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  ‘Throughout his book, Asbridge resists the temptation to provide a simple, seamless narrative. Instead, he builds up his account of critical
  moments by leading the reader through the various (sometimes contradictory) layers of contemporary evidence . . . If this approach provides the text with a vivid directness, so too does the
  author’s (for once, literally) foot-slogging research. Asbridge has walked large tracts of the crusader’s route through Syria and Palestine, and his sensitivity to topographical detail
  – and its tactical importance to the campaign – gives his account the tightly focused immediacy of travelogue’

  John Adamson, Sunday Telegraph

  ‘[A] substantial book, [in which] there is plenty to discover . . . Asbridge [tells] of astonishing heroism, together with rapidly escalating sadism and atrocity . . .
  His pace is tremendous, and he has a remarkable feel for place. It certainly helps that, like so many Crusaders nine centuries ago, Asbridge has himself walked 350 miles from Antioch towards
  Jerusalem: his book is all the better for it’

  Diarmaid MacCulloch, Guardian

  ‘Nuanced and sophisticated . . . The first, very considerable, merit of [this] book . . . is that Thomas Asbridge, while fully aware of the modern perspectives, presents
  the story to us from the point of view, principally, of the Crusaders themselves . . . Thoroughly documented and academically respectable, [it is an] admirable example of narrative history written
  with the general reader in mind. Nobody can read [The First Crusade] without acquiring a better understanding of the Middle Ages and the medieval mind; nor, I would think, without developing
  an admiration for the courage, tenacity, and even the idealism of the Crusaders. To that extent, [it] may be called revisionist history’

  Allan Massie, Literary Review

  ‘Salutary reading . . . the first book on the subject to get us close to the way the crusaders thought and felt, when they mistook massacre for charity and bloodshed for
  penance’

  Felipe Fernández Armesto, The Times

  ‘Asbridge’s outstanding new history eyes with understanding and unsqueamishness the mixed motives of the Crusaders . . . The savagery of the triumphant Christian
  warriors seemed to shock and delight contemporary commentators in equal measure. It is this duality of passion, religious and murderous, that Asbridge analyses with such skill . . .
  Asbridge’s tactful and sympathetic approach to the fragmentary and partial nature of the primary sources, his ability to sustain a gripping narrative, to develop the personalities of the
  principals, to inspire both admiration and regret for the achievements of these medieval adventurers, all combine to make this one of the most distinguished books yet launched on the current wave
  of enthusiasm for history’

  Graham Anderson, Oxford Times

  ‘Although well-researched, the book wears its scholarship lightly and reads like a work of fiction, complete with vivid characters such as Stephen of Blois and Godfrey of
  Bouillon. This will, no doubt, become required reading on many a university’s history course, but it is also a fascinating and lively account that will readily appeal to the ordinary
  reader’

  Stephen Stewart, Glasgow Herald

  ‘Thomas Asbridge’s account of this First Crusade has vividly brought the event to life . . . everyone should read this book’

  Medieval History

  ‘[Asbridge’s] prose is straightforward yet gripping . . . his scholarship thorough and careful; here is an author whose passionate engagement transcends the divide
  between the academic and general reader . . . he is that rare breed of historian whose painstaking research does not compromise his readability’

  Jason Taliadoros, The Age
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  PREFACE

  The First Crusade stands as one of the most remarkable episodes in European history. It saw tens of thousands of people embark on an extraordinary 3,000-kilometre journey to
  the Holy Land, their aim to recapture Jerusalem from Islam in the name of the Christian God. Facing bone-crunching exhaustion, deadly disease, wretched starvation and bloodthirsty battle, these
  crusaders demonstrated a capacity for intense religious devotion as well as appalling brutality. Against all odds and at dreadful cost in terms of human suffering, they prevailed. The events of the
  crusade were so dramatic, its impact so colossal as to inspire countless generations, across nine centuries, to grapple with its history. All have struggled to comprehend such a powerful and
  disturbing event. Most have assumed that Europe was driven to crusade by some form of pre-existing genetic hatred for Islam, and that a desperate clash between these two civilisations was all but
  inevitable. In the modern era, analysis of the First Crusade has been drawn in other directions. In its various incarnations over the last 150 years, the expedition has been all but stripped of its
  devotional context to become little more than a grand but greedy raid, presented as the first glorious flowering of western colonialism and exposed as conclusive evidence of medieval Europe’s
  spectacular barbarity.

  In recent decades the intense efforts of historians in Europe, the Near East and North America have honed and reshaped our understanding of the crusade’s origins, progress and impact. But,
  to date, no scholar has drawn together these strands of research to present a new analytical narrative of the expedition, accessible to a wide audience. This book will not attempt to present the
  definitive history of the First Crusade; such a feat would be all but impossible. Drawing upon cutting-edge scholarship, original research and an intimate knowledge of the Levant, it will shed new
  light upon the expedition’s inception, explaining what motivated such a multitude of Europeans to join the crusade; it will retell the story of its participants’ incredible journey,
  asking how a venture devoid of centralised leadership and seemingly prosecuted with little or no forward planning avoided immediate annihilation; and it will assess the true nature of relations
  between Christendom and Islam at the time of the crusade and demonstrate how they were transformed by the attack on the Holy Land.

  I began writing this book three years ago, but it is really the product of a far more enduring passion for crusading history. I was first introduced to the wondrous tale of the
  First Crusade by the inspirational teaching of Richard Mole. Even then, at the age of sixteen, I was captivated and soon decided that I wanted to devote my life to the study of the crusades. Now,
  nearly two decades later, I count myself very lucky to have found my way into academic life and a career as a medieval historian.

  Along the way I have been helped by many friends and mentors, but I would here like to express my particular thanks to those who, in one way or another, have shaped my approach to this book.
  Peter Edbury, Professor of Medieval History at the University of Cardiff, and Jonathan Riley-Smith, now Dixie-Professor of Ecclesiastical History at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, guided me through
  university life as an undergraduate and postgraduate, teaching me the principles of historical research and the value of critical analysis. It is my sincere hope that they will not judge this, my
  first attempt to bring the medieval world alive for a wider audience, too harshly.

  Thanks are also due to a number of other crusade scholars, most notably to Professor Malcolm Barber and Dr Susan Edgington for reading drafts of this book and proffering valuable advice, and to
  Dr Jonathan Phillips for his continued friendship and encouragement. I am indebted to many of my colleagues in the Department of History at Queen Mary, University of London, not least for the
  provision of research leave in which to complete this book. Without the advice of Professor Peter Hennessy I might never even have begun, and the fact that my sanity survived the actual process of
  writing relatively intact owes much to the treasured friendship of Dr James Ellison and Kathryn Mallen.

  My work also benefited enormously from the patient faith of Andrew Gordon, my editor at Simon & Schuster. The finished text of the book owes much to his warm encouragement and astute
  editorial judgement.

  I would also like to thank the staff of the Institute of Historical Research, London, where much of this book was written, and the Department of History at the University of Reading for
  providing a generous travel grant to enable me to walk 350 miles along the route of the First Crusade from Antioch to Jerusalem in the summer of 1999. My experiences during that journey, alongside
  my other varied travels in the Levant, provided invaluable background for the book.

  I have been lucky enough, through all my academic career, to benefit from the unerring support of my family. This book has been no exception, but I must express a special vote of thanks to my
  parents for demonstrating immense forbearance during the rather tortured last months of writing as I sought to complete the text and adjust to the wonderful but exhausting duties of fatherhood.

  I wish to give my deepest, most heartfelt thanks to my wife, Christine. Through long months and years of writing and research she has stood by my side, offering unflinching support, acting as a
  sounding board for my ideas and providing the most constructive criticism of this work. Above all, she brought the miracle that is our daughter Ella into the world and held all our lives together
  as I finished this book.

  Just before this book was completed, my agent, Giles Gordon, died after a sudden accident. Without Giles’ sage guidance I would never have had the opportunity to bring my vision of the
  First Crusade to a mainstream audience. I will always regret that he was not able to read this book in its final form, but I hope he would have approved. I will miss him very much.

  
    THOMAS ASBRIDGE

  

  London, November 2003
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  HOLY WAR PROCLAIMED

  
    
      A race absolutely alien to God has invaded the land of Christians, has reduced the people with sword, rapine and flame. These men have destroyed the altars polluted by
      their foul practices. They have circumcised the Christians, either spreading the blood from the circumcisions on the altars or pouring it into the baptismal fonts. And they cut open the navels
      of those whom they choose to torment with loathsome death, tear out their most vital organs and tie them to a stake, drag them around and flog them, before killing them as they lie prone on the
      ground with all their entrails out. What shall I say of the appalling violation of women, of which it is more evil to speak than to keep silent?

      On whom, therefore, does the task lie of avenging this, of redeeming this situation, if not on you, upon whom above all nations God has bestowed outstanding glory in arms, magnitude of
      heart, litheness of body and strength to humble anyone who resists you.1

    

  

  This horrific imagery and forceful exhortation launched the First Crusade. On the last Tuesday of November, in the year 1095, Pope Urban II delivered an electrifying speech to
  a crowd outside the southern French city of Clermont. Christians living in the East, he alleged, were enduring dreadful oppression and abuse at the hands of their
  ‘savage’ Muslim masters, and the epicentre of Christian tradition, the Holy City of Jerusalem, likewise lay in the grasp of Islam. In the face of these intolerable
  ‘injuries’, Pope Urban called upon Catholic Europe to take up arms and prosecute a vengeful campaign of reconquest, a holy war that would cleanse its participants of sin. When he
  proclaimed that those fighting as ‘soldiers of Christ’ would be purified by the fire of battle, his words set Christendom alight.

