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Question: Was the First Crusade a truly novel idea? 
The First Crusade 1095-1099 was the first of many such events where western Europeans planned and fought wars in promotion or defence of their religion.[footnoteRef:1] No crusade matched the impact and legacy of the First Crusade. This essay discusses aspects of the First Crusade and argues how it can be seen as a truly novel idea from a traditionalist view point. Scholars debate about what constitutes a crusade, when the crusades began and what attributes a crusade should have. Historian Christopher Tyerman describes the different historiography viewpoints taken by scholars about crusades and categorises them as traditionalist, pluralist, popularist and generalist.[footnoteRef:2] These all present slightly different understandings of what a crusade is. This essay is written from a traditionalist point of view.  [1:  Christopher Tyerman, The Crusades: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) p.19.]  [2:  Christopher Tyerman, The Debate on the Crusades (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011) p.218-242.] 

Holy and religious wars were not a new idea created by the crusades, and we can look back to The Conquest of Canaan between 1406 - 1399 BC for such an example.[footnoteRef:3] The First Crusade was a truly novel idea as it featured a number of original aspects. It was not only the First Crusade to be officially sanctioned by the church with crusaders promised salvation, but it also had a clear purpose and resulted in the establishment of the Crusader States and the first Christian king of Jerusalem. The First Crusade, recorded in chronicles, set the form and agenda for subsequent crusades. The social and economic situation that existed in Medieval Western Europe at the time presented several unique challenges, particularly for the Church. The Church was weakened by corruption and Pope Urban II recognised the need to unite against a common enemy. The crusades effectively lessened the discord at home by focusing attention on pagan heathens in the Holy Land. [3:  John Piper, ‘The Conquest of Canaan’, Desiring God, 1981 <https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-conquest-of-canaan> [accessed 20 January 2019].] 


This essay looks at primary sources such as Gesta Francorum, Gesta Dei per Francos, Gesta Francorum Jerusalem Expugnantium. These medieval chronicles provide, as close as possible, first-hand accounts of the First Crusade. August Charles Krey’s The First Crusade: The Accounts of Eyewitnesses and Participants, also provides primary accounts. Much of the analysis relies on scholarship from Tyerman whose expertise extends not just to thoroughly cover the background and events of the crusades but also to highlight the scholarly debates that have emerged surrounding the crusades. The essay explores a number of features and aspects of the First Crusade that identify it as a truly novel idea. 
Prior to the First Crusade, the Church was suffering from a number of problems such as; bad organisation, corruption and problems with disunity. Pope Gregory VII and Urban II felt it was badly in need of reform and restructuring. Pope Gregory VII and Urban II were strong allies and it was Gregory who brought Urban II to Italy.[footnoteRef:4] Upon joining the Roman camp, it was clear to Urban II that the Church was in a dire and frail situation, with very weak authority. There was a struggle with leadership and, upon entering the eleventh century, bishops in Spain, France, Germany, England and most importantly, Northern Italy, had very little or even, in some cases, no reliance or guidance from the Pope.[footnoteRef:5] There was a dividing line occurring between the Church and royalty, knights and lords.[footnoteRef:6] There was corruption from bishops and within the clergy. Christians began to view their Church with distrust, and all was managed by a pope with no power.[footnoteRef:7] The balance of power between the Church and secular world of kings and lords had slipped in favour of the monarchy with the power of the Church undermined. It took until the mid-eleventh century for ‘the first significant steps towards redressing this imbalance were taken’ and the first stages of the reform movement began.[footnoteRef:8] Gregory worked tirelessly to reform and unify Christendom under the Roman Catholic Church, although he failed, Urban succeeded where Gregory had not.[footnoteRef:9] Urban was the first pope to create a fully functional papal court and took an opposite approach to Gregory VII.[footnoteRef:10] By 1095 the papacy began to reclaim its lost prestigious power and this was thanks to Urban II’s unique and novel approach. This unique set of circumstances set in motion the first steps which led to the First Crusade. [4:  Thomas Asbridge, Medieval Papacy in The First Crusade: A New History (Simon and Schuster, 2012). ]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid. ]  [9:  Asbridge, Medieval Papacy in The First Crusade.]  [10:  Ibid.] 

