The Song of Roland: A Reflection of Post-First Crusade Ideology
The Song of Roland, one of the most famous chansons de geste, is widely regarded as the earliest masterpiece of French epic poetry. Although it recounts events from Charlemagne’s reign—specifically, the Battle of Roncevaux Pass in 778—it is clear that its ideological framework was shaped by the First Crusade (1096–1099). While the historical battle involved an ambush by Christian Basques, the poem reframes it as a grand struggle between Christian Franks and Muslim Saracens, reflecting the religious fervour of the Crusading era and portraying war as a divinely sanctioned mission.
This essay explores the textual and ideological elements that reveal The Song of Roland's post-First Crusade composition, including its depiction of religious conflict, the justification of holy war, the demonization of Islam and the glorification of martyrdom, demonstrating how The Song of Roland served as a Crusader epic, reinforcing the values of its time.
One of the clearest indications that The Song of Roland was composed after the First Crusade is its deliberate rewriting of history. The real Battle of Roncevaux Pass in 778 involved Charlemagne’s rear guard being ambushed by Christian Basques in retaliation for his army’s destruction of Pamplona. However, the poem replaces the Basques with Muslim Saracens, constructing a narrative in which Christianity and Islam are engaged in a divinely sanctioned war.[footnoteRef:1] This revisionism aligns with the Crusader worldview, which framed Christian-Muslim conflicts as battles between good and evil, fitting neatly within the ideological parameters of the early Crusades and reinforcing the notion of divine retribution against non-Christian forces.[footnoteRef:2] This ideological rule is evident in the poem’s explicit declaration “The Heathens are in the wrong, and the Christians in the right.”[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Jessie Crosland, (tran.). 2010. The Song of Roland (1907) (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing)]  [2:  Nicholas Morton, 2017. Encountering Islam on the First Crusade (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press) p56-58]  [3:  Song of Roland p21] 

As Miranda Griffin points out during the In Our Time discussion on The Song of Roland, the Saracens in the poem were a constructed enemy category rather than a historically accurate representation of Muslims:
“The Saracens, which is the term that's used in the poem to talk about this collection of foes, is a term which actually has nothing at all to do with medieval or modern Islam. It's a fiction. It's a fabricated label for a group of people who are loosely understood not to be Christian, and even more loosely understood to be Muslim.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Miranda Griffin, The Song of Roland, [podcast], BBC Podcasts, In Our Time, 4 November 2021, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m00114m8 > [accessed 12 January 2025]] 

The religious framing of the conflict is reinforced by contemporaneous Crusader sources. Raymond of Aguilers, an eyewitness of the First Crusade, describes the massacre of Muslims in terms that resemble The Song of Roland's depiction of Christian violence:

“Now the land stank with Moorish blood, and the aqueduct was choked with their corpses. It was a delightful sight as the swirling waters of the aqueduct tumbled the headless bodies of nobles and rabble.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Raymond d'Aguilers, Hill, Laurita L. (ed.). 1968. Historia Francorum Qui Ceperunt Iherusalem p105] 


This stark description of unmitigated Christian violence aligns with The Song of Roland’s message that Muslims must be destroyed for the triumph of Christendom and reiterates that the Crusades were framed as an apocalyptic struggle in which divine justice would ultimately triumph over the forces of unbelief.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Jonathan Riley-Smith, 2003. The First Crusade and the Idea of Crusading (London, England: Leicester University Press), p142 ] 