  In the weeks and months that followed, the pope’s impassioned appeal swept across Europe, prompting some 100,000 men and women, from knight to pauper, to take up the call – the
  largest mobilisation of manpower since the fall of the Roman Empire. One such was the great Norman warrior Bohemond of Taranto. Immersed in the bitter siege of the rebellious southern Italian city
  of Amalfi, Bohemond apparently underwent a dramatic conversion when news of the gathering crusade arrived. Calling for his most lavishly wrought cloak to be brought forth, he had this treasured
  garment cut to pieces in front of an astonished assembly. Fashioning the cloth into crosses, he then proudly displayed this badge upon his sleeve as a visible sign of his commitment to the cause
  and distributed the remainder among the enthralled audience. Together they abandoned the siege to fight a new war, leaving the air afire with their battle cry: ‘God’s will! God’s
  will!’2

  This titanic expedition, known to history as the First Crusade, marked a watershed in relations between Islam and the West. This was not the first war between Christians and Muslims, but it was
  the conflict that set these two world religions on a course towards deep-seated animosity and enduring enmity. Between 1000 and 1300 CE Catholic Europe and Islam went from
  being occasional combatants to avowed and entrenched opponents, and the chilling reverberations of this seismic shift still echo in the world today.

  The First Crusade stands at the heart of this transformation because it effected change on two intertwined levels: ‘reality’ and ‘myth-history’. In
  ‘reality’, the actual progress of the crusade brought Islam and the West into fierce physical conflict, but need not necessarily have prompted an irrevocable divide. Even before the
  expedition was over, however, its events began passing into ‘myth-history’, as contemporaries sought to record and explain its remarkable progress, asking why it had happened, who had
  participated and why, and how the expedition had affected the world. Indeed, from its genesis, the history of the crusade was blurred by distortion. The image of Muslims as brutal oppressors
  conjured by Pope Urban was pure propaganda – if anything, Islam had proved over the preceding centuries to be more tolerant of other religions than Catholic Christendom. Likewise, the fevered
  spontaneity of Bohemond’s decision to take the cross, dutifully recorded by one of his followers, was almost certainly a façade masking calculated ambition.3

  THE WORLD OF POPE URBAN II

  The man who unleashed the First Crusade was born to the noble de Lagery family in the northern French town of Châtillon-sur-Marne around the year 1035. Baptised Odo, he is
  known in the annals of history by another name, for upon ascending the throne of St Peter in Rome in his fifties he followed papal tradition, breaking with his past to become Pope Urban II. But, in
  spite of this transformation, Urban remained a man of his time, his upbringing and earlier career leaving an unquestionable imprint upon his papacy and serving to shape the momentous call to arms
  that shook Europe at the end of the eleventh century.4

  European society

  Urban’s target audience in 1095 was the aristocracy of France, the very group into which he had been born, a violent warrior class, fighting for
  survival amid bloodthirsty lawlessness. One thousand years earlier, the region we would think of today as France had been overrun and absorbed by the relentless expansion of the Roman world. For
  centuries the province enjoyed relative peace and prosperity within the protective fold of this empire, but from the later fourth century CE onwards Rome’s dominion
  began to falter, as the force of its law, culture and society receded. The Roman Empire did not implode in one sudden, spectacular moment – rather, it decayed incrementally, and, with the
  gradual evaporation of its power, the way opened for ‘barbarian’ peoples to supplant, mimic and finally extinguish Rome’s authority. Between the fifth and seventh centuries,
  groups like the Visigoths, Avars and Lombards redrew the map of Europe, leaving a bewildering patchwork of diverse, warring realms where unity had once prevailed. In north-eastern Gaul one such
  group, the Franks, came to prominence around 500 CE, carving out a kingdom with which historians now associate their name – Francia, or France – Urban’s
  homeland.5

  By 800 CE a descendant of the Franks, Charlemagne, had amassed such a collection of dependencies – encompassing regions that would today make up much of France,
  Italy, Germany and the Low Countries – that he could claim to have restored the glory of the Roman Empire in the West. France and Europe as a whole enjoyed a return to some semblance of
  centralised authority under Charlemagne and his successors, the Carolingians.6 But by the year 1000 this had dissolved under the weight of bitter
  succession disputes and harrowing Viking invasions. Without the controlling hand of centralised rule, disorder spread and effective power devolved into the hands of acquisitive warlords. At the
  time of Pope Urban II’s birth in the eleventh century, only the barest remnant of a Frankish realm survived, and any glimmer of unified French identity endured only in the imagination. The
  titular kings of France struggled even to control a small territory centred around Paris, while the Frankish realm fractured into numerous dukedoms and counties whose power eclipsed that of the
  royal house. ‘France’ was even divided linguistically, with two distinct languages – Languedor and Languedoc – prevailing in the north and south
  respectively. The people eventually attracted to Urban’s crusading ideal in 1095 were certainly not all from France, but contemporaries who wrote about this expedition, especially those
  looking in from outside western Europe, tended to categorise all its participants under the single term ‘Franks’. Although somewhat misleading, it has therefore become common practice
  to describe the First Crusaders as the Franks.7

  Urban II grew up within the Champagne region of north-eastern France, in an intensely localised environment. Here, as in the rest of Europe, even nobles could expect to live their entire lives
  without travelling more than a hundred kilometres from home. The warrior aristocracy held sway, a class, dominated by the knightly profession, bound by a complex network of lordship, vassalage and
  obligation – what in the past has been called the ‘feudal system’ – at the heart of which lay an exchange of military service in return for tenure of a territory or
  ‘fief’. Champagne, and France in general, may not, as historians once thought, have been in a state of utter, chaotic savagery, but Urban was still born into an extraordinarily violent
  society, dominated by bloody feud and vendetta. Even the more peaceable nobles engaged in rapine and plunder as a matter of course, and vicious internecine struggles for power and land were a fact
  of daily life.8

  Medieval Christianity

  For all the violence and mayhem of Urban’s childhood world, he was, from his earliest days, surrounded by and immersed in the Christian religion. The medieval society in
  which he lived was obsessively dedicated to this faith, almost every feature of daily existence being conditioned by its doctrines. Europe’s devotion to Christianity can be traced back to the
  fourth century CE, when the Roman emperor Constantine the Great embraced Christian dogma, injecting this small-scale eastern Mediterranean sect into the lifeblood of Rome.
  Pumped through the arteries of the empire, Christianity eventually became the state religion, displacing paganism. In a strange quirk of history, the earthly power that had
  overseen the execution of Christ now catapulted his teachings on to the world stage. Even as Rome’s might crumbled, this creed continued to spread to almost every corner of Europe, and by the
  eleventh century the region could accurately be described as western Christendom. Following what would today be thought of as Roman Catholicism, its people can most precisely be termed the
  ‘Latins’ to distinguish them from adherents of the various other branches of Christianity.9

  In Urban’s day, this faith dominated and dictated everyday life to an extent that can seem almost inconceivable to a modern observer attuned to the attitudes and preconceptions of an
  increasingly secularised contemporary society. Urban lived in an authentically spiritual age, one in which there was no need to question the existence of God because his absolute power was plain
  for all to see, made manifest on earth in the form of ‘miracles’ – the sudden curing of a ‘blind’ man after prayer, the ‘divine punishment’ of a murderer
  struck by lightning. Events that would today be interpreted as natural phenomena, or put down to the vagaries of chance, served to confirm the efficacy of the Christian message to a medieval
  audience. In eleventh-century Europe, the full pantheon of human experience – birth, love, anger and death – was governed by Christian dogma, and the cornerstone of this system of
  belief was fear. Medieval minds were plagued by one overwhelming anxiety: the danger of sin. In death, it was believed, every human soul would be judged. Purity would bring everlasting paradise,
  but an eternity of gruesome torment awaited those polluted by sin. This universal obsession, shared by king and peasant alike, shaped all custom, morality and law.10 Urban’s early life, like that of his contemporaries, was essentially a struggle to avoid sin and attain heavenly salvation.11

  The problem was that sin and temptation were everywhere. Natural human impulses – hunger, lust, pride – all carried inherent dangers, and the Bible failed to offer medieval mankind a
  clear-cut definition of an ‘ideal’ Christian lifestyle. In Late Antiquity some Christians had gone to extremes to avoid worldly contamination: the celebrated fifth-century hermit St
  Simeon spent forty-seven years in lonely isolation atop a pillar in northern Syria, striving for purity. By Urban’s day, a more attainable path to perfection had become popular in western
  Europe. Monasticism, in which Christians dedicated their lives to prayer and the service of God within an enclosed environment, embracing the principles of poverty, chastity and obedience, was
  accepted as the pinnacle of spiritual existence. It was this path to ‘perfection’ that Urban eventually chose to follow. As a young man, he was sent to study at the cathedral school in
  Rheims and soon joined the Church, attaining the position of archdeacon, an indication that Urban had probably been a younger son and was therefore not bound to a knightly future.12

