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With thanks to Professor Jonathan Phillips for the information displayed here regarding the movements of Saladin’s army.
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TIMELINE OF EVENTS

Many of the dates in this timeline are best approximations / disputed. The aim is to give a sense of the chronology rather than precision.


    	
AD 30–33  Crucifixion of Christ
Christianity begins to spread in the Middle East



    	
70  Fall of Jerusalem to Roman Emperor Titus

    	
285  Roman Empire splits into Eastern (Byzantine) and Western Empires

    	
312  Byzantine Emperor Constantine converts to Christianity

    	
614  Conquest of Jerusalem by Sassanian Persians
Beginning of Christian Holy War for Jerusalem

Reconquest of Jerusalem by Byzantine Emperor Heraclius



    	
638  Arab Caliphate conquers Jerusalem

    	
1071  Seljuk Turks capture Jerusalem from Fatimid Caliphate

    	
1081  Alexios Komnenos becomes Byzantine Emperor

    	
1096  The First Crusade begins

    	
1098  Baldwin of Boulogne becomes Lord of Edessa
Capture of Antioch by Crusaders

Bohemond of Taranto becomes Prince of Antioch



    	
1099  Crusaders capture Jerusalem
Godfrey de Bouillon declared Defender of the Holy Sepulchre



    	
1100  Death of Godfrey, succession by Baldwin I as first King of Jerusalem
Baldwin of Bourcq becomes Lord of Edessa, marries Morphia of Melitene

Capture of Bohemond I of Antioch by Danishmend Turks

Tancred invested as regent of Antioch



    	
1103–1105  Siege of Tripoli by Raymond of Toulouse

    	
1104   Conquest of Acre by Baldwin I
Battle of Harran, Baldwin of Edessa and Joscelin of Courtenay captured by Seljuk Turks



    	
1105  Birth of Melisende, daughter of Baldwin I and Morphia


    	
1108  Baldwin of Edessa released

    	
~1109   Birth of Alice, sister of Melisende


    	
1109   Tripoli captured by Franks

    	
~1110  Birth of Hodierna, sister of Melisende


    	
1112  Death of Tancred
Pons of Tripoli marries Lady Cecile of France



    	
1113  Baldwin I marries Adelaide del Vasto of Sicily


    	
1113–1115  Baldwin of Edessa conquers eastern Cilicia

    	
1118  Death of Baldwin I, succession by Baldwin of Edessa as Baldwin II, King of Jerusalem, crowned jointly with Morphia


    	
1119  Death of Roger of Salerno at the Battle of the Field of Blood
Regency of Baldwin II begins at Antioch



    	
1120  Birth of Yvette, sister of Melisende


    	
1123  Baldwin II imprisoned by Balak

    	
1124  Crusaders capture Tyre
Baldwin II released



    	
1126  Alice marries Bohemond II of Antioch

    	
~1127  Death of Morphia


    	
1128  Birth of Constance of Antioch, daughter of Alice


    	
1129  Melisende marries Fulk

    	
1130  Birth of Baldwin III, son of Melisende and Fulk

    	
1130  Death of Bohemond II
First rebellion of Alice of Antioch



    	
1131  Death of Baldwin II, succession by Melisende, Fulk and the child Baldwin III

    	
1131  Second rebellion of Alice of Antioch


    	
~1133 Hodierna  marries Raymond II of Tripoli (exact date not known)

    	
1134  Hugh of Jaffa revolts against Fulk, is defeated and sentenced to exile
Death of Hugh



    	
1136  Birth of Amalric I, brother of Baldwin III
Third rebellion of Alice of Antioch, and her final defeat

Raymond of Poitiers marries Constance of Antioch



    	
1137  Death of Pons of Tripoli

    	
~1139  Melisende founds the Convent of Bethany

    	
1143  Death of Fulk, succession by 13-year-old Baldwin III and Melisende as regent

    	
1144  Edessa captured by Zengi

    	
1145 Melisende  refuses to step down as regent when Baldwin III comes of age
Pope Eugenius III calls for Second Crusade



    	
1146  Death of Zengi
Nur ad-Din inherits Edessa



    	
1147  Second Crusade launched

    	
1148  Louis VII and Eleanor of Aquitaine arrive in Antioch, fail to seize Damascus from Mu’in ad-Din

    	
1149  Raymond of Antioch killed at the Battle of Inab

    	
1152  Baldwin III defeats Melisende in a civil war
Marriage of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Louis VII annulled

        Eleanor  marries Henry Plantagenet



    	
1153  Constance of Antioch marries Reynald de Châtillon

    	
1154  Nur ad-Din takes control of Damascus from Mujir ad-Din and marries Ismat ad-Din Khatoun


    	
1157  Amalric I marries Agnes of Courtenay


    	
1158  Baldwin III marries Theodora Komnene, niece of Emperor Manuel Komnenos

    	
~1160  Birth of Sibylla, daughter of Amalric I and Agnes (sometime between 1157 and 1160)

    	
1161  Birth of Baldwin IV, brother of Sibylla
        Maria of Antioch  marries Manuel Komnenos

Death of Melisende

Death of Zumurrud of Damascus at Medina



    	
1163  Death of Baldwin III, succession by his brother Amalric I, who divorces Agnes in order to become king

    	
1164  Nur ad-Din attacks Harim, defeats the Christian army and captures Raymond III of Tripoli, Bohemond III of Antioch, Joscelin III of Edessa and Reynald de Châtillon

    	
1165  Bohemond III released

    	
1167  Amalric I marries Maria Komnene, great-niece of Manuel Komnenos
Theodora Komnene elopes with Andronikos Komnenos



    	
1169  Saladin becomes vizier in Egypt
Birth of Alexios II Komnenos, son of Maria of Antioch and Manuel Komnenos



    	
1170  Truce between Franks and Muslims

    	
1172  Birth of Isabella, daughter of Maria Komnene and Amalric I

    	
1174  Death of Amalric I, succession by Baldwin IV
Death of Nur ad-Din

Saladin takes control of Damascus and marries Nur ad-Din’s widow, Ismat ad-Din Khatoun



    	
1176  Defeat of the Byzantines by the Seljuk Turks at the Battle of Myriocephalum
        Sibylla  marries William ‘Longsword’ of Montferrat



    	
1177  Death of William of Montferrat
Birth of Baldwin V, son of Sibylla and William of Montferrat

Baldwin IV victorious over Saladin at the Battle of Montisgard

Balian of Ibelin marries Maria Komnene



    	
1179  Saladin defeats Christian forces at the battles of Marj Ayyoun and Jacob’s Ford

    	
1180 Sibylla  marries Guy de Lusignan
Death of Manuel Komnenos, succession by Alexios II

        Maria of Antioch  rules with her lover, Alexios Protosebastos, on behalf of her son



    	
1182  Baldwin IV names Guy de Lusignan regent
Maria of Antioch executed



    	
1183  Isabella marries Humphrey of Toron
Siege of Kerak

Saladin takes Aleppo

Baldwin IV attempts to depose Guy de Lusignan from the regency

Baldwin V is crowned co-king



    	
1185  Saladin agrees to truce with Jerusalem
Baldwin IV dies, succeeded by Baldwin V



    	
~1186  Agnes dies (sometime between early months of 1184 and late summer 1186)
Baldwin V dies

Sibylla crowned queen

Death of Ismat ad-Din Khatoun



    	
1187  War erupts as a five-year truce is broken
Saladin defeats main crusader army at the Battle of Hattin, imprisons Guy de Lusignan and executes Reynald de Châtillon

Jerusalem falls to Saladin’s armies

Pope calls for Third Crusade



    	
1188  Guy de Lusignan released from captivity

    	
1190  Death of Sibylla and daughters at Siege of Acre

    	
1205  Death of Isabella









AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a book about women and power. It is about the power noblewomen in Outremer struggled for, the forces that limited their power and the power male writers and historians have wielded over their legacies. It tells the stories of an extraordinary dynasty of women-rulers, examining the challenges and triumphs of their lives.

