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‌What were the Crusades?


    Toward the end of the first decade of the twelfth century, a monk from northern France sat down to write an account of the First Crusade, which had captured Jerusalem from the Seljuq Turks in 1099. He was looking back over the events of ten years before, in which a force of perhaps 60,000 mostly French, Flemish, Normans, Germans and Italians, including fighting men and unarmed pilgrims, men and women, had travelled from western Europe across the Balkans and modern-day Turkey into Syria, and south to Jerusalem. Only a fraction of the original force survived the three-year odyssey, but the remnants, battered by the climate, the hazards of travel and shortages of food and fodder for their horses, seized the city of Jerusalem amid scenes of slaughter in July 1099. The monk, Robert of Rheims, struggled to find a similar phenomenon with which to compare the First Crusade. In the end, he decided that it was, simply, the most important event in human history since the birth of Jesus Christ.

    There are very few historical phenomena that are as susceptible to re-invention as the Crusades. The term has been used and re-used so many times since its original coining that it has come to have a much wider application than originally intended. For much of the twentieth century, in the Western world, ‘crusade’ was used metaphorically in public discourse and invariably in contexts where some moral virtue was to be associated in the reader’s mind with the act of crusading. One of the most famous is Crusade in Europe, the title used by General Dwight D. Eisenhower for his account of the D-Day invasion in 1944. But ‘crusade’ has also been used to describe campaigns for the public good in non-military spheres: we have become used to reading in newspapers about crusades against crime, against drugs, even litter. The carelessness with which the word has been used indicates its loss of real meaning, and this loss of meaning itself shows the amnesia of modern Western society about its past. The Crusades were a feature of a long-dead society in which religious values governed political action: an age of faith and of barbarism. In the West, at least, the Crusades were an anachronism, and the word could thus be re-used for more relevant social contexts.

    This view of the Crusades tends to see them as a series of events more or less contingent on Western European society. One reason why the Crusades are still important, however, is because the First Crusade of 1095–9 was not a single event but a process. After the capture of Jerusalem in 1099, a small group of crusaders stayed in the East and established new states along the Levant coast from the south-east corner of modern-day Turkey to the Sinai peninsula. These territories – the Crusader States – were western European lordships in which political and economic control lay mainly in the hands of the descendants of the crusaders and subsequent immigrants: the Franks.

    The Crusader States lasted about two hundred years on the Asian mainland before the Franks were themselves displaced by military conquest in 1291. Crusading itself, however, continued to take place well into the sixteenth century. Even before the fall of the Crusader States, crusading had been extended into other geographical areas: not only to places where Muslims lived, such as Spain, but into the north-east of Europe where the concept of holy war was applied against the pagan Livonians, and even into the heartland of Western Christendom, to aid in the Church’s struggle against heresy. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the rise of the Ottomans aroused fears of a Turkish invasion of Christendom, and crusading changed its focus to mobilize Europeans to meet this new threat. Crusades in the later Middle Ages were launched against a wide variety of targets: not only the Turks, but also political enemies of the papacy. The Spanish Armada of 1588 borrowed from the language developed centuries earlier for crusading. The concept of holy war for the purposes of converting the world to Christianity, which became one of the justifications for crusading in the Middle Ages, was also used to rationalize the conquest of the New World by Spain in the sixteenth century.

    Everyone knows, or thinks they know, what is meant by the term ‘crusade’, but even professional historians find it difficult to agree on a definition. One reason for this is that, surprisingly perhaps, the word ‘crusade’ was not used by or even known to the original crusaders. Instead, they were usually known simply as ‘pilgrims’, and the Crusades themselves as ‘the business of the cross’. The word ‘crusader’ first appears in the twelfth century to describe someone who had ‘signed himself with the cross’ – literally, adopted the sign of the cross on his clothing as a public sign of his vow to undertake the holy war – but did not become common until about a hundred years after the First Crusade. As a noun describing an event or phenomenon – the holy war – the term took even longer to emerge and was not in common use until the seventeenth century. The implications of this are worth dwelling on. For one thing, it could suggest that people at the time had no real need for a special word to characterize what they were doing. Moreover, it could mean that they did not regard what we think of as crusading as anything particularly special. Perhaps a crusade was simply a different kind of war, waged against a new enemy – the Muslims – or in a particular part of the world. But this does not seem wholly convincing, because, in fact, we know that people did see the First Crusade (1095–9) as something special.