  Remaining in Rheims until his mid-thirties, Urban then made a dramatic decision. We might imagine that, as a member of the Church, he was already cradled in the bosom of Christian purity, but in
  reality the eleventh-century clergy were a notoriously dissolute bunch. Priests and bishops often reaped rich profits from land, some might marry, hold two or three
  ecclesiastical offices at once and perhaps even fight in wars. Around 1068 Urban turned aside from this worldly ‘secular’ arm of the Church to become a monk, although his decision was
  probably inspired by a mixture of personal ambition and piety. He was professed into perhaps the most influential and respected monastery of the day, the Burgundian house of Cluny, an institution
  just reaching the apogee of its power. Cluny epitomised two interlocking concepts: liberty and purity. In an age when even monasteries commonly fell prey to worldly contamination, as lords, princes
  and bishops sought to meddle in their affairs, Cluny had one massive advantage. From the moment of its birth, in the early tenth century, it had been placed under the direct protection of the pope
  in Rome. Immune from local interference, Cluny was effectively its own master, free to appoint its own abbots, govern as it saw fit and pursue monastic perfection in true isolation. Under the
  guidance of its energetic and long-lived abbot, Hugh (1049–1109), the monastery itself grew to accommodate three times as many monks, and a vast new abbey church was built that would become
  the largest enclosed space in western Europe. At the same time, the tendrils of Cluniac power continued to spread across Latin Christendom, as existing monasteries in France, Germany, Spain,
  England and northern Italy reformed to adopt Cluniac principles. By the end of the eleventh century, more than 11,000 monks in some 2,000 religious communities had joined the Cluniac movement. Even
  within this vast, supranational edifice, Urban’s piety and administrative skill did not long go unnoticed. He rose to become grand prior of Cluny, second in command to the abbot, and helped
  to cement the monastery’s reputation as a bastion of uncompromising spiritual purity.13
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  But Urban’s career was not to end within the confines of a monastery. As a papal protectorate, Cluny had long enjoyed an intimate, mutually beneficial alliance with Rome. It is no surprise
  then that Urban’s position within the monastery brought him to the notice of the pope. Around 1080, he was recruited to become cardinal-bishop of Ostia, one of the most
  powerful ecclesiastical offices in Italy. Urban had now entered the inner sanctum of spiritual authority, but he could not have arrived at a more tumultuous moment, for the papacy was in the midst
  of a ferocious dispute.

  The medieval papacy

  To understand the arena now confronting Urban, one must first appreciate the differences between the theoretical and actual status of the medieval papacy. In Christian tradition
  there were five great centres of ecclesiastical power on earth, five patriarchates, of which Rome was just one. But late-eleventh-century popes claimed pre-eminence among all these on the basis
  that Christ’s chief apostle St Peter had been the first bishop of Rome. Scripture indicated that St Peter had been empowered by Christ to manifest God’s will, becoming, in essence, the
  most potent spiritual figure on earth. The papacy maintained that an unbroken chain of descent ran from St Peter across the centuries, connecting all popes and thus making them successors to this
  authority. Indeed, it went one step further, arguing that this unique ‘apostolic power’ was not handed down from pope to pope and thus subject to dilution, but was instead directly
  conferred, fresh and unsullied, upon each new incumbent of the office. As far as Rome was concerned, this meant that papal authority was unassailable and infallible. Medieval popes thus regarded
  themselves as the world’s foremost spiritual power and believed they were entitled to exert absolute control over the Latin Church of Europe.14

  When Urban joined the Roman camp, however, the reality of papal authority was but a pale, almost pathetic, reflection of these lofty aspirations. Far from being recognised as the leader of the
  Christian faith on earth, the pope struggled to manage the spiritual affairs of central Italy, let alone all western Christendom. The theoretical underpinnings of papal power had for centuries lain
  dormant and untapped, as the office of pope remained mired in localised interests and abuse, and any attempts to break free of these confines faltered in the face of massive obstacles.

  The same centrifugal forces that had fragmented political power in the wake of the Roman Empire’s decline worked simultaneously to disorder and dislocate
  ecclesiastical authority. By the year 1000, bishops in England, France, Germany, Spain and even northern Italy had little or no expectation of, nor reliance upon, guidance from the pope, sitting in
  impotent isolation upon the throne of St Peter in Rome. Accustomed to the practice and rewards of independent government, these prelates were unresponsive, even resistant, to any shift towards
  centralisation and conformity.

  At the same time, any hope of wielding absolute ecclesiastical power in Europe was unrealistic, because the dividing line between the spiritual realm of the Church and the temporal world of
  kings, lords and knights was at best blurred, at worst non-existent. In the medieval age, these two spheres were so intertwined as to be practically inseparable. Kings, believing themselves to be
  empowered by divine mandate, felt a responsibility to care for and, if necessary, govern the Church. Meanwhile, virtually all bishops wielded a measure of political authority, being major
  landholders in possession of their own wealth and military forces. To curb the political independence of these powerful figures, many kings sought to control the selection, appointment and
  investiture of churchmen based within their realm, even though in theory this was a papal prerogative. At the end of the first millennium of Christian history, the Latin Church was in disarray and
  the limited efforts to control it were being offered not by the papacy, but by secular rulers.

  It was not until the mid-eleventh century that the first significant steps towards redressing this imbalance were taken. Amid a general atmosphere of heightened devotional awareness, inspired in
  part by the example of monasteries like Cluny, western Christians began to look at their Church and perceive sickness. A clergy rife with abuse and ‘governed’ by a powerless pope
  offered little prospect of guiding society towards salvation. Arguing that the Latin Church would have to clean up its act, starting in Rome itself and working outwards, a ‘Reform
  Movement’ emerged, advocating a twin agenda of papal empowerment and clerical purification. This campaign enjoyed some early success, establishing a rigorous new
  process for electing popes and launching public attacks on vices such as clerical marriage and the buying and selling of ecclesiastical office.15

  The champion and chief architect of the cause was Pope Gregory VII (1073–85), the very man who recognised Urban’s talents and brought him to Italy. A profoundly ambitious, wilful and
  intransigent figure, Gregory fought harder than any pope before him to realise the potential of his office, struggling to unify and cleanse Latin Christendom under the banner of Rome. With
  audacious single-mindedness, he identified what he believed to be the root cause of the Church’s problems – the polluting influence of the laity – and then set about attacking it
  with near-rabid tenacity, in what has been termed the ‘Investiture Controversy’. Gregory was not interested in tempered diplomacy or negotiated reform – he went straight for the
  jugular of the mightiest secular force in Europe, hoping to cow the rest of Christendom into submission by example.

  In 1075 Gregory banned the German king Henry IV, a man who could trace the lineage of his office to Charlemagne and beyond, from interfering in the affairs of the Church. When Henry resisted,
  Gregory mobilised the ultimate weapon in his arsenal. As yet possessing no military might with which to coerce, he chose instead to strike Henry with spiritual censure. In February 1076, he
  excommunicated the most powerful Latin Christian alive and instructed the king’s subjects to renounce him. So dramatic was this act that legend later declared it to have caused the ancient
  papal throne of St Peter to crack in two. Ejecting Henry from the Church, denying his status as a Christian, was an immense gamble; should Gregory’s edict be ignored, his bluff would be
  called and his authority shattered, but were this condemnation to be heeded, then the Roman pontiff, who just decades earlier had seemed a marginal nonentity on the European stage, would be
  confirmed as the arbiter of ultimate justice.

  In the final analysis, Gregory’s strategy did not succeed, his papacy ending with the glorious ambition of papal empowerment unrealised. Henry’s
  excommunication did initially prompt the king to adopt a more penitent stance, but the pope soon overplayed his hand, enraging his enemies and alienating supporters with his radical and unbending
  vision of spiritual reform and his intensely personal, autocratic notion of papal authority. Along the way, Gregory experimented with the concept of a papal army, a move that prompted indignation
  in some quarters but broke crucial ground on the road towards the concept of crusading.