The unique instability and near constant state of crisis in Outremer created an environment in which noble-born women could be propelled to prominence and wield real power. Aristocratic women in Jerusalem, Antioch, Tripoli and Edessa represented a major force in the politics of the medieval Middle East. Despite this, more often than not women of their status in this period have been regarded by historians as little more than transmitters of lands and broodmares for the next generation of kings. They have been remembered as the wives, mothers, daughters and sisters of powerful men, not as autonomous individuals and active leaders with their own political agency. In recent years, great progress has been made to redress this, but these efforts have for the most part been confined to academic works. The aim of this book is to redress this and bring the Queens of Jerusalem, Princesses of Antioch and Countesses of Tripoli and Edessa out of the shadows and into the public eye.

It is not the job of the historian, nor even the feminist historian, to make heroines out of every female figure maligned or dismissed by history. Rather, it is to present the relevant evidence and analysis to give readers the best possible understanding of who that person was and how they functioned within the social, political and religious framework of their society. This book will weigh up evidence and source material where necessary to illustrate something unclear, and present readers with excerpts from source material, inviting them to draw their own conclusions on controversial topics and to test the validity of medieval gossip. It is intended as a work of narrative-driven biography, rather than an academic analysis of female political agency or historiography.

The writing of it has taken me from the reading rooms of the British, Bodleian and Mazarine libraries, across Europe and the Middle East. Much of it was written from the Old City of Jerusalem and various hotel rooms, cafes and draughty ruins in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and France. The opportunity to travel in this way and to stand where these remarkable women once stood, to tread the stones they once trod and to look out on the landscapes that they themselves once looked upon, has been a profound joy.
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PREFACE


…the coast that has so long sounded with the world’s debate…

Edward Gibbon
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At its easternmost reaches, the clear waters of the Mediterranean Sea lap against crumbling walls of bright stone: the lingering monuments of a forgotten kingdom. These ruined walls are all that is left of once proud fortresses that have guarded the coastline and craggy hilltops from southern Turkey to northern Egypt for nearly a millennium. The land the water touches here, the land on which these citadels are built, is holy. It is the most coveted region in global history, fought over by the three great Abrahamic religions that each view it as their spiritual centre: Christianity, Islam and Judaism. Sprawling across the Palestinian Territories, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey and Syria, rich in nothing but belief and residing under a gruelling summer sun, this land has been the object of bloody warfare down the centuries from antiquity to the modern day. With its protean borders and mercurial rulers, this region has captured the imaginations of generations around the world.

The focal point of this conflict lies inland, some forty miles from the Mediterranean’s waters. The magnet at the centre of all these centuries’ endeavour, the jewel these coastal castles and ports were built to serve, is the holy city of Jerusalem. A living, breathing city in the middle of modern Israel. Today the streets of the Old City stand much as they did in medieval times. The air is thick with the scent of spices, and the unmistakable smell of frying vegetables. The clamour of vendors vying for customers and haggling over trinkets mingles with the incoherent ringing of many competing sets of bells and Arabic calls to prayer. The throng of pilgrims and travellers is much the same as it would have been a thousand years ago. Spiritual tourists have always clogged the arteries of this city, but are its life-blood nonetheless. Christians, Jews and Muslims of every denomination jostle, pressing towards their separate holy places, which all lie within the same square mile.

The layout of the streets and the landmarks is not much changed either from medieval times, and a medieval pilgrim would not find much difficulty in navigating their way today from the Jaffa Gate to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The streets of the souks that wind around the holy places still have the same arched crusader shop fronts, and sell traditional merchandise like leather handicrafts, herbs and religious symbols. These antique streets ring with prayer and the bustle of trade as they did a thousand years ago. Soldiers too loiter here much as they would have in medieval times, a constant reminder of the region’s instability. The knights with long swords have been replaced by Israeli teenagers with automatic machine guns, enjoying pomegranate juice and texting.

The architecture of the city has stood witness to its centuries of history, and stands as testament to the many regimes that have risen and fallen within the walls of the Holy City. The arches of the crusader period and the stone walls with their diagonal tooling rub shoulders with Mamluk and Ottoman designs. Crosses, domes and minarets jumble the skyline. When the sun goes down in the Old City, its rays glint on the golden domes of Christian churches before giving way to the pale-green glow of the minarets that illuminate the night sky.

In the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the holiest site of Christianity and the site of Christ’s earthly tomb, columns and plinths from the time of Constantine stand beside medieval and modern additions. In the Armenian chapel, garish modern murals conceal crusader vaulted ceilings, supported by Byzantine and Romanesque capitals with basket-weave and acanthus-leaf designs. The walls that descend to the chapel of the Finding of the Cross are engraved with thousands of rough crosses, the marks made by individual crusaders and pilgrims to mark the completion of their quest.

Here, in what feels like the bowels of the great church, is a rock-cut chapel: the place where Helena, mother of the Emperor Constantine, claimed to have found the True Cross. It was here that she ordered the great church to be built. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was founded by a woman. This chapel is one of the quietest, most overlooked parts of the church, but it was the culmination of the medieval pilgrimage route. It is cavernous, plain and mostly unadorned, with traces of twelfth-century frescoes permeating the walls. There is no statue of Jesus here, nor Constantine, nor any of the great men later associated with the building, just a serene statue of a queenly woman leaning on a cross above a humble altar, flickering in the light of many votive candles.

Today the key of the Holy Sepulchre is held by a Muslim family, neutral guardians, to quell the bickering of the different denominations of Christians. The key has been passed down, father to son, for generations, and every day at 4 a.m. Adeep Joudeh makes a journey through the shuttered, silent streets and delivers the key that unlocks the door. It is large, iron and arrow-shaped.

This city, with its dispute-riddled streets, and the other lands that surround it have always been the subject of bitter conflict. In generations past this land was referred to by Europeans as ‘the Orient’ or ‘the Levant’. The French still refer to the Moyen-Orient, a literal translation of Middle East, which is the term now preferred in Anglophone countries. The terms ‘Levant’ and ‘Orient’ both have their roots in imagery of the rising sun. If one traces their respective etymologies back to Latin and French, they mean ‘to dawn’ or ‘to rise’: these are Western words for Eastern lands. They are shrouded in mystery and conjure images of men and women in ancient times squinting into the fresh, bright light breaking over the horizon and imagining a world beyond: lands bathed in sunlight, awash in reds and golds, and always out of reach. In Arabic, a similar term is used: Mashriq, which derives from the word sharaqa, which likewise means ‘to rise’ or ‘to shine’.

Despite their current vogue, the terms ‘Middle East’ and even ‘Near East’ are too broad for the region examined in this book, which is narrower. The stories in this work were played out on the sliver of coastline that runs from southern Turkey to northern Egypt, which before it was called the Middle East, and even before it was called the Levant, was known to Europeans by another name: Outremer.

The name Outremer has nothing to do with the rising sun, but likewise conveys the perceived unreachability and distance of the land in the minds of those that made the word. It comes from French and translates literally as ‘over-sea’, or ‘the lands beyond the sea’. It defines the land by its otherness and exoticism, and in relation to the journey that was made by thousands upon thousands of medieval men and women over land and sea from Western Europe to the Holy Land.