    One reason we know this is the large number of accounts written of the crusade either soon after 1099 or in the next twenty years. The first, an anonymous account known as The Deeds of the Franks, may have been written within the first twelve months of the capture of Jerusalem. It circulated widely and was taken back to western Europe to be read and copied as an authoritative version of the events of the expedition. The Deeds of the Franks is especially valuable because it is an eyewitness account, probably written by a cleric who accompanied one of the crusading contingents. Most of the contemporary or near-contemporary accounts were not by eyewitnesses, however, but by monks or other clerical writers – the professional historians of the day – who had read the Deeds or heard reports of the action from returning crusaders. In total, over a dozen such accounts survive. This figure does not include contemporary writings in which the crusade is mentioned as part of a larger series of events, but only those that were written specifically about the crusade. This is important because it was relatively unusual for writers to devote an entire book to a single event in this way. Most history-writing was in the form of a long chronicle, sometimes centred on the history of a particular monastery and beginning with its foundation. In such histories, regional, national and international events were described, but they were not the main purpose of the writing. The contrast between the reporting of the crusade and of the Norman Conquest of England in 1066, of which only about six contemporary accounts survive, is striking. For one thing, it shows the universal interest in the crusade across the whole of Christendom. For another, the fact that writers continued to find the crusade important subject matter even years after the events they were describing shows that interest in the crusade had not diminished. In fact, writers read and commented on each others’ versions. One monastic chronicler, Guibert of Nogent, the abbot of Nogent-sous-Coucy in northern France, said in the preface to his Deeds of God through the Franks that his reason for writing was that he had recently read another account by an eyewitness, Fulcher of Chartres, and did not think it fit for purpose. An account of an event such as the crusade, explained Guibert, deserved to be written in much better style and with a more considered approach to the question of what the crusade was and how it should be seen as an event in human history. For Guibert, what mattered was not so much reporting what had happened between 1095 and 1099, but the meaning of these events in a larger scheme of understanding – real history, in other words, as classical authors had written it. The events themselves explained how God worked through human agency to accomplish his purposes, and the deeds of individuals provided moral examples of worthy or unworthy conduct.

    None of these contemporary historians of the crusade seems to have thought that the events they were describing were the start of a new phenomenon that would be a feature of medieval life for centuries to come. Just as, after 1918, people looked back on ‘the war to end all wars’, in the years immediately after 1099 contemporaries had little reason to suppose that the events of what we call ‘the First Crusade’ would ever be repeated. Even those historians who continued their accounts after 1099, so as to cover the first generation of Frankish settlers in the East, did not write about the local wars in which they became embroiled in the course of establishing new states in the same way as they did the events of 1095–9. Doubtless because later crusades were unable to repeat the same military success, the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099 became a rallying cry for subsequent generations looking back to past glories. The knights who had stormed the walls of the city were lauded as Christian heroes, and the first Frankish ruler of Jerusalem, the crusader Godfrey of Bouillon, assumed legendary status in later medieval literature. Noble families invented crusading pedigrees in order to associate themselves in retrospect with the valorous crusaders of 1099. In launching a new crusade in 1145, Pope Eugenius III referred explicitly to the opportunity for a new generation of knights to cover themselves in glory as their grandfathers had done.

    Surprisingly, given the impact that it had on contemporary and later writers, nobody could quite agree on how the crusade had started. One version is recorded by a German chronicler, Albert of Aachen, who thought that the idea for a military expedition to Jerusalem had begun with a character called Peter the Hermit. According to Albert, Peter had been shocked to find, while on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, how badly the local Christians were treated by their rulers, the Seljuq Turks. He sought an audience with the Patriarch of Jerusalem, the spiritual leader of the Christians living in the Holy Land, and asked what the West could do to help. Send an army to defeat the Turks and free us from persecution, replied the patriarch. Once back home, Peter relayed this message to the pope, who launched his crusade. The Seljuqs were a highly militarized people from central Asia who had taken over key positions of power in most of the Near East in the middle of the eleventh century. The Abbasid regime that had ruled the region since the eighth century had been weakened by succession disputes, and by about 1000 CE Egypt was in control of a rival Shi‘ite regime, the Fatimids, while northern Syria had been reconquered by the Byzantine Empire. The Seljuqs, who had converted to Islam only a couple of generations before their arrival in the Near East, made life difficult for both Christian and Jewish communities in the Holy Land. There had been bouts of hostility toward Christians under the Abbasids and Fatimids, especially in 1009, when the Egyptian Fatimid ruler Al-Hakim ordered the destruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Christ’s burial place. But although the Christian communities of the Holy Land had periodically looked to the West for protection since the ninth century, reaction to these events in Europe had not provoked any military response on their behalf. Why should it have been so different in the 1090s?
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      Map 1: The Crusader States

