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Writing and rewriting history; what can we learn from different narratives of the First Crusade? 
The events surrounding the call to armed pilgrimage initiated at the Council of Clermont held on 27 November 1095 heralded the start of the Crusades, a series of religious wars that saw Christians take up arms against the Muslims for what was to be almost two hundred years. The intention is to consider in brief the authority of chronicles and examine how these accounts have influenced our understanding of the First Crusade and illustrate how their individual characters are evident within their narratives.
  
Whilst it is appreciated that there were numerous accounts written about the First Crusade, this essay delivers a focused approach, contrasting the writings of three monks who best illustrate the differences in interpretations of the First Crusade. Robert the Monk’s Historia Ierosolimitana, Guibert of Nogent’s Dei Gesta Per Francos and Baldric of Bourgueil’s Historia Hierosolymitana have been selected to provide discussion on their individual styles and how their individual characters influenced their interpretations of the Gesta Francorum et aliorum Hierosolimitanorum, henceforth Gesta Francorum.
 
The Council was convened as part of Pope Urban II’s (1088-1099) drive to reform and implement papal authority within the Church. It is described as having concluded with Pope Urban II calling for support to help the Eastern Christians defend the Church and liberate Jerusalem from the pagans.  His preaching has been recorded by a number of chroniclers, each giving their own version. Whether he was calling for support to free Jerusalem or alternatively, attempting to rally support for Eastern Christians, as a political manoeuvre to advance relations with the Byzantine Emperor Alexius Comnenus is ambiguous.

The problems and unrest in the East had been rumbling from the period of Pope Gregory VII’s authority, (1073-85) and sources offering contemporary accounts suggest Pope Urban II to have spent time following Clermont, cultivating enthusiasm for his Crusade. Whilst we are uncertain as to the actual words he used, or indeed, his true intent, the thrust of his speech was carried forward and interpreted by a number of scholars. These include the chronicle of Count Fulk le Rechin’s  Fragmentum historiae Andegavensis from Anjou in 1096 in which it is recorded that ‘the Roman Pope came to Anjou and urged its people to go to Jerusalem and subdue the race of the heathen who had seized that city and all the land of the Christians up to Constantinople’.
 Further evidence lies within charters, letters and chronicles all suggesting that the Pontiff travelled widely campaigning and recruiting Crusaders to undertake an armed pilgrimage to set Jerusalem free from the infidels.
 His fervour evidently galvanised the masses and resulted in wide sweeping enthusiasm for the cause. Somewhat paradoxically the notion of the monastic community advocating religious violence appeared to be perfectly acceptable to the majority. Bernard Hamilton proposes the ideal of the defence of the Christian faith to be compatible with war, based on the mutual communion of religious values. He suggests that there was a ‘common purpose’ motivating crusaders and monks. A hermit, being the pinnacle of monastic devotion and thought to be a soldier of Christ was comparable with crusaders fighting against the enemies of Christ.
 
The First Crusade stimulated many accounts, with several versions taking inspiration from the anonymously written Gesta Francorum. It is thought to have been completed following the Christian triumph at Ascalon in 1099, and possibly authored by someone associated with the army of Prince Bohemond I of Taranto. Scholarly opinion is divided as to whether the account was written by the hand of a religious cleric or a secular knight.
 Whosoever constructed the text, they laid the foundation for a number of other ‘eyewitness’ accounts, although doubt is cast as to the detail of some of their narrative interpretations, due to the unlikelihood of their observations being firsthand. Christopher Tyerman determines these accounts to be interpretations of events rather than historical narrations. Furthermore, he contends the Gesta Francorum, as with other narratives, to be composite of written accounts and oral memories rather than a linear history.

