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			The Crusades

			Key information

			
					When: 1095-1291.

					Where: the Middle East, Constantinople, Egypt and Tunisia.

					Context:	The expansion of Seljuk Turkish Muslims in the Middle East and Asia Minor, who entered into conflict with the Byzantine Christian Empire and the local Arab populations.

	Pope Urban II’s plan to liberate the Holy Sepulchre, the location of Christ’s tomb, which had been occupied by Muslims for several centuries.




					Key protagonists:	Pope Urban II (1042-1099)

	Godfrey of Bouillon, first Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre (1061-1100)

	Saladin, leader of the Muslim troops (1138-1193)

	Richard the Lionheart, king of England (1157-1199)

	Frederick II of Hohenstaufen, the Holy Roman Emperor (1194-1250)

	Louis IX, king of France (1214/5-1270).




					Impact:	In the East: end of the golden age of Arab civilisation and definitive implementation of Turkish power in the Middle East.

	In the West: development of Europe and economic and cultural enrichment.




			

			Introduction

			Even today, the eight Crusades led in the Holy Land occupy a particular space in the collective imagination and symbolise the violence of the clash between the Christian West and the Muslim East. These armed pilgrimages, incited by the preaching of Popes and monarchs for almost two centuries, led hundreds of thousands of crusaders to set off, making their mark on history forever.

			Far from being limited to a merely religious battle, the Crusades were a political and military conflict between the three great powers of the era: Catholic Europe, the Muslim world and the Orthodox Byzantine Empire. The crusaders managed to seize the Holy Land during the First Crusade and created the Crusader states, small Christian states in Muslim lands whose defence was ensured by the Knights Templar. The expeditions that followed would be vain attempts at reconquering these lands, which, one after the other, were taken back under Islamic rule.

			Many well-known figures took part in the Crusades and gained fame through them, including the famous Godfrey of Bouillon, the great Richard the Lionheart and the pious Louis IX. The stories of these great knights are thus intertwined with those of the great battles of Hattin (1187), Damietta (1249) and Al Mansurah (1250). The meeting of these worlds finally allowed the West to catch up in many domains that had been dominated by Arabs until that point, such as algebra, science and philosophy. The major economic and cultural renewal brought by the Crusades would open the doors of the Renaissance to Europe.

		


		
			Context

			The birth and progression of Islam

			The Muslim world held an important position among the various cultures and religions that were in conflict in the Middle East during the Crusades. Islam, preached by the prophet Muhammad (around 570-632) in Arabia during the 7th century, is therefore a relatively recent monotheist religion, but had already conquered a large part of the known world. Indeed, whether through trading caravans or by force, Muslim doctrine was quickly spreading towards the East – in the direction of Persia and Mesopotamia, up to the Indus River – and towards the West, to the formerly Christian nations of the Ancient Roman Empire.

			In just a few years, Syria, Palestine and North Africa were under Muslim influence, thus taking away part of the Byzantine Empire and all of the Neo-Persian Empire (an ancient Iranian dynasty). Constantinople was weakened, but still kept control of Asia Minor – the territory now known as Turkey – and briefly put an end to Muslim ambitions in this region. But nothing seemed to halt the progression of Muslim troops, who took the Atlantic coast and crossed the Strait of Gibraltar to reach Europe at the beginning of the 8th century. After invading Spain in 712 under the command of Tariq ibn Ziyad (died in around 720), they reached the region of Poitiers in France, where they were eventually defeated by Charles Martel (Prince of the Franks, around 688-741).
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			Bataille de Poitiers, painting by Charles de Steuben, 1837.

			As such, in just over a century, the Islamic religion had conquered the East and the South of the Mediterranean Basin, but also a large portion of Asia and Africa. While the Carolingian and Byzantine Empires had stopped Islam in its tracks as it tried to enter Europe, the Muslim world had nonetheless managed to permanently take over certain Christian territories, such as the south of Spain, Egypt and the Middle East.

			Muslim civilisation also enjoyed advances in many domains such as arts, literature, science and philosophy, and had its golden age during the first few centuries of Islam. However, its power was weakened by incessant wars between the various dynasties and Muslim caliphates, even though Europe had the advantage of being unified – in the West, around a Pope and soon around Charlemagne (King of the Franks, c. 747-814), made Holy Roman Emperor in 800; and in Constantinople, around the Emperor and the Patriarchate of the Orthodox Church.