     



    One reason is that, over the course of the eleventh century, Jerusalem had become much better known to Europeans. The conversion of the Hungarians to Christianity – achieved bloodily by their king, István, in the early eleventh century – had succeeded in opening up a previously unusable land route from western Europe to Constantinople and the East. This meant that pilgrimage from the West, though still an uncertain and expensive undertaking, was within the bounds of possibility for more people. Consequently, large groups of pilgrims made the journey eastward to venerate the tomb of Christ. We have contemporary accounts of such massed pilgrimages from France and Germany in the 1020s, 1030s and 1060s. We also know of many individual noblemen and women who made the pilgrimage – sometimes, like the count of Anjou, Fulk the Black, going as many as three times. Pilgrimage to Jerusalem was encouraged and promoted by monasteries, and abbots set an example: at least half a dozen Norman abbots are known to have made pilgrimages to the Holy Land between the 1070s and 1090s. But monks and laypeople from France, England, Germany, Spain and Italy also flocked to Jerusalem. Relics were brought back from the Holy Land, and new churches were founded and dedicated to the Holy Sepulchre. In monasteries all over Europe, Easter was celebrated with re-enactments of the resurrection that involved processions made around wooden copies of the Holy Sepulchre. One German bishop, Meinwerk of Paderborn, even sent monks to Jerusalem to take the measurements of the Holy Sepulchre so as to be sure that the new copy he wanted to make would be accurate. Jerusalem, symbolized by the tomb of Christ in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, had entered the European consciousness as never before. There was thus every reason for Europeans to respond to an appeal from the Christians of the Holy Land for deliverance from oppression – assuming that the story told by Albert was true. Although the details of his account of Peter the Hermit may reflect later invention, the essence of the story of an appeal to Western powers is not in itself implausible.

    
     The Franks

     The term francus – more commonly its plural form, franci – came into prominence during the Crusades as a collective noun to describe the crusaders. Technically, Franks were the French-speaking inhabitants of the territories that came to make up France, but contemporary chroniclers needed a term to designate the collectivity of Westerners who embarked on crusades and settled in the East, to distinguish them both from the Muslim enemy and from the native inhabitants of the lands they conquered. Thus, in the terminology of crusading and the Crusader States, ‘Franks’ can mean not only French speakers but Germans, Italians and even English.

    

    For most chroniclers of the time, however, the initiative came not from the East but from the West. According to the author of The Deeds of the Franks, the crusade happened when it did simply because the time was right. The knighthood of Europe responded to a widespread feeling that, in the words of the chronicle, the time had come for Christians to take up their cross and follow Christ – literally, to Jerusalem. But most of the chroniclers who wrote their histories after some years, and who were more reflective about the meaning of the crusade, thought that it must have begun with a flourish. The particular moment they saw as the beginning of the crusade was a church council summoned by Pope Urban II in November 1095 at Clermont-Ferrand, in the Auvergne region of south-central France. Here, on the penultimate day of the council, 27 November, Urban preached a rousing sermon to the assembled crowds in a field outside the town. Urban’s famous ‘crusading sermon’ thus marks the starting point of what became a movement lasting hundreds of years and affecting untold millions of people across Europe and the Near East. It is particularly frustrating, then, that no single authoritative version of his words survives – only the reports of the four writers who turned the speech into the set piece that launched crusading. Before these reports can be examined, we first need to understand why Urban chose such an occasion and how the journey to Clermont had begun.

