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More Advance Praise for Armies of Heaven


“Rubenstein’s book is a thrill to the casual reader and to the scholar alike. His prose carries the reader along with the extraordinary events of the First Crusade, effortlessly integrating the bloody realities of the battlefield, astute portraits of the leaders, and a convincing historical argument about the nature of the First Crusade. Armies of Heaven shows how easily piety, violence, and political scheming intermesh, but also warns against facile comparisons of medieval crusades to contemporary conflicts, the rhetoric of al-Qaeda notwithstanding. Steven Runciman’s account of the First Crusade provided a standard of eloquence for the last fifty years; Jay Rubenstein’s matches Runciman for style, and surpasses with a discerning eye and a sly but scathing wit.”

—Christopher MacEvitt, author of Crusades and the
 Christian World of the East: Rough Tolerance



 



 


“The First Crusade has been a source of fascination from the late eleventh century down to the present. Recent historians have analyzed this epochal event in terms of demography, economics, secular politics, ecclesiastical politics, and ecclesiastical theory. Jay Rubenstein asks a refreshing question: How did the thousands and tens of thousands who joined the sacred undertaking view it? His fascinating answer is that most of these crusaders were convinced that they were living at the cusp of the end of days, at the point in time when the world order would change dramatically. Rubenstein’s insights will profoundly enrich our understanding of the First Crusade, its glories, and its horrors.”

—Robert Chazan, New York University
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Introduction


In 1096 approximately 100,000people—warriors, priests, women, poor folk, bishops, prophets, and a few children—left homes in France, Italy, and Germany and marched to Jerusalem. They intended to worship at Christ’s tomb and, in the process, to reclaim the city for the Christian world. Three years later, on July 15, 1099, a fraction of that group broke through Jerusalem’s defenses, killed the city’s garrison and residents, and transformed the ancient Middle Eastern city into the capital of a European principality. This long campaign became known as the First Crusade. Contemporaries, not realizing that it would be the first of several such expeditions and not yet having invented the word “crusade,” simply called it “the pilgrimage” or “the movement.” Sensing its importance, they began documenting it almost immediately, in part to celebrate the army’s achievement but also to try to understand it. Something profoundly important had happened, not just in the history of Europe or even in the history of the world. It was a new phase in God’s plan. At the very least, the armies had set in motion events prophesied for centuries. The work begun with Christ’s crucifixion a millennium earlier might now be drawing to a close, the apocalyptic clock started due to the actions of modern men.1


Even with centuries of hindsight, this sense of cataclysmic upheaval seems appropriate. Most immediately, the crusade led to the creation of French-speaking settlements in the Middle East, governments that would endure in some form for nearly two centuries. Because of the crusade, Western Europeans grew more familiar with Greek civilization and came  into closer contact with Arab civilization than ever before. The crusade also fostered the development of military technology, such that war at home and abroad occurred on a scale previously unimaginable. War also became an honorable profession. Prior to the crusade, violence on the battlefield was a sinful act, as it would be in any other setting. Now warriors had the option of practicing their art while adding to their store of virtues—not in spite of their brutality but because of it.

More fundamentally, the crusade helped to fashion a broader sense of Christian identity in an otherwise divided European homeland. Pilgrims came from different cultures and spoke different languages—German, Flemish, Norman, French, Provençal, and Italian—but their shared experiences instilled in them a common identity: Now all were Franks. The most frequent title for contemporary histories of the era celebrated this new sense of brotherhood: Deeds of the Franks or, as one historian preferred, God’s Deeds Through the Franks. It would be no exaggeration to say that the economy, spirituality, technology, and morality—the foundations of Western culture—would be remade because of the First Crusade.

But even this list of historical transformations fails to capture how precisely apocalyptic the First Crusade was, both for the people who marched to Jerusalem and for those who stayed home and celebrated. In the 1090s, as far as anyone could tell, God (or Satan) had loosed Antichrist on the world. The armies of Gog and Magog had broken through the gates behind which Alexander the Great had imprisoned them. And Christian armies were preparing to make a stand at Jerusalem, to fight around Mount Calvary, where Christ had died, and before the Mount of Olives, where He would soon return—not merely to follow in the footsteps of saints but to wield swords alongside them in battles against a demonic foe. When Jerusalem fell to the Franks and when Christ did not appear, apocalyptic enthusiasm did not die. Rather, historians in Europe and in the Middle East continued to write books about the crusade for decades, asking not just whether the end of the world was nigh. They wondered instead, had the Apocalypse already happened?

This book will retell these tales of Jerusalem’s conquest and the apocalypse that accompanied it. The former story, the military history, has been written often and well. But it has not been told in a way that engages the  grand ideas behind the First Crusade—the beliefs that helped to create it and that helped to drive the armies forward toward their goal.

On a fundamental level, the First Crusade was a holy war, a style of combat that was, in the 1090s, altogether new: a war fought on behalf of God and in fulfillment of His plan. It did not just provide soldiers with a new path to salvation, a way to use martial prowess to perform good deeds. It also enabled them to fight in battles longer and bloodier than any they had ever imagined. So full of pageantry and gore were the sieges of Nicea (May–June 1097), Antioch (October 1097–June 1098), Ma‘arra (November–December 1098), and Jerusalem (June–July 1099) that they surpassed earthly conflict, pointing soldiers toward heaven as well as giving them some experience of hell. When the survivors returned to Europe and relived their memories, cooler and more educated heads could only agree: They had witnessed the Apocalypse.2


Despite an abundance of evidence, the apocalyptic crusade has not received its due, in part because historians mistrust our best and most abundant evidence for it: a collection of chronicles written by churchmen in France and Germany starting around the year 1107. Apocalyptic language permeates these books, but among all the available evidence, they have usually held a position of secondary importance. The normal goal of history is to peel away myths that accumulate with the passage of time and focus on whatever nuggets of authenticity remain—hence our preference for “eyewitness” evidence and for the more staid and sedate passages in certain eyewitness texts—particularly in Deeds of the Franks. For the crusade, however, this intellectual winnowing, sifting through myth and prejudice to focus on the small grains of demonstrable truth, has distracted us from the war’s original meaning. Through the efforts of modern, eleventh-century men, an event of apocalyptic proportions, if not the Apocalypse itself, had just occurred.

An examination of this imaginative world will help explain why 100,000 people charged recklessly into a conflict fought nearly 2,000 miles from their homes and why their victory inspired such intense celebration and speculation. The typical aspects of medieval piety—a desire to undertake pilgrimages to Jerusalem, the need to perform penance acutely felt among warriors, and a simple longing for adventure—take us a long way toward answering  this question, but they do not go far enough. There was nothing typical about the First Crusade. To understand this extraordinary event, we must take seriously those passages that are most extraordinary, for what is most unusual (and ubiquitous) in First Crusade histories is the belief that men were living in prophetic time, their every deed advancing God’s designs.

Woven into this history, then, more thoroughly than in any previous telling of the First Crusade saga, are all of the dreams, visions, and miracles that occurred during the expedition. As often as possible, I have placed the progress of the army alongside the apparent progress of the Apocalypse. The further crusaders descended into their journey, the more detached from earthly reality they seemed to become. The closer they got to Jerusalem, the more in tune their activity seemed to be with the plans of God and the movements of angels. Fundamentally, this is what an apocalyptic event is—a sudden leap forward in salvation history, when the story of man as written by God approaches its climax.

The First Crusade was neither the first time nor the last that Christians would believe themselves on the verge of Armageddon. But in all other cases (and for obvious reasons), these moments of expectation ended in disillusionment. What is remarkable about the First Crusade is that observers on the ground, even with twenty years’ hindsight, continued to see in it signs not of an imminent apocalypse, but of an apocalypse fulfilled.






1

Jerusalem, on Earth as It Is in Heaven

(1009, 1064–1065, and 1095–1096)


Jerusalem. Anyone who reads history books, even just a little, anyone who, avid for learning, pays attention to men who calculate the passages of years knows Jerusalem, capital of all Judea, a city of no small nobility and no small fame, raised to the heights of royal dignity as often as it has suffered the conquests of tyrants, razed to the earth and deprived of her own children, led off into captivity, suffering so many historic upheavals until the coming of the Savior.

