Was the First Crusade a ‘New’ Enterprise

When the First Crusade was preached in 1095 it triggered a series of events that continue to define the relationships between the cultures and religions involved to this day.[footnoteRef:1] However, is it accurate to say that the First Crusade was a ‘new’ enterprise? Looking at the events and rulers previous to 1095 would suggest not, and that is what this essay addresses. Due to the broad nature of what can be defined as a precursor of the crusades I will be splitting it into a few key categories: Leo IV’s words to the Frankish army[footnoteRef:2], Pope John VIII’s letter to the bishops of the realm of Louis II[footnoteRef:3], the work of Pope Gregory VII, and some of the ‘Holy Wars’ that occurred before 1095. This is to ensure that my parameters are concise enough to keep my essay cohesive. I will be starting with Leo IV. [1:  Lisa Blaydes, Christopher Paik, ‘The Impact of the Holy Land Crusades on State Formation: War Mobilization, Trade Integration and Political Development in Medieval Europe’, International Organization, Vol. 70, No.3 (2016) p.551-586 (p.552) ]  [2:  Leo IV, Forgiveness of Sins for Those Who Die in Battle With the Heathen, trans. Oliver J. Thatcher, and Edgar Holmes McNeal, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), p.511-12 
]  [3:  In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 126: 816, trans. Oliver J. Thatcher, and Edgar Holmes McNeal, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 512] 

Leo IV was Pope from 847 to his death in 855[footnoteRef:4] and was most known for the refortification of Rome after the Saracen raid of 846[footnoteRef:5]. However, what is relevant to the crusades is his words to the Frankish Army, more specifically this: “Now we hope that none of you will be slain, but we wish you to know that the kingdom of heaven will be given as a reward to those who shall be killed in this war.”[footnoteRef:6] This quote is a clear example of remission of sin as a reward for fighting those that oppose the church, from the way it is conveyed it seems to have been intended as a means of raising the morale of the Frankish army by promising them a bright future whether they returned from combat or not. However, when Pope Urban II used the same idea in his preaching of the crusade in 1095, it was seemingly intended as more of a glorification of the sacrifice made by those who died attempting to retake the Holy Land[footnoteRef:7]. The intended result of this glorification is similar to Leo IV’s usage of remission of sin; to boost morale and set the army in the right mindset for the battle ahead, although Urban’s usage was more simplified as it was intended for the wider public at the time. [4:  Leo IV, Forgiveness of Sins for Those Who Die in Battle With the Heathen, Thatcher, and McNeal, p.511-12]  [5: Horace Mann, "Pope St. Leo IV." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 9. New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910. 11 Mar. 2021 http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09159a.htm, [Last accessed 11 March 2021]]  [6:  Leo IV, Forgiveness of Sins for Those Who Die in Battle With the Heathen, Thatcher, and McNeal, p.511-12]  [7:  Bongars, Gesta Dei per Francos, 1, pp. 382 f., trans in Oliver J. Thatcher, and Edgar Holmes McNeal, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 513-17] 

Along a similar vein as Leo IV’s words to the Frankish army was the letter from Pope John VIII to the bishops in the realm of Louis the Stammerer in 878[footnoteRef:8]. For all intents and purposes the core message between the words of Leo IV, John VIII and Urban II are one and the same; those who die in battle against the ‘heathen’ will be granted immediate acceptance to heaven. However, it is John VIII’s use of the clergy in the region to spread the message that bridges the gap between the simple message of remission of sin and the way that Pope Urban preached the crusade in 1095[footnoteRef:9]. In fact, the way in which the two messages twin each other means that it would not be too far out of the realm of possibility to assume that Urban II may have even taken some inspiration from the way that John VIII spread his message. [8:  In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 126: 816, Thatcher, and McNeal, 512]  [9:  In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 126: 816, Thatcher, and McNeal, 512] 

The work of Pope Gregory VII is an entirely different matter. Pope Gregory VII led the church from 1073 to 1085 and is a relatively controversial figure in history, due to his reforms[footnoteRef:10]. However, it is his letter from 1074 that proves that the concept of a crusade existed long before Pope Urban II preached it. It is best to start by stating that the situation in 1074 was not dissimilar to that in 1095; this can be proven when comparing Pope Gregory VII’s letter to Pope Urban II’s speech. Pope Gregory explained the situation in the East thusly:  [10:  John Doran, ‘Gregory VII’, Oxford Bibliographies, 2012, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0131.xml, [last accessed 15 March 2021]] 

We hereby inform you that the bearer of this letter, on his recent return from across the sea [from Palestine], came to Rome to visit us. He repeated what we had heard from many others, that a pagan race had overcome the Christians and with horrible cruelty had devastated everything almost to the walls of Constantinople, and were now governing the conquered lands with tyrannical violence, and that they had slain many thousands of Christians as if they were but sheep.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 148:329, trans. Oliver J. Thatcher, and Edgar Holmes McNeal, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 512-13] 

compared with Pope Urban II’s speech: 
…a race from the kingdom of the Persians, an accursed race, a race utterly alienated from God, a generation forsooth which has not directed its heart and has not entrusted its spirit to God, has invaded the lands of those Christians and has depopulated them by the sword…[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Dana C. Munro, Urban and the Crusaders, Translations and Reprints from the Original Sources of European History, Vol 1:2, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1895), 5-8
] 

This version of the speech does go into more detail about the anecdotes that Urban II used when referring to the attack on Christians in Jerusalem, however, for the sake of brevity I have omitted it. The similarities in both what is happening and how it is described are plain to see, although Urban II’s speech has far more anti-Muslim sentiment within it. This begs the question: why did the crusades not begin in Pope Gregory VII’s tenure as pope? The simple answer is that they did, in concept at least. Within the later parts of Gregory VII’s letter he lays the foundations for what would later become the crusading movement; ‘But simply to grieve is not our whole duty. The example of our Redeemer and the bond of fraternal love demand that we should lay down our lives to liberate them.’[footnoteRef:13] Put simply he states that it should be the duty of all Christians within the Holy Roman Empire to go and defend the Christians in the East from the injustices levied against them by the pagans. In essence this letter can be seen as a prototype for what would later become Pope Urban’s speech in 1095. Unfortunately for Gregory VII he found himself in a dispute with Henry IV before his hope for a crusade could be realised, eventually dying in exile in 1085[footnoteRef:14]. However, what his letter proves is that the ideas for a crusade had long been established before Pope Urban officially called for one in 1095. [13:  In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 148:329, Thatcher, and McNeal, 512-13]  [14:  Doran, ‘Gregory VII’, Oxford Bibliographies, [last accessed 16 March 2021]] 


The aforementioned popes are a clear representation of how the ideas surrounding the preaching and incentivising the crusade existed long before 1095. However, it is also relevant to look at the historical precedent for conflicts arising from religion and religious differences. As with much of history there are plenty of examples of religious conflicts both before and after 1095, indeed religious differences seem to boil the nuances of ideological disputes in warfare down to their most basic and raw forms. However in keeping with the question at hand it is best to focus on religious disputes prior to 1095. A good example of this would be the battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312CE[footnoteRef:15]. To properly explain how this battle ties into the concept of the crusades and holy wars as a whole it is best to begin by explaining what it was. As mentioned above, this was a battle in 312CE between Constantine I and Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge, a bridge that crossed the Tiber into Rome, which was one of a string of victories that would see Constantine I become the master of the Roman Empire in 324CE[footnoteRef:16]. However, what is more significant to the question at hand is the story of what happened just prior to the battle. It is said that a day before the battle began, Constantine and his forces saw a cross of light above the sun with the words ‘In this sign conquer’, and that later that night he received a dream in which Christ told him to use the symbol of the cross against his enemies. The next day he did just that, telling his troops to paint the Christian symbol onto their shields, and when they achieved victory, he attributed it to the god of the Christians[footnoteRef:17]. Although in recent years some of the specifics of the account have been called into question, there are two parts that are consistent throughout many contemporary accounts: the painting of Christian symbols on the shields of Constantine’s army and Constantine’s insistence on attributing the victory to the god of the Christians[footnoteRef:18]. From the consistencies within the accounts, it could be reasonably assumed that this was an early use of God’s will as a motivation for battle, an idea that would see far more use within the crusades. For that reason, it can be extrapolated that even the most basic concepts of the crusades, such as the ideas of a holy war and God’s will, existed long before they were preached in 1095. [15:   Richard Cavendsh, ‘The Battle of the Milvian Bridge.(Months Past: Anniversaries)’, History Today, 62.10 (2012), p8]  [16:  Cavendsh, ‘The Battle of the Milvian Bridge.(Months Past: Anniversaries)’, p8
]  [17:  Cavendsh, ‘The Battle of the Milvian Bridge.(Months Past: Anniversaries)’, p8
]  [18:  Cavendsh, ‘The Battle of the Milvian Bridge.(Months Past: Anniversaries)’, p8] 

Most of the sources I have used within this essay have been primary, such as letters sent by the popes or chronicles of the time. However, there were a small number of occasions where the sources used could be seen as questionable at best. In those occasions I have, to the best of my abilities, explained how these sources are flawed and what I have done to maintain the integrity of the essay at large. However, there is one example that I have not explained; the version of Pope Urban’s speech I have been using. For the entirety of this essay I have been using Robert the Monk’s version of the speech, mainly due to the fact that it is the one that I found easiest to extrapolate the relevant information from. However this is not the only version of the speech, and in fact it could be argued that the Gesta Francorum has the version of the speech most faithful to the original due to it being written closer to the time[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  August. C. Krey, The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants, (Princeton: 1921), 28-30
] 

This essay was primarily focused on looking at whether the first crusade was a ‘new’ enterprise, and from my research it would not be accurate to say that this was the case. Moreover, evidence seems to suggest the opposite; that the crusades were actually a culmination of hundreds of years of tension between Christians and other groups such as the Saracens, Pagans, and Muslims that they saw as ‘Heathens’. The evidence to support the crusade as a culmination is mainly the similarities in message and method between Pope Urban II and the Popes that supported him. The similarities are as follows: the use of remission of sin in the letters written by Leo IV and John VIII are strikingly similar to the way that pope Urban conveyed the idea in his speech, the anecdotes in Gregory VII’s letter about the treatment of the Christians in the Holy Land follow the same trend, and the use of Christian symbols within the attire of soldiers was a theme first seen at Milvian bridge. In my opinion it was all of these ideas coming together that created the baseline for the crusading movement, therefore it is inaccurate to define the Crusades as a ‘new’ enterprise.
Bibliography
Blaydes, Lisa, Paik, Christopher, ‘The Impact of the Holy Land Crusades on State Formation: War Mobilization, Trade Integration and Political Development in Medieval Europe’, International Organization, Vol. 70, No.3 (2016) p.551-586 (p.552)
Bongars, Gesta Dei per Francos, 1, pp. 382 f., trans in Thatcher, Oliver J., and Holmes McNeal, Edgar, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 513-17
Cavendsh, Richard, ‘The Battle of the Milvian Bridge.(Months Past: Anniversaries)’, History Today, 62.10 (2012), p8
Doran, John, ‘Gregory VII’, Oxford Bibliographies, 2012, https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0131.xml, [last accessed 15 March 2021
In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 126: 816, trans. J. Thatcher, Oliver, and Holmes McNeal, Edgar, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 512
In Migne, Patrologia Latina, 148:329, trans. J. Thatcher, Oliver, and Holmes McNeal, Edgar, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), 512-13
Leo IV, Forgiveness of Sins for Those Who Die in Battle With the Heathen, trans. J. Thatcher, Oliver, and Holmes McNeal, Edgar, eds., A Source Book for Medieval History, (New York: Scribners, 1905), p.511-12
Mann, Horace, "Pope St. Leo IV." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 9. New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1910. 11 Mar. 2021 http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09159a.htm, [Last accessed 11 March 2021]
Munro, Dana C., Urban and the Crusaders, Translations and Reprints from the Original Sources of European History, Vol 1:2, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1895), 5-8