    Urban II became pope in 1088 at a low point in papal fortunes. During the previous thirty years, the papacy had been struggling to assert itself as an office with truly international authority. The first step in this process, in 1059, was the creation of the College of Cardinals to elect new popes. Until then, popes had been chosen from among the more powerful Roman noble families, with the result that they had often been unable to act independently of the influence of these political forces. A reforming clique within the Church emerged during the middle years of the eleventh century and tried to end the dependence of the papacy on the Roman nobility. This group, headed between 1073 and 1085 by Pope Gregory VII, came into conflict not only with local entrenched interests but also with the most powerful political figure in Western Europe, the Holy Roman Emperor. The emperors thought themselves the successors not only to Charlemagne, who had revived the title in 800, but also to the Roman emperors of antiquity. The imperial title had since the middle of the tenth century been in the hands of the German royal dynasty that had succeeded Charlemagne’s grandson Lothar. The defining moment of an emperor’s career was his coronation, which could only be carried out in Rome by the pope. This meant that emperors, no matter how powerful they might be militarily, needed the approval of the pope in order to make their title a reality. But in the 1040s, the German King Henry III realized that the stranglehold exercised over the papal office by Roman noble families jeopardized his own authority. If he was to be able to make his imperial title real, he needed a pope he could trust – and, preferably, control. He also needed a figure who would be respected by the whole of Christendom – otherwise his own imperial title would be devalued. In 1046, therefore, a German army deposed the pope, Gregory VI, and placed Henry’s own nominee, Clement II, on the throne of St Peter. There followed two generations of popes who were largely reformers, and who introduced a series of measures designed to take control of the papal office away from the Roman nobility. Most important, after the creation of the College of Cardinals to elect new popes, was the attempt to end secular kings’ control over the process by which new bishops took office. Although these reforms were in some ways the logical outcome of Henry III’s intervention in 1046, by the 1070s they had gone beyond what his successors were prepared to countenance.

    In 1075, Pope Gregory VII, who had been a stalwart of reform behind the scenes years before his election, clashed with the German King Henry IV. The quarrel was initially over the question of which of them had the right to appoint the new archbishop of Milan. Because Holy Roman emperors laid claim to authority over the whole of northern Italy, Milan was a strategic target of great importance to them. Moreover, it mattered who became archbishop because Italy had no king of its own and the political power in the northern cities lay largely with the bishops. Gregory wanted a reformer who followed the papal agenda to be appointed, but Henry had his own candidate: a man, like many of the German bishops, who had been trained in royal administration and who would owe everything to his advancement by the king-emperor.

    What started as a clash over a political appointment became a struggle for the levers of power in Christendom. At first, the only hold that Gregory had over Henry was that Henry had not yet been crowned emperor, and as long as he could deny him the imperial coronation Henry so coveted, the pope hoped Henry would agree to his demands. In 1076, Henry declared Gregory deposed, to which Gregory responded by excommunicating Henry. In January 1077, the pope lifted the sentence of excommunication only after humiliating the man who would be emperor by forcing him to kneel barefoot in the snow in front of him at Canossa, in northern Italy. Gregory demanded what popes had never claimed so forcefully before: recognition that he was the supreme authority in Christendom, by virtue of being the successor of St Peter, to whom Christ had given the keys to heaven. Henry, in response, invaded Italy in 1080, and by 1084 Gregory had been driven from Rome into exile. He died a year later, and for the next nine years the papacy struggled to assemble an alliance of forces that would enable it to return and to reassert its moral authority.

    The conflict with the emperor forced the papacy to confront the realities of political power. Rhetoric was one thing, but resisting invasion required military strength, and the papacy had, as Stalin was to put it centuries later,‘no divisions’. What Gregory had at his disposal instead was an armoury of theological and spiritual power. In fact, previous popes had become increasingly interested in the question of how and in what circumstances force might justifiably be used. Alexander II had already, in the 1060s, approved the use of arms in the name of the Church in Spain, where the Christian kings of the north were trying to expand their power at the expense of the Muslim states in the peninsula, and even in the Norman invasion of England in 1066. In the 1080s, however, it was a question of how to defend the papacy against a stronger military power rather than of encouraging Christian kings to take lands to which the pope agreed they had a just claim. This required the recruitment and mobilization of troops, who had first to be persuaded that the papal struggle was a just cause. Supporters who sent troops included Matilda of Tuscany, the widow of Duke Godfrey of Lower Lotharingia (in western Germany), and Raymond IV, count of Toulouse, as well as local nobles and towns in north and central Italy. But in the end, what defeated Henry IV was not a superior military power but the addition to this network of alliances of some disaffected German nobles who rebelled against their king. This process, begun by Gregory VII and continued by Urban II after 1088, marked an important change in the political balance of Christendom. The papacy was now justifying interference in the internal affairs of a Christian kingdom on the grounds of the defence of the Church. As Gregory expressed it, what was at stake was the Church’s liberty.