For thousands of years followers of Christianity, Islam and Judaism alike have made pilgrimages to Jerusalem. Pilgrimages are still being made by the faithful today. In the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, the Christian pilgrimages to Outremer took on a different colour: they became armed, they became organised, and they were rallied by the Pope himself. In 1095, Urban II made a rousing speech at a council of both clergy and the secular elite of France in the town of Clermont. His words electrified his audience as he called upon those assembled to abandon their homes and take up weapons en masse to journey east, to Outremer, to liberate the holy places from infidels. With this speech, the traditional notion of peaceful Christian pilgrimage was overtaken by a thirst for the military ventures that would become known centuries later as ‘the crusades’.

To the consternation of many, the First Crusade was met with considerable success. On 15 July 1099, after gruelling years of war and marching across Europe and Anatolia, the crusaders took Jerusalem. The result of this success was that, for nearly two hundred years, Western Europeans occupied Outremer. They created Christian states there, built the fortresses that still dominate the landscape today and, for eighty-eight years, held Jerusalem itself as a Christian capital.

The deeds of men in Outremer in this period are a hyperactive field of study, yet the study of the deeds of the women is comparatively dormant. Women played a key role in both the crusades themselves and the governance of the Kingdom of Jerusalem. When armies marched east from Europe, women marched with them. Men who could afford to often brought their families, and poorer women also travelled with the army. These women prepared meals, washed clothes, nursed the wounded, collected firewood and were the lovers of the soldiers. On rare occasions they even sallied onto the battlefield either to bring water to the men or to fight themselves. In the established territories of Outremer noblewomen organised the logistics of sieges and negotiated with the enemy, and women of the lower classes toiled with the men to undermine fortifications. They endured unimaginable hardships, died alongside the men and also fell victim to rape, imprisonment and slavery. Thousands of European women found themselves traded in the slave markets of Aleppo and Damascus during the twelfth century. When the male rulers of Outremer overplayed their hands and found themselves rotting in enemy dungeons, they were ransomed by their wives.

Despite these clearly documented roles, the vast majority of crusades historians, both medieval and modern, have neglected the roles of women in their histories. This book intends to go some way towards fixing this imbalance by shedding some light on the deeds of women in positions of authority in Outremer: specifically, the dynasty of formidable women rulers founded by Morphia of Melitene, the first crowned Queen of Jerusalem. Her daughters and granddaughters reigned as Queens of Jerusalem, Princesses of Antioch, Countesses of Tripoli, and held many other positions as well. They represent some of the most daring, devious and devoted women that history has ever seen. The source material available on these women is sparse in comparison to what we have regarding their husbands and fathers, but enough survives to construct vivid portraits of these remarkable queens and princesses.

The most famous woman considered in this book was neither a Queen of Jerusalem nor a Princess of Antioch, but rather Queen of France and later of England: Eleanor of Aquitaine. She has a place in this book as the first European queen to undertake a crusade, and for the strange rumours that circulated about her relationship with the Prince of Antioch. Eleanor has perhaps received more than her fair share of fame in comparison to her counterparts in Outremer. This is not to undermine her impact or importance, but rather to contextualise it with the knowledge that there were many other women rulers in the East raising hell for their male relatives and adversaries. Perhaps there was something in the water at Antioch that put fire in the blood, but Eleanor was hardly breaking with tradition when her rebellious nature came into its own within the walls of that storied city. On her journey to Outremer, Eleanor had encountered formidable role models in rule breaking. In Jerusalem she was received by the daunting figure of Queen Melisende, first Queen Regnant of Jerusalem and one of the most powerful women of the age. This meeting with a woman who so excellently embodied female ambition and leadership doubtless influenced Eleanor’s later career.

The history of Outremer seems at first glance to be overwhelmingly male, full of masculine rage, zealotry and bloodlust. This, perhaps, is true; but the wrath and wit of women also played their part in shaping the destiny of this region. It is time for this region and this period to be viewed through a female lens. This book explores the lives of the ruling women of Outremer from the year 1099 to Saladin’s conquest of Jerusalem in 1187.






INTRODUCTION: THE BIRTH OF OUTREMER


We who were Occidentals have become Orientals. He who was a Roman or a Frank has in this land been made into a Galilean or a Palestinian. He who was of Rheims or Chartres has now become a citizen of Tyre or Antioch. We have already forgotten the places of our birth […] Some have taken wives not only of their own people but Syrians or Armenians or even Saracens who have obtained the grace of baptism. […] He who was born a stranger is now as one born here; he who was born an alien has become as a native.

Fulcher of Chartres, resident of Jerusalem
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View of Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives



The crusaders conquered Outremer city by city and by the sword. Although peaceful surrenders were sometimes negotiated and captives often taken, they still slaughtered and displaced thousands upon thousands of native people as they cut their way across Eastern Europe, Anatolia and the Middle East. Muslims, Jews and non-Catholic Christians alike all fell victim to their zealous ferocity. The Christian states of Outremer grew from a rag-group of sequentially conquered lordships and principalities, with Jerusalem always as the goal. Eventually and against the odds, the crusaders succeeded in conquering Jerusalem, the site of Christ’s crucifixion and the holiest city of Christianity. When they at last captured the Holy City they turned it into a city of ghosts. Their bloodlust reached fever pitch as they spilled over the walls and annihilated the inhabitants.

Out of the ashes, blood and filth of the First Crusade, the Kingdom of Jerusalem was forged. Four distinct states were carved out of the territory they claimed: the County of Edessa, the Principality of Antioch, the County of Tripoli and the Kingdom of Jerusalem. Between them, the rulers of these lands controlled the Holy Land and held it in Christ’s name. The crusade had achieved its goal and made some of the luckier crusaders rich men to boot.

The news of this triumph reverberated across the Christian and Muslim worlds. Many had given up on the crusade even before the armies came in sight of Jerusalem. After the numerous defeats and setbacks they encountered along the way, the idea of taking the Holy City seemed like a fool’s errand. Troubadours and chroniclers of East and West fell on the story of the conquest with unprecedented zeal. Songs, stories and poetry were all written about the adventure, heroism and brutality of the First Crusade. Perhaps most importantly, histories were written too, although the boundaries between history and literature as genres had not yet begun to solidify and the chroniclers used a good deal of artistic licence.

The history of Outremer became one of the best documented areas in the history of the medieval world, and provides a rich trove of sources for historians today. A full list of the primary material used in the research for this book can be found in the Bibliography. We have chronicles written by men in the thick of the political and military arena: Franks, Armenians, Byzantines, Syrians, Kurds, Arabs and Persians. We have charters bearing the seals of those with authority, that give us reliable information as to who was ruling when, and how they were using their power. We have letters from the great men of the West to the rulers of the Latin East, and vice versa. We also have surviving artefacts, and the surviving fortresses of Outremer, alongside the evidence provided by the archaeological record.

However, lucky as we are to have this wealth of information, we are also unlucky in the uniform bias presented across the narrative sources. The majority of surviving chronicles are written by clerics; that is to say patriarchal, religious, celibate men. Men who did not live with women, men who did not love women, and men whose lives featured very little interaction with women. The one notable exception to this is The Alexiad, written by the Byzantine Princess Anna Komnene, one of the best educated and most ambitious women of her day. Her chronicle gives some information about the First Crusade and the foundation of Outremer, but even Anna’s hand is imbued with much of the patriarchal misogyny of her day: Anna Komnene was certainly no feminist. It all comes down to genre, and Anna Komnene’s choice to write a chronicle necessarily binds it with the tradition and attitude of male chroniclers.