			At the dawn of the First Crusade, the Seljuk Turks, a dynasty of nomads recently converted to Islam, put an end to Arab caliphates and thereby asserted their domination over the whole Middle East. The arrival of the Turks in the East gave rise to a war between Muslims, but also between Byzantines and Turks due to their expansionist aims. The Seljuks, moreover, were much less accommodating than the Arabs towards Christian populations who had settled or gathered in the Middle East. Geopolitical ambitions, more so than purely religious reasons, were what caused the First Crusade.

			The decline of the Byzantine Empire

			The Byzantine Empire, at that point in decline, also played a significant role in the Crusades. This political power found its origins directly in the Christianised Roman Empire, divided between the two sons of the emperor Theodosius I (347-395) in 395. Honorius (384-423) inherited the Latin Western part, while Arcadius (around 377-408) inherited the Greek-speaking Eastern territories. This split sealed the political and religious destinies of the two entities:

			
					The Western Roman Empire, whose capital was Rome, originally extended from the Iberian Peninsula to what is now Croatia, and from England to the coast of North Africa. The Western part did not survive long after the division of the Roman Empire, as it was attacked from all sides by Germanic populations. Emperor Romulus Augustulus (born around 461) abdicated on 4 September 476, definitively putting an end to the Western Roman Empire, which was divided up.

					The Eastern Roman Empire, now also known as the Byzantine Empire, had Constantinople as its capital, and was made up of Greece, Macedonia, Asia Minor, the Middle East and Egypt. Unlike the Western part, the Byzantine Empire did not experience any political or cultural ruptures that could compare to the abdication of Romulus Augustulus, and continued to follow the traditions of the former Roman Empire.

			

			The reign of Justinian I (482-565) and his wife Theodora (around 500-548) marked the peak of the Byzantine Empire’s history. The emperor conquered new territories in Italy, North Africa and the south of the Iberian Peninsula, standardised Roman law and built the church of Hagia Sophia, the centre of Eastern Christianity and Byzantine artistic splendour.

			The Byzantine Empire began to decline in the 7th century, however, following the expansion of Islam, which deprived it of its rich territories in the Middle East and Egypt. The Empire, which had been reduced to its possessions in Asia Minor, would have to fight against pressure from Muslim troops until the conquest of Constantinople (1453), which marked the fall of the Byzantine Empire. But it did not stop there as, at the beginning of the 11th century, Emperor Alexios I Komnenos (1058-1118) had to contend with Seljuk Turks who had seized the Middle East and were gradually taking over the final territories of the Byzantine Empire. It was in this difficult context that Alexios I asked Pope Urban II for assistance from Christians. Pope Urban II would be the instigator of the First Crusade.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The city of Constantinople has had a particularly eventful history, as its name shows. It was a Greek colony founded in the 6th century BC and was known as Byzantium until Emperor Constantine I (between 270 and 288-337) made it his capital and gave it the name Constantinople. The city was seized by the Turks in 1453 and was eventually renamed Istanbul.

				

			

			Relations between the Orthodox Byzantine Empire and the West under the command of Rome had not always been harmonious, both for religious and political reasons. The Churches of the East and West had had disagreements due to differing theological interpretations, but the definitive rupture came with the schism of 1054, which separated the two Churches following tensions that affected the Roman papacy and the Constantinople patriarchate. The territorial and political claims of certain popes and Latin monarchs also displeased the Byzantine Empire, who considered themselves the only legitimate heir of the Roman world.

			The arrival of the Crusades and the desire of Western knights to appropriate new land and wealth from ancient Byzantine territories revived the tensions between Latin states and the Byzantine Empire, which came to a head with the Sack of Constantinople by the crusaders in 1204.

			In the name of Christ

			While the context that led to the Crusades seems to be essentially political, the conflict took on the appearance of a religious war between Christians and Muslims. While most of the Crusades were incited by popes, it is worth remembering that the papacy held a vitally important political position at the time.

			In the Middle Ages, the pope was much more than just a religious leader. He tried to create political power for himself through a religion that governed all domains of public and private life. Politicians, conspirators and sometimes supreme pontiffs did not think twice about changing the Christian message – for example, with the promise of eternal life for all those who went to war to liberate Christ’s tomb –motivated only by personal interests. These political ambitions could lead to direct conflict between sovereigns, as was the case during the coronation of Charlemagne on 25 December 800, when Pope Leo III (750-816) managed to change the coronation rites so that the emperor had to bow down before him.