Pope Urban II felt the crusade was a way of unifying against a common enemy. Pope Urban II’s speech at Clermont, recorded in the Gesta Dei per Francos, gave a clear understanding of who their enemy was but also the damage and destruction they were doing to their people and religion in the east.[footnoteRef:11] Urban used the actions of the Turks and Arabs to unify under one just cause, he urged in his speech that everyone should band together regardless of rank in order to give aid to their Christian allies.[footnoteRef:12] What is made certain in his speech is that it is God’s will and he commands that the demon worshipers be destroyed. Urban II, through the power of God, grants Christians who fight these heathens; ‘immediate remission of sins’.[footnoteRef:13] Pope Urban II’s speech is chronicled in Gesta Francorum Jerusalem Expugnantium by Fulcher of Chartres, Pope Urban II calls for unification against a common enemy of Christendom; [11:  Fulcher of Chartres: Gesta Francorum Jerusalem Expugnantium https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/urban2-5vers.asp#Fulcher [accessed 15 January 2019].]  [12:  Ibid]  [13:  ibid] 

…those who for a long time, have been robbers, now become knights. Let those who have been fighting against their brothers and relatives now fight in a proper way against the barbarians [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Fulcher of Chartres: Gesta Francorum Jerusalem Expugnantium.] 

Pilgrims had been making the journey to the Holy Land before but Urban II was now proposing a different sort of journey, it was a call to arms for a holy war and was now sanctioned officially by the Church. Pope Urban II promoted the novel idea of the First Crusade through the ceremony of commitment, penance, oath and cross which gave crusaders an effective identity but also a show of unity.[footnoteRef:15] Tyerman suggests that the novelty of the idea of armed pilgrimage was key to its appeal ‘offering a familiar frame for a new secular act of penance’.[footnoteRef:16] The success of the First Crusade to unite European Christians against a common enemy provided the impetus for subsequent crusades. [15:  Christopher Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2006) p.64-65. ]  [16:  Tyerman, Short Story of Crusades p.77.] 

Holy relics discovered and claimed during the First Crusade further encouraged and mobilized more support. The Holy Lance, the spear which had pierced Christ on the cross, had been seen in a vision of Peter Bartholomew in which he claimed to have seen St. Andrew, the apostle.[footnoteRef:17] With morale low and being besieged in Antioch, Peter was given an audience in which he explained his vision, he told the council that the holy relic could be found in the cathedral of St. Peter. Thirteen men dug in the position Peter had been shown in his vision.[footnoteRef:18] Elizabeth Siberry notes that the historians of The First Crusade recorded many divine visions and messages, but that Peter’s vision was the first.[footnoteRef:19] Not only the Journey of the crusade was being recorded but also the discovery of holy relics and these events added legitimacy to the cause and fuelled the interest of other potential crusaders. The finding of the Holy Lance during the siege of Antioch was a significant moment in the First Crusade, which reinforced the idea that it was a just and holy mission with God being on their side as a reminder that their faith is true.  [17:  The Gesta Francorum, The Discovery of the Holy Lance.]  [18:  ibid]  [19:  Elizabeth Siberry, Criticism of Crusading 1095-1274 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) p.74.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The First Crusade was responsible for setting a precedent which was continued in the subsequent crusades. The First Crusade has always remained as an example for future generations, to do God’s bidding as and when the papacy required it. The bold and novel ideology behind the First Crusade was able to inspire men to take up the cross and go on crusade in the name of God. Historian Christopher Tyerman writes ‘such adventure stories fashioned the image of the First Crusade and conditioned responses to further appeals to holy war’, this shows that the literary work that had been written on these events were being told, understood and accepted by the people.[footnoteRef:20] Many of the population were illiterate and they were willing to accept that what they were told was true. Its legacy confirms the first crusade as a novel idea. [20:  Tyerman, God’s War p.246.] 