Similarly, while the Muslim historians documenting this period were not clerics, they likewise were products of a deeply patriarchal society and did not attribute much importance to recording the activities of women. As a result of this the roles played by women in warfare, sieges, governing and daily life are consistently ignored and underplayed. There appears to be a uniform distaste among male medieval chroniclers for acknowledging and engaging with the importance of women. Where possible, they prefer to ignore them.

The terms ‘misogynistic’ and ‘patriarchal’ are both essential for modern considerations of the presentation and treatment of women, and it is tempting to use these terms liberally when describing the lives of the female rulers of Outremer. However, when applied to the medieval world these terms can sound jarringly anachronistic. For this reason I will use them both sparingly. It is always difficult to apply modern terms laden with modern value judgements to the members and attitudes of a long-dead society, distant from us in both time and space, but they can be useful if they are paired with an understanding that the society described in medieval Outremer functioned within an entirely different framework to the modern society in which these terms have developed. The inequality of men and women was accepted as legal fact, built into the fabric and structure of a society defined by the Christian church and warrior ethos. Feminism was an unheard-of concept.

‘Misogyny’ in the modern usage is taken to mean an irrational dislike or fear of women and discrimination against them. There was much discrimination against women in the Middle Ages. Women had fewer rights with regard to inheritance law and personal freedom, but such measures were considered rational in the contemporarily held world view. To deny that men and women had different roles in life would be met with much the same derision as denying climate change in the modern day. This is an important distinction to make. Moreover, much of our perception, as modern readers, of the way women were treated in medieval times filters down to us through the writing of clerics, which comes down to an issue of genre. The way women are presented within chronicles may not actually reflect the reality of their standing in society. With this in mind, the word ‘misogyny’ can only be uncomfortably applied to medieval society, but it may be more comfortably applied to medieval chronicles.

The chronicle written by William of Tyre, A History of Deeds Done Beyond the Sea, is without doubt the most important and exhaustive record of events in the Kingdom of Jerusalem and the Christian states of Outremer. It was written by one of the more astute and thorough historians of the Middle Ages. William of Tyre certainly has a good claim to be the greatest historian of his generation. He was born in Jerusalem around the year 1130, and during his early life was educated at the Cathedral School of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Thus, his formative years were spent in the heart of the Old City of Jerusalem and Christianity’s spiritual centre. In 1145 he left Outremer for Europe and spent over a decade studying in Paris and Italy. In 1165 he returned to Outremer and was made an ambassador to Byzantium by the then king, Amalric of Jerusalem. From this position he rose through the ranks, becoming Archdeacon of Tyre, Chancellor of the Kingdom and eventually Archbishop of Tyre. While serving in these various offices he became both tutor to Amalric’s son and also the court historian to the Kingdom of Jerusalem. With such a varied life experience and education, he was uniquely situated to understand the cultural and political subtleties of the events in Outremer which he recorded. His research was thorough and varied, making use of existing chronicles but also conducting original interviews with eyewitnesses and witnessing many of the events he describes first-hand.

For all his rare enlightenment and relatively modern approach to the writing of history, interspersing his narrative with big-picture analysis, William’s chronicle was not immune to the far-reaching influence and symptoms of misogyny, nor indeed political bias. He devotes scarcely five per cent of his one-thousand-plus-page chronicle to the deeds of women. His chronicle, then, must be treated critically, and there is much danger in falling into the trap of assuming everything he writes is a reliable fact. This is particularly true of William’s treatment and depiction of women in his writing. Like most medieval chroniclers, he prefers to throw women into one camp or the other: sinner or saint. He does not give much credit to the notion that the women he writes about were individuals as complex as the men, and he prefers to cast women as literary tropes rather than depict them as living, breathing humans.



The Kingdom of Jerusalem and the other states of Outremer were frontier lands living in the shadow of the threat of raids, invasion and full-on annihilation. The customs, topography and climate of the Middle East were unfamiliar to the European settlers. The society was comprised of the conquering military elite, the knights, lords, barons, counts, princes and kings and their vassals ruling over a population that was primarily native Christians.

The female rulers of Outremer were born into a world between cultures, and into a region torn by crisis. The Christian states of Outremer were founded by ‘Franks’, an indiscriminate term for the Western Europeans who led the First Crusade. The Muslim chroniclers called them Faranj or Franj, and they also became known as ‘the Latins’: the phrase ‘Latin East’ is interchangeable with Outremer. The Franks hailed primarily from Western and Southern Europe and as a result, the culture they imported to the East was Catholic, feudal and military. However, the culture that developed in Outremer differed greatly from Western Europe and was significantly less homogenous, given the instability of the region and the difference in the cultures of the native inhabitants of the Middle East. Jerusalem presented an insatiable draw to people of different cultures from as far afield as Iceland and India. The cities of the Holy Land presented unique ethnic and cultural hubs in the Middle Ages, where people of all faiths were thrown together through periods of intense warfare and uneasy, negotiated peace. It was a period of artistic flourishing and cultural exchange against the backdrop of religious conflict.

The native Christians of the Middle East were primarily Armenians, Greeks, Syrians, Jacobites and Maronites. These groups, often separated along ethnic as well as religious lines, had individual cultures and languages distinctly different to those of the European West. They were afforded fewer rights by the crusaders than Catholic European settlers in the Latin East, and while they certainly ranked higher in the social and legal hierarchy than Jews and Muslims, many were still regarded as heretical. Despite this, cooperation and intermarriage were encouraged at both the highest and lowest levels, particularly in the frontier County of Edessa.

Such cooperation was essential to the survival of the Christian states of Outremer. The occupying force was small, many crusaders returned to the West after the capture of Jerusalem, and although a new wave of crusaders did journey east to swell the ranks of the Franks in Outremer during the reign of Baldwin I, it was not enough to successfully occupy and populate the entirety of the lands they had claimed. The victorious army of the First Crusade that conquered Outremer did not constitute a population for their newly won lands. They were primarily soldiers, and although a great many women did travel with the army, they had been greatly depleted during the gruelling march across Europe and Asia Minor. Immigration was not confined to the main crusading expeditions. Bit by bit, however, native Christians returned: Armenian and Syrian Christian communities formed alongside the Catholics in Jerusalem, and tax breaks were given to encourage settlement and trade across the newly won lands.

Gradually the Franks began to assimilate their new conditions and incorporate elements of local culture into their own. One of the most popular anecdotes relating to this is of a particularly enthusiastic Frankish knight who, upon learning of the custom of some Arabs of shaving pubic hair, demanded that a male bath attendant shave both him and his wife in like style, scandalising both the attendant and the chronicler Usama ibn Munqidh, to whom he related the tale, and doubtless his bemused wife as well.

Despite the preference for viewing Muslims and Christians as mortal enemies in Outremer, always determined to kill each other on sight, this was simply not the case. In the cities of Outremer, particularly those on major trading routes, Christians and Muslims mixed with relative freedom, with the Muslims only having to pay taxes and fees for the right to trade and live in Christian territory. Diplomatic negotiations regularly took place between Christian and Muslim leaders.

The relationships between men and women followed the pattern of Western Europe. In the eyes of the men writing the laws, noblewomen primarily served the purpose of childbearing and transmitting lands and titles to husbands and children. However, the instability and lack of military security in Outremer threw their roles and capabilities into greater prominence. Life expectancy was short for a fighting man in Outremer. If he were not struck down by disease or mishap, he might well be slaughtered on the battlefield or in an unexpected raid. Noblewomen were generally safer than their husbands, fathers and brothers: they lived behind the high walls of the citadels and convents that sprang up across the Middle East during the crusader period. We have no records of a noblewoman being killed in action: the task of physical fighting rarely fell to them, although they did have the challenges of childbirth to contend with.