    In the spring of 1095, that liberty appeared to have been secured. Henry was in difficulties with his rebel barons and Pope Urban was, for the first time, able to enter Rome in 1094. He held a council in the spring of 1095 at Piacenza in northern Italy, one of the purposes of which was to ratchet up the pressure on Henry. Among the people summoned to testify against Henry was his ex-wife. But, according to one chronicler, the Council of Piacenza was also noteworthy for the participation of another group of people: envoys from the Byzantine Emperor. There was nothing particularly remarkable in this. Although there had been a diplomatic rupture in relations between the papacy and the Byzantine government in 1054, Urban II had done his best to mend fences since becoming pope in 1088. The Byzantines did not subscribe to quite the same view of papal authority in the Church as did the reforming popes, but they recognized the prestige of the office held by the successor of St Peter. The significance of the Byzantine imperial presence at Piacenza was that the Byzantines wanted to ask for military help, and that they chose this forum in which to do so. Naturally, it was a situation that Urban sought to turn into a public relations triumph.

    The Byzantine Empire reached the peak of its power and authority in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. Northern Syria, including the city of Antioch, had been reconquered from the Abbasid caliphate, and new inroads were made into the Balkans by the great Emperor Basil II, ‘the Bulgar-slayer’. Visitors to imperial Constantinople were bowled over by the grandeur of the imperial palace, by the churches and their relics, by the education and culture of the aristocracy, and by the sheer size and wealth of the city. For Byzantines, this was a natural state of affairs: their empire was simply the continuation of the Roman Empire and heir to its prestige and authority. They even called themselves ‘the Romans’. But successive generations of incompetent emperors exposed the structural weaknesses of the Byzantine system. In 1071 the Seljuqs turned their attention to Asia Minor (Turkey), the powerhouse of the Empire, the source of the bulk of its tax revenues and military manpower. The province fell like a house of cards. Deprived of financial resources and soldiers, the imperial government turned increasingly to paid troops from outside the Empire: Bulgars, Arabs, Armenians, Normans from southern Italy, English refugees from the Norman Conquest, Scandinavians. In the early 1090s a group of Flemish knights had served under the emperor. But by 1095 the Seljuqs had established a regional capital at Nicaea in western Asia Minor – alarmingly close to the imperial capital. Alexios Komnenos (emperor from 1081 to 1118) had skilfully kept the enemies of the Empire at bay while building up imperial influence in Cyprus and Syria, but he had been unable to prevent the fall of Antioch in 1086. Exactly what he wanted from Urban II in 1095 is not certain, but it is a mark of how far papal prestige had risen in the past few years that he saw appealing for papal help as the most effective way of spreading word of his need to recruit more foreign troops.

    Urban seems to have done little initially about the Byzantine appeal. Perhaps he passed it on to interested parties, but if so no evidence of this survives. Instead, in the summer of 1095, he undertook a tour of France. This was a stately occasion designed to reinforce not only papal prestige but also papal authority. Like any ruler who wanted to exercise power, the pope had to travel in order to make his authority felt. He had to see what was going on in the provinces and dioceses of Christendom, and above all he had to exercise authority by hearing appeals and administering justice. Leadership meant acting as the court of highest appeal, and this could most effectively be done in person, rather than trusting the vagaries of letters sent by emissaries and legates. The tour of France was, therefore, a message that the pope was ready to take on the leadership of Christendom. Urban held local councils, consecrated churches and sat in judgement in disputes between bishops and monasteries. As a Frenchman, and former prior of the powerful monastery of Cluny, he was especially well placed to extend papal influence personally in French-speaking territories. He also met some of the most important political figures in France. In the 1090s, this meant the regional counts and dukes, rather than the king himself: men like the counts of Anjou and Toulouse. Significantly, both of these might have attracted his attention for other reasons. Count Raymond IV of Toulouse had been a supporter of the papal struggle against the emperor and had also taken part in the war against the Arabs in Spain. Count Fulk of Anjou had been on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It seems likely that Urban raised with such men an idea that may have been developing in his thoughts since the spring of 1095, if not before. But it was not until the end of November that he made the idea public, at a council held in the town of Clermont, in the Auvergne. It was here, on the final day of the council, in a field outside the town, that he first introduced the idea of an expedition to liberate Jerusalem to a wider audience. For this reason, Clermont has been seen ever since as the birthplace of crusading.