—BAUDRY OF BOURGUEIL, 1107




In 1095 Jerusalem was the center of the earth, the site of Christ’s death and resurrection, where God had trumped the devil and worked salvation for humanity. Men and women across Europe dreamed of visiting that city, of praying before the tomb of Christ, of catching, if only for a moment, a direct glimpse of heaven. Out of such dreams and desires the First Crusade was born. It seemed the most natural thing, barely in need of explanation. “There was a great movement throughout all parts of France,” wrote one anonymous historian around 1100, “so that if anyone truly wished to follow God, with a pure heart and mind, and wanted faithfully to carry his Cross, he did not hesitate to take the fastest road to the Holy Sepulcher.”1 [Plate 1]

Whatever Christians believed in 1095, there was no rational explanation or single event that triggered this sudden desire to possess Jerusalem. Various Muslim factions had held it for over four hundred years. The few pilgrims capable of undertaking such an ambitious journey did so, with varying degrees of difficulty and success. The urge to incorporate a far-flung Middle Eastern city into the Christian world was thus a wholly new ambition. It was also an idea with little theological justification. As any second-rate preacher would have known, Christianity had made the physical trappings of Judaism and the Old Testament—the sacrifices, the legal code, and, yes, the city of Jerusalem—irrelevant. The journey to salvation was a journey of the heart, a story that could be lived anywhere: Jerusalem in a nearby cathedral or parish church, the River Jordan in a baptistery. But by the end of the eleventh century, European Christians were not content with these allegorical Jerusalems. They wanted the real city, too.

This is the story of that transformation and its consequences—the war that was to become the First Crusade and the Apocalypse that it unleashed.




The First Thousand Years

Jerusalem, the city of Christ, had ceased to exist by 1095. Roman legions sacked it in 70 AD while suppressing a Jewish revolt. In the process they destroyed most of the important religious monuments and left the city as a whole in ruins.

In 135 AD, during another rebellion, the Emperor Hadrian ordered Jerusalem destroyed completely, building in its place a Roman outpost called Aelia Capitolina (taken from Aelius, Hadrian’s own family name). The traditional site of the crucifixion, called “Golgotha,” or “place of the Skull,” Hadrian had covered in earth and concrete and then built on top of it a temple to Venus. The city thus disappeared for nearly two hundred years.

The Emperor Constantine, newly converted to Christianity, took a sudden interest in the city in 325. He dispatched—at the risk of anachronism—a crack team of archaeologists to recover the sites where Christ had died, had been buried, and had risen from the grave. By 327 his men had made significant progress: The temple of Venus had been destroyed, and the sites of the crucifixion and of the Holy Sepulcher had  been located (or else chosen, since no real evidence would have, or could have, survived). On Constantine’s order, construction work also began on a magnificent new basilica that would incorporate both places into its architectural scheme.

A little later Constantine’s mother, Helena, visited the city. According to some traditions, Helena engaged in some archaeological work of her own, discovering the remains of the True Cross—some of which she took back to Constantinople, some of which she left in the Holy Land. For the next three centuries, thousands of Latin Christians would follow in her footsteps, traveling as pilgrims to Jerusalem, now a thoroughly Christian city, to pray at the tomb of Christ and to venerate the relics of His Passion.2


But not everyone celebrated these developments, including the Roman Christians who decided to live there. St. Jerome, writing in 395 from his hermitage in Bethlehem, famously argued that there was no special benefit to be gained in the Holy Land. Sacred places by themselves—even Jerusalem—had no real virtue. “What is praiseworthy,” he wrote, “is not to have been to Jerusalem, but to have lived a good life while there.” The heavenly court was no more accessible in the city where Christ had lived, he went on, than it was in, say, Britain, since the true kingdom of God lies in the heart of every believer.

This lesson formed one of the fundamental tenets of Christianity. Literally speaking, Jerusalem was a city on earth. But in the structures of medieval Christian thought, such literal meanings were inconsequential. The earthly city in the Middle East is just that: a city. Read allegorically, Jerusalem is God’s church. Spiritually, it is a soul at peace. Prophetically, it is the kingdom of God that shall appear at the end of time. Higher truths are in the mind and in the soul, not in a pilgrimage destination.3


By the seventh century, however, Western Christians had more practical reasons to lose interest. Travel into the old province of Judaea was becoming dangerous. In 614 Jerusalem fell to the Persian ruler Khosrau II, who took the True Cross back to his capital city of Ctesiphon, near Baghdad, as plunder. According to a later version of the story, Khosrau then declared himself a god and kept the cross in a throne room atop a bronze tower. The cross sat on his right; to his left he kept a statue of a golden rooster. Encircling the throne were models of the sun, moon, and  stars, and he had further rigged up the tower with a secret irrigation system that enabled him to pretend to be a rain god.

Fifteen years later the Emperor Heraclius managed to recapture Jerusalem and the True Cross, but this second era of Christian Jerusalem lasted less than a decade. In 638 the city fell again, this time to Muslim armies. In the face of Islam’s astonishingly rapid expansion, the frontiers of the Eastern Roman Empire collapsed. The Western Roman Empire was already in ruins. Jerusalem, a Muslim city, had become for Latin Christians a dangerous, out-of-the-way destination. In the centuries that followed, there seemed little reason to go.4


The rediscovery of this tangible, earthly city seemed to happen suddenly around 1000, owing to changes in both piety and politics. In terms of the former, European Christians began to look for Jerusalem at home, within their own churches, not within their own souls, as St. Jerome had encouraged them to do. That is to say, in the 900s ordinary believers developed an enthusiasm for “local pilgrimages,” visits to nearby churches where they might pray before saints’ shrines and seek forgiveness for sins, healing for a disease, or release from chains. It was the beginning of a golden age in pilgrimage. But there are obviously differences between visiting the Cloak of Our Lady of Chartres or the reliquary of Sainte Foy at Conques or the shrine of St. Léonard of Noblat, on the one hand, and attempting the long and arduous pilgrimage to Jerusalem, on the other. The latter was infinitely more holy, just as it was almost inaccessible.

Around the year 1000, however, as this new enthusiasm for pilgrimage was reaching a sort of zenith, a new road to the Holy Land became suddenly traversable. The land route through Hungary opened after Stephen I established himself as that country’s first Christian king. Intrepid pilgrims who wished to attempt this most dangerous and glamorous devotional act now had a viable opportunity to do so.5


The timing was fortuitous, or perhaps portentous, since it occurred at the end of the first millennium, a time of increased apocalyptic expectation. Just as pilgrims started looking more and more toward earthly Jerusalem, so did Christian thinkers and theologians begin searching the stars and their libraries for signs of the advent of Antichrist and the eventual return of Christ in majesty. The roads to the heavenly and earthly Jerusalems were opening all at once.

What pilgrims saw when they visited the earthly city was disturbing: Barbarous, unbelieving tribes governed Jerusalem and controlled access to the holy sites. To the pilgrims, these were a people whose language, culture, and religion were entirely incomprehensible. Christian travelers brought back from the Middle East, with an ever-increasing frequency and shrillness, tales of shoddy and profane treatment meted out to Christians and their shrines by these enemies whom their own faulty grasp of history and prophecy could not fully explain. The situation required a violent, if not apocalyptic, response.




The Sacking of the Holy Sepulcher in 1009

The first major confrontation—the first near crusade, or the first mini-apocalypse—occurred in the year 1009. At that time the caliph of Egypt, al-Hakim bi Amr Allah, who also controlled Jerusalem, ordered his followers to destroy the Holy Sepulcher. He may have done so out of simple irritation at the crowds of Christians flocking to Jerusalem during the Easter season, or maybe he was angry about what the Christians were doing once they reached Jerusalem. According to a later Arab historian, when al-Hakim asked an advisor named Qutekin al-Adudi why the Christians bothered with their pilgrimages, he learned about the miracle of the Holy Fire. The lamps in the Aedicule—the small building inside the Church of the Holy Sepulcher that actually contained the tomb—were all extinguished on Good Friday and then miraculously relit themselves the next day and burned with a remarkably pure white light. But the miracle was a fake: Through the mixing of particular types of oil, the advisor explained, the lamps became especially combustible and burned with an unusual intensity. News of such fakery so infuriated al-Hakim that he ordered the entire church knocked to the ground.

How important the Easter services were in triggering this reaction we cannot be sure. But an outraged sense of piety does seem to have played a part in al-Hakim’s decision. The destruction of the Holy Sepulcher fit into a larger program of persecution aimed at both Jews and Christians, who in normal times were regarded as dhimmi, inheritors of the early stages of the divine revelation of which Islam represented the final chapter. As such, they were considered protected religious  minorities, subject to certain taxes and restrictions but otherwise free from direct persecution.