  It was into a world of unrealised papal aspirations and seething diplomatic discord that Urban was propelled by his appointment as prelate of Ostia c. 1080. In spite of Gregory
  VII’s hard-line fanaticism and failing fortunes, Urban remained among his staunchest allies, backing up his publicly avowed support for the beleaguered pontiff with sterling service as papal
  legate to Germany between 1084 and 1085. He had, nonetheless, to witness Gregory’s ultimate decline, as Henry IV had his own candidate, Clement III, declared pope and finally moved in to
  occupy Rome itself. On 25 May 1085, Pope Gregory VII died in ignominious exile in southern Italy. In the chaos that followed his death no obvious candidate immediately emerged to champion the
  Gregorian cause or challenge the authority of the German anti-pope. The first, short-lived choice of a successor was not consecrated until May 1087, and, after his death in September of that same
  year, it took a further six months of infighting before Urban II could step forward to assume the office of pope.16

  Given the extraordinary impact he was to have upon European history, the most striking feature of Urban’s early pontificate was the position of extreme weakness and vulnerability from
  which he began. In 1088, the Latin West seemed ready to turn its back upon the Gregorian party. Urban had to contend with Clement III, the rival German claimant to the papal throne, and recovered
  possession of the Lateran Palace in Rome in 1094 only through bribery, and even then his hold over the city was precarious. But he did gradually restore papal authority. A far more skilful diplomat
  than his predecessor, in his dealings with the secular and ecclesiastical powers of Europe Urban chose to encourage gradual change through cautious suggestion rather than
  affect brazen dominance. He also adopted a more flexible approach to reform and its implementation, stressing inclusion rather than retribution when dealing with transgressors. This temperance won
  back a good deal of support for the papal cause. Urban capitalised upon the network of contacts established during his days at Cluny and worked to rejuvenate the web of aristocratic clients, known
  as ‘the faithful of St Peter’, that had grown up under Gregory VII. Rejecting despotism in favour of consultative government, Urban was the first pope to institute a functioning
  curia Romana or papal court, in which he worked alongside ecclesiastical advisers instead of presenting himself as the sole, perfected mouthpiece of St Peter.

  By 1095, Urban’s restrained touch had begun to pay off, bringing the doctrine of reform to regions that Gregory’s closed fist had failed to penetrate. The papacy was at last
  beginning to recover some of its international prestige. Rome’s power was still far from universal, however, when in March Pope Urban convened a major ecclesiastical council at the northern
  Italian city of Piacenza. It was during this meeting that a fateful embassy arrived bearing envoys from Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), capital of the mighty Greek Christian Empire of
  Byzantium. Beset by aggressive Islamic neighbours, these Byzantines appealed for military aid from their Christian brethren in the West. The pope’s initial reaction was to urge ‘many to
  promise, by taking an oath, to aid the emperor most faithfully as far as they were able against the pagans’, but this seems to have provoked little or no reaction. The idea of promoting a
  more vigorous response was, however, beginning to take shape in Urban’s mind. Before the year was out, and with the backbone of papal authority barely rebuilt, he would issue a call to arms
  that would drive a multitude of Latins swarming to the gates of Constantinople and beyond.17


  THE CRUSADING IDEAL



  In the autumn of 1095, with the power of Rome taking its first tentative steps towards recovery, Pope Urban II made a grand preaching tour of France. It was during this visit to his old homeland
  that Urban launched the First Crusade. He called upon the warriors of the Latin West to avenge a range of ghastly ‘crimes’ committed against Christendom by the followers of Islam,
  urging them to bring aid to their eastern brethren and to reconquer the most sacred site on earth, the city of Jerusalem. This speech, the moment of genesis for the concept of a crusade, bound the
  Christian religion to a military cause. To understand how the pope achieved this fusion of faith and violence and why Europe ultimately responded to his appeal with enthusiasm, we must begin by
  asking what prompted Urban to preach the crusade when he did.

  The threat to Latin Christendom?

  The first point to acknowledge is that the call to arms made at Clermont was not directly inspired by any recent calamity or atrocity in the East. Urban’s sermon may have
  been stimulated, at least in part, by the Byzantine appeal for military aid received some eight months earlier at the council of Piacenza, but this request was not itself tied to any recent Greek
  defeat, resulting instead from decades of mounting Muslim aggression in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). And although the Holy City of Jerusalem, the expedition’s ultimate goal, was indeed in
  Muslim hands, it had been so for more than 400 years – hardly a fresh wound. At the start of the eleventh century, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, thought to enclose the site of
  Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection, had been partially demolished by the volatile Islamic leader known to history as the Mad Caliph Hakim. His subsequent persecution of the local Christian
  population lasted for more than a decade, ending only when he declared himself a living god and turned on his own Muslim subjects. Tensions also seem to have been running high in 1027, when Muslims
  reportedly threw stones into the compound of the Holy Sepulchre. More recently, Latin Christians attempting to make devotional pilgrimages to the Levant, of whom there
  continued to be many, may have reported some difficulties in visiting the Holy Places, but the volume and severity of such complaints was far from overwhelming.18

  The reality was that, when Pope Urban proclaimed the First Crusade at Clermont, Islam and Christendom had coexisted for centuries in relative equanimity. There may at times have been little love
  lost between Christian and Muslim neighbours, but there was, in truth, little to distinguish this enmity from the endemic political and military struggles of the age. When, in the seventh century,
  Muhammad first revealed the teachings of Allah and Islam exploded out of the Arabian peninsula, the eastern Roman Empire of Byzantium faced a seemingly unstoppable tide of expansion. Arab forces
  swept through Palestine, Syria and Asia Minor, finally breaking upon the walls of the Greek capital, Constantinople. As the years passed, Islam and Byzantium developed a tense, sometimes
  quarrelsome respect for one another, but their relationship was no more fraught with conflict than that between the Greeks and their Slavic or Latin neighbours to the west.19

  At the other end of the Mediterranean, Islamic forces had overwhelmed the Iberian peninsula in 711 CE. So dynamic was their advance that only the might of
  Charlemagne’s grandfather, Charles the Hammer, could turn them back from the borders of France and the heartlands of Latin Christendom. Partially detached from the rest of Europe by the
  physical barrier of the Pyrenean mountains, these Muslims settled in Spain and Portugal, leaving the indigenous Christians only a thin sliver of territory in the north. Muslim power held fast for
  generations, allowing culture, learning and trade to flourish, and Islamic Iberia blossomed into one of the greatest centres of civilisation in the known world. When decay and political fracture
  finally set in during the eleventh century, the surviving Christian realms of the north were quick to capitalise. In the decades leading up to the First Crusade, the nature of Iberian
  Latin–Muslim contact did alter: animosities hardened; the Christians went into the ascendant; and the frontier dividing these two faiths gradually began to inch
  southwards. But even in this period the scavenging Latins were far more interested in draining the Muslim south of its fabled wealth than they were in prosecuting any sort of concerted religious
  warfare. When blood was shed in battle, it was usually the result of Christian in-fighting, fractious squabbling over the spoils.20

  At the end of the eleventh century, Christendom was in one sense encircled by Islam, with Muslim forces ranged against it to the east along Byzantium’s Asian frontier and to the south in
  the Iberian peninsula. But Europe was a long way from being engaged in an urgent, titanic struggle for survival. No coherent, pan-Mediterranean onslaught threatened, because, although the Moors of
  Iberia and the Turks of Asia Minor shared a religious heritage, they were never united in one purpose. Where Christians and Muslims did face each other across the centuries, their relationship had
  been unremarkable, characterised, like that between any potential rivals, by periods of conflict and others of coexistence. There is little or no evidence to suggest that either side harboured any
  innate, empowering religious or racial hatred of the other.21

  Most significantly, throughout this period indigenous Christians actually living under Islamic law, be it in Iberia or the Holy Land, were generally treated with remarkable clemency. The Muslim
  faith acknowledged and respected Judaism and Christianity, creeds with which it enjoyed a common devotional tradition and a mutual reliance upon authoritative scripture. Christian subjects may not
  have been able to share power with their Muslim masters, but they were given freedom to worship. All around the Mediterranean basin, Christian faith and society survived and even thrived under the
  watchful but tolerant eye of Islam. Eastern Christendom may have been subject to Islamic rule, but it was not on the brink of annihilation, nor prey to any form of systematic abuse.

  It is true that, ten years before the council of Clermont, Iberia entered a period of heightened religious intolerance. In 1086, a fanatical Islamic sect invaded Iberia
  from north Africa, supplanting surviving, indigenous Muslim power in the peninsula. This new regime set about resisting and then repelling the acquisitive Christian north, scoring a number of
  notable military victories that reestablished the balance of power in Islam’s favour. This did cause a reaction in the Latin West. In 1087 the king of France urged his subjects to offer
  military support to their Iberian brethren, and a number of French potentates duly led companies across the Pyrenees, among them a number of knights who later joined the First Crusade. Then in 1089
  Pope Urban II took a limited interest in Iberian affairs. He focused his attention upon the ancient Roman port of Tarragona in north-eastern Spain, a city which had for generations lain in ruins,
  adrift amid the unclaimed wasteland between Christian and Muslim territory. Urban sponsored the rebuilding of Tarragona as a papal protectorate, but, although he created a new archbishopric there
  and construction was apparently begun, it is not clear whether the port was actually reoccupied. Iberia did serve as something of a testing ground for crusading ideology, because Urban offered a
  remission of sin to those engaged in the restoration of Tarragona, but his involvement on the peninsula was still extremely limited and there was no direct link between the needs of this theatre of
  conflict and his eventual decision to launch a campaign to the Levant.22

  Pope Urban’s motives in 1095

  The problems addressed by the First Crusade – Muslim occupation of Jerusalem and the potential threat of Islamic aggression in the East – had loomed for decades,
  even centuries, provoking little or no reaction in Rome. Urban II’s decision to take up this cause at Clermont was, therefore, primarily proactive rather than reactive, and the crusade was
  designed, first and foremost, to meet the needs of the papacy. Launched as it was just as Urban began to stabilise his power-base in central Italy, the campaign must be seen as an attempt to
  consolidate papal empowerment and expand Rome’s sphere of influence. It was no accident that Urban chose to unleash the concept of crusading in France, a region in
  which his roots gave him connections and local knowledge, and over which the papacy had long wished to strengthen its hold. Indeed, the crusade was just one of the weapons used in pursuit of this
  agenda, Urban’s entire grand tour of France in 1095–6 being a transparent attempt to manifest papal authority.