    What happened at Clermont? Curiously, for such an apparently crucial event in the history of Europe, nobody really knows – because no official record of the council proceedings or of Urban’s address has survived. Instead, we have four accounts written not only years after the event but in full knowledge of the success of the crusade. The four ‘Clermont chroniclers’ – Robert of Rheims, Fulcher of Chartres, Guibert of Nogent and Baldric of Bourgueil – were looking back for a definitive starting point to the expedition launched in 1095, and they settled on Clermont. In contrast, The Deeds of the Franks, the earliest contemporary account, scarcely mentioned the council at all and instead gave the impression that the crusaders were responding to some kind of spontaneously felt zeitgeist. As we have already seen, another chronicler, Albert of Aachen, chose to attribute the initiative for beginning the crusade to the Christians of the East. But the consensus has come to be that Clermont was the moment at which all the developments in the papal reform movement over the previous generation coincided with a heightened sense of piety among laypeople to produce a spark of flame, which in turn was fanned by the uncertain political situation in the eastern Mediterranean.

    It is worthwhile, therefore, to summarize what the chroniclers represented Urban as saying at Clermont. Three main themes emerge. First is the need to liberate Christians in the East from the violence done to them by the Seljuqs. A high degree of exaggeration was employed by the chroniclers, who put into Urban’s mouth impassioned words describing torture, humiliation and destruction of property and holy places. Doubtless the general picture was based on anecdotal evidence, since we know from Eastern Christian and Jewish sources that the Seljuqs could be arbitrary in their treatment both of local non-Muslims and of Western pilgrims. But the chroniclers made it appear as though such episodes of violence were a deliberate and sustained Seljuq policy, and also that this policy entailed the relentless march of the Turks westward to threaten not only Constantinople but, eventually, the whole of Christendom. It is not only the threat that is significant here, but also the assumption on the part of Urban that it was the duty of Western Christendom to ‘liberate’ their brothers and sisters in the East. This kind of language only made sense because popes had been using terms such as ‘the liberty of the Church’ for twenty years or more in the context of their struggles against the emperor. It was, in a sense, simply the application of the same principle over a broader geopolitical map. But it also made sense because this was not the first encounter between Christians and Muslims in the second half of the eleventh century. Since the 1060s, the small Christian kingdoms of northern Spain, principally Castile and Aragon, had been pushing southward into territory held by independent Arab ‘taifas’ – the successor states to the caliphate of Cordoba, which had collapsed in 1031. The Reconquista was, pure and simple, territorial and economic expansion on the part of a small but highly militarized aristocracy at the expense of a more urban and prosperous society to the south. But it came to be inflected with a particular piety when knightly pilgrims on their way to the shrine of St James at Compostela, in Galicia, were encouraged to see a connection between their devotion to the saint and fighting against Muslim Arabs. Popes, particularly Alexander II and Gregory VII, were quick to capitalize on the possibilities. Although in 1095 the Reconquista was still largely free of the overtones and language of holy war, it formed a precedent in that knights from across the Pyrenees were already being recruited to participate in particular campaigns. Urban II used the language of liberation in encouraging knights to help retake Tarragona, in the county of Barcelona, from the Arabs in 1089.