			Religious power’s desire for pre-eminence over secular power could be seen throughout the Crusades, making them a tool which allowed the papacy to resolve numerous problems. Pope Gregory IX (1170-1241) seemed to encourage Emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen to undertake the Sixth Crusade simply to keep him away from Italy, so that he could preserve the power of the pontifical states. In any case, despite the undeniable political characteristics of the Crusades, the religious dimension of these conflicts should not be ignored. Indeed, for nearly two centuries, hundreds of thousands of men, women and children set off from Europe to liberate Christ’s tomb, hoping that they would thus earn redemption and eternal salvation.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The word ‘crusade’ is derived from the Medieval Latin ‘cruciatus’, meaning ‘marked with a cross’, and comes from the fabric cross that the crusaders stitched onto their clothes to publicly show their commitment to the cause.

				

			

		


		
			Biographies

			First Crusade

			Pope Urban II
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			Pope Urban II consecrating the church of St. Sernin of Toulouse, painting by Antoine Rivalz, 1715.

			Pope Urban II was born in Châtillon-sur-Marne (France) in 1042, under the name of Odo of Châtillon or Otho of Lagery, to a noble family in Champagne. Trained as a Benedictine monk, the ambitious young man quickly progressed in his clerical life and was made a canon, then archdeacon of the town of Reims. In around 1073, he became a monk at the abbey of Cluny, but there was another fate in store for him. He was noticed by Pope Gregory VII (between 1015 and 1020-1085), invited to Rome to help with the Gregorian Reforms, and made Bishop of Ostia in 1078. He became a prelate in Germany in 1084 before eventually being elected Pope on 12 March 1088.

			Pope Urban II is mostly known for calling for the First Crusade following the appeal of the Byzantine Emperor Alexios I Komnenos, whose empire was being gradually invaded by Seljuk Turks. His impassioned speech during the Council of Clermont (27 November 1095) was what drove hundreds of Christians to set off for Constantinople, then on to Jerusalem.

			He died on 29 July 1099, just a few days after Jerusalem was seized by the crusaders. He was beatified in the Catholic Church by Pope Leo XIII (1810-1903).

			Godfrey of Bouillon, first Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre
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			Godfrey of Bouillon treated by an angel, painting by Pierre Mignard, around 1640.

			Godfrey of Bouillon was born in around 1061, probably in Baisy, Lower Lorraine (modern-day Belgium) or Boulogne-sur-Mer (France). In 1089 he became the Duke of Lower Lorraine, a stem duchy between France and the Rhine. Godfrey of Bouillon was a fervent Christian and responded to Pope Urban II’s call to free Christ’s tomb from the Muslim presence, thus becoming one of the main leaders of the First Crusade.

			Renowned for his bravery and his humility, he led his men to capture Jerusalem (15 July 1099) and became the ruler of the newly-founded kingdom. The pious knight rejected the title of king that was offered to him, refusing to wear a golden crown in the same place where Christ had worn a crown of thorns, and thus became the Advocate for the Holy Sepulchre. His reign, however, was very short as he died on 18 July 1100, probably from being poisoned. His brother Baldwin of Boulogne (died in 1118) succeeded him and became the first king of Jerusalem.

			Third Crusade

			Saladin, leader of the Muslim troops

			[image: ]

			Saladin, painting by Cristofano dell’Altissimo, 16th century. 

			Salah al-Din Yusuf, known as Saladin (name meaning ‘righteousness of the faith’), was born in Tikrit (modern-day Iraq) in 1138, but grew up in the service of Imad al-Din Zangi (1085-1146), a Turkish governor in northern Syria.

			His glorious military career and the support of his family allowed him to quickly climb the political ladder until he was named vizier (‘sultan’) of Egypt in 1169. The young man, then aged 31, decided to unify Syria and Egypt, which had, until then, been divided and occupied by crusaders. Emboldened by this unification and calling Arab princes to jihad (‘holy war’), Saladin eventually recaptured the city of Jerusalem in 1187. Following this Arab

			
			Richard the Lionheart, king of England

			
			
			
			
			
			Sixth Crusade

			Frederick II of Hohenstaufen, emperor of the Holy Roman Empire

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Seventh and eighth Crusades

			Louis IX, king of France
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