Al-Hakim reversed this policy of tolerance. Besides the Holy Sepulcher, he ordered many other churches and synagogues destroyed, outlawed Christian ceremony, had Torah scrolls desecrated, and required Christians and Jews to identify themselves with special clothing on the streets and badges when visiting the baths.

This drive to create a pure space for the practice of Islam points to a deeper eccentricity in al-Hakim’s character. Agitated by dissenters and heretics within his own faith, by the end of his life he began actively promoting a belief in his own divinity. Not all of his followers were willing to follow him on this path. One February night in 1021, while riding alone on a donkey in the hills outside of Cairo, as he often did, al-Hakim disappeared. His bloody clothes were discovered, but his body had vanished. Though he was probably murdered, loyal followers remained hopeful that he had been taken up to heaven, his mysterious disappearance apparently evidence of his messianic status. A solar eclipse the next day lent some credence to the belief.6


Regardless of the facts on the ground in Egypt and Palestine, Christians in southern France had a remarkable and peculiar reaction to the destruction of the church. They blamed the Jews, particularly French Jews. “There were a great many of that race at Orléans, the royal city of Gaul,” contemporary historian Rodulfus Glaber wrote, “and they are notorious for being even more arrogant, envious, and insolent than the rest of their brethren.” Rumor spread that these Jews, inspired by the devil, had hired a serf to travel to Cairo and to deliver to al-Hakim a letter written in Hebrew and hidden inside his staff. The letter warned the caliph—in what was, in hindsight, a startlingly accurate prediction—that the Christians wished to inhabit all his lands and would do so if he did not immediately destroy the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, thus robbing them of any reason to travel to Jerusalem. Enraged and a little frightened, the caliph ordered his followers to tear down that building and all other Christian holy places throughout Palestine.7


French Christians rose up in anger against the Jews. “They became objects of universal hatred; they were driven from their cities, some were put to the sword, others were drowned in rivers, and many found other  deaths.” Given the option of death or baptism, a few “preferred to slit their own throats” rather than receive the sacrament. The man accused of carrying the secret Hebrew message to the caliph in Cairo was burned at the stake. Those Jews who escaped Christian fury went into hiding for five years and then, little by little, returned to their old lives in the cities. Some Jews who had converted subsequently renounced their faith. Their apostasy disappointed Rodulfus Glaber, our source for these events, but he found it nonetheless fitting that a few Jews would survive, bearing witness to their own wickedness and continuing guilt for having shed Christ’s blood.8


It is remarkable how easily contemporary observers associated Islamic violence in the Middle East with Jewish perfidy at home. Indeed, the whole incident seems, at first glance, just another dismal chapter in the long saga of Christian violence against Jews. But it is not another chapter in a story. It is instead the first chapter—the first of the medieval pogroms against the Jews, inspired by rumors of events in Jerusalem. The second pogrom would occur some eighty-five years later as a result of the preaching inspiring the First Crusade, with sequels to follow at the calling of the Second and the Third Crusades. For medieval Christians there existed some profound historical and psychological connection between Christian concerns for the Holy Land and Christian hatred for the Jews, even though the more obvious villains in this story were Muslims, who, after all, controlled Jerusalem and who had in fact destroyed the church.

In the Middle East, the events in 1009 were not as momentous as they had first appeared. A new modus vivendi was established between Christians and Egyptians, and repairs to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher began almost immediately. A more ambitious program of reconstruction would commence in 1037, although the final product would be on a much smaller scale than the first basilica of Constantine. The pilgrims who visited this church seem to have been blissfully unaware that it was not the original. One well-informed historian writing in the early twelfth century even claimed that the structure had never suffered any damage since Constantine the Great had first overseen its building.

In the East and the West, the events of 1009 all but vanished from memory. A pattern, however, had been set—a combination of apocalyptic expectation, anti-Jewish violence, and terrors inspired by news from  Jerusalem—that would repeat itself at the time of the First Crusade, though no one alive in 1095 knew they were following precedents.9





Pilgrims’ Progress, 1064–1065

Reconstruction of the Holy Sepulcher began, and pilgrimages resumed. To judge from the historical record, most were relatively peaceful—or at least not eventful enough to be of interest to historians. Only if a celebrity happened to go to Jerusalem would someone think it worth taking note. Count Fulk Nerra of Anjou, for example, made at least three pilgrimages to Jerusalem, two before and one after the Sepulcher’s destruction. Duke Robert I of Normandy would go as a penitent to Jerusalem in 1034 and die on his way home, leaving a bastard son named William (later, “the Conqueror”) as heir to his duchy. Some of the pilgrimages comprised large groups. These numbered into the hundreds and possibly thousands and included great pilgrimages in 1026 and 1033 as well as the failed pilgrimage of Bishop Lietbert of Cambrai in 1054. The largest and most famous of these expeditions commenced in 1064, when thousands of Germans gathered together to visit the Holy Land, many of them expecting, apparently, to arrive just in time for the Apocalypse.10


A lot would have changed along the land route to Jerusalem in the 1050s. Pilgrims might have recognized the differences, but they would have had difficulty identifying the causes. From the Christian traveler’s perspective, the roadways had grown more dangerous. The behavior of the Muslim lords had become more erratic, for reasons that seemed inexplicable in the eyes of the pilgrims. The reality was that the cultural and political frontiers of the Islamic world were shifting as the tenuous peace of the previous half-century was undermined by the arrival of Seljuk Turks. A nomadic tribal group from Central Asia, they had begun to settle in on the lands of the Abbasid caliphs in the 1030s, eventually establishing themselves as the dominant political power and seizing the capital city of Baghdad in 1055. The Turks had readily adopted the Ab-basids’ practices of Sunni Islam, indeed adhering to a more orthodox line than had their predecessors. They also adopted a policy of expansion, at the expense of both the Greek Christians and the Fatimid caliphate in Egypt. This program was still in its infancy in 1064, as German pilgrims by the hundreds prepared to travel to Jerusalem. But the Turks had begun to make incursions into enemy territories through a series of small-scale raids, with independent amirs seeking to establish lordships for themselves along the frontiers of the Islamic and Byzantine worlds.

Rumor of this increased level of danger would have reached the German pilgrims, but it did not discourage them. Contemporaries estimated that somewhere between 7,000 and 12,000 people participated in the 1064 journey—likely an exaggeration, though not an outrageous one. All levels of society were represented: commoners, lords, soldiers, clerics, and a handful of bishops in full episcopal regalia, including Siegfried of Mainz and the formidable Gunther of Bamberg. Such a disparate group would have left with a variety of motives, including a simple desire to visit Christ’s tomb. But many of them had a specific reason for going: They expected the world to end on Easter the following year, and they wanted to be in Jerusalem to see it.

The year 1065 had no obvious chronological significance, as did, for example, the year 1000. These pilgrims were responding instead to a somewhat obscure tradition according to which the Apocalypse would occur on Easter during a year when two important religious celebrations fell on the same day: the Annunciation and Good Friday. The former, marking the day when Mary learned that she would give birth to Christ, always occurred on March 25. The latter, commemorating the day Christ died, varied according to the Easter calendar. It was a relatively rare occurrence for the two anniversaries to coincide. The last time it would have happened before 1064 was seventy-two years earlier in 992, though it would occur again relatively quickly, in 1076.

How many of the German pilgrims accepted this idea, and how fervently they believed it, we cannot know, but the liturgical anomaly does help to explain why such a large number of pilgrims decided to go to Jerusalem during an otherwise unremarkable and even unpropitious year. All of them would have speculated about the likelihood of portentous events occurring on March 25. As the day grew nearer and as the journey grew harder, more and more of them must have begun to think that they were indeed living in apocalyptic times, that this pilgrimage would be unlike any other that had gone before.11


About this last point, at least, they were correct. For as the pilgrims neared their destination, apparently on Maundy Thursday—three days before the predicted end of the world on Easter—an army of Turks suddenly came upon them, riding quickly, firing arrows, and screaming bloody murder in the terrifying and unfamiliar Turkish style. The pilgrims had likely stumbled onto one of the small Seljuk armies seeking to make inroads against Fatimid power, but far as the Germans could tell, this was just another band of pagans, apparently attracted by the bishops’ finery and showy wealth. Whatever the case, the Turks had caught the Christians completely off-guard. Many of them had not bothered to carry weapons. Indeed, as pilgrims they were supposed to travel unarmed—though it is difficult to believe that the bishops and nobles accompanying this pilgrimage had not hired a band of retainers to keep them safe, whatever religious etiquette might dictate.

The Christians who had weapons fought back. Others resisted as best they could, perhaps fighting with rocks or branches or whatever else happened to be on hand, thus preventing an immediate massacre. The Turks could easily encircle the Germans, but as long as the latter maintained discipline and stuck close together, they stood some chance of survival. Acting quickly, a significant number of the pilgrims managed to make their way to an abandoned town to hide behind its walls.12


A makeshift siege began. The Turks surrounded the city and tried to starve the Christians into submission. According to one particularly lurid account, the Turks tried to break the pilgrims’ will by bringing forth “a most noble abbess” whom they had captured during the fight and raping her repeatedly just within sight of the walls but out of the range of any archers. They eventually killed her, but the pilgrims maintained their discipline, holding out, perhaps hoping to catch a glimpse of Christ in the sky as that ominous Easter Day, March 27, approached. They were living through the Last Days, many surely believed, trapped in a destroyed city set against an endless desert, besieged by the servants of Antichrist.

By Easter Sunday, with the end of the world no longer offering a potential escape, some of the priests suggested an alternative route. Rather than continue to fight, they should instead offer the Turks money and thus buy their safety. This counsel pleased everyone.13


The pilgrims extended an offer of surrender, and an “Arab duke,” along with seventeen of his most important advisors, agreed to meet with them. They entered the city, eight of them separating from the other ten and climbing a ladder to an upper room. There, the bishops of Mainz and Bamberg waited. But the Turks did not intend to negotiate. Their leader instead boasted that he would take as plunder everything the Christians had and “eat their flesh and drink their blood.” To add visual insult, he unwound his turban and tied it, as if a chain, around the bishop of Bamberg’s neck. Normally a restrained man, Gunther threw one punch and knocked the duke unconscious. Before his followers could react, the Germans wrestled them all to the ground and tied them up so tightly that their wrists bled, doing the same to the seven others in the upper room and to the ten down below. The pilgrims then boldly paraded their captives along the city’s ramparts in clear view of the enemy camp, for a time discouraging any fresh assaults.

Escape remained impossible until, miraculously, a small Egyptian army attacked the Turks and rescued the Christians. The prince of Babylon was grateful to those who had inflicted such a wound against his enemies. To the Germans, unfamiliar with the confessional differences of Islam, it seemed a miracle: “Satan had cast out Satan.”14


The story as it reaches us is part epic adventure and part yellow journalism, the facts lost to repeated retellings and inevitable exaggeration. Even so, such a story would have provided useful imaginative fodder for preachers hoping to inflame Christian passion. The Turks, or, more generally, the Saracens, were money-crazed killers, blood-drinking cannibals, who preyed upon pilgrims, men of God, ordinary women and children, not to mention nuns. A war was already occurring in the Holy Land, incited by the “enemies of Christ.” The Church of the Holy Sepulcher was in danger. Pilgrims were being molested, in some cases literally. If something were not done soon, no right-thinking person would ever be able to visit Jerusalem again. A few preachers, recalling the echoes of pogroms past, even claimed that the Saracens had already tried to destroy Christ’s tomb and had nearly succeeded.15


That the disaster of 1065 had occurred against a background of apocalyptic expectation would have sharpened the general sense of anger at  home. Untroubled by Christ’s failure to return, audiences would have been more excited by the fact that it had almost happened. Thirty years before the First Crusade formally began, the dream of a journey to the East, a pilgrimage of vengeance, would have been alive in the Christian imagination.




The Sermons of Peter the Hermit, 1095–1096

The man who exploited these emotions and stories most effectively was a priest named Peter. Once a hermit, he may have been a pilgrim to Jerusalem in the early 1090s, or he may have simply invented stories after listening to other pilgrims’ tales. Among modern historians, Peter has not enjoyed an enthusiastic reception, on the basis of either integrity, courage, or importance. From the perspective of some contemporary writers, however, particularly those who lived in German-speaking lands, Peter was the inventor of the crusade.

According to a highly respected historian named Albert of Aachen, writing around 1108, Peter was inspired to preach the crusade because of his own experience in the Holy Land. While visiting the Lord’s Sepulcher for the sake of prayer, “he saw with a sad heart things wicked and unmentionable, and trembled in spirit, and called down on these sights God the avenger.” Peter took his complaints to the spiritual leader of Jerusalem, the patriarch, who lamented his own powerlessness in the face of the Turks, saying that the strength of the Christians in that city was “to be reckoned as no more than that of a tiny ant, against the pride of so many.”

Help had to come from the West. The patriarch instructed Peter to carry home news of Jerusalem’s plight and beg for help. No less a figure than Christ Himself reiterated this message, appearing to Peter in a vision at His own Sepulcher and ordering Peter to obtain patriarchal letters sealed with the sign of the cross. It was not Peter’s personal calling, Christ said, but rather “our mission,” and He enjoined Peter to hurry home and lift the hearts of the faithful “for cleansing the holy places of Jerusalem.” Peter then went to Rome and informed the pope of the situation in the Holy Land and of Christ’s instructions for the liberation of His tomb. The pope had no choice but to obey these heaven-sent commands.16


Peter probably never met with Pope Urban II, and he may never have gone to the Holy Land. But in 1095 and 1096, he did begin traveling around France, Normandy, and Germany, telling of the horrors being perpetrated in Jerusalem and describing the desperate need there for military aid from the West. Not just a preacher of war, he adapted the persona of an ascetic hermit, drawing on many of the burgeoning religious ideals of his day. He sometimes rode a mule, always traveled barefoot, and avoided eating bread and meat, though he did, strangely, drink wine and eat fish, “thus seeking in the midst of delicacy a reputation for abstinence,” according to one twelfth-century critic.

His mission attracted numerous followers. Some were impressed by his unusual approach to the eremitical life, by his forceful calls to repentance, and by the liberality with which he redeemed prostitutes. These once fallen women must have formed a substantial part of Peter’s retinue, no doubt causing scandal for many. But others would have recognized something more fundamentally pious in his demeanor. His ragged clothing, his connection to Jerusalem, the redeemed sinners in his entourage, perhaps even his preference for fish—all of these signs together would have shown how Peter followed the example of Christ, who had also walked barefoot, avoided handling money, and taken as companions one prostitute and at least two fishermen.

Peter’s message made ecclesiastical authorities nervous, but they could not deny its effectiveness. He was “greatly esteemed by those who know worldly things,” said one writer, “and he was raised above even bishops and abbots in the practice of religion, because he ate no bread or meat.” “I don’t remember anyone ever being so honored,” observed another one, who saw Peter preach in person. With wondrous authority he could bring warring parties together and force them to make peace. His followers, or perhaps simply his fans, would pathetically pluck hairs from the mule that he rode, preserving them as if they were holy relics.17


While preaching forgiveness and poverty, Peter also told stories about Jerusalem, reaffirming what veterans of the 1064 German pilgrimage and their friends would have long known: Jerusalem was in the hands of pagans who every day were preventing Christians from worshipping at the tomb of their Lord. If the Christians there did not get help, and soon,  their religion and Jerusalem itself might not long survive. Already the pagans had transformed the “Temple of the Lord” into a “Mahomerie,” or, as we might say, a mosque (he was specifically referring to the Dome of the Rock). It would clearly be a good and righteous service to God if those warring knights, whose conflicts had at last achieved some sort of resolution through Peter’s oratory and his very demeanor, would now turn their weapons against a real enemy, against the unbelievers who every day were defiling the sacred sanctuaries of Jerusalem.

