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How influential was Pope Urban II’s speech at Council of Clermont to the success of the First Crusade?
When looking at medieval history that changed Europe, it is vital to look at the Crusades that motivated reclamation of Holy Land, especially the First Crusade’s battle against the Turks and in particular the lead up to that. In December 1095, Pope Urban II lead a speech at the Council of Clermont which is largely credited to be the cause of the motivation behind the First Crusade. Although the speech itself was not fully noted down, five accounts remain from people who were very likely present at the speech itself and thus wrote down what they recalled of it, as well as Urban II’s Letter of Instruction from the same meeting. Therefore it can be observed from several sources just how influential Pope Urban II was in the leading of the First Crusade.
In his initial letter of instruction, Urban II’s words are carefully picked out in order to encourage as many willing and able participants as possible. His speech has various instances of referring to his allies as “your brotherhood”[footnoteRef:1], and his enemies as “a barbaric fury”, a phrase particularly interesting to use as not only does it emphasise the enemies seemingly uncalled for anger towards the Christian faith but also as inherently ‘barbaric’ and Other, separated entirely as an identity, perhaps even sub-human as a whole. It suggests that those who refuse to fight are allowing this endless violence to continue, and therefore places the responsibility in the hands of the followers and fighters who can volunteer, thus will be remiss if they do not join. Urban II’s letter also has a tone of seriousness, proving how seriously he takes the cause as a whole; “Grieving with pious concern”, “solemnly enjoined upon them” and “devoted ourselves largely”[footnoteRef:2] are phrases the Pope uses, implying a devotion to the cause equally as serious as devoting himself to God. [1:  August C Krey, Urban II: Letter of Instruction, December 1095, The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants, Princeton, pp42-43]  [2:  Krey, Urban II, The First Crusade, pp42-43] 

One text written by an anonymous writer present at the speech wrote the Gesta Francorum, ‘The Deeds of the Franks’, which also described how Urban II rallied his followers to fight for the noble cause. A direct quote states, “Whoever wishes to save his soul should not hesitate humbly to take up the way of the Lord, and if he lacks sufficient money, divine mercy will give him enough.”[footnoteRef:3] This phrase in particular reveals a lot about how the First Crusade was perceived to play out. Urban II’s encouragement is active in saying that those who wish to enter the Kingdom of Heaven and live in eternal grace with God must go on this Crusade, even if they do not have the funds to do so, God will simply grace them with the ability to be capable to participate. Urban’s motivations here are evident; there is no mortal reward for retrieving the Holy Land back from the enemies, only a reward that extends past mortal life – aside from the glory and land gained, however at the time the speech was provided, there was not yet knowledge that they would take ownership of any of the land they were going to retrieve. The implication of a heavenly gift as opposed to a tangible one highlights just how important religion and faith was in medieval times, and exactly how much of a motivator it was in the fight against the Turks. [3:  A.C Krey, Gesta Francorum, Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants, pp28-30] 

Fulcher of Chartres, another writer likely present at the speech given, chronicled how he perceived the speech of Urban to be written. His writing puts the speech in a biased perspective; it is evident that aspects of the writing are true to his real word, as it overlapped in similarity with the other writers of the time, for example the references to the kingdom of Heaven being the ultimate reward for the success of the Crusade is equally apparent in Fulcher of Chartres’ writing as it is in the Gesta Francorum. However, there are exceptions, such as the dramatic language to explain the torment that waits for those who refuse to participate – he writes, “He will surely condemn you and drive you from His loving presence.”[footnoteRef:4] This idea reverses the previous records of Urban II being gracious and offering rewards, and uses the religion that would’ve been valued so highly in the time period as a warning and a threat, to continue fear-mongering the idea of suffering inflicted upon those who turn away their destiny. He also does this later in his writing where he says “You have seen for a long time the great disorder in the world caused by these crimes.”[footnoteRef:5] This again parallels Urban’s own letter where he describes the enemy as barbaric, where Fulcher emphasises them as causing great disorder, showing that whilst there is great reward and great punishment for participation of lack thereof, the main ideal is still that there is a common enemy that must be defeated. [4:  Bongars, Gesta Dei per Francos, trans. Oliver J Thatcher, A Source Book for Medieval History pp513-17]  [5:  Ibid.] 

Another attendee of the Council of Clermont, Guibert of Nogent, wrote his version alongside his knowledge but also with the use of the Gesta Francorum, something that Fulcher of Chartres was also theorised to have used, but it is not certain. Regardless, Guibert offers a much more kindly perspective on the words of Urban, and his writing even emphasises that, even if Jesus had “never lived any length of time in Jerusalem,”[footnoteRef:6] the fact that Christian preachings have stemmed from Jerusalem and moved around the world proves that it is an important enough country to go to war over. He further encourages followers to say that they ought to imagine the happiness they will feel when the war is won and they have retrieved the land. Thus it can be compared to Fulcher of Chartres’ writings; the influential Urban II’s words are used to intimidate, encourage, and all to push people towards volunteering for the first Crusade. The many documentations of the one speech at the Council of Clermont, written and rewritten with further references, such as the Gesta Francorum, reveal just how impactful Pope Urban II’s speech was in riling up an army ready to lead the First Crusade. It ultimately ended very successfully, and the success itself could certainly be attributed to the speech given just months before the Crusade launched. [6:  Krey, First Crusade, pp36-40] 
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