sums were poured in to the work which was
just as well, because in 1503 it was attacked
by a large French army. Even though incom-
plete, the defences held out. It eventually fell
to the French in a later Franco-Spanish
conflict (the later stages of the Thirty Years
War, in 1642) and became redundant with
the southward move of the frontier in 1659.
  The fortress was quite unlike anything else
built in this region before. In the form of a
large rectangle (110 by 84 metres), it was a
low-lying rampart of immense thickness,
designed to resist heavy guns and to mount
the same [Fig. 21]. At each corner stands an
equally massive rounded tower. Into the
ditch (twenty metres wide) project the
barbican sheltering the entrance via a half-

moon (an early modern fortress feature
named after its shape), and two outworks,
one of them linked to the main fortress by a
caponier enabling defenders to cover the
ditch [Fig. 22]. Even before its completion,
the design underwent a change: as a result
of the experience of the 1503 siege, the
original plan which involved piercing the
ramparts with gun embrasures at the level
of the ditch was abandoned in favour of
protecting the walls with an immense talus,
as exists today, rendering them invulnerable
to both bombardment and undermining.
Inside, the governor’s quarters were
separated from the rest of the fortress by
their own ditch and the commander and
officers were housed in a well provided-for
tower still called a donjon [Figs. 23, 24].
Around the empty courtyard were built
stables, an infirmary, bakery, dairy, chapel
and an ingenious hydraulic system [Fig. 26]
to distribute fresh water around the fortress.
The barracks built into the ramparts at two
levels were sufficient to accommodate a
garrison of 1500 men and there was also an
immense storage capacity (now, as
elsewhere, home to modern art exhibitions).
  Salses is a very early example of the purely
military structures later and more developed
examples of which had been seen elsewhere
in this region as French kings sought to
provide their newly established frontiers
with modern defences, in the process adding
to or replacing the medieval walls and gates
that had provided both security and symbols
of royal and noble power for centuries.
  The second part of the tour move to the other
side of the 1258 border to visit French rather
than Aragonese / Catalan castles, the
distinctive character of which satisfactorily
rounded off CSG’s expeditions to a world
that preserves much of its medieval past, even
though much of it this time had to be admired
in ecclesiastical rather than castle architecture.
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Fig. 21 Salses seen from the old castle Fig. 22 Salses - towers, talus and caponier in ditch across
to outwork

Fig. 24 Salses - governor’s chamber in the donjon’
Fig. 25 Below:  Salses 'Turkish bath'

Fig. 23 Salses donjon behind its redoubt in the courtyard
Fig. 26 Below: CSG Roussillon tour group at Salses
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