But Peter added just a little bit more incendiary material to his message of peace and war. Based on what Albert of Aachen said, he must have carried with him a sealed letter from the patriarch of Jerusalem. By itself that document would have proved a powerful talisman. But at some point in his itinerary, he turned it into something else altogether—a charter that had fallen from heaven. On it was a mandate that “instructed all Christendom from all parts of the world to take up arms and journey to Jerusalem to fight against the pagans and to claim eternal possession of the city with all its pertinent lands.” He added a line of prophecy: “Jerusalem will be downtrodden by gentiles until the times of nations are fulfilled.” This line was the conclusion of Christ’s instruction to His disciples about how to recognize the Last Days.18


The nuances of Peter’s message are lost, but its general tenor is clear: The Last Days were at hand, and Jerusalem needed to be conquered. Peter’s followers were to create peace at home, to follow the literal examples of Christ, and to journey to Jerusalem in anticipation of the Last Days. Simple as it was, the message was powerful. Armies of believers assembled in response, some of them departing with Peter as early as March 1096. Many of the men who had heard Peter’s message and answered his challenge reached conclusions similar to those drawn by the French in 1009, when they, too, heard of crises in Jerusalem. “Do we need to travel to distant lands in the East to attack the enemies of God, when there are Jews right before our eyes, a race that is the greatest enemy of God? We’ve got it all backwards!”19


Thus did the First Crusade begin, at least in the eyes of many contemporaries. It was the result of the highly combustible ideas and images proclaimed by one extremely charismatic hermit. To others, the crusade seemed simply to come from nowhere, a heaven-sent miracle. About the  formation of Peter’s armies in 1096 one writer recalled, “And then from every part of the earth, but especially from the western kingdoms, infinite crowds of kings and nobles and of commoners, of either sex, came together in armed bands to seek out Jerusalem, roused into a fervor by the many reports about the suffering of the Holy Sepulcher and the destruction of all the churches that the Turks, a most vicious people, had subjected to their lordship and laid low for many years with unimaginable hardships.”20


But as the same writer noted elsewhere, this sudden uprising was inevitable. Indeed, long foretold, it should have been obvious. Four years earlier, “there were seen through many territories small worms previously unknown. They flew not far from the ground, that is, you could have touched them with a hand or a staff. In width they were about the same size as flies, but a bit longer. Their numberless armies were so great that one of them was almost a mile wide and two or three miles long. They were so dense that they truly blocked sunlight from the earth. Some people interpreted this portent to signify the ones who took the road to Jerusalem, just four years later.” In such a fashion did the crusade appear to those who witnessed its call and felt its draw.

It was a plague of flying worms, like something out of the Book of Exodus, one of the supernatural disasters sent to punish the Egyptians, wreaking destruction on behalf of God’s chosen people. The crusade defied nature, came from nowhere, and moved apparently without guidance, though it always headed relentlessly toward the East.21
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Urban II would publicly preach the crusade on November 27, 1095, at a church council held in the French city of Clermont. He had been considering the idea of a great war in the East for at least eight months, and he must have had some sense of the Jerusalem-based madness that he was tapping into. The sermon, he knew, would receive an enthusiastic response, but the plan was still risky. He was in effect staking the prestige of his office on a highly improbable military expedition. And in 1095 his ability to preserve even his own hold on power was no sure thing. He was one of two men claiming to be pope, the result of a war that had begun in 1075 and showed no signs of ending any time soon. As Urban considered an attack on Jerusalem, it was not even safe for him to enter Rome. Whether he saw war in the East as a way to solve his problems at home is unclear. What is certain is that the imprimatur of a papal approval transformed the movement of Peter the Hermit from being, at best, a somewhat grander reenactment of the German pilgrimage of 1064 into a real military campaign.

Urban had no word for “crusade.” It would take a century before Latin writers felt the need to invent a term to describe this phenomenon. What he would urge upon warriors at Clermont was simply to follow the iter, or “the road”—a bland description of a war that would transform Europe and spark an apocalypse.




The Pope’s Problems: War with Germany, an Oversexed French King, and Greeks in Crisis

The pope’s main problem, as he pondered the fate of Jerusalem, was his war against the German emperor Henry IV (1056–1106). At stake was the question of who had the right to invest bishops with their offices—secular rulers or churchmen, kings or popes. Hence, the most common name for this struggle was the “Investiture Contest.”

Early on Henry IV had responded to the policies of Urban’s predecessor, Gregory VII (1073–1085), by appointing his own pope, Wibert, Archbishop of Ravenna, or, as he is better known to history, the Antipope Clement III, or, as he was known to one of the crusaders, “that blockheaded pope.” Clement was still alive in 1095 (he would outlive Urban by a year), and he still enjoyed significant support. His followers and Urban’s had literally divided the Vatican between them, with Clement’s men occupying the main body of the church and Urban’s supporters holed up inside a tower. The building remained open for prayer, but Clement’s men were known to hide in the rafters and throw rocks on any of Urban’s friends who dared enter. No one could say in 1095 which pope would prevail, let alone whether the reform papacy, in the person of Urban II, could raise an army and carry out an impossible mission some 2,000 miles from home.1


Urban’s problems were not confined to Italy and Germany. He faced serious political difficulties in France, too, where he was engaged in a battle of wills with King Philip I (1060–1108). One year earlier Philip had been excommunicated at a synod in Autun owing to irregularities in his recent marriage. In 1092 he had repudiated his first wife, Bertha of Holland, in order to marry Bertrada of Montfort, who was herself already married to Count Fulk of Anjou. Neither Philip nor Bertrada could secure a divorce, and neither marriage offered sufficient grounds for annulment. Their union was therefore bigamous on two counts. Part of Urban’s urgent business at Clermont was to reaffirm this excommunication, a move unlikely to endear him to either the French king or any of the nobles loyal to him.

The dispute, however, did not cut the pope off from all, or even most, French-speaking territories. In the 1090s French kings exercised direct control over only a small collection of lands around Paris known as the  Île-de-France, allowing Urban some freedom of movement. Still, apart from a brief sojourn in Anjou, ruled by the jilted Count Fulk, Urban was effectively stuck south of the River Loire. Any recruiting to the north (the eventual source of most of the crusading armies) would have to occur through letters and envoys.2


There was one other significant problem for the pope that he perhaps hoped to address: the schism between the two great branches of the Christian faith. The Greek Orthodox and Latin Catholic churches, based in Constantinople and Rome, respectively, had for centuries taken different spiritual and liturgical paths. Only recently had they formalized their separation, when a papal mission sent by Pope Leo IX to Constantinople in 1054 ended in mutual recriminations and anathemas. Leo’s successors dreamed of ending this schism between Greek and Latin Christianity, and in the 1090s, during the papacy of Urban II, reunification suddenly became a real possibility.

This diplomatic opening grew out of a military threat. At almost exactly same time that the Great Schism of 1054 occurred, armies of Seljuk Turks began to encroach upon Byzantine territories in Syria and Asia Minor. Their military advance reached something of a crescendo in 1071 when the Greeks, fighting against the armies of the Sultan Alp Arslan, suffered a catastrophic defeat at the battle of Manzikert. The Emperor Romanus Diogenes, who had been present at the battle, was captured and imprisoned. Though the emperor was released quickly, and under generous terms, later tradition held that Alp Arslan forced him to grovel before him and pretend to be a footstool. “Hearing these things, the princes of the empire put someone else over themselves, judging unworthy to hold the scepter and to exercise the Augustan honor him who had allowed so many indignities to be inflicted on his body; and they removed his eyes.” An era of civil war in the Byzantine Empire ensued, as the frontier of Asia Minor collapsed.3


Within three years of Manzikert, at Rome the newly elected Pope Gregory VII began crafting a response to the Greek crisis, one that would establish precedents for Urban II’s later call to crusade. In a series of letters written in 1074, Gregory outlined plans for an expedition to the East aimed at saving Constantinople. The pope himself would raise the armies and act as their leader and general. These Christians, Gregory explained, “have  been laid low by the pagans with unheard of destruction and slaughtered daily like cattle.” Elsewhere he wrote of Muslims killing Christians with a “pitiable savagery” and a “tyrannical violence” outside the walls of Constantinople. Gregory’s armies would bring this reign of terror to an end, and after saving Byzantium, he all but boasted, his troops would march to Jerusalem and liberate the Holy Sepulcher. It was an audacious plan, its ambitions comparable to the dreams of Urban II in 1095 (and perhaps those of Peter the Hermit, too). If successful, the pope would transform the world: He would not only rescue Byzantium but also settle differences between Latin and Greek Christians and at the same time guide other sects—Syrian and Armenian Christians—back into the Catholic fold.4


Unknown to Gregory, his imperial rival Henry IV was toying with similar ideas. Or at least one his counselors, Bishop Benzo of Alba, was doing so. Under Benzo’s plan, Henry would first conquer Rome. With the papacy brought to heel, he could then go to Constantinople, there to claim the Eastern Empire from the increasingly feeble Byzantine rulers. Finally, as ruler of the Eastern and Western worlds, he would march to Jerusalem, where, it seems, the Muslims would offer him no opposition. “An awestruck Babylon will come into Zion, wishing to lick the dust of his feet. Then shall be fulfilled what is written: And his sepulcher will be made glorious! O, Caesar, why do you wonder at these things?”5


None of these plans, in the 1070s and 1080s, would come to fruition. Reports of Byzantium’s imminent downfall proved to be exaggerated. The Turks’ expansion toward Constantinople slowed after the victory at Manzikert—they would not get there until 1453—and the Greeks got back to politics as usual, with backstabbings, palace coups, and confinement in monasteries of formerly prominent leaders.