  But for Urban the real beauty of the crusade was that it also had the potential to fulfil a range of other papal ambitions. Since the start of his pontificate, Urban had sought to re-establish
  friendly contact with the Greek Church of Byzantium, whose relationship with Rome had soured after the two Churches were, in 1054, forced into schism by a heated disagreement over liturgical
  practice. Orchestrating a positive response to the Byzantine appeal for military aid promised to cement a new period of détente with Constantinople. At the same time, it offered the prospect
  of expanding Latin influence over the Levantine Church in Asia Minor, Syria and Palestine, a significant step along the road towards papal pre-eminence in all Christendom.

  The First Crusade also held more altruistic benefits. It is likely that Urban earnestly desired to help his Byzantine brethren and those eastern Christians living under Islamic rule. Although
  probably aware that the latter were not suffering desperate abuse, he still sought to liberate all Christendom, thus ending any threat of oppression. And while the Muslim rulers of the Holy Land
  might have been willing to grant pilgrims access to the sacred sites of Jerusalem, in Urban’s mind it was still infinitely preferable for that revered city to be under Christian control. At
  the same time, he came to realise that the very means by which these goals might be achieved could also serve to purify the Latin West. Having grown up among the Frankish aristocracy, the pope was
  only too aware of the spiritual dilemma facing this knightly class. Bombarded by a stream of warnings about the dreadful danger of sin, but forced to resort to soul-contaminating violence in order
  to fulfil their duty and defend their rights in this lawless age, most nobles were trapped in a circle of guilt, obligation and necessity. As Roman pontiff, the father of the Latin Church, Urban
  was personally responsible for the soul of every single Christian living in the West. It was incumbent upon him to lift as many of his flock as possible towards salvation.
  The campaign launched at Clermont was therefore, in one sense, designed to answer the prayers of a polluted class in Urban’s care, because it offered the nobility a new path to redemption.
  The message in 1095 was that knights would now be able to prosecute violence in the name of God, participating in a holy war.23

  The long road to holy war

  Turning bloodshed into a sacred act required the pope to reconcile Christian teaching with the ruthlessness of medieval warfare. With the preaching of the First Crusade the
  Latin Church went far beyond simply condoning violence; it energetically encouraged military conflict and promoted carnage as an expression of pious devotion. This sanctification of warfare, in
  which two seemingly immiscible elements – violence and Christianity – were fused, now stands as the defining characteristic of the First Crusade, the feature which has catapulted this
  expedition into the popular imagination and aroused generations of scholarly attention. The very concept of Christian holy war, of which the crusade was the dominant species, can elicit a sense of
  dismay and censure in modern observers, who view it as a distortion of Christ’s teaching, an abomination that directly contradicts his promotion of pacifism. Many are driven to ask how the
  medieval papacy could have developed such an extraordinary concept.24

  In fact, the First Crusade was not utterly abnormal, but an extreme product of concerns common to all ages of human society: the need to contain mankind’s innate appetite for violence; and
  the desire to distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ warfare. Across millennia of recorded history and in every corner of the planet, civilisations have struggled to control
  and harness human aggression, most often by categorising certain types of bloodshed as acceptable and outlawing or vilifying the remainder. Even modern societies posit a moral distinction between
  ‘private’ murder and killing performed in the midst of sanctioned ‘public’ warfare. Ruling elites also tend to promote their own wars as justifiable and those of their
  enemies as morally corrupt. The medieval theory of crusading similarly sought to redirect the energies of Europe’s feuding warlords, channelling their bloodlust out
  beyond the borders of the Latin West for the ‘good’ of all Christendom. In the long term, however, this approach to the management of violence had a bleak and lasting impact upon the
  relationship with Islam.

  This still begs the question of how Christianity, seemingly a pacifistic religion, was so readily militarised. Pope Urban II did not conjure the idea of a crusade from thin air, nor did he
  consider the concept of holy war to be revolutionary or even novel. In his mind, centuries of Christian, and even pre-Christian, tradition legitimised the principles espoused at Clermont. It was
  inevitable that his ideas would be influenced by precedent because eleventh-century Latin society was profoundly retrospective. Being Christian to the core, it accepted two immutable truths:
  scripture, the cornerstone of the faith, was utterly unassailable, the unquestionable word of God; and at the moment of its foundation by St Peter, the Roman Church had been a precise expression of
  divine will, the Lord’s design for mankind made manifest on earth. These two ancient rocks of perfection left a heavy imprint upon the medieval mind. Fixated by this vision of a golden age in
  which the apostles supposedly created an ideal Christian order, and governed by an immoveable, authoritative text, the medieval world was obsessed with the past.

  But Urban and his contemporaries viewed their Christian history through a cracked and clouded lens. The glorious ‘perfection’ of a bygone era to which they aspired too often owed
  more to fiction than to fact. The sheer malleability of history – stretched and distorted by the imprecisions of memory and twisted through wilful manipulation and forgery – meant that
  the ‘past’ that informed and enabled Urban’s sanctification of violence was actually a shifting, tangled web of reality and imagination. Although the pope earnestly believed that
  the campaign he preached in 1095 conformed to Christ’s teaching, a deep chasm separated the ideals promoted by scripture and those that sustained the concept of crusading.

  Weathered by a thousand years of human history, Christian attitudes to violence had undergone an incremental but drastic transformation.

  Christianity does, at first glance, appear to be an unquestionably pacifistic faith. The Gospels of the New Testament record numerous occasions when Jesus seemed to reject or prohibit violence:
  his Sermon on the Mount recommended a policy of peaceful resistance in the face of aggression, turning the other cheek in response to a blow; he instructed his followers to offer love to their
  enemies; and, at the moment of his betrayal by Judas in the Garden of Gethsemane, when St Peter sought to defend Christ from his captors, Jesus ordered the apostle to sheath his sword, cautioning
  that he who lived by violence would die by violence. At the same time, the Old Testament appears to offer incontrovertible guidance on the question of violence when Moses reveals the divine law
  ‘thou shall not kill’ in the Ten Commandments.

  Urban’s vision of his religion was, however, coloured by the work of Christian theologians who, in the course of the first millennium CE, decided that scripture
  might not actually offer such a decisive or universal condemnation of violence and warfare. In part, these theorists were initially sent scurrying to reconsider Christian doctrine by the living
  reality with which they were confronted. It was always going to prove difficult to maintain an unwavering policy of pacifism in the face of mankind’s inherent bellicosity, but, with the
  conversion of the Roman Empire, it became virtually impossible to sustain the absolute rejection of violence. From the fourth century onwards, Christianity underwent a gradual but deep-seated
  transformation as it fused with a Roman ‘state’ for which warfare was an essential feature of existence. Attempting to balance the proscriptions of faith with the needs of empire, some
  of the earliest Christian scholars, known as the founding fathers or patristic writers, sought to refine man’s understanding of the message contained in the Bible. They did not have to look
  far to realise that, on the question of violence, scripture was riddled with apparent contradictions.

  In spite of its stated ban on bloodshed, Mosaic Law actually endorsed military defence in the face of aggression. Elsewhere, the Old Testament went even further. Being an
  ongoing history of the Hebrews’ long struggle for survival, it describes a series of holy wars, conflicts sanctioned and supported by divine licence, in which God was held to be the author of
  victory. To patristic theologians, these examples appeared to indicate that, under the right circumstances, even vengeful or aggressive warfare might be permissible. Even the New Testament, if
  judged from a certain perspective, could appear to be ambivalent in its approach to physical conflict. Jesus had after all said that he came to bring not peace but a sword, and at one point had
  used a whip of cords to drive moneylenders out of the temple.

  The most influential patristic writer to grapple with these problems was the north African bishop St Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE), perhaps the most eminent
  theologian in all Christian history and author of a long series of works exploring human existence and religious devotion. St Augustine’s work on Christian violence laid the foundation upon
  which Pope Urban II eventually erected the crusading ideal. St Augustine argued that a war could be both legal and justified if fought under strictly controlled conditions. His complex theories
  were later simplified and consolidated to produce three prerequisites of a Just War: it must be proclaimed by a ‘legitimate authority’, like a king, prince or bishop; it ought to have a
  ‘just cause’, such as the recovery of lost property or defence against enemy attack; and it should be fought with ‘right intention’, that is without cruelty or excessive
  bloodshed. These three Augustinian principles were the basic building-blocks of the crusading ideal. But, although Augustine’s work shaped the format and nature of Pope Urban II’s
  crusade sermon at Clermont, it did not actually provide the western Church with a working doctrine of holy war. St Augustine broke Latin Christian theology from the shackles of pacifism, and his
  ideas gradually filtered down into European society, helping to salve general anxieties about the relationship between faith and military service. But there were distinct limitations to his theory
  as it was applied to the medieval West. It was seen to demonstrate that certain forms of necessary, public warfare might be ‘justified’ – that is,
  acceptable and lawful in the eyes of God.25

  A significant conceptual divide separates this from ‘sanctified’ violence. This latter form of warfare was not deemed simply to be tolerable to God, a potentially sinful act to which
  he was prepared to turn a blind eye because its evil would lead to a greater good. Instead, a holy war was one that God actively supported, even demanded, which could be of spiritual benefit to its
  participants. Pope Urban’s crusading ideal was an extension of this second class of sanctified warfare, but it was not until the eleventh century that the Latin Church really developed a
  working theory of holy war.

  Between the age of St Augustine and the council of Clermont, western Christendom gradually became acculturated to the concept of sanctified violence. This was an incremental, organic process,
  marked by sporadic episodes of theological experimentation, not a driven programme of linear development. Before the year 1000, the papacy occasionally dabbled in the rhetoric of holy war when
  facing significant threats. In the ninth century, two successive popes sought to rally military support by promising rather vaguely defined spiritual benefits – a ‘heavenly
  reward’ or ‘eternal life’ – to those who fought and died in defence of Rome. But this type of appeal seems to have garnered only a limited response and soon fell into
  disuse. At the same time, Latin society underwent a fitful awakening to the idea that ‘just wars’ might encompass elements of sacred obligation or reward. The prominent role of
  Carolingian bishops in sponsoring, even directing, brutal campaigns to conquer and convert the pagans of eastern Europe helped stimulate the idea that warfare might have a pious goal. The
  Christianisation of Germanic ‘barbarian’ traditions also encouraged reverence for the martial qualities of the warrior class and the adoption of the ritual blessing of the weapons of
  war by the clergy. It was a relatively small step to imagine that esteemed Christian knights, bearing sanctified arms and armour, might be capable of performing some sort of devotional service to
  God. Even so, at the turn of the millennium, any receptivity to the potential sanctification of violence was still balanced by an ingrained, almost instinctive suspicion
  that, amid the endemic disorder afflicting society, much of the ‘public’ warfare proclaimed as ‘just’ by feuding lords was, in fact, illicit and thus sinful.

  It was not until the second half of the eleventh century that Latin Christendom truly began to edge towards the acceptance of sanctified violence and thus became receptive to the idea of
  crusading. The first step was the accelerated incidence of papally sponsored warfare. With elements of the Reform Movement urging Rome to pursue an energetic policy of empowerment, successive popes
  began taking a more active interest in the protection of their Italian territories and the extension of their international influence. It soon became apparent that, if Rome wished to stand on the
  world stage, it would, on occasion, need some form of material military power with which to enforce its spiritual will. It was nothing new for the papacy to seek martial support from its secular
  allies; the difference was the degree of its direct, even personal, involvement in warfare. In 1053, Pope Leo IX (1049–54) actually participated in a battle against the aggressive Norman
  adventurers who had recently invaded southern Italy, offering his supporters absolution from sin as reward for their military service. A decade later, one of Leo’s successors, Alexander II
  (1061–73) lent papal support to Christians fighting against Islam in Iberia, suggesting that this type of warfare might, of itself, be penitential.26

  Pope Gregory VII and sanctified violence

  During the pontificate of Gregory VII the doctrine and application of sacred violence underwent a radical transformation. Gregory’s ambitious and uncompromising vision of
  papal authority prompted him to pursue the sponsorship and sanctification of warfare at an unprecedented pace. His work created the platform upon which Urban stood in 1095. Possessed by an
  intensely personal notion of his office and believing more wholeheartedly than any pope before him that he was the literal, living embodiment of St Peter, Gregory was utterly
  convinced that he could wield full apostolic authority on earth. In his mind, there seems to have been no question but that the pope should have total, unchecked control over the spiritual
  wellbeing of mankind. He was, equally, in no doubt that this power took precedence over that exercised by kings and princes. To realise this audacious ideal, Gregory took a massive step towards the
  militarisation of the Latin Church. He decided that what Rome really needed was not the martial backing of potentially unreliable secular allies, but a fully fledged papal army owing its
  allegiance, first and foremost, to St Peter.

  In pursuit of this goal, Gregory made a series of sweeping pronouncements that slowly percolated throughout western society, threatening to reshape the Latin world order. He set about
  reinterpreting Christian tradition in order to establish a precedent for his combative policies. Centuries earlier, patristic theologians had described the internal, spiritual battle waged against
  sin by devoted Christians as the ‘warfare of Christ’. In time, it became popular in learned circles to conceive of monks as the ‘soldiers of Christ’, ascetics armed with
  prayer and ritual, engaged in a metaphorical war with temptation. Gregory appropriated this idea and twisted it to suit his purpose. He proclaimed that all lay society had one overriding
  obligation: to defend the Latin Church as ‘soldiers of Christ’ through actual, physical warfare.

  The laity had, in recent decades, been encouraged to reimagine their spiritual relationship with God and the Latin Church in terms that mirrored the structure of temporal society. With God
  conceived of as ‘lord’ and ‘ruler’ of the ‘kingdom’ of heaven, Christians were conditioned to believe that they owed him loyalty and service as they would a
  mortal king. To turn this diffuse theory into reality, Gregory harnessed and adapted a popular fixture of Christianity. Latin Europe was accustomed to the notion that saints – Christians who
  had lived meritorious lives or been martyred, and thus, in death, attained a special place in heaven – deserved reverence. Throughout the West, men and women championed patron saints,
  offering them dutiful veneration in return for protection and support. Gregory sought to transform this localised patchwork of allegiance by harnessing the universal appeal
  of St Peter. Rome had, for some time, described its supporters as fideles beati Petri, the ‘faithful’ of St Peter. But Gregory chose to focus on a different aspect of the word
  fideles, emphasising its implication of service and vassalage to suggest that all Latin Christians were, in fact, ‘vassals of St Peter’ and so by implication vassals of the
  pope.

  By fusing the vision of Christendom as God’s ‘kingdom’, the practice of venerating saints and the feudal connotations of the term fideles, Gregory concocted an elaborate
  justification for his claim that all lay society owed him a debt of military service. In truth, much of Europe would not have fully understood this intricate web of distorted precedent and warped
  tradition, and certainly, in the divisive atmosphere of the Investiture Controversy, not all Latins answered Gregory’s call to obedience. But he did manage to recruit a powerful network of
  fideles willing to do the bidding of Rome, many of whom would later support Urban’s crusade.

  The most devoted and influential of these fideles was Countess Matilda of Tuscany, the great matriarch of northern Italy. Ruling one of the grandest princedoms in Europe, Matilda
  commanded respect in all corners of western Christendom. The not inconsiderable military resources of this ‘daughter of St Peter’, as she liked to be known, lent real force to the papal
  cause. As a wealthy patron Matilda also attracted some of the finest minds in Europe to her lavish court. Men like Anselm of Lucca, a master of canon law (the history of Church law and papal
  judgements) and the arch propagandist Bonizo of Sutri set out to shore up the theological underpinnings of Reform policy and cement the doctrine of Christian warfare. Throughout the 1080s, their
  work served to consolidate Gregorian theories in some areas and to fuel the pursuit of papal authority in others. This ‘think tank’ amassed an array of textual authorities with which to
  defend Matilda’s reputation and rebut any criticism of the papacy’s militarisation. Anselm scoured the annals of ecclesiastical law in search of precedents for the sanctification of violence, while Bonizo wrote a series of popularised, polemical histories of the Church, designed to demonstrate that God actually had a long record of endorsing holy
  war. One of their colleagues, John of Mantua, even managed to reinterpret a key pacifistic passage in scripture. John noted that, although Christ had ordered St Peter to sheathe his sword in the
  Garden of Gethsemane, he had not told him to cast it aside. On this basis, John maintained that Jesus had, in fact, wanted his chief apostle to keep the weapon by his side for use at a later date.
  John’s allegorical argument was that, while God did not intend the pope to wield the ‘sword’ in person, he did expect him to direct a material ‘weapon’ – the
  armed laity – in defence of Christendom. The work carried out at Matilda’s court played a vital role in the genesis of the crusading ideal, serving to assemble and shape centuries of
  Christian thought on the question of violence into a coherent theory of sanctified violence, a resource upon which Urban would later draw.

  Working alongside these Matildine scholars, Gregory VII made the leap from concept to practice, taking significant steps towards the creation of a papal army and marking a distinct turning point
  on the road leading to Urban II’s speech at Clermont. Early in his pontificate, Gregory laid plans for a grand military enterprise that can be regarded as the prototype for a crusade. In 1074
  he tried to launch a holy war in the eastern Mediterranean that would, had it come to fruition, have borne a striking resemblance to the campaign initiated by Urban II in 1095. Gregory sought to
  recruit lay military support in France and Germany for an expedition to bring aid to the Greek Christians of Byzantium, who were, he claimed, ‘daily being butchered like cattle’ by the
  Muslims of Asia Minor. He proposed to lead this bold defence of Christendom in person, declaring that the venture might take him all the way to the Holy Sepulchre of Jerusalem, and expressed the
  hope that success might bring about the reunification of the eastern and western Churches under the authority of Rome. Although Gregory declared in a letter of December 1074 that he had already
  amassed an army 50,000 strong – a claim that was sheer fantasy – his grandiose project soon fizzled out, tarnished by its intimate association with
  Gregory’s own personal authority and then extinguished by the scouring wind of the Investiture Controversy.