Women in Outremer began to outlive the male relatives who normally would have controlled them, and to become lynchpins of power and political loyalty in their own right. Beyond this, by pure chance the kings of Jerusalem found themselves blessed with daughters rather than the sons they desperately craved. This forced society in Outremer to adapt to the concept of queenship and swallow the bitter pill of female rule.

The two central figures of this book are Queen Melisende of Jerusalem and Queen Sibylla of Jerusalem. These women, grandmother and granddaughter, served as Queens Regnant of Jerusalem, and consequently there is considerably more source material written about them than the other noblewomen of Outremer. However, the lives of their mothers, sisters, nieces and cousins, ruling variously as Queens Consort of Jerusalem and Princesses of Antioch, are also worthy of note, playing pivotal roles in the internal politics of Outremer.






1 MORPHIA AND THE FOUR PRINCESSES


On Christmas Day 1118, a royal couple sat enthroned in the Church of the Holy Nativity in Bethlehem. The man was fair-haired with piercing blue eyes and a long beard. The woman was of a different race – Eastern with dark hair and eyes. They were resplendent in intricately embroidered coronation robes made of the finest silks the East could offer, heavily stitched with gems that winked in the candlelight. Seated beneath the dome of the Byzantine basilica which glowed with mosaics that spread across it like molten gold, they were waiting to be made monarchs. In front of the hushed congregation, the man swore an oath before Christ and his angels to conserve law and peace in the Kingdom of Jerusalem for both the church and his subjects. A ring was placed on his finger symbolising his loyalty, a sword was buckled to his waist representing his role as the Kingdom’s military defender, and finally an orb and sceptre were placed in his hands to represent the justice he would dispense and his God-given power on earth. The woman beside him swore to support her husband in his task.

With great solemnity the man and woman sank to their knees and the Patriarch of Jerusalem anointed them with holy oil, transforming them from simple mortals to God’s representatives on earth. The Patriarch solemnly raised and lowered two golden, gem-encrusted crowns onto their brows. The man had been an adventuring knight from France, a second son unlikely to inherit anything. To reach this moment he had traversed Europe and Asia Minor, fought in countless battles and endured years of imprisonment. He had leapfrogged barriers and grasped opportunities to propel himself to this most exalted position. His name was Baldwin, Count of Edessa. The person kneeling beside him was the woman who had stood by him, defended his interests and raised his children for almost two decades. She had borne him three daughters and protected his lands while he languished in Saracen prisons. Before long she would give him a fourth daughter, who would be the first child to be born to a king and queen in Jerusalem. A mysterious woman, a princess of an ancient Armenian kingdom, she was private, strong and dutiful. Her name was Morphia of Melitene: she was the first woman to be crowned Queen of Jerusalem.

Their choice to be crowned in Bethlehem on Christmas Day was steeped in significance. Not only was it the day of Christ’s birth and thus one of the holiest days in the Christian calendar, but it was also the day which Baldwin I had chosen for his coronation, and the day when Charlemagne had himself been crowned Holy Roman Emperor in Rome in the year 800. Not only was Bethlehem the place of Christ’s birth, but it was also the site where David had been anointed King of Israel. In choosing Christmas Day for their coronation, the new king and queen were symbolically associating themselves with the three most important kings of both the sacred and the secular worlds: Jesus Christ, King David and the Emperor Charlemagne.

Coronations were events of unparalleled importance in the Middle Ages and in the newly formed Kingdom of Jerusalem in particular. This was an age before the printing press: there were few forms of mass communication and propaganda available to rulers, and some of the primary ways of communicating power to one’s subjects was through the images on coinage and public spectacles. The coronation of a new monarch was a golden opportunity for the latter. The grandeur of the coronation would set the tone for the reign of the monarch and was an opportunity to win the admiration of the monarch’s new subjects and assert his or her authority and supremacy over the nobility. It was a highly ritualised and meticulously planned affair. Crowds from miles around descended on the area surrounding the Church of the Nativity in the hope of catching a glimpse of the newly crowned couple when they made their exit from the church.

There exists no contemporary description of the festivities surrounding Baldwin and Morphia’s coronation, but we do know that the Franks of the Latin East knew how to throw a lavish party and loved the opportunity to mount displays of wealth and accomplishment. Descriptions of other celebrations in Outremer refer to acrobats twisting and tumbling to music from Armenian musicians, dancing in the streets, mouth-watering banquets and jousting tournaments.

The setting was certainly splendid: the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem was built over the site of Christ’s birth, in a cave grotto that had housed a stable just over a millennium previously. Over these humble origins a basilica had been built by Saint Helena, mother of the Emperor Constantine, when she made her tour of the Holy Land in the early fourth century. During this expedition she ‘discovered’ the True Cross and founded numerous places of worship. Helena’s church was rebuilt by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century with his customary flourish.

Justinian was famous for his ambitious building projects, and the Church of the Nativity was no exception, boasting a soaring domed basilica decorated with gleaming tesserae and frescoes. Among these decorations were depictions of the three magi who brought gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the newborn baby Jesus. This had been an auspicious addition: when the Holy Land was conquered by Zoroastrian Persians in 614, the invaders were moved when they saw a depiction of the magi dressed in traditional oriental clothes so very like their own, and thus preserved the church.

In the echoing nave of the church cheers rang out for the new King Baldwin II and Queen Morphia. The great and the good of the Kingdom had turned out to witness the coronation, and the leaders of the clergy and the surrounding states were present. Among the spectators watching in awe as sovereignty was conferred upon this unlikely couple were three sisters: Melisende, Alice and Hodierna. They were Morphia’s daughters, aged thirteen, eight and seven, and with the coronation of their parents all three became Princesses of Jerusalem. Their fates and that of Outremer were changed forever.

Princess Melisende, watching the coronation of her parents alongside her young sisters, would become the strongest queen the Kingdom would ever see. Alice and Hodierna would also grow into firebrands and become two of the most prominent political players of their day. Morphia and her daughters were the beginning of a formidable line of women rulers in Outremer.

Morphia, however, was Queen Consort of Jerusalem rather than Queen Regnant. This meant that her position as queen derived from her marriage to Baldwin II, rather than hereditary right. This in turn meant that her role was primarily to support her husband in his rule rather than to wield authority or influence of her own in political matters. Thus the authority wielded by queens consort differed greatly from queens regnant, who ostensibly held the same authority as reigning kings. A distinction must be made, however, between authority and power. Whether either a queen consort or a queen regnant had power depended entirely on the force of her personality and her ability to play the game of politics amid the climate of the time. Morphia wielded more power than any other queen consort in the Kingdom of Jerusalem, until perhaps Queen Maria Komnene some fifty years later.

Morphia was the first woman to preside as queen over the Kingdom of Jerusalem for any length of time, from 1118 to 1127. She was the first to wield influence in the Kingdom, and she was the first to provide heirs to inherit. Technically speaking, however, Morphia was only the third Queen of Jerusalem.

Baldwin II was the third crusading Frank to rule Jerusalem. The first had been Godfrey de Bouillon, who led the armies of the First Crusade over the walls of the city. He had refused the title ‘King’ out of deference to Christ, the only true ‘King of Jerusalem’, and was unmarried and had no heirs. He was succeeded by his brother, the wily Baldwin I, who likewise was childless, thus passing his throne to his cousin, Morphia’s husband Baldwin II.

Morphia’s predecessors as Queen Consort of Jerusalem were the unhappy wives of Baldwin I: one an Armenian princess like herself, named Arete;I and the other a powerful Sicilian countess, Adelaide del Vasto. Baldwin I shared his successor’s name but not his temperament. He was married no fewer than three times, each more expediently and briefly than the last. He burned through wives at record speed, even for a medieval warlord, more preoccupied with extracting wealth from his brides than wooing them and making heirs.

Baldwin I had a long-standing record of being self-serving and deceitful when it came to personal relationships. During the First Crusade he captured the County of Edessa through a rather dishonourable act of skulduggery. He was welcomed by the city’s ruler Thoros of Edessa, who was childless and took a liking to the charismatic and well-armed crusader from the West. Thoros adopted Baldwin I as his heir, and Baldwin I undertook the somewhat embarrassing ritual of joining his prospective and distinctly middle-aged parents naked under a hair shirt to complete the process of adoption. With this ceremony Baldwin I became the heir to the wealthy county. Just weeks later, his adoptive father Thoros was brutally killed in a civilian rebellion. As the riot progressed he appealed to Baldwin for aid, but Baldwin stood by and watched without lifting a finger to help. The people of Edessa, their bloodlust sated, allowed the succession to follow the writ of law and Baldwin was invested as Count of Edessa just days after Thoros’ death.

This was only the beginning of Baldwin’s political career. Not only was he Thoros’ heir, but he was also his brother Godfrey’s, and Godfrey died less than a year after being invested as ruler of Jerusalem. A chronicler wrote that when Baldwin I learned of Godfrey’s demise, ‘he grieved a little for his brother’s death but rejoiced more at his inheritance.’ Power and glory meant more to Baldwin I than familial relationships, and this would demonstrate itself clearly in his treatment of his wives.

Godehilde, a Norman noblewoman and Baldwin I’s first wife, died during the First Crusade on the journey to the East. Her brief marriage to Baldwin was full of adventure and intrigue. She was one of the very few noblewomen permitted to accompany their husbands on the First Crusade. Caught up in the fervour of the original expedition, she had been held as a hostage in Hungary alongside her husband as surety that the crusaders’ armies would not pillage the Hungarian king’s lands. This was unlikely to have been a life-threatening situation but the couple protested vehemently at being forced to stand hostage. They were released quickly and Godehilde finally made it to Asia Minor. She was received at the glittering court of Constantinople, presided over by the fiery-eyed Alexios Komnenos and under the watchful gaze of his daughter Anna. Godehilde’s expedition to Jerusalem was destined to be cut short: she died before the campaign left Asia Minor, in 1097, in Marash in modern-day Turkey. Little can be said of Godehilde’s relationship with her husband, except that it must have been more successful than his later marriages: she accompanied him on crusade when he was under no obligation to bring her. This indicates that he intended to continue his life with her and settle in the East.

Baldwin I does not seem to have been struck down by grief at Godehilde’s death. He promptly remarried mid-crusade, following his acquisition of the County of Edessa. A council was summoned and advised Baldwin to strengthen his position in his new territory by marrying a local woman of noble birth and with connections to the Armenian rulers. Baldwin followed this advice and chose a local Armenian noblewoman as a bride: Arete. She was the daughter of a lord named Taftoc, and niece to the still more powerful leader Constantine who held a strategically important and well-fortified stronghold in the Taurus mountains and had large armies of elite soldiers at his disposal. Constantine and Taftoc, on account of their great wealth and power, were the most significant Armenian lords of the region and were tantamount to kings.

It was this wealth and power that attracted Baldwin I to Arete. This was a marriage of political convenience, and the bride brought with her the hefty dowry of 60,000 gold bezants. Bezants were minted in the Byzantine Empire and were in this period valuable coins – approximately 4.45 grams of 20.5-carat gold. This dowry was a significant sum of money and could easily pay an army or rebuild a city’s defences. It was, however, never paid in full; only the initial instalment of 7,000 bezants made it to Baldwin’s coffers. This insult would cause problems for Arete further down the line.

Less than three years after their marriage, Baldwin I was made King of Jerusalem and journeyed there to take the throne. Arete was therefore the first Queen of Jerusalem in name, but in practice she was nothing of the kind. When he travelled to Jerusalem, Baldwin left Arete behind in Edessa. The marriage was childless and so far under great strain: Arete’s father had since lost his lands in battle and had fled to Constantinople and had never delivered the remaining sum of Arete’s dowry. As such the marriage had brought neither the wealth nor the sought-after allegiance that had been promised.

After some years apart, Baldwin eventually summoned Arete to join him, no doubt under pressure from his nobles to at least try to father an heir for the Kingdom. She travelled overland to Antioch and then took a ship from the port of St Simeon to Jaffa. When she did arrive in Jerusalem, there is no suggestion that Baldwin I made much effort with his long-absent wife.

There is no record that Baldwin I ever bothered to have Arete crowned and before too long he began the process of repudiating her and having their marriage annulled. They had been married eight years when Baldwin I demanded the annulment based on the claim that Arete had been unfaithful to him on her voyage to join him in Jerusalem. The French chronicler Guibert of Nogent told a rip-roaring tale of rape by pirates during the journey. Despite the gusto with which Guibert relates the tale, it is unlikely to be true: such a scandal would have been more widely reported.

Despite its spurious authenticity, this alleged infidelity, consensual or otherwise, became the reason for Baldwin I to put Arete aside. These were flimsy grounds, and it is likely the true reason why Baldwin wanted rid of her was because her father had failed to deliver her promised dowry and she had produced no heirs. Beyond this, it was simply the case that an alliance with Taftoc of Armenia had been a tactical advantage in the partly Armenian County of Edessa but was politically useless in the Kingdom of Jerusalem. Medieval brides were expected to bring their husbands rich dowries, useful allegiances and heirs. Arete had done none of these things, and consequently she was forced to take the veil and enter a nunnery – the only respectable option for cast-off wives.

The nunnery in question was particularly grim. It was the newly consecrated Convent of St Anne, and while today it stands as the most peaceful and beautiful church in Jerusalem, in the early twelfth century it was a far from pleasant or lively place. Only very recently founded and without a superfluity of rich widows, it had only a handful of other nuns living there and so represented an austere and lonely life for Jerusalem’s first queen. It seemed Arete would be expected to live the rest of her life in a glorified prison with scarcely any company. It was also a Catholic establishment, rather than Armenian or Greek Orthodox, and as such it would further alienate Arete. She had been raised an Eastern Christian, and while it is likely she would have adopted her husband’s faith on marriage, it added insult to injury that even after his disposal of her she was imprisoned within a house dedicated to Catholicism.

Unsurprisingly, Arete was not pleased with this prospect and eventually exerted some pent-up will-power to secure a brighter future for herself. She managed to obtain permission from her former husband to leave the convent and travel to join her father in Constantinople. Perhaps seeking to make the most of her new-found freedom lest it be snatched away again, Arete led a colourful life at the Greek court once free of the controlling stare of her husband. William of Tyre asserts that when she reached the city she ‘prostituted herself to men of both high and low rank’. There are subtle implications across several sources that Baldwin I was a homosexual, and it appears that the combination of three years in Baldwin I’s bed followed by a stint in a convent had left Arete sexually ravenous.

Following this embarrassing debacle of a marriage and separation, Baldwin I married for a third time in 1112. This time his bride was Adelaide del Vasto of Sicily. This was a significantly advantageous match and perhaps this is why members of the court and church were willing to overlook the fact that any marriage undertaken by Baldwin I while Arete was still living would be both bigamous and illegal. The king ploughed ahead with the marriage because the Kingdom of Jerusalem, following a rocky first few years of existence under continuous harassment by enemies at the borders, was in dire need of a wealthy new queen. As a rich widow and the mother of the King of Sicily, Adelaide del Vasto would fill the vacancy nicely.