Yet the Turks remained a persistent threat. They had successfully claimed much of Asia Minor, taking Nicea as one of their capitals in 1078. The Emperor Alexius Comnenus (1081–1118) enjoyed some initial military success against them, but he was unable to achieve anything like a secure victory. For this reason, in the late 1080s the emperor turned west for assistance. He first solicited help from Count Robert of Flanders, who visited Constantinople while returning from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem around 1089. Robert agreed to provide aid, and the following year he sent five hundred mercenaries to fight for Byzantium.

About five years later, Alexius sent a delegation to speak before Urban II, asking for help in organizing a military response to the Turks. The delegates made a formal plea before a church council held in Piacenza in 1095, and it was probably at that point that Urban began seriously to contemplate calling for a military expedition to the East.6


War with Germany, conflict in France, a rival pope, and Christians in the East under siege: Remarkably, the crusade could solve all of these problems. If the initial rallying cry were successful, it would unite behind Urban II a significant portion of Christian Europe. At the very least, the creation of such an army would represent a real propaganda coup against Henry IV and his servant Clement III. If the crusade succeeded and Jerusalem fell, then even the most skeptical observer would have to admit that God was on Urban’s side. Clement III would lose his support. Henry IV’s stature would diminish. And Philip I would have to start taking papal excommunications more seriously. Finally, a grateful Byzantium would owe its survival to Rome and would undoubtedly offer appropriate submission in matters political and spiritual. After less than half a century, the schism would come to an end. The advantages of the crusade, in retrospect, seem obvious.7


There was only one problem, and Urban II was educated enough to recognize it: The plan was insane. A military expedition from Europe would have to attract sufficient manpower, travel all the way to Jerusalem, consistently turn back armies along the way—armies that had already proved too powerful and skilled for the Greek Empire and its well-paid mercenaries—save Constantinople, and in the end take possession of Jerusalem, a city that had been under Muslim rule for over four hundred years. It was impossible. The most Urban could hope for was some sort of muted success. Western Christians at his behest might fight alongside the Greeks and create some sort of alliance that could eventually lead to the accomplishment of some of Rome’s larger goals: a new spirit of détente with Constantinople and perhaps an eventual attack on Jerusalem. But from an immediate and practical standpoint, Urban was setting himself up for failure.

And things got off to a bad start. If the pope believed in signs—and he most likely did—the prospects for success would have looked bleak once the Council of Clermont, where he would proclaim the crusade,  had begun. For just before the opening ceremonies, Bishop Durand of Clermont, the host for the gathering of “107 bishops and an even greater number of abbots,” unexpectedly died. He had been healthy enough to welcome Urban II to his city, but then he passed away the day before the council began.

The news must have cast a pall over the gathering. One of the abbots in attendance, named Baudry—who would later write a history of the crusade—left Clermont thinking that the main thing people would remember about it was not Urban II’s sermon but rather the sight of Durand’s body, blanching before the eyes of all the assembled dignitaries. Baudry wrote two epitaphs for Durand, saying that the council served as a kind of triumph for the newly deceased bishop, a man who had created in his city a veritable golden age after a time of mud.8


Even so, ten days later, on November 27, 1095, with due solemnity and determination, in an open field near the church where Durand, the host, had been freshly laid to rest, Pope Urban II announced his plan to remake Christendom.




The Lost Sermon

Unfortunately, we don’t know what he said. No one kept a copy. A few years after the fact, several historians composed versions of the speech, but none of them made any particular claim to accuracy. One of them, a participant at the Council of Clermont, blandly observed, “The apostolic lord gave his sermon in these words—or in others like them.” Another writer, not an eyewitness, said his sermon captured the pope’s intentions, not his language. That is inevitable, he further explained, since most of those in attendance forgot what the pope said. We have, then, only echoes of the first call to crusade. We can only speak about what Urban II likely said and not what he actually proposed.9


Setting aside the details, we can say that the sermon largely concerned Jerusalem. The very name “Jerusalem” inspired passion and poetic flights of fancy. Urban II understood the word’s power and would have wanted to exploit it. All of the crusader chroniclers expressed that theme as well. Jerusalem was the center of the earth—“the navel of the world, a land fertile beyond all others, like another paradise of delights.” It was “a desirable place, an incomparable place,” the city where Christ had suffered, died, and been resurrected, and a place where the ground had since drunk up the blood of martyrs. In a culture that placed extraordinary value on relics—including objects touched by saints and the actual bodies of saints—the entire city of Jerusalem was a holy artifact. It radiated spiritual energy. A traveler to Jerusalem could not take a step without touching a spot made sacred through contact with the Savior’s body or His mother’s or else their shadows. More than a relic, the earthly Jerusalem was “the image of the heavenly Jerusalem. This city is the form of that city for which we long.” Just as the bread and wine consecrated by a priest contained deeper heavenly realities, disguised by otherwise drab earthly forms, so did the physical city of Jerusalem connect to deeper, hidden truths.10


As an image of the heavenly city, Jerusalem was also a byword for peace. If the “r” changed to an “s,” the name would become “Jesusalem,” or “peaceful salvation.” And that name, counterintuitively, points to a crucial aspect of the crusade and of Urban II’s message at Clermont: the need for peace. It was, by 1095, a long-standing plea and aspiration among churchmen. For a century they had been trying to impose on warriors a code of conduct, known variously as “the Peace” or “the Truce of God,” to compel them to limit their aggressive impulses. The unarmed—monks, clerics, and women—were to be kept safe from bloodshed at all times, and for four days out of the week, Thursday through Sunday, no one was to strike a blow against anyone at all.

The renewed proclamation of this code was the opening decree at Clermont. The goal was to create peace for its own sake, to be sure, but this peace also related to the crusade. Peace was, in fact, the precondition for a war in Jerusalem. For only peace at home would allow large armies to abandon their families and properties, leaving everything they valued unprotected for months and even years, all in the name of fighting abroad for the survival and expansion of Christendom but with no tangible benefit for themselves.11


The creation of peace did not come easily. Simply stated, knights wanted to fight—with one another, with peasants, with all and sundry. It was their calling, part of the job description. Quiet amity, even with a promise of salvation attached, could not compete with the pleasure of  war. Urban II realized as much. That’s why the call to peace in 1095 came with a proviso: Knights could continue to fight and loot and plunder so long as they did so against a foreign, unbelieving enemy. In that case, not only would their violence be tolerated, as it had been from time to time in the past in so-called just wars, but it also would be positively laudable. In previous wars, to kill an adversary was, at best, a morally neutral act, an unfortunate necessity created by political circumstance. To kill a Muslim, by contrast, increased a warrior’s store of virtue, giving him some security as he contemplated the fearsome stakes of Judgment Day. This novel (if not entirely unprecedented) proposal surely formed one of the key elements behind the crusade’s popularity, its specific terms constituting the one authentic sentence about the crusade that survives from the Council of Clermont: Whoever might set forth to Jerusalem to liberate the church of God, can substitute that journey for all penance.12


This is a fairly guarded promise and a deceptively complicated one as well. The process of applying it to crusade warriors would have required a small army of well-educated clerics and confessors. What is most striking about this crusade indulgence is what it is not. It is not, for example, a guarantee that anyone who fights for Jerusalem will have his sins forgiven. It is not even a promise of martyrdom—that anyone who dies while fighting for Jerusalem will receive an immediate welcome into heaven. It instead establishes a sort of procedure allowing knights, under the right circumstances, to exchange the performance of their job (making war) for the forgiveness of sins already confessed. That is, a military expedition to Jerusalem would function essentially like a common devotional rite: the penitential pilgrimage. Pilgrims, too, like crusaders, could confess their sins and then, in exchange for a journey to a holy site, receive an indulgence for those sins.

The addition of warfare into the mix made the crusade an inspired, galvanizing idea. Urban’s audience loved it, bursting out with shouts of “God wills it! God wills it!” At such an apparently miraculous show of unity, the pope raised his eyes up to heaven as if to offer silent, humble thanks.13


The lure of Jerusalem and the chance to obtain forgiveness for sins were two of the key components behind the crusade’s appeal. For many historians, they are sufficient by themselves. I am more skeptical. The indulgence, as just described, was deliberately cautious. If warriors found  it exciting and inspiring, that was only because they willfully misunderstood the indulgence’s terms—they believed themselves eligible for more forgiveness than Urban II had in fact promised. The argument that the indulgence and pilgrimage alone explain the crusade’s popularity also presumes that eleventh-century knights lived in continual terror of the afterlife, overcome with awe at the sacramental authority of the church. There is some truth to this caricature. But it remains a caricature.

Our best evidence that knights felt burdened by an unbearable weight of sin comes not from knights but from monks—that is, from men who had devoted their lives to the idea of expunging their own sins. It is inevitable that they would project similar ideals onto the warriors whom they saw setting out to perform God’s work. Not every warrior, including those who had embraced the crusade, would have felt so timorous. The French could take as an example their own king, Philip. Fearless in the face of damnation, he preferred to live as an excommunicate condemned to hell rather than give up his bigamous marriage.

To make the idea of a penitential war compelling, to give this message teeth, Urban II would have needed to do more than frighten knights with stories of hellfire or to entice them with promises of heaven. He needed to sell the crusade as a heroic battle, a grand adventure comparable to the deeds being celebrated in the new epic poetry, or chansons de geste, of the eleventh century, as a great war against a worthy, fearsome adversary: Muslims, or as they were more commonly known in eleventh-century Europe, “Saracens.”14


To make this case, Urban II had a number of horrific images to draw upon. He may have even called on volunteers from the audience, veterans of the Jerusalem pilgrimage, to share their stories. The poet and abbot Baudry attributed these words to the pope: “How many injuries pilgrims have endured, you know best, you who are here and who have returned from there, who have sacrificed your possessions and your blood for God.” Baudry may not have remembered exactly what the pope said, but he did at least remember veterans of the Jerusalem pilgrimage, spreading their tales of horror and Muslim atrocities. “Sometimes,” Baudry wrote elsewhere, “we saw among us citizens of Jerusalem, poor and exiled men, as well as beggars from Antioch, lamenting the state of the holy places and begging for some sort of public relief for their own poverty.”15


At Clermont Urban II gave at least tacit endorsement to their complaints (whether he made arrangements to relieve their poverty as well, we don’t know; Peter the Hermit likely did so). In the hands of a skilled preacher, these pilgrims’ tales of woe could become the stuff of nightmares. Consider how another crusade chronicler called Robert the Monk reimagined Urban II’s sermon:

“From the land of Jerusalem and the city of Constantinople, troubling news has arisen and many times has now come to our attention—namely, that the people of the kingdom of Persia, a foreign people, a people entirely hostile to God, a generation whose heart was not steadfast and whose spirit has not kept faith with God, has attacked Christian lands and devastated them with sword, plunder, and fire. Some of the captives they have led into their own land, while others they have laid low with a wretched death. The churches of God they have altogether overthrown or enslaved to their own cult. The altars they have wrecked, polluted with their filth; for they circumcise Christians and either pour the blood from the circumcision over the altars or else use it to fill baptismal vessels. And if it amuses them to punish someone with a truly foul death, they puncture his navel and pull out the ends of his intestines. These they bind to a pole, and then by whipping their victim, they force him to run around and around until his intestines have all come out and he falls dead to the ground. Some they tie to poles and shoot with arrows; others they force to stretch out their bare necks so that with their swords they can cut off their heads in a single blow. What can I say about the wicked violations of women? To speak of it is worse than to keep silent.”16


Such charges sound incredible. But the images were carefully chosen. Consider, for example, the idea of “forced circumcisions.” Most obviously it tapped into fears of castration, which in the eleventh century was not a psychological anxiety but was instead a common judicial penalty. More subtly, circumcision—though associated with Islam—was a Jewish rite. By forcing it on Christians, the Saracens were effectively compelling them to undergo a Jewish initiation and thus, on a ritual and physical level, to renounce their faith. The Saracens were also making a mockery of baptism, filling baptisteries with Christian blood. Baptismal water washed away sins. This Christian blood, shed into baptisteries, polluted churches and robbed fonts of their efficacy. Pouring this same blood onto altars,  moreover, made a mockery of the Eucharist—where priests regularly created a more potable manifestation of Christ’s blood.

Fear of pollution was the essential theme in the eleventh-century Christian depiction of Islam. Abbot Baudry, who, again, attended Clermont, rhymed the name “Turk” with the Latin word for “filthy”: Turci spurci. The same writer dwelt at length on how Saracens tried to spoil all Christian ceremonies in the East. The Turks, he said, drove worshippers from the altars of God, even as they robbed churches of their money. In the very Temple of Solomon (or al-Aqsa Mosque), they set up idols to worship. What the Saracens were doing to the Holy Sepulcher, he preferred not to say. As with the rumored violation of Christian women, readers were left to use their imaginations.17


These missing details can be found elsewhere—at least in regard to women. The Turks, so listeners were told, had raped mothers in front of their daughters, forcing the children to watch, sing obscene songs, and dance as their parents were violated. Wearied with the mothers, the Saracens turned their attention to the daughters, whom they now raped, ordering the mothers to sing and dance in turn. So boundless were Saracen appetites that they also raped men, violating the laws of nature and humanity. Their targets were mainly poor folk, but according to rumor they had also raped and killed a bishop.18


Did Urban II actually use rhetoric such as this in framing his case for the crusade? There is no reason to think that he did not, but without a record of the sermon, we cannot be certain. In a letter written shortly after Clermont to Christians in Flanders, however, Urban did draw attention in a very general way to these charges: “We believe, brothers, that you have already heard through the report of many different people about the savage barbarism that has devastated God’s churches in the East with wretched destruction, including the holy city of Christ, made famous through his suffering and resurrection, now disgracefully reduced to slavery along with the rest of churches, shameful to say!”19


Less certain is whether the pope used another type of rhetoric likely to motivate an army of Christian soldiers—the apocalypticism that had helped inspire the great pilgrimages of 1033 and 1064, among others. Did he describe Saracens as harbingers, or even servants, of Antichrist? To some extent, again, it would be surprising if he did not. Urban had been  an active presence in the papal court since 1080, during the worst years of the Investiture Contest, the wars between popes and emperors, when charges of being in league with Antichrist were thrown back and forth with some regularity. On the other hand, Urban II himself used the word “Antichrist” rarely. It can be found only once, in one of his letters, where he described Bishop Otbert of Liège, a supporter of Henry IV’s, as “the standard-bearer of Antichrist and the beast of Satan.”20


Still, it was an effective and easy ploy, and at least one version of Urban II’s Clermont speech made heavy, if eccentric, use of it. Imagine what would happen, Urban II asks his audience, if Jerusalem, “the mother church of all churches,” were to return to Christianity and, more particularly, if God “might not wish some parts of the East to be restored to the faith, in opposition to the times of Antichrist looming on the horizon.” Antichrist would then arise to fight—not against pagans or Jews but, as his name implies, against Christians. As was known from the Book of Daniel, he would also overthrow the kings of Egypt, Africa, and Ethiopia. Logically speaking, Antichrist could accomplish none of these things unless Christianity had first taken root in those three places, where, in 1095, paganism still thrived.

Jerusalem, this literary pope adds, would be downtrodden until “the time of nations” was fulfilled. This expression, “the time of nations,” taken from Luke 21:24 (and used, as we have already noted, by Peter the Hermit), refers to a point in the future when many unbelievers will finally accept Christianity.

The apocalyptic program outlined here is a convoluted one: Essentially, the crusade had to establish Christianity in the Holy Land so that Antichrist could reverse that gain. But, as we shall see, the language may point toward a more authentic apocalyptic tradition that did play a part in motivating crusaders and in helping them to understand what they were fighting for.21





The Crowd Roars

Though we don’t know exactly what Urban II said, we do know what happened after he finished talking. As the crowd roared its approval, one of the local bishops, Adhémar, from the nearby city of le Puy-en-Vélay,  stepped forward and knelt before the pope, the first person to pledge to take up the cross and go to Jerusalem.