Robert the Monk, Guibert of Nogent and Baldric of Bourgueil, three Benedictine monks, are considered to have written ‘second generation’ accounts of the First Crusade. They clearly had access to the Gesta Francorum, using it, with varying degrees, as their template, and seeking to amend and improve it in their individual ways. Indeed, as commented upon by Barbara Packard in her thesis on ‘Latin Narratives of the First Crusade’, Robert the Monk, Guibert of Nogent and Baldric of Bourgueil all made reference to their disdain for the construction in style of the Gesta Francorum and that they were “rewriting an anonymous and crudely written account of the Crusade”.
 This has proven extremely informative to modern day historians, in as much as their contributions have illustrated how the recording of events offered opportunity to create and design history as they wanted it to appear. Readers today of monastic chronicles from the middle ages, are familiar with the generally accepted licence that writers commonly adopted in using themes to espouse theological rhetoric, either to emphasise their opinion, or to acquire support from patrons. Marcus Bull argues that it was not uncommon for medieval writers using ‘authorial posturing’ to revise hagiographies to improve Saint’s Lives and to represent the past as he suggests by ‘effacing and replacing’ events to express their argument,
 or as Riley Smith suggests in the case of the Gesta Francorum, implementing a theological refinement by the insertion of scriptural exegesis.
 The First Crusade gave both licence and occasion for chroniclers to structure their narratives in such a way as to confirm God’s celestial authority. 
Whilst historical writing sought primarily to link the past to the present it was tradition that guided the rules to style and form. The creation of a principled and persuasive style of writing was considered praiseworthy when it was lauding ‘worthy’ history. This history carefully constructed and designed, whilst validating contemporary events, was also composed to convey a moralistic authority.  The resounding success of the First Crusade was considered worthy history and a suitable vehicle through which God’s divine interventions and power could and should be extolled. Furthermore, the individual styles and differences in which the three Benedictine monks chose to interpret, revise and embellish their accounts served to reflect not only their individual characters but operated to safeguard and underpin their values under the Rule of St. Benedict.
 As discussed by Plumtree, the rules, discipline and obedience found within the monastic world was synonymous with the expectations of the milites Christi and with whom they shared a metaphorical bond under God.
 These accounts were written essentially for an ecclesiastical audience and as such were designed to weave the symbols and values considered as reflecting the tenets of the Rule of St. Benedict.
As Riley-Smith succinctly argues, by embellishing and amending the Gesta Francorum these Benedictine monks were effectively stating that in their opinion, the Gesta Francorum was not theological enough’.

The Gesta Francorum as an eyewitness account is thought to have circulated throughout northern France following the rallying enterprise of Bohemond, Prince of Antioch in 1106.
 It was fertile soil from which sprang the opportunity for numerous accounts to be created, amending and elaborating its simplistic and linear narrative. According to Conor Kostick, its attention to social vocabulary and status lacked the formality and style used by monastic authors which was illustrated by its construction and which he speculates favoured an emphasis on the military. This has led some scholars to debate its origin as arising from the hand of a knight.
 This point is challenged by Rubenstein who argues the Gesta Francorum to be peppered with biblical texts indicating a theological underpinning, particularly as the narrative predominantly refers to the crusaders as milites Christi.
 Christopher Tyerman comments on its narrative appearing as a composite of religious, somewhat muddled references and not necessarily reflective of the hand of a cleric.
 Further, he considers the use of biblical parables to favour a similarity with the actions of the crusaders in fighting a Holy war. This symbiotic association between scriptural events and a Holy war further support the piety of the Crusade.
Notwithstanding its ancestry, the Gesta Francorum was descriptive of the whole event and accounted in the first-person plural. Kostick considers it to be an example of a chanson de geste with the thrust of the text lending itself to a simplified conflict between two sides.
 The relevance of this point being that its writing style in relation to social issues deviated markedly from those produced by monastic historians.
A notion offered by Packham to explain how these chroniclers critically interpreted scriptures into their narratives has traction. She suggests they were able to transform typological text in such a way as to give religious allegory to contemporary events. She proposes this to be a skill developed out of monastic instruction.
 The use of symbols to express and interpret happenings either positive or negative was part of the format used by scribes. This importance of God’s will and divine intervention lay fundamentally at the heart of the crusade for all the monastic chroniclers. Robert the Monk, Guibert of Nogent and Baldric of Bourgueil all intertwined God’s divine intervention with the events of the First Crusade. This correlation of theology and history is evident in the work of all three monks. Their use of Biblical omens lay central to crusading history, featuring prominently to illuminate God’s approval or disapproval.  As an example, Robert the Monk wrote, ‘it is worth remembering that on that night a comet blazed among the other stars in the heavens, giving off rays of light and foretelling a change in the kingdom, the sky glowed fiery red from north to east. It was with these portents shining prominently in the heavens and as dawn began to bring light to the earth that the army of God entered Antioch’.
 
When examining the narratives of Guibert of Nogent, Robert the Monk and Baldric of Bourgueil, it is of interest to explore how their characters and personalities influenced their writings. 
Robert the Monk is believed to have written his account of the First Crusade around 1107.
 It is thought that he was instructed to write an account by his Abbot on the basis that the Gesta Francorum omitted the foundation for the First Crusade, being the Council of Clermont, and lacked the polish and literary rigour necessary for such an important religious message.
 His reworking of the Gesta Francorum the Historia Iherosolimitana of 35,000 words is some 15,000 words longer than the Gesta Francorum at 20,000.
 The introduction of extra material, interlaced with theological ideology makes it difficult to prove positively the authenticity of  eyewitness accounts, however, notwithstanding these complications, it was evident that as far as Robert was concerned, this Crusade was a fulfilment of God’s prophecy and the Crusaders were following His ordained plan.
 His interpretation, as did the accounts of the other two monks central to this essay, concur with the ideals held by the reforms of Pope Urban II, exemplifying the values of monasticism within secular life. It is believed that Robert’s chronicle was extremely popular, with over eighty manuscripts still surviving.
 
One of the distinguishing features of his text was his endeavour to polish over anything that reflected poorly on the royal family. There had been a strong association between his monastery in Rheims and the Capetian Kings through many centuries and Robert was writing during a period of political unrest. This was perhaps a significant factor in his loyalty and attentiveness to ensuring the royal family’s commitment and heroism was characterised within his narrative. For example, Hugh of Vermandois had been despatched to the Crusade as a representative of his brother, King Philip I who, having been excommunicated, was unable to go and who needed an agent. Marcus Bull considers Hugh to have returned to France under a cloud, battle weary and fatigued following a skirmish on the way to Constantinople, in which his companion Baldwin of Mons was killed. His homecoming attracted disapproval and resulted in him returning to the Holy Land with the failed crusade of 1101, from which he never returned. Robert sought to brush over any attributable disgrace making Hugh into a hero, who successfully carried out a mission, following which he unfortunately and unexpectedly died.
 Marcus Bull submits these vignettes of the First Crusade to be ‘creative, expressive acts’ designed to convey a more agreeable narrative for his audience, and often in contrast to the reality of that which actually occurred.

Further illustrations of Robert’s style are commented upon in Conor Kostick’s comprehensive contribution to our understanding of the First Crusade. He suggests Robert gives a much richer vocabulary than found in the Gesta Francorum, a point alluded to previously. By giving more detail he actually adds description that is missing from the source, and furthermore his construction implies it to be a contemporary account. Kostick allows us to observe how Robert takes the bones of the Gesta Francorum and adds detail. An example is at a camp in Antioch in 1098, where a picture is portrayed of the youths displaying their prowess at sport watched by the elders. Kostick indicates that this example shows Robert as being socially aware of how group dynamics may have played out despite not actually being a character witness.
 
A further exemplar illustrates how Robert carefully constructs a scenario that fitted with his ideals. He subtly altered a tale from the Gesta Francorum about a prophecy made by Kerbogha’s Mother, Kerbogha being the Muslim ruler of Mosul. In point of fact, all three monks chose to include the story of Kerbogha’s Mother into their narratives, adapting it to reflect their individual perspectives. By inserting his own interpretation Robert was able to endorse the status of the Capetian royal family and deliver a commentary favourable to the royal house.  Kerbogha’s Mother prophesied he would be defeated if he fought the Christians at Antioch. The Gesta Francorum describes Kerbogha’s curiosity about Christianity, asking her, ‘Are not Bohemond and Tancred the gods of the Franks’? Robert changes the question to ‘Are Hugh the standard-bearer and the Apulian Bohemond and the knight Godfrey [of Bouillon] their gods’?
 Bohemond and Godfrey had by this time reached almost celebrity status in crusading terms. This last vignette is an example of medieval literary licence whereby the tale is adapted to advance the authors preferences, in this instance, not only that God was on the side of the Franks, but that his hero Hugh was given status by seemingly having God’s approval too.
 
It is evident from his writing that he understood the different social classes on the First Crusade and was compassionate towards the masses of paupers suffering hardship.  He regards the poor as being deserving of rewards and appreciated the hardship many experienced. His revising of the eulogy for Bishop Adhemar of Le Puy, a venerated papal legate and spiritual leader of the crusade, allows us to see not only his compassion for the poor but his reminder to the milites that salvation awaits those who show benevolence, ‘if you wish to be triumphant and the friends of God, guard cleanliness of the body, and feel pity for the pauperes.’
 He parallels the fall of Jerusalem with Chapter 60 of Isaiah where the pauperes obtain their rewards.
 

Further indications of his knowledge and appreciation of social division are found in his commentary on the knights.  Kostick identifies in particular, Robert’s contribution to our understanding of the different classifications of knights. He references for example, quintain, a knightly sport to develop tilting skills commonly associated with iuvenes or youths. His account of the knights demonstrating their skills to Egyptian delegates gives us a picture of youths showing their prowess in a manner not exhibited by the mature warrior knights. He further describes their actions of brutality whereby they dug up bodies of Turks and decapitated them.
  Whether this is an example of his imagination or oral history is unclear, however it illustrates his knowledge and understanding of the behaviour of iuvenes as confident yet imprudent and inexperienced crusaders, yet to establish themselves.

Historians today consider Robert the Monk’s contribution to our knowledge of the First Crusade derives from his understanding of the social divides found on the First Crusade. His descriptive detail of knights allows the modern scholar to appreciate the different echelons of knightly society that responded to the call to arms on a holy pilgrimage. His narrative was written primarily as a source for the glorification of God and to remind the reader that the miraculous success of the First Crusade was due to divine prophecy and celestial intervention.
Guibert of Nogent is recognised as having a greater profile than Robert the Monk, notably for his literary composition of his autobiography, the Monadiae.
 Noble of birth, he became Abbot of Nogent-sous-Courcy around 1104 and wrote quite extensively. There are eight surviving full manuscripts together with other manuscripts that contain extracts of his of his autobiography.
 His account of the First Crusade the Gesta Dei Per Francos was less well-known, drawing little attention from his contemporaries.  Guibert’s style of writing, opinionated and uncompromising, is characteristically consistent in both the Monadiae and the Gesta Dei Per Francos.
 Both are measured by his absolute sense of divine intervention combined with his implicit belief that success is determined by God favouring the righteous, which he determines, unsurprisingly, as the Franks.
 His account encompasses seven books, dating from between 1106 and 1109 and is notable for its elaborate, over complicated and exaggerated vocabulary.
 Konick considers Guibert to be a valuable contributor to our understanding of social history, particularly from his personal account as an observer of preparations for the Crusade, including his interpretations of witness testimonies from returnees.

Guibert of Nogent was a very different character to Robert the Monk. He introduces his chronicle by stating it is of no concern to him how his account is perceived, followed by a sycophantic dedication to Bishop Lysiard, suggesting the complete opposite.
 From his texts we can determine that he had both very little time for the poor and a rather condescending attitude.  Certainly, he made reference to the quality of clerics partaking in the Crusade in a somewhat derogatory manner, suggesting they lacked learning.
 His intolerance of the pauperes is evident in his comments on the death of Bishop Ahhemar of Le Puy. He clearly offers a completely different perspective to Robert the Monk, where he focuses on the insolent and immoral behaviour of the mediocres and vulgates. He suggests a level of disorder and disobedience within the lower social orders to have resulted from a lack of leadership giving way to insubordination.
 Together with Robert the Monk, he also shows a palpable disdain for Peter the Hermit, suggesting that Peter’s failure in Hungary was attributable to the unruly hordes following him, contrasting them with those of Duke Godfrey. His ridicule of the illiterate masses journeying to the Holy Land mocks them for their naivety.
  Peter as an itinerant monk was held in contempt by Benedictine monks who considered him to be an example of the worst kind of monk, a gyrovague.

Unsurprisingly, alongside his ingrained dislike of the poor, Barbara Packham considers Guibert made much of social status, translating this into his narrative by selectively using witness commentary of those he considered of a higher status to others. She examples his belittlement of Fulcher of Chartres’ account on the basis of reliability, whilst elevating that of his own, and of Anselm of Ribemont’s and others.
 Bearing in mind Fulcher’s account would have been considered an ‘eyewitness’ account, Guibert’s treatment of it reinforces this impression of superiority. Having said that, it is notable that even eyewitness accounts were not without bias.
As with Robert the Monk, Guibert of Nogent favoured the monastic custom of assigning divine retribution and the power of God to justify success as well as failure. He uses the failure of Peter the Hermit’s journey into Hungary, his itinerancy and the violence that erupted around him as an example of God’s preference for the true religious, who he perceived to be those crusaders of a higher social order.
 
All three monks set great store by prophecy, believing the victories of the First Crusade to have been preordained. Riley-Smith eloquently describes how everything could be reasonably explained by prophetic interpretation. On more than one occasion these authors interconnected the triumphs of Israelites with those of the crusaders whilst simultaneously correlating incidents in Jewish history with events in the crusade. Guibert featured numerous prophecies in his Gesta with one particular one from Zacharias 12:1-10 foretelling a siege of Jerusalem whilst Robert favoured Isaiah, using Isaiah 9:9-11 for his prophecy on Jerusalem. Their writings suggest they truly felt they were seeing prophecies fulfilled.

A further example of how an account can be individually interpretated, is Guibert’s version of the commentary between Kerbogha and his Mother. His differed subtly from that of Robert’s in as much as his emphasis was on God’s connection with the Christians. He took the view that victory was prophesied, and the crusade was part of His plan, therefore success was guaranteed for Bohemond and Tancred.
 In essence, Guibert was emphasising that God rewards those who serve him. 
On the subject of slavery, Guibert employed double standards. Whilst critical of the Byzantines, who had no qualms about enslaving Christians, he seemed to have no difficulty in accepting the practice of Christians enslaving others.
 He made much of other aspects of slavery, commenting on the fate of the Christians led by Rainaldi and their defeat on the People’s Crusade.
  Arguably, this may be a further reflection of his opinion of the lower social spheres. This contrasts with Robert’s comments on slavery, which appear less concise, and his text lacks the depth Guibert offers. Robert referenced males and females being sold as slaves, with some preferring death, but failed to demonstrate any strength of opinion. Again, he paralleled their fate with a theological interpretation that all Christians were servi (slaves) of God.
 
Guibert’s adaptation of the Gesta Francorum illustrates how he subtly alters the Gesta’s account substituting his preferred knightlier phraseology. Where Robert the Monk follows the Gesta, referring to knights and foot soldiers simply as milites et pedites, Guibert introduces equestres as a substitution for milites. The author of the Gesta describes the milites becoming pedites after their loss of horses through the desert. Guibert’s equestres becoming pedites suggests he equated milites and equestres to be exchangeable terms for mounted knights.
 He too discusses the Iuvenes as combatants placing them below Knights who themselves sit beneath senior princes. This stratification is perhaps a reflection of Guibert’s personal understanding of the social layers of knightly warriors.

Guibert’s own social position influenced his attitude and was evidenced in his text favouring the upper social ranks. His style of writing laid the success of the Crusade firmly with divine intervention and aristocratic leadership. To this end the figures he wrote about all themselves acknowledged God to be responsible for their victories.
 He created degrees of social order amongst the upper classes not found in the anonymous version, but by which he set great store. His hierarchical vision of the First Crusade set princes atop, from which cascaded levels of a middle division where nobles then knights sat, eventually coming down to foot soldiers. His descriptions of this complex order of status has contributed much to the knowledge of scholars today.  
Baldric of Bourgueil lived between 1046-1130, becoming abbot in 1089. By 1107 he was elevated to the Archbishopric of Dol. His Historia Hierosolimitana in four books, written in Latin prose in 1105 and revised in 1107, begins with Pope Urban II’s sermon at the Council of Clermont and ends after the defeat of the Muslim army at Ascalon in 1099.
 One is led to understand, as with the other chroniclers in this essay, that Baldric chose to write his initial version because he believed that the style of the Gesta Francorum did little to venerate God’s intentions. He is reported as having called the Gesta a libellum rusticanum ’a rustic little book’.
 Indeed, Kostick intimates Baldric would have been driven to rewrite it, if only to demonstrate the biblical importance of the First Crusade and its parallels with the original church and the children of Israel.
 What he did add, according to Biddlecombe, was not only scriptural depth but themes and an understanding of individual characters that allow the reader to appreciate the events on a more intimate level, frequently using direct speech, and significantly perhaps, allowing them to tell the story.

Scholarly opinion has historically suggested it to have been a less popular interpretation than that of Robert the Monk’s Historia Ierosolimitana, however, Steven Biddlecombe challenges this notion arguing this not to be the case.
 Whilst considered to be a reworking of the Gesta Francorum, according to Biddlecombe, Baldric included additional text, creating some 36,000 words, largely to provide theological resonance.
 To this end, Baldric’s audience would have been drawn predominantly from an ecclesiastical and educated milieu. His narrative was clearly revered by Orderic Vitalis amongst others, whose respect for Baldric’s prose was such that he copied verbatim, swathes of text to include in his Historia ecclesiastica, deeming them not possible to improve upon.
 In analysing his work, Kostick determines that whilst Baldric’s writing offers a theological and classical outlook worthy of scholarly investigation, the content lacks detail of crusading events found outside of the Gesta Francorum, and as such, provides little new information.

One of the themes that Baldric created within the Gesta Francorum and that he perhaps felt lacking, was one of a Christian spiritual kinship. Unlike Robert the Monk who said little about the Eastern Christians, and Guibert who appeared to disregard them and dismiss their practices and churches, Baldric embraced the Eastern Christians and their faith as part of the Christian family.

An exemplar of another theme Baldric utilises is that of the ‘flawed hero’. A case in point is Baldric’s interpretation of Bohemond’s role in the Crusade. Whilst Robert the Monk saw him as a brave soldier, and Guibert identified him as an inspirational leader amongst the Franks, Baldric perceives him as a commander in chief, expounding his accomplishments and giving him a platform and a voice equitable with that of a heroic leader of men.
 Baldric makes effort to illustrate Bohemond’s talents as both a diplomat and military tactician. He does not compromise on illustrating where duplicity and deviousness proved fortuitous in battle. According to Biddlecombe, Baldric created Bohemond’s character as a man, portraying both flaws and aspirations, to enhance his personality and to make his actions plausible.
 
Baldric’s literary style is evident throughout his account. He uses poetic cadences to elaborate on the battle of Kerbogha preferring the term equites to milites. Kostick proposes Baldric selects his terminology for poetic literary style as opposed, in the case of Guibert, to exemplify status.
 A further example of his prose, Kostick offers, to be at the expense of historical accuracy with Baldric’s elegant and detailed script designed to excuse and reason some of the more horrific accounts recorded in the Gesta. An example of this, examined by Rubenstein, is his rationale for cannibalism. Where the Gesta offers two lines on the starving Christians cooking the Saracens bodies. Baldric writes a long passage in rich detail, providing religious justification for their actions as part of the Holy War. He writes, ‘It is said, and has been confirmed, that many ate Turkish flesh, that is, human flesh’.
 He details the event and how the crusaders avoided onlookers by eating in secret but stops short of condemnation. Rather he takes a pragmatic stance suggesting ‘They performed unlawful acts, but inescapable necessities demanded the law’s violation’.

Baldric’s interpretation of the Gesta Francorum written largely for the educated scholar, offers a theological explanation for the justification of the First Crusade. He embraced the Eastern and Western Christian brotherhood as being a collective in Christ offering redemption to the participants and providing a legacy for those following. He offered a narrative that gave theological depth to the First Crusade providing protagonists that motivated others to embrace the cause.
This essay has sought to illustrate how the characters of three second generation chroniclers, whilst not having actively participated in the First Crusade, captured the spirit of its enterprise, in their own inimitable manner. Individually, they created their own version of events, incorporating personal style and form, whilst   inserting within the narrative their distinctive theological opinions.
These interpretations collectively have done much to illuminate the thoughts, beliefs and culture of the Western Christians in the First Crusade. They offer a rich source of material to historians about the motivation of crusaders and their hope for spiritual redemption and the salvation of their souls. Violence and atrocities as a by-product of war were condoned by the Church, sanctifying and justifying battle as being part of God’s Divine intervention. The notion of preordained success as a theme appears strongly transmitted by all three monks. Individually, they contributed sociological evidence of how social classes interacted, influenced by their choice of language and personal characters. Not only do they demonstrate their individual characters within the text, but they provide an opportunity for today’s scholar to gain an insight into the transmission of history and how the recording of it is absorbed into the cultural framework of society.
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