  Gregory’s planned expedition did, nonetheless, begin to crystallise the ideal of holy war. His predecessor had already implied that violence in the service of God might be meritorious;
  Gregory’s 1074 scheme explained why. The spiritual benefits of participating in his campaign still seem to have been somewhat vague, described simply as a ‘heavenly reward’, but
  the reason why such a prize might be on offer was made much clearer. Gregory argued that his projected war would be fought in defence of the Christian faith and that the very act of bringing aid to
  Byzantium was an expression of love for one’s Christian brethren and thus charitable. This formula of charitable defence made it much easier for contemporaries to believe that fighting in a
  holy war might truly earn them merit in the eyes of God. Events later in Gregory’s pontificate also helped to clarify the penitential nature of sanctified violence. In the midst of the
  Investiture Controversy he urged Matilda of Tuscany to fight Henry IV ‘for the remission of her sins’ and instructed her ‘to impose on [her] soldiers the danger of the coming
  battle for the remission of all their sins’. The scholar Anselm of Lucca later interpreted this to mean that participation in this war had the same purificational value as other forms of
  penance precisely because it promised, just like a pilgrimage, to be both difficult and perilous.

  For all this, Gregory VII cannot be regarded as the sole architect of the crusading ideal. He certainly never successfully launched a campaign on the scale of the First Crusade, nor was he
  particularly concerned to direct the energy of sanctified violence against Islam. But he did break crucial ground on the road to the idea of crusading. Gregory’s radical, unrelenting drive
  towards militarisation prompted considerable criticism in ecclesiastical circles, as he was accused of dabbling in practices ‘new and unheard of throughout the centuries’. His vision
  was so extreme that, when Urban II offered a more measured ideal, he appeared almost conservative in comparison and attracted little censure.27

  Gregory’s achievements and those of his predecessors also meant that, by the start of Urban’s pontificate in 1088, the concept of holy war had been formulated. The Latin West had
  been acculturated to the idea that certain classes of violence might be justified, and was slowly waking up to the notion that warfare directed by the papacy might have a penitential character and
  thus be capable, in some sense, of cleansing the soul of sin. Within a year of his assumption of the papal throne, Urban had begun to experiment with this new weapon: participants in the
  reconstruction of Tarragona were offered a remission of sin, but on this occasion the pope achieved a subtle shift of theological emphasis by equating this merit to that of a pilgrimage to
  Jerusalem. In the years that followed, as the Gregorian papacy slowly enjoyed a renaissance of authority, Urban pondered the full potential of sanctified violence. It was only at the council of
  Clermont, in the wake of the appeal at Piacenza, that the full range of his ambition became evident.

  THE SERMON AT CLERMONT

  The First Crusade was proclaimed in November 1095 during Urban II’s momentous visit to France. His was the first journey made by any pope outside Italy for almost half a
  century. With the ongoing Investiture Controversy and the recent diminution of papal authority, the journey north of the Alps was designed to affirm Urban’s legitimacy and assert Rome’s
  presence in his old homeland. Even with the papal reputation besmirched by years of chaotic conflict, Urban’s grand tour of the region cannot have failed to impress. It had been decades since
  most of the towns and villages through which his lavish entourage passed had witnessed a visit from a bishop or prince, let alone that of a pope accompanied by a host of senior clergymen. For many,
  this was the spectacle of a lifetime.

  To rally the Latin Church to his cause, Urban called the clergy to a grand ecclesiastical council. Held in late November at Clermont, in the Auvergne region of
  south-eastern France, this meeting was attended by some twelve archbishops, eighty bishops and ninety abbots – not a massive assembly by medieval standards, but the largest of Urban’s
  pontificate to date. For more than a week, the council considered an array of ecclesiastical business, as Urban sought to disseminate his plans for the continued reform of the Church. Then, on 27
  November, with the council drawing to a close, the pope announced that he would deliver a special sermon to an open-air assembly held in a field outside Clermont. Urban probably arranged for this
  public spectacle in the hope that his preaching would draw a large crowd, and later tradition maintained that the meeting had to be moved outside because of the sheer weight of numbers that
  gathered to hear him speak, but in reality perhaps only 300 or 400 people braved the chill November air. These select few were to bear witness to a captivating sermon.28

  Pope Urban’s message

  Unless new evidence comes to light, we will never know exactly what Pope Urban II said in his momentous sermon. Even though this speech initiated a campaign that would change
  the face of European history, no precise record of Urban’s words survives. In the years that followed, a number of men, including three eyewitnesses, did record versions of his address, but
  all of them wrote after the end of the First Crusade. Their accounts must, therefore, be read with a healthy dose of suspicion in mind, given that their versions of the events at Clermont were
  composed with the benefit of hindsight. They knew only too well what powerful emotions Urban’s words would stir in western Christendom, the tide of humanity that would respond to his call and
  the dreadful progress of the crusade that followed. Only by carefully cross-referencing these versions of Urban’s sermon with the pope’s own letters, composed around the time of the
  council of Clermont, can we approach some understanding of his message and intentions.

  We know that Urban urged western Christendom to pursue two interlocking goals: the liberation of the eastern Churches, most notably by bringing military support to the
  beleaguered Byzantine Empire; and the reconquest of the Holy Land, in particular the city of Jerusalem. From the start, he conceived of the campaign as a war of defence and repossession. The
  crusade was not launched as an evangelical enterprise to bring about the conversion of Muslims, forced or voluntary, but to protect and recover Christian territory. This was to be a war of
  religion, but one that focused upon physical power, not ephemeral theology. Rather than emphasise complex questions of dogma and creed, Urban promoted a war that his audience could understand,
  stressing the theme of Christian brotherhood and highlighting the fact that all Latin knights had a duty to defend Christ’s patrimony by participating in an impassioned battle to recover the
  Holy Land.29

  His appeal seems to have been loosely structured around the three Augustinian principles of Just War – legitimate authority, just cause and right intention – bolstered by remodelled
  Gregorian ideals. He took ‘just cause’ as the key theme for his proposed campaign, launching into a polemical oration, peppered with inflammatory images of Muslim atrocities.

  
    
      
        We want you to know what grievous cause leads us to your territory, what need of yours and all the faithful brings us here. A grave report has come from the lands of
        Jerusalem and from the city of Constantinople that a people from the kingdom of the Persians, a foreign race, a race absolutely alien to God . . . has invaded the land of those Christians
        [and] has reduced the people with sword, rapine and fire.30

      

    

  

  A central feature of Urban’s doctrine was the denigration and dehumanisation of Islam. He set out from the start to launch a holy war against what he called ‘the
  savagery of the Saracens’, a ‘barbarian’ people capable of incomprehensible levels of cruelty and brutality. Their supposed crimes were enacted upon two
  groups. Eastern Christians, in particular the Byzantines, had been ‘overrun right up to the Mediterranean Sea’. Urban described how the Muslims, ‘occupying more and more of the
  land on the borders of [Byzantium], were slaughtering and capturing many, destroying churches and laying waste to the kingdom of God. So, if you leave them alone much longer they will further grind
  under their heels the faithful of God.’31 The pope also maintained that Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land were being subjected to horrific
  abuse and exploitation. While the wealthy were regularly beaten and stripped of their fortunes by illegal taxes, the poor endured even more terrible treatment:

  
    
      
        Non-existent money is extracted from them by intolerable tortures, the hard skin on their heels being cut open and peeled back to investigate whether perhaps they have
        inserted something under it. The cruelty of these impious men goes even to the length that, thinking the wretches have eaten gold or silver, they either put scammony in their drink and force
        them to vomit or void their vitals, or – and this is unspeakable – they stretch asunder the coverings of all the intestines after ripping open their stomachs with a blade and
        reveal with horrible mutilation whatever nature keeps secret.32

      

    

  

  These accusations had little or no basis in fact, but they did serve Urban’s purpose. By expounding upon the alleged crimes of Islam, he sought to ignite an explosion of vengeful passion
  among his Latin audience, while his attempts to degrade Muslims as ‘sub-human’ opened the floodgates of extreme, brutal reciprocity. This, the pope argued, was to be no shameful war of
  equals, between God’s children, but a ‘just’ and ‘holy’ struggle in which an ‘alien’ people could be punished without remorse and with utter ruthlessness.
  Urban was activating one of the most potent impulses in human society: the definition of the ‘other’. Across countless generations of human history, tribes, cities, nations and peoples
  have sought to delineate their own identities through comparison to their neighbours or enemies. By conditioning Latin Europe to view Islam as a species apart, the pope stood
  to gain not only by facilitating his proposed campaign, but also by propelling the West towards unification.