Adhémar had been bishop of le Puy since 1089. Its cathedral, dedicated to Notre Dame, sits atop a steep hill but is itself dominated by the tiny church of Saint-Michel d’Aguilhe, or St. Michael of the Needle, an architectural wonder, built in the tenth century atop a steep, sheer volcanic rock nearly three hundred feet high. By the time of Adhémar’s episcopacy, it was attracting copious crowds of Christian pilgrims, many of them on their way to or from the famous shrine of St. James in Com-postela. As bishop of le Puy, Adhémar thus understood the power and the magic of pilgrimage. He had reportedly made the journey to Jerusalem himself around 1086. Nothing is known about his trip, however, except that he seems to have gone. Adhémar also understood warfare, coming from a noble family and having been trained as a knight. At the time of the crusade, he was still considered an excellent horseman. And he had been involved with the planning of the crusade for at least three months before Clermont, when Urban II had consulted with him at le Puy in August 1095. It was probably then that they together choreographed this scene, to be performed on November 27.

In any case, before a rapturous audience, Adhémar asked permission to become the first warrior-pilgrim pledged to travel to the Holy Land, promising to depart by August 15, 1096. Urban not only readily assented but also appointed Adhémar to be his legate, to offer judgments and counsel about matters spiritual and military throughout the course of the campaign, speaking as if with the voice of the pope.22


At this point Urban apparently quoted Scripture: “If anyone does not take up his cross and follow me, he is not able to be my disciple.” It was a metaphorical exhortation from the gospel, referring to a moment where Christ urged His followers to be ready to suffer on His account. But Urban and Adhémar interpreted it in a dully literal fashion. For as Adhémar knelt before the pope, a seamstress stepped forward, needle at the ready, and sewed a premade cross onto the right shoulder of Adhémar’s cloak. The audience again roared in approval. Laymen and clerics together shouted their willingness to go to Jerusalem, to battle against the Saracens, and to liberate Christ’s sepulcher. As they did, a small army of seamstresses rushed into their midst, carrying hundreds of cloth crosses in  hand, ready to stitch them onto the shoulders of cloaks as quickly as vows were made.

Not wishing to underplay the theatrics, Urban and Adhémar had also arranged for representatives of the count of Toulouse, Raymond of Saint-Gilles, to arrive at precisely that moment and announce that their lord, along with countless of his followers, had already received the cross and vowed to go to Jerusalem. A wealthy and powerful lord, Raymond’s comital authority stretched roughly across what is today southern France, known in the Middle Ages as “Occitania” because of the dialect of French spoken there. Raymond was also, like Adhémar, an experienced pilgrim, who (according to a highly suspect rumor) had lost his eye on an earlier trip to Jerusalem. The bold count ever afterward carried the eye with him, a reminder of what Christ’s enemies were capable of doing and a prod to think always on Jerusalem. In 1095 he would have been in his mid-fifties. He had fought Muslims in Spain, and he had for decades been counted among the pope’s special warriors, “The Faithful Men of St. Peter.” The crusade represented for him a capstone to his career and his life.23


At news of Raymond’s decision (news with which Adhémar and Urban had long been familiar), the pope broke into another rapturous oration. Upon seeing Bishop Adhémar alongside envoys of Count Raymond, he all but proclaimed an end to the war between church and empire: “Behold! Thanks to God! Now for the Christians about to depart there will be two outstanding leaders to the fore! Behold! Priesthood and kingdom—the clerical order and the lay order brought to concord to lead the army of God. Bishop and count, Moses and Aaron envisioned anew before us!”24


The furor to go to Jerusalem grew still more heated, and the oath taking and the cross sewing continued, possibly for hours. But once an appropriate sense of calm began to fall over the assembly, in a final bit of stagecraft a cardinal named Gregory stepped forward and cast himself down on the ground before the pope, begging absolution for his sins. All of those in attendance followed his example, beating their chests and crying for forgiveness for every wrong they had done. Pope Urban obligingly granted them their indulgence, at the same time encouraging all of the bishops and abbots and priests to spread the word among the laypeople about his new project. He urged his clerical listeners to tell everyone about the dangers faced by Christians in the East, about the threats to  the Holy Sepulcher, about how pagans were corrupting the altars of God and torturing Christians, and about how wicked knights could now make peace at home and win honor for themselves abroad and in heaven. He commanded all the recognized preachers to spread this message. But he also encouraged anyone who had accepted a cross onto his shoulder to use it as a prop and to make known the same message to his family and friends. An ill-prepared army of lay preachers was thus added to the mix of papal plans and crusading passions stirred up by the likes of Peter the Hermit.25


With this sudden, public rollout, and with no official record of council proceedings to fall back on, Urban II essentially surrendered control of his message. He would try to take it back and even hone it during the next several months, as his preaching itinerary around the south of France continued. But soon after November 27, there were as many ideas about the crusade as there were people wearing crosses sewn onto their cloaks (and, eventually, tattooed onto their bodies). Whatever the pope may have chosen to emphasize at Clermont, the crusade over the next several months would become an aggressive and apocalyptic institution, one with eyes focused simultaneously on earth and on heaven, on Islam and on Antichrist, embracing far more wide-open possibilities of forgiveness and redemption than Urban II ever intended. The stakes of the battles would stretch beyond anyone’s previous experience or imaginings.
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The Response: The Princes, the Prophets, the People

(December 1096–May 1097)

 



 



 



 




Two calls to crusade spread across Europe, one in the north and one in the south. The northern crusade was Peter the Hermit’s, a violent, apocalyptic, somewhat acephalous movement rooted in an expectation of the end times and of an imminent battle with Antichrist, likely to occur in Jerusalem. In the south Urban II’s crusade was a more tightly organized affair. It depended on the participation of the princes and the recruitment of men from their households and from among their immediate entourage of knights. Like Peter the Hermit’s crusade, Urban II’s emphasized the need to liberate Jerusalem, and whatever his exact words, the message tapped into similar prophetic emotions and expectations.

But Peter and the pope were not the only ones who gave shape to the crusade idea. Other preachers, pilgrims, prophets, zealots, and crackpots delivered sermons infused with their own particular apocalyptic and feral sensibilities. Urban II may have preached a sermon at Clermont that stressed the need to create peace and the opportunity to attain salvation, but these themes would not be the dominant ones of the crusade. The expedition would not happen in the name of a papal indulgence. It would be a campaign aimed at the transformation of the entire world, and perhaps of heaven and hell, too.




Papal Failures

As for the pope, his recruitment campaign did not end at Clermont. He continued to preach, stopping at monasteries, pilgrimage sites, and cathedrals. A month after Clermont, in December 1095, he celebrated a memorable Christmas at Limoges. As at Clermont, a large crowd gathered to hear him preach. It filled the entire city such that if one looked down on it from above, the buildings would have appeared to be islands surrounded by seas of faces.

The masses had come to celebrate Christmas, to witness the dedication of the two recently rebuilt churches, and to experience the pageantry of the papal court. The congregants may also have heard rumors of the pope’s plans for Jerusalem. At Limoges that day, they certainly heard him preach about the Holy Land in tones similar to the ones used at Clermont. “The special cause of his visit was this: that the church of Christ and the Christian people in the East were suffering greatly under the heavy persecution from the Saracen nation and its spreading wickedness.” Urban II declared that it was now the duty of the Frankish people to liberate Christians on the other side of the world, “to go to the East and drive that heinous people away from Christ’s inheritance.” Like the Council of Clermont, all of the events were highly choreographed and intended to inspire. What we cannot say is whether the gathering at Limoges, or any of the subsequent ones, actually worked.1


Consider the best documented of these rallies: the pope’s visit about six weeks later to Anjou, where in February 1096 he recruited Count Fulk for the expedition. Fulk was an obvious candidate. As a wealthy, influential, and cultured lord, credited with writing a short history of his county, he would have brought real clout to any military campaign. More to the point, his family had strong connections to the Holy Land. One of his predecessors, Count Fulk Nerra, had made three separate pilgrimages to Jerusalem. Closer to home, Fulk Nerra had dedicated the church of Beaulieu in honor of the Holy Sepulcher and was buried there in 1040.

The pope worked aggressively to recruit the new Count Fulk. As Fulk himself described the courtship, “Around the time of Lent, Pope Urban II came to Angers and admonished our people that they ought to go to  Jerusalem to fight against the gentiles, for they had occupied that city and all the lands right up to Constantinople.” The pope lavished great signs of favor on Fulk and his followers. To the count he offered a golden flower, “which I, in order to remember this event and because of the pope’s love, have passed on as a sign of praise for me and my heirs.” It is possibly the earliest recorded instance of a papal practice common in the later Middle Ages—distributing golden roses of remarkable craftsmanship to deserving Christian princes. [Plate 2]

 





Urban II’s preaching itinerary in 1095–1096 and the capitals of crusade leaders
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