Numerous examples of god’s interference in the exploits of Charlemagne were described in earlier works including the Carolingian Chronicles, allowing the Song of Roland to reinforce an already existing characterisation of divine approval, and effectively picking up where writers such as Nithard and Einhard had left off.[footnoteRef:7] In these 9th century chronicles, Charlemagne himself is elevated to the strongest hero and greatest of Christian warriors, defender of Church, and an ideal prototype for crusading.[footnoteRef:8] The poem repeatedly emphasises the idea that Roland and his men fight not merely for political gain but as an act of religious devotion, reflecting the Crusader ideology of bellum sacrum (holy war), which held that waging war against non-Christians was not only justified but meritorious. Archbishop Turpin, who it should be noted is obviously a member of the clergy, but also performs as a knight throughout the poem – including participating in the slaughter – gives a rousing speech that neatly echoes the rhetoric used to justify the Crusades: [7:  Bernhard Scholz, 1970. Carolingian Chronicles: Royal Frankish Annals and Nithard’s Histories, ed. by Bernhard Walter Scholz, trans. by Barbara Rogers-Gardner (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, p50-55]  [8:  The Legend of Charlemagne, Jace Stuckey p32 <https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004467774_004> [accessed 29 January 2025]] 

“I will absolve you for the salvation of your souls. If you die you will be holy martyrs; you will have seats in greater paradise.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Song of Roland, p24] 

This promise of salvation through combat parallels Pope Urban II’s address at Clermont in 1095, recorded by Fulcher of Chartres, in which he assured Crusaders that fighting against Muslims would result in the remission of sins:
“I speak to those present, I send word to those not here; moreover, Christ commands it. Remission of sins will be granted for those going thither, if they end a shackled life either on land or in crossing the sea, or in struggling against the heathen. I, being vested with that gift from God, grant this to those who go.”[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Edward Peters, (ed.). 1998. The First Crusade: “The Chronicle of Fulcher of Chartres” and Other Source Materials (Baltimore, MD: University of Pennsylvania Press) <https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812204728>, p16] 

Such assurances mobilised medieval warriors, and highlights the promise of spiritual rewards for military service as one of the defining features of the Crusading movement.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Christopher Tyerman, 2006. God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (New Delhi, India: Allen Lane)] 

Another clear indication of the poem’s post-First Crusade origins is its distorted depiction of Islam. The Saracens are portrayed as idol-worshippers who believe in a false trinity composed of Mahomet, Apollin, and Tervagant (a fabrication that bears no resemblance to Islamic theology), with Blancandrin greeting Ganelon ‘in the name of Mahomet and Apollin, who’s holy laws we obey’.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Song of Roland, p10] 

This misrepresentation is highlighted in the In Our Time discussion:
“They're depicted worshiping three gods in a kind of warped version of the Trinity. And they're also depicted as worshiping idols, which, of course, is entirely counter to any practice of Islam.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Miranda Griffin, In Our Time ] 

This deliberate distortion aligns with Guibert of Nogent’s description of Islam in Gesta Dei per Francos, reconfirming the divine mission to retake the despoiled Holy locations in Jerusalem:
“It was also true that they had set up in them temples, which they called Mahomeries, and they carried out all kinds of filthy activity in them, so that they had become not cathedrals, but brothels and theaters.”
Another key example pointing to a post-First Crusade compilation is Roland’s refusal to call for reinforcements in the poem, even when outnumbered. This is framed not as a tactical error but as an act of supreme heroism, with his self-sacrificial death is explicitly tied to the Christian concept of martyrdom.
“He held out his right glove to God, and St. Gabriel took it from his hand….and thus he went to his end.” 
This portrayal aligns with the Crusader ethos, in which death in battle was seen as a path to eternal reward. Simon Gaunt argues that The Song of Roland served not only as entertainment but also as a moralising tool, embedding the values of the Crusader ethos into French literary culture.
“In this world of competitive fighting men which, at least on the level of fantasy, has a clear idea of right and wrong….moral defeat is inconceivable.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Simon Gaunt, 2011. Cambridge Studies in French: Gender and Genre in Medieval French Literature Series Number 53 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press) p35] 

As we have seen, The Song of Roland is not merely a heroic narrative; it is a reflection of the ideological climate of the First Crusade. Its portrayal of religious war, divine intervention, the demonization of Islam, and the glorification of martyrdom all align with the rhetoric used to justify Christian military campaigns in the 11th and 12th centuries. By integrating both textual evidence and scholarly analysis, it is clear that The Song of Roland was shaped by Crusader ideology, serving as a medieval call to arms for future generations of Christian warriors.
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