    A second theme in the reporting of Urban’s Clermont preaching was the Holy Land. Jerusalem, declared Urban in the words of Baldric of Bourgueil, was not only the centre of the world but a holy relic. The place where Jesus had lived, worked miracles, suffered crucifixion and risen from the dead ought to be, Urban said, part of Christendom. It had been unjustly taken from Christians and it was now the obligation of the Christian knighthood to take it back, just as it was the duty of any vassal to defend the lands of their lord. Was God not the lord of all men? He relied on his faithful on earth to protect his rightful territory. Here again, Urban caught the mood of Christendom. This kind of rhetoric had resonance because of the popularity of pilgrimage to Jerusalem. What was new was the link between pilgrimage to the holy places and military action to take them into Christian possession. In hindsight it might look as though this was an obvious consequence of increasingly intense devotion to Jerusalem. However, it required a new kind of thinking on the part of the papacy to bring it about. Gregory VII had already given a hint in this direction in 1077. After the heir to the county of Barcelona, Peter Raymundi, murdered his stepmother, Gregory assigned him a penance peculiar to the political situation. A normal penance for such a public crime of violence might have entailed a humiliating pilgrimage that would have removed Peter Raymundi from public affairs for a long period, perhaps even demanded that he enter a monastery and so remove himself forever. Either eventuality would have proved disastrous for Barcelona, on the front line of the Reconquista. Gregory’s solution was to require Peter Raymundi to remain in Barcelona and to put his sword at the service of the defence of his inheritance against the Arabs. In miniature, this was effectively what Urban II appealed to the knighthood of France to do in 1095. The difference was that whereas Gregory VII could reasonably point to the need for Barcelona to have an heir of fighting age on the spot, in 1095 the threat was not to the actual lands of Western knights, but to the notional and symbolic ‘inheritance’ of Jesus, the Holy Land.

    
     Pilgrimage

     A spectacular programme of church building launched by Emperor Constantine (306–37) transformed Jerusalem into a city of churches and monasteries, and created the idea of the Christian Holy Land. The Arab conquests of the seventh century made pilgrimage from the West more difficult, but by the 1030s pilgrims were once again travelling in large numbers to the Holy Land. Many pilgrims went in massed groups, and there was an apocalyptic flavour to some eleventh-century pilgrimages. After 1099, once Jerusalem was under Christian control, pilgrims flooded to the Holy Land, and they continued to travel there in large numbers throughout the Middle Ages. The focal point of all pilgrimages was the Holy Sepulchre, but pilgrims also venerated the shrines of the Nativity in Bethlehem, the place of Jesus’ baptism at the Jordan, the tomb of the Blessed Virgin at the foot of the Mount of Olives, and the many sites associated with Jesus’ miracles. Most pilgrims travelled by sea, often in dangerous conditions. The demands of the journey were part of the purpose of pilgrimage, which was to do penance for one’s sins. Undertaking a pilgrimage, especially to the Holy Sepulchre, was a temporal atonement for sins committed and confessed to a priest.

    

    It was a revolutionary step taken by Urban to link the practice of pilgrimage with the idea of the legitimate defence of territory. It worked not only because of the appeal of the Holy Land but also because of the acceptance on the part of knights who took the cross that they needed to do penance. As a knight, one could scarcely help committing sins of violence. These, even though they might be legitimated by having been committed in service to one’s lord, were nevertheless sins that required absolution and temporal satisfaction. Absolution came from confessing one’s sins to a priest, temporal satisfaction from undertaking the penance assigned by one’s confessor. Common among these, for the knighthood, was pilgrimage to a saint’s shrine – not a holiday or pleasant tour, but a journey undertaken without arms, abstaining from sex and good living, and in the full consciousness that, until the penance was completed, one was an outcast from God’s family. For sins of violence, a long period of quiet reflection without the possibility of doing further violence was required. Urban II overturned this way of thinking in 1095. In virtually the only independent piece of testimony we have from Clermont, apart from the chroniclers’ accounts, Urban says that the expedition he was launching would be regarded as a penitential pilgrimage. It was war, but it was also a penance. Knights who needed to accomplish penance for sins of violence could now do so by committing further violence – but against the Seljuqs, for the recovery of the holy city.

    According to Robert of Rheims, Urban understood very well why this appeal was likely to succeed. French knightly society, he regretted, was endemically violent because there was frenetic competition for land and inadequate central political authority to control it. The knighthood regarded war as a necessary means of securing their rights, defending their inheritances and exploiting their lands economically. Urban foresaw, in Robert’s account of his preaching, that the armed pilgrimage would also offer opportunities for knights to settle in the Holy Land on conquered territory, thus relieving the pressures that made for such problems at home. Nowhere are we more conscious of Robert’s hindsight than in this piece of reportage. By the time he was writing, Robert could look at twenty years or so of precarious but successful settlement in the East by survivors of the great expedition and subsequent émigrés. At Clermont, this lay far in the future and could hardly have been predicted.
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