As the reigning King of Jerusalem, rather than the Count of the somewhat obscure Edessa, Baldwin I was now a far more attractive quantity as a bridegroom. Thus he was able to secure for himself a Western noblewoman of high rank and wealth. Adelaide was an odd choice for a childless king who needed an heir; she had a grown-up son and was well into middle age. However, when she travelled to Jerusalem she came armed with both gold and fighting men, exactly the resources Baldwin’s administration in Outremer lacked. William of Tyre described Adelaide as ‘a wealthy woman of great influence… rich and possessed of everything in great abundance’, and compared her wealth to the king’s penury, writing, ‘Baldwin on the contrary was poor and needy, so that his means scarcely sufficed for his daily needs and the payment of his knights. Hence he longed to supplement his scanty resources from her super-abundance.’

Albert of Aachen similarly described the booty that Adelaide brought with her and the great style in which she travelled:


she had two trireme dromonds, each with five hundred men very experienced in warfare; seven ships laden with gold, silver, purple and an abundance of jewels and precious garments; weapons, hauberks, helmets, shields resplendent with gold, and all the other weaponry which powerful men are accustomed to carry for the defence of their ships… [on the countess’s ship] the mast was clad with purest gold and put forth rays from afar like the brilliance of the sun, and both ends of the ship, covered by craftsmanship with gold and silver, were a sight to wonder at… In one of the seven ships Saracen men who were very strong archers and glittered with the brilliance of their precious garments were brought as a gift for the king, and their skill at archery was considered inferior to none in the region of Jerusalem.



In his eagerness to get his gauntleted fists on Adelaide’s wealth, Baldwin I agreed to the unusual condition that if their marriage were childless, the throne of Jerusalem would pass to Adelaide’s son from her first marriage, Roger of Sicily. This agreed, Adelaide set sail for Outremer, laden with gold, grain and a fresh horde of Sicilian-Norman soldiers, and the pair were quickly married.

Given Baldwin I’s track record, it is unsurprising that this relationship ended just as disastrously as his previous marriage. Adelaide did not produce an heir, and the marriage was widely (and correctly) criticised as bigamous, given that Arete still lived. Under pressure from his nobles, fearing for his life and the fate of his immortal soul after a period of serious illness, Baldwin I agreed to annul the marriage after just five years and summoned Arete to return to Jerusalem. Arete ignored his summons, but Adelaide was sent packing nonetheless. She returned ‘highly indignant’ to Sicily, ‘sad and sorrowing over the insult offered her as well as over the futile waste of her wealth’. Baldwin I made sure to relieve her of both her wealth and her Sicilian soldiers, thereby swelling the ranks and coffers of the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

This was a public disgrace, and an unforgivable insult to the ruling house of Sicily. Adelaide’s son, the young Roger of Sicily, was so incensed by this insult to his mother that he refused to send aid to the crusader states in Outremer for as long as he lived, a policy maintained by generations of his successors. William of Tyre expressed great sympathy for Adelaide, whom he describes as a ‘noble and honourable lady’. He claims she was deceived in this venture by the machinations of the wicked and dissolute Arnulf, Patriarch of Jerusalem.

Baldwin I, despite his personal qualities as a leader, ultimately failed as king in securing the succession. He created a stable Kingdom but died without an heir, and the throne of Jerusalem passed to his cousin Baldwin, Count of Edessa.

MORPHIA AND BALDWIN II

Morphia was born in the Armenian region of Melitene to its ruler Gabriel and his wife. Melitene is now known as Malatya, an obscure city in eastern Turkey, famous only as the capital of the apricot-growing region. It lies in the south of the Anatolian Plateau near the banks of the Euphrates, and is one of the earliest continuously inhabited places in the world, situated on the edge of the Fertile Crescent. Malatya holds little draw for tourists, and amid its modern buildings few of the splendours of its medieval past remain. Once the capital of the medieval kingdom of Armenia Minor, at the time of Morphia’s birth it was an important and prosperous city, strategically located and protected by the surrounding Tarsus Mountains and the Euphrates.

Morphia’s parents, while Greek Orthodox Christians in religion, were Armenian in race, culture and language. Morphia would have grown up speaking Armenian, and possibly reading biblical Greek.

The Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia was an area of pivotal importance during the crusader period. It straddled the south of the Anatolian Plateau, controlling the mountain gateways through Asia Minor to the Holy Land. Beyond the strategic importance of the land, ethnic Armenians made up the bulk of the populations of the Christian settlements of Edessa and Antioch, and had a considerable presence in Jerusalem as well. When the Christians tried to encourage settlement in the remoter parts of Outremer, such as the desert Lordship of Oultrejourdain, there is evidence of them encouraging Armenian settlers to travel there. Baldwin II would also eventually pass a law granting Armenians special trade privileges in Jerusalem in order to promote their settlement. There is evidence of flourishing Armenian communities in every significant Christian city in Outremer. Beyond this, they were expert, specialist soldiers. Armenians had been variously co-existing with and fighting Muslims in the Middle East for centuries, and their expertise and advice would prove invaluable to the crusader armies at various points over the next two centuries, and were arguably ‘most accomplished military architects in the Levant at the time of the first crusade.’II

In Jerusalem itself the Armenians also had a strong presence and great influence. The Armenian Apostolic Church had been founded in the first century AD and the Kingdom of Armenia had been the first nation to formally adopt Christianity as the state religion. From the birth of the Church, Armenian pilgrims had been travelling to Jerusalem to visit the Holy Places. Floor mosaics in Jerusalem bearing Armenian inscriptions date to the fifth century, and the Armenian presence in Jerusalem can be clearly documented still earlier than this. Moreover the Armenian church and the Armenian Christians had an identity and influence distinct from the Greek church of Constantinople, and even under Islamic rule had maintained influence and status within Jerusalem.

Morphia, then, was a princess of proud heritage. Her father Gabriel was a wealthy man, and in 1101, the twenty-five-year-old Morphia made a powerful marriage with Baldwin of Bourcq, one of the heroes of the First Crusade who, a year earlier, had been enfeoffed with the County of Edessa. Edessa was one of Outremer’s most significant territories, and shared a border with Gabriel’s territory in Melitene. Beyond this, it was a city of great significance to the history of Christianity, and this carried weight among the Western Christian armies.

Edessa is situated between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, in the land known in ages past as Mesopotamia, or ‘the land between the rivers’. It lies slightly to the north of the modern Turkish–Syrian border, in the centre of the Fertile Crescent. William of Tyre described its boundaries in crusader times as ‘[beginning] at the forest called Marrim and [extending] out toward the East beyond the Euphrates.’ It was a land rich in history long before the crusaders made their marks on the territory. It was the first city to convert to Christianity and, occupying a strategic position at a crossroads between Europe and Asia, it stood once as one of the most important cities of the Christian East. Today, Byzantine cave tombs sit matter-of-factly in the rock beneath a stretch of modern houses, and the archaeological museum holds the world’s earliest life-sized sculpture of a human. A stone’s throw from the city is the archaeological site of Gobekli Tepe, the earliest known human temple, predating Stonehenge by some 7,000 years and casting fresh light on the relationship between the development of agriculture and that of religious worship. Many followers of Abrahamic religions believe Edessa to be the historic birthplace of Abraham, and the place in which he was burned by Nimrod. Legend has it that the flames turned to water, and formed the famous ‘Pool of Abraham’ that still exists in the city centre to this day and is a place of pilgrimage for Muslims.
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For a medievalist the central point of interest in this city must be the great fortress that rises on an acropolis within the city, dominating the horizon. A deep moat surrounds the fortress, carved from the basalt on which the city stands, and above this are warm-coloured stone walls, restored in modern times but built by the Abbasids in the ninth century, who in turn were building on the remains of an even older structure dating back to antiquity. This was the citadel that Melisende, Alice and Hodierna were born in, and the marital home of Baldwin II and Morphia.