  Urban did, however, have one major problem at Clermont. No recent, overwhelming calamity or crime stood out to act as the igniting spark of his holy conflagration. To ensure that his sermon
  prompted a fevered response, the pope worked hard to lend his appeal some sense of burning urgency. A heated theological schism had for decades divided Rome and Constantinople, but Urban
  nonetheless emphasised the shared Christian heritage that united East and West, suggesting that Latin Christendom had a fraternal obligation to act. According to one account, Urban urged his
  audience ‘to run as quickly as you can to the aid of your brothers living on the eastern shore’; in another he is reported as encouraging them to think of eastern Christians as
  ‘your blood brothers, your comrades-in-arms, those born of the same womb as you, for you are sons of the same Christ and the same Church’. He also capitalised upon the immediate
  devotional resonance of Jerusalem, describing the Holy City as ‘the navel of the world’, the birthplace of all Christian faith and scene of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.
  Urban hoped that the image of a captive Jerusalem would be so distressing as to prompt an immediate reaction, and he is recorded exhorting his listeners to ‘be especially moved by the [fate
  of the] Holy Sepulchre of Our Lord and Saviour, which is in the hands of unclean races’.33 The pope may have also played on the theme,
  previously used by Gregory VII, of the ‘kingdom of God’, representing the Holy Land as Christ’s ‘realm’ or ‘patrimony’ and reminding Latin Christians of
  their obligation to defend their lord’s territory.34

  The pope promoted the crusade as a distinct form of warfare, set apart from the grubby contamination of the inter-Christian struggles afflicting the West. According to one
  account, he proclaimed:

  
    
      
        Let those who in the past have been accustomed to spread private war so vilely among the faithful advance against the infidels . . . Let those who were formerly brigands
        now become soldiers of Christ; those who once waged war against their brothers and blood-relatives fight lawfully against barbarians; those who until now have been mercenaries for a few coins
        achieve eternal rewards.35

      

    

  

  This approach was an offshoot of the Augustinian principle of ‘right intention’, requiring a Just War to be fought with restraint and control. Urban suggested that
  ‘normal’ violence was both illegal and corrupting, that only a war fought under regulated conditions could be considered licit or sanctified. But he proclaimed that in this campaign the
  regulating factor would be not the degree of brutality, but rather the ‘alien’ status of its target. Earlier in the eleventh century, the papacy had encouraged lay society to adhere to
  the Peace and Truce of God movements, codes of practice which sought to limit the places and times at which violence might be inflicted. The underlying assumption of these conventions was that not
  all violence was equal in the eyes of God. For the Peace and Truce, the distinction lay in degrees of sinfulness: violence carried out on a holy day or against a cleric was worse than an attack
  upon a layman during the week. Pope Urban twisted and extended this idea, declaring that the crusade would be a distinct class of warfare, prosecuted under a particular set of controlled
  conditions. In this instance, however, the ‘controlling’ feature that established a ‘right intention’ had nothing to do with degrees of violence or the tempered prosecution
  of warfare. Instead, it was entirely dependent upon the ‘alien’ nature of the enemy to be confronted. The expedition would be ‘just’ because it was directed against
  ‘inhuman’ Muslims, not because it was executed with moderation. This may, to some extent, help to explain why the First Crusaders proved capable of such extreme brutality.36

  A new form of holy war

  Perhaps the most significant feature of Pope Urban’s sermon at Clermont was the formula of sanctified violence he associated with the proposed campaign. His predecessors,
  like Gregory VII, had experimented with the concept of holy war, seeking to promote the idea that military service in the name of God might bring participants a spiritual reward. But, more often
  than not, their calls to arms had attracted only a limited response. In one sense, Urban followed their lead: he promised that Latins who fought to protect their eastern brethren and recapture
  Jerusalem would enjoy a remission of sin, that is a cleansing of the soul. But he took a crucial further step, refining the ideological framework of sanctified violence to produce a new model of
  sacred warfare that, for the first time, truly resonated with the needs and expectations of medieval Europe. It was this new recipe for salvation that produced such an electric reaction among his
  audience.

  Urban performed a relatively simple feat. He repackaged the concept of sanctified violence in a devotional format that was more comprehensible and palatable to lay society. Earlier popes may
  have argued that holy war could purify the soul, but Latin arms-bearers seem to have harboured nagging doubts about the efficacy of this notion. Urban sold the idea in terms that were familiar,
  convincing and attractive.

  Western Christians were programmed to think of themselves as being critically contaminated by sin and conditioned to pursue a desperate struggle for purification through the outlets of
  confession and penance. Among the most recognised and fashionable of penitential activities in the eleventh century was the practice of pilgrimage. These devotional journeys to sites of religious
  significance were specifically designed to be gruelling, potentially dangerous affairs and thus capable of purging the soul. Urban’s sermon at Clermont interwove the theme of holy war with
  that of pilgrimage to produce a distinct, new class of sanctified violence: a crusade. In this sacred expedition, the purificational properties of fighting for Christ were
  married to the penitential rigours of the pilgrim’s journey, creating ideal conditions for the cleansing of sin. In this First Crusade, Urban’s target audience, the Frankish knights of
  western Europe, would be able simultaneously to pursue two of their favourite pastimes – warfare and pilgrimage – in a devotional activity that seemed to them a natural extension of
  current Christian practice. This crusade promised to engender an unquestionably purgative atmosphere within which the intense burden of transgression and guilt might be relieved. The allure of this
  armed pilgrimage was all the more intense because its ultimate target was the premier devotional destination in Christian cosmology, the most revered physical space on earth: the Holy City of
  Jerusalem.

  Jerusalem has a singular devotional resonance for three of the world’s great religions, being the third city of Islam and the centre of the Christian and Judaic faiths. By the end of the
  eleventh century, it was popular in the Latin West to conceive of the city and its surroundings as a physical relic of Christ’s life. Pope Urban was fully conscious of the almost irresistible
  appeal of the Holy City, and he took pains to underline its significance during his sermon. According to one account, he proclaimed that since ‘we derive the whole of our Christian teaching
  from the fountain of Jerusalem’ and because ‘the [Holy] Land itself and the city in which Christ lived and suffered are known to be holy on the evidence of scripture’, all
  Christian knights should feel impelled to answer his call to arms:

  
    
      
        You, dearest brothers, must take the greatest pains to try to ensure that the holiness of that city and the glory of his Sepulchre will be cleansed . . . You, Christian
        soldiers, may justly defend the freedom of the fatherland by the exercise of arms. [And] if you believe that you ought to take great pains to make a pilgrimage to the graves of the apostles
        [in Rome] or to the shrines of any other saints, what expense of spirit can you refuse in order to rescue, and make a pilgrimage to, the Cross, the Blood, the Sepulchre?37

      

    

  

  The spiritual rewards offered by Urban for making this armed pilgrimage to Jerusalem were immensely attractive, but not theologically audacious. Later, unsanctioned
  preachers did extend and simplify Urban’s message, but the pope himself never suggested that joining the crusade would ‘magically’ guarantee all participants a place in heaven. To
  a modern observer, the very idea of fighting to purify one’s soul might seem absurd and irrational, but Urban’s vision of the crusade indulgence was firmly grounded in medieval reality.
  He conceived of the purificational properties of the crusade in terms that mirrored current devotional practice, incorporating existing language and ritual to produce a system that, in
  eleventh-century terms, offered a clear and rational pathway towards salvation.

  Having modelled the crusade as an armed pilgrimage, Urban expressed the spiritual benefits of the campaign in penitential terms. Before 1095, under typical circumstances, a Latin knight
  concerned for the purity of his soul and fearful of the fires of hell would confess his sins to a cleric, receive an appropriate penance (such as fasting or a pilgrimage) and, upon completion of
  this ‘punishment’, be absolved. The expedition preached at Clermont represented a new form of ‘super’ penance: a venture so arduous, so utterly terrifying, as to be capable
  of cancelling out any sin. Participants would still have to confess their transgressions to a member of the clergy, but the crusade would replace any necessary penance. Answering Urban’s call
  to arms, therefore, offered the arms-bearers of Europe a powerful new penitential option, but one that was cloaked in the apparatus of accepted custom. For the first time, fighting in the name of
  God and the pope brought with it a spiritual reward that was at once readily conceivable and deeply compelling: a real chance to walk through the fires of battle and emerge unsullied by
  sin.38
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  AFIRE WITH CRUSADING FEVER

  At first glance, it might appear that Pope Urban’s sermon at Clermont had an almost miraculous impact, that his words fell like fiery sparks upon bone-dry tinder,
  instantaneously igniting the imagination and enthusiasm of Latin Christendom to produce an extraordinary, unprecedented, perhaps even inexplicable, response.

  In the twelve months following the council of Clermont, somewhere between 60,000 and 100,000 men, women and children, drawn from across the face of western Europe, answered the pope’s
  rallying cry. This was, of course, not a full mobilisation of all Latin manpower. To be sure, more people stayed at home than took the cross. But it was, nonetheless, a gathering of human force and
  resources on a scale unparalleled in this age. Contemporary observers from within Europe and without gazed in wonder, sure in the knowledge that they were witnessing an event unique in living
  memory. Struggling to find an explanation for this phenomenon, they looked to the hand of God, or even the Devil. In the last century, historians have been driven to devote more analytical energy
  to rationalising this explosion of crusading fever than to almost any other feature of the expedition. They have grappled with a series of complex but crucial questions. What emotions and impulses
  inspired such a mass of Latin humanity to set out on crusade? How and why did the call to aid the eastern Churches and free Jerusalem spread across Europe with such power and
  rapidity? Did Pope Urban II actually appreciate the sheer elemental dynamism of the message he unleashed at Clermont?1
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