The events of the First Crusade were considered noteworthy and significant enough to be recorded for posterity in chronicles. The First Crusade was a bold adventure for armed pilgrims and was recorded in several different chronicles. The events were relaid in a powerful fashion and the deeds of the crusaders became legendary. A prime example of this would be the Gesta Francorum. This extract describes the dramatic fighting to claim Jerusalem.
…Early on the sixth day of the week we again attacked the city on all sides, but as the assault was unsuccessful, we were all astounded and fearful. However, when the hour approached on which our Lord Jesus Christ deigned to suffer on the Cross for us, our knights began to fight bravely in one of the towers - namely, the party with Duke Godfrey and his brother, Count Eustace. One of our knights, named Lethold, clambered up the wall of the city, and no sooner had he ascended than the defenders fled from the walls and through the city. Our men followed, killing and slaying even to the Temple of Solomon, where the slaughter was so great that our men waded in blood up to their ankles....[footnoteRef:21] [21:  The Gesta Francorum, The Fall of Jerusalem.  ] 

The author of the Gesta is unknown, but it is believed that it was documented by a knight in Bohemond’s detachment.[footnoteRef:22] What is important to understand is that the Gesta Francorum was a starting point for future historians and writers. Many looked to recapture the novel adventures of the First Crusade with rewritten works, such as Abbot Guibert of Nogent’s version; Gesta Dei per Francos.[footnoteRef:23] The original chronicle commemorates and helps build the legacy of the First Crusade.  [22:  Siberry, Criticism of Crusading p.73.]  [23:   Tyerman, God’s War p.243.] 

The First Crusade was responsible for the establishment of the new Crusade States in the Holy Land. During the first generation of crusaders they had established four new Christian states in the near east; The County of Edessa, The Principality of Antioch, The County of Tripoli and most importantly The Kingdom of Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:24] The establishment was only possible due to the crusade, and it gave the westerners a foot hold in the east. The establishment of these new states was important for future crusades as it was crucial to keep in contact with the west and to control trade routes which were the settlers’ most valuable source of income.[footnoteRef:25] The Crusade States also had a flowing stream of crusaders, pilgrims and mercenaries that came into the land.[footnoteRef:26] The First Crusade led to the establishment of the first ever Christian king of Jerusalem. Baldwin of Edessa, Godfreys brother, was crowned King of Jerusalem on Christmas day 1100.[footnoteRef:27] From the First Crusade the presence of a Christian defender of the Holy Land was established. The creation of the Crusader States committed Europeans to continue crusading into the next generations.[footnoteRef:28]
	Throughout history wars have been fought over religious beliefs, however the First Crusade was different from previous pilgrimages and forays into the Holy Land for a number of important reasons. The situation in Europe presented a particular set of conditions that helped set the stage for the First Crusade. Prior to the First Crusade, the Church was suffering from a number of problems and a crusade presented itself as a solution to this disunity and the imbalance of power between the Church and the state. The First Crusade gain more momentum as tales came back of adventures and exploits to Western Europe and the stories of the discovery of holy relics further inspired people to join the crusade. These events set a precedent for the form of subsequent crusades which generally went through Antioch to finish in Jerusalem. The chronicles recorded about the First Crusade were numerous compared to other crusades, which highlights its novelty. It was the First Crusade that divisively put a Christian King on the throne of Jerusalem and established the Crusade States which subsequent crusades sought to maintain.  [24:  Malcolm Barber, The Two Cities: Medieval Europe 1050-1320 (London: Routledge, 1993) p.398-399.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Malcolm Barber, The Crusader States (Yale University Press, 2012) p.2.]  [27:  Angus Konstam, Historical Atlas of the Crusades (Shropshire: Thalamus Publishing, 2002) p.79.]  [28:  Barber, Two Cities p.126.] 
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