There is now not a single Christian church in Edessa – all were converted to mosques. Edessa is now called Urfa, or Sanliurfa (‘glorious Urfa’), because of the significant part it played in the Turkish wars of independence following World War I. The modern city, however, does not feel glorious, whatever its heritage. Even though it is an important site of pilgrimage, many of its inhabitants are held in the grip of poverty. But in the twelfth century Edessa was a bustling, heterogeneous centre filled with people from a variety of faiths and ethnicities, and situated on an important trade route. As a result it was a rich city, and that made its ruler a powerful man.

Baldwin was thus one of the most eminent noblemen in Outremer and marriage to him was doubtless a good match. Morphia’s father paid well for this marriage and the valuable alliance it brought with it, shelling out a king’s ransom of 50,000 gold bezants as her dowry. William of Tyre emphasises the importance of this gold: ‘with her he received as dowry a large sum of money, of which he stood in great need’. In his entire chronicle William only mentions Morphia twice, and on each occasion emphasises the great dowry she brought with her, spending more time describing Morphia’s money and relatives than Morphia herself.

Baldwin II proved to be the antithesis of his cousin when it came to human relationships. He was a loyal husband to Morphia and the proud father of four headstrong daughters. He never took action to put her aside once it became apparent that she would not give him sons.

Baldwin II had made his way to the East with the other princes of the First Crusade, had fought at the legendary sieges of Nicaea and Antioch, and had stormed the Holy City itself. He had a reputation for being a genuinely pious man, with knees calloused from prayer. He ruled well, defending his borders and rising to the many challenges that were hurled his way during the course of his reign.

He was an active soldier and was taken captive by the enemy on two occasions, on both of which his wife Morphia moved to be nearer to his place of imprisonment, and personally helped with the negotiations for his release. Besides his propensity for getting captured, Baldwin II’s only shortcoming as a ruler was his genuine devotion to this same wife who failed to provide a male heir to continue his dynasty. The lack of sons did not prove a stumbling block in his marriage to Morphia, and the chronicles give the impression that he was as devoted a husband as it is perhaps possible to find in the medieval world.

At the time of his cousin’s death and his sudden accession to power, Baldwin II was ruling comfortably as the Count of Edessa, a position he had occupied for eighteen years, since his cousin had vacated the office to take the throne in Jerusalem.

The gold that Morphia’s father had offered and the promise of the Armenian alliance were doubtless what attracted Baldwin to Morphia, who by medieval standards was decidedly over the hill at twenty-five. However, the gold was soon spent on soldiers, building work and other resources, and the early years of their marriage, while the couple ruled Edessa, were far from smooth.

Shortly after the wedding, Morphia’s father Gabriel lost his territory of Melitene to Danishmend Turks and died soon after. Despite this blow, Morphia became pregnant in 1104 with the future Queen Melisende. Shortly after this baby was conceived, Baldwin II rode out to besiege the fortress of Harran in an effort to expand and secure his territory. Despite back-up arriving from Antioch, Baldwin II had overplayed his hand. The Christian armies were almost annihilated, and Baldwin was captured alongside his kinsman Joscelin of Courtenay, who had recently joined him in Edessa. This was a decisive blow against the Christians of Outremer and threw the states of Edessa and Antioch into turmoil.

Baldwin II remained in captivity for four years, during which time Morphia remained in Edessa, carrying her pregnancy to term, giving birth, and raising her infant daughter. This was her first child and, given the recent death of her father, the loss of her husband and the precarious position of Edessa in his absence, these years undoubtedly presented a steep learning curve for Morphia. Baldwin was ransomed in 1108, returning home to greet his wife and meet his daughter. Melisende was three years old when she first met her father, but the pair formed a close bond and he would fight her corner from that day forward. She would grow to be a woman after his own heart: strong, wise and reckless in equal measure.

Morphia and Baldwin’s separation did not derail their marriage, and roughly a year after his return from captivity they welcomed their second daughter, Alice, and not long after that their third, Hodierna.

The strength of the bonds within this unusual medieval family unit can be clearly discerned through the honour and respect that Baldwin II paid to his wife and daughters on an ongoing basis. When he ascended the throne of Jerusalem in April 1118, he delayed his coronation until December, when his wife and daughters had been conveyed safely to join him. Morphia and Baldwin II were crowned together on Christmas Day 1118 in the Church of the Holy Nativity in Bethlehem.

Morphia was a wisely chosen wife, being thoroughly Christian and thoroughly Eastern, thus giving Baldwin a legitimacy and connection with the region that his predecessors had lacked. His children were half Armenian, daughters of both the crusade and the Eastern Orthodox church, which would position them uniquely well to govern the multicultural Kingdom of Jerusalem.

A KING IN CAPTIVITY

Despite Baldwin’s clear regard for his children, their upbringing was far from smooth. Even following his release from captivity, his time as Count of Edessa was turbulent. Baldwin frequently fought not just with Muslim enemies but with other Franks, also quarrelling bitterly with the Armenian populations of his own territories, who plotted against him on numerous occasions. These difficulties meant that he was frequently separated from his family, owing to the need to lead his soldiers in battle.

A fourth daughter, Yvette, was born to Morphia two years after her coronation, the first child to be born to reigning monarchs in the Kingdom of Jerusalem. In 1123, when Yvette was three years old, the four sisters saw their father captured and imprisoned for a second time, while making a raid in eastern Anatolia. This was far more significant than his previous stint in captivity, since he was now the King of Jerusalem and the spearhead of the Christian military presence in Outremer. His captor was a Turkish emir named Balak.

Morphia distinguished herself both as a wife and as a queen in the months that followed. Not content to let her husband rot in a Muslim prison and their Kingdom and their family disintegrate around them, she devised a daring rescue mission. Favouring the skills of her own countrymen over the Antiochene Franks, she sent one hundred Armenian men to infiltrate Balak’s fortress at Kharpart during Balak’s absence. These Armenians travelled to Kharpart disguised as monks but wearing daggers and swords under their robes. Upon reaching the gates of the city, they put on an elaborate performance, saying they needed to speak to the governor to complain of the ill treatment they had received along their journey. The credulous guards unbolted the doors of the city, and as soon as the ‘monks’ were admitted, they began to slaughter every Turk in sight. They then released Baldwin and Joscelin from their chains and gave them weapons with which to fight their way out. Somehow Joscelin of Courtenay managed to slip away into the night, but Baldwin remained caught up in the struggle.

Despite her men having freed the prisoners, Morphia’s rescue mission was far from complete. While her retainers had reached her husband and killed the guards, they still had to get themselves safely out of the city and across the border into Christian territory, and this proved far more problematic than the first phase of the operation. They had blown their cover, and by this point the alarm had been raised. The city was now awake and Turks were pouring forth from every barracks to prevent them escaping before Balak’s return.

Balak meanwhile sensed that something was wrong in Kharpart and woke from a vision, determined to return to his fortress and his high-status prisoners. Baldwin II and Morphia’s Armenian agents had by this point succeeded in taking control of the citadel at the city’s centre, and while they had bought themselves momentary safety with this manoeuvre, they were still no closer to freedom. Balak’s forces swooped down on the city and besieged them. They held out as best they could, rejecting Balak’s honeyed words and promises of freedom in exchange for surrender, but were ultimately recaptured by the Turk. Balak spared the life of his valuable royal prisoner and contented himself with transferring him to the more secure fortress at Harran, but he was not so lenient with the audacious Armenians who had hoodwinked his guards and come so close to freeing his valuable hostages. He killed them viciously, variously flaying, burning and burying them alive.
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