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Abstract 

The birth of crusading and the religious reform movements of the late eleventh century 

left deep impressions on how some clerical and lay authors thought about, described, and 

discursively represented the masculine ideals of laymen in Christian terms. These complex social 

and religious campaigns created a climate of penitentialism and lived religiosity that reshaped 

how clerics and laymen conceptualized performative aspects of masculinity and manhood. In 

texts written or mediated by clergy, laymen expressed sincere anxieties about gendered 

behaviour such as military violence and sexual intimacy, and critically examined their 

involvement in morally complex activities in charters, wills, chronicles, poetry and other 

surviving texts. This thesis investigates how laymen navigated and responded to these popular 

religious movements in documentary sources produced by clergy, and also by laymen 

themselves. It considers how lay conceptions of masculinity and manhood developed into the 

first decades of the twelfth century and were informed by these ideological currents.  
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Introduction 

In the late eleventh and early twelfth century two distinct but related religious movements 

reshaped the idealized values of Christian manhood ascribed to Latin Christian armsbearers in 

sources authored by clergy and laymen. The birth of the First Crusade and the reform movements 

of the eleventh century altered the spiritual landscape of Latin Christendom and provoked a shift 

in the discursive representation of gendered behaviours such as military service and the 

governing of sexual desire. In texts produced or mediated by the clergy, but also in works 

composed or dictated by laymen themselves, a generation of authors writing in the wake of the 

First Crusade and the intellectual milieu of the reform movement began to represent lay 

masculinity in terms that were demonstrably informed by these religious processes. This 

dissertation will examine how religious ideas pertaining to the reform of the laymen and public 

morality manifested themselves in sources disproportionately produced by reformist clergy. It 

will assess which specifc values and gendered behaviour were most concerning to Latin writers 

during this period, and the kinds of sexualized and gendered anxieties that were communicated 

in these documents. Finally, this inquiry will investigate how laymen thought about Christian 

conceptions of masculinity and manhood in their own terms through the limited aperture of their 

surviving works and letters. These lay-composed or lay-dictated sources provide an invaluable 

glimpse into the minds of some lay armsbearers. While predominantly composed by the elite 

who participated in these events, these documents provide a record of their experiences in works 

that were less mediated by the imagination and religious proclivities of clerical chroniclers.  
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Ruth Mazo Karras has described masculinity as “the meanings that society puts on a 

person with a male body, which do change over time.”1 Other scholars, such as Natasha 

Hodgson, have cautioned that there was no single “masculinity” or sense of manhood for men 

who participated on the First Crusade given their varied motives and perspectives on the events 

as they occurred.2 The persons who joined these campaigns were too diverse in origin, culture, 

class, and occupation to be treated monolithically. In light of these observations regarding the 

pluralistic nature of masculinity, and the enormous potential scale of such a topic, this 

dissertation assesses the representation of Frankish masculinity and armsbearing in Latin sources 

during a twenty-five year period. This quarter century begins with Pope Urban II’s speech at 

Clermont in 1095, interpreted by most of the early Latin chroniclers of the First Crusade as the 

formal beginning of the Crusade, and ends with the Council of Nablus in 1120. The sources 

produced during this period describe how Latin Christian authors conceptualized lay masculinity 

and manhood on Crusade and during the first decades of Latin settlement in the crusader states. 

These documents convey the kinds of sexualized anxieties and religious sources of unease that 

haunted clerical authors surveying the state or morality in Latin Christian Europe and the Holy 

Land. Produced largely by clerical men, but not exclusively, these works offer a rich variety of 

perspectives on what Christian manhood could or should be for laymen, both in the context of 

armsbearers engaged in sacralised warfare against non-Christians and settlers struggling to 

establish themselves in a multiconfessional environment governed by Latin authorities. Where 

possible, this dissertation endeavours to provide examples of how laymen thought about and 

discursively represented these moral and gender issues in works less mediated by clerical editors. 

                                                        
1 Ruth Mazo Karras, From Boys to Men: Formations of Masculinity in Late Medieval Europe (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 3.  
2 Natasha Hodgson, “Normans and Competing Masculinities on Crusade” in Crusading and Pilgrimage in the 
Norman World (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2015), 195-213. 
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The means by which certain values or gendered expectations were constructed and 

projected on laymen, largely by clerical commentators, are complex and necessitate a number of 

caveats. This dissertation does not contend that laymen were passive recipients of moral 

philosophy or religious ideas generated by clerical reformers. Laymen were not transitive objects 

acted upon by clerical agents who simply absorbed the array of theological ideas that were 

preached to them. Nor does this dissertation contend that lay behaviour uniformly changed into 

an appreciably more moral and less warlike mode. Laymen critically engaged with clerical 

principles and moral exhortations, and often selectively chose those that ennobled their class and 

conferred prestige to the business of armsbearing. Moreover, it is clearly the case that war 

continued to be made by Christians against Christians throughout this period, and many of the 

men who survived the expeditions of the first waves of Crusading to the Holy Land returned to 

their old ways once they arrived home in Europe. Laymen remained deeply flawed human 

beings, according to the standards communicated by reformist clergy, and were influenced by the 

same range of appetites and ambitions that had governed their lives before the birth of crusading. 

Armsbearer lived in an incredibly dangerous world and served in a bloody vocation that 

remained in conflict with clerical views on the use of force and war espoused by elite theologians 

including Gratian and Lombard. Matthew Strickland, an expert in chivalric history and medieval 

warfare has stated bluntly: “in the majority of warfare the knights seem to have paid scant heed 

to the Church’s strictures on conduct.”3  

However, in texts produced by clergy and laymen during this period, and particularly in 

the early twelfth century, there is a new emphasis upon the reform of lay behaviour, particularly 

                                                        
3 Matthew Strickland, War and Chivalry: The Conduct and Perception of War in England and Normandy 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 34. For additional commentary consult Richard Kaeuper’s Holy 
Warriors, Chapter IV.  
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martial and sexual acts, along religious lines of interest to religious reformers. Authors who lived 

during the First Crusade and these campaigns for moral and spiritual renewal, and in many cases 

participated in these events themselves, contended in their works that laymen were increasingly 

responsive to these ideas and more conscious of their own sinful weaknesses and appetites. This 

discursive shift was both literary and real. It is clearly evident in clerically mediated documents 

such as charters and chronicles, which place new emphasis upon the policing of lay sexual 

appetites and the penitential mastery of the body. It was also real in the sense that certain texts 

produced by laymen during this period indicate that some laymen were deeply moved by these 

religious ideas about the reform of Christian men and the policing of sinful desires. 

Unfortunately, due to the limited number of sources it is fundamentally impossible to gauge with 

precision the numbers of laymen who felt this way, or the extent to which these ideas gained 

broader support in the Holy and in Latin Christian Europe. However, we can make some 

assertions about what the answer might be based on a number of factors. The most obvious is 

through an examination of the literature produced during this period that was most popular 

among laymen and patrons of such work. 

Texts that described armsbearers on crusade, from the earliest Benedictine chroniclers to 

the dramatic worlds of the chansons de geste, were prescriptive but also descriptive. They show 

us how laymen were supposed to approach these momentous events, according to the particular 

perspectives of their authors, and they also tell us something about the actual values of lay and 

clerical audiences towards penitential warfare and Christian manhood. By studying chansons de 

geste that were popular among the laity we can excavate armsbearers wanted to view their own 

bodies and the strictures being applied to them by external cultural and religious forces. Through 

their repetition of crusade themes such as the merit of penitential suffering and imitatio Christi, 



 

 

5 

or warfare against Muslims as the summit of Christian armsbearing, we can understand on a 

deeper level how laymen responded to crusading and reformist movements. Moreover, through 

an assessment of crusade chronicles and the representation of sacralised warfare in historical 

memory we can learn more about the religious ideas marketed to laymen regarding the mastery 

of the body and regulation of the appetites. Through these texts, and an awareness of their 

popularity among laymen, scholars can evaluate the resonance of these gendered ideas about 

masculinity and manhood for lay audiences. 

The following chapters chart the development of this discursive shift in the representation 

of laymen and Christian masculinity. This dissertation describes how the depiction of Christian 

manhood changed in the twelfth century as a new set of texts produced by lay and clerical 

authors seized upon the First Crusade as a means of asserting new ideas about what Christian 

manhood could or should be. Laymen who served on Crusade or participated in religious 

initiatives aimed at limiting war against fellow Christians were depicted as being in dialogue 

with reformist ideas that promoted Christian virtues such as piety, justice and restraint. Energies 

that would otherwise be directed towards the domination of fellow Christian men or the sexual 

conquest of women were directed towards new avenues of masculine performance. According to 

the few surviving texts authored or dictated by laymen, some armsbearers responded favourably 

to emergent ideas that sought to more overtly Christianize the performative behaviours 

associated with manhood, and challenged laymen to demonstrate their manhood and prowess in 

contexts that contributed to public order. In the mid twelfth century laymen also began to exert 

more control over their own self-representation. In chansons de geste they described armsbearing 

in terms that were often deeply pious and firmly tied to ideas such as the defense of 

Christendom. They also were more willing to re-emphasize masculine traits that reflected the 
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lived experiences and culture of the armsbearing world in which they lived. Laymen contributed 

their own ideas about Christian masculinity in their patronage of chansons de geste and poetic 

representations of armsbearing, and retained a Christian emphasis on virtue while entertaining 

material and sexual themes. These stories drew upon the legacy of penitential warfare on crusade 

and glorified warfare against Saracen champions, like the Crusade texts composed by the first 

generation of monastic chroniclers. Crucially, however, lay patrons and the writers they 

employed pushed back against some clerical ideas regarding the body and sexual appetites to 

create representations of Christian manhood that catered to the attitudes of laymen.  

Laymen critically engaged with the critiques and moral preaching of reformist clergy and 

demonstrated real agency in determining how spirituality would inform their worldviews. As 

Kaeuper argues in Holy Warriors, the warrior piety of laymen was not static nor was it insincere. 

It was constantly changing as it engaged with external influences and ideas generated by clerical 

and religious interlocutors, and it was sincerely felt by the men who practiced, lived and relied 

upon their faith as they navigated the challenges of life. In the late eleventh century laymen 

participated in a culture of religiosity that was strongly oriented towards Jerusalem.4 Laymen 

heavily emphasized the value of pilgrimage as a religious practice to atone for one’s sins, and 

this placed behavioural demands upon those who sought to execute these penitential practices in 

a serious and acceptable fashion. However, this capacity for religious self-determination does not 

negate the essential role of clerical actors in shaping religious sensibilities; clearly they did. The 

Church’s inability to impose its views on laymen regarding intraconfessional warfare or 

tournament culture does not testify to a total disregard for clerical opinions. These ideas clearly 

did resonate with some laymen, as documents written or dictated by laymen attest.  
                                                        
4 Andrew Jotischky, “The Christians of Jerusalem, the Holy Sepulchre and the Origins of the First Crusade” in 
Crusades, Vol. 8, 2009 (Ashgate, Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East), 35.  
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This dissertation advances four assertions. First, that there was a qualitative change in the 

representation of armsbearing in sources composed by clerical and lay authors during this period 

that discursively privileged a performative religiosity that made concrete demands of lay 

behaviour. Second, that this discursive shift and its penitential character extended to other 

morally salient behaviours such as male sexual behaviour, which figured so prominently in the 

moral imagination of contemporaries in Latin Christian Europe and the Levant. Third, that while 

the conduct of lay armsbearers continued to engage in warfare against fellow Christians, there is 

nonetheless evidence of a new sensitivity to the spiritual ramifications of intraconfessional 

warfare, illegitimate use of force and the illicit satisfaction of bodily appetites for laymen in both 

lay and clerical sources from this period. This is evidenced most clearly at the Council of Nablus 

in 1120, which was the first major example of Latin Christian laity and clerical authorities 

colluding on the policing of gendered behaviour and public morality in the Holy Land. Finally, 

this thesis contends that the idealized reform of lay Christian masculinity and behaviour 

emerging in the first decades of the twelfth century significantly informed the depiction of lay 

warriors in literature produced in that period. The Crusade dominated the imagination of lay 

contemporaries, and this retrospective glorification helped foster a culture of lay warrior 

veneration that elevated polished heroes who embodied a syncretic mix of clerical and lay 

models of masculine idealism.  

The visions of Christian manhood espoused and performed by Latin armsbearers in the 

early twelfth century were the result of a synergistic combination of ideals extracted and cobbled 

together from a number of intellectual sources. Laymen continued to honour lay traditions that 

celebrated prowess and virility, but also came to identify strongly with ascetic religious ideals 

about the purgative nature of physical suffering given the pains and anguish they endured in 
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military service. According to chronicles like the Gesta Francorum or the Historia Francorum, 

which convey either a lay perspective or a clerical viewpoint strongly informed by a lay co-

author, men often cared deeply about penance and atoning for past sins that weighed heavily on 

their souls and psyches. It is certainly true that many laymen in the late eleventh and early 

twelfth century often disregarded clerical exhortations and failed to live up to the pious 

standards. Some men also took the cross for wildly different reasons, some of them very worldly. 

As the annals of Wurzburg record, “For some men, eager for novelty, went for the sake of 

learning about strange lands; others, driven by want and suffering from hardship at home, were 

ready to fight not only against the enemies of the cross of Christ but also against Christian 

friends, if there seemed a chance of relieving their poverty.”5 However, it would be a mistake to 

conclude that armsbearers from this period did not take these ideas seriously, despite the 

inarguable fact that many men responded to these events and ideas in very different ways. It is 

also important to recall that chroniclers often used censorious language of this kind after the fact 

to retrospectively explain defeat or misfortune. This excerpt from the annals of Wurzburg, for 

example, was describing the Second Crusade after the events had occurred. It was written in part 

to explain why the campaign had collapsed at the gates of Damascus.  

Crusade charters, letters, and other lay sources provide repeated examples that attributes 

ascribed to Christian manhood and manliness could and did coerce some laymen into making 

moral decisions that they might not have otherwise made. Moreover, these beliefs had direct 

bearing on attributes and behaviours of lay masculinity that were central to the lives of 

armsbearers during this period. The failure of many laymen to meet these ideals should not 

surprise us given the real world challenges facing lay armsbearers, and despite these failures we 
                                                        
5 Giles Constable, “Medieval Charters as a Source for the History of the Crusades” in Crusade and Settlement ed. 
Peter Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 84. 
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do find in Latin Christian sources an intriguing pattern of laymen who do allow religious values 

to inform their decision-making process and behaviour in remarkable ways. While their 

relationship with these sets of ideas might be complicated in practice, laymen repeatedly indicate 

in textual sources that lay behaviour should be more in accord with Christian principles of 

restraint. The lived distance between this notional depiction, both prescriptive and descriptive, 

and the actual conduct of armsbearers can admittedly be quite wide depending upon the context 

and source. However, these manifest difficulties in application do not invalidate the attempts 

made by contemporaries to bridge this gulf, which remain fascinating and worthy of further 

study.  

In the last forty years much scholarly interest has begun to be directed towards the study 

of gender and sexuality in the Latin Christian West by scholars like Ruth Mazo Karras and 

Carolyn Dinshaw. Monographs and collections of articles such as Susan Edgington and Sarah 

Lambert’s Gendering the Crusades have endeavoured to reinterpret Crusade sources through a 

gender lens in order to find new meanings and discursive intentions.6 The study of these topics 

provides new explanatory power for intensely studied areas of inquiry such as the birth of 

chivalric customs and norms, or the lived experiences of Crusaders fighting and settling in 

communities of the Levant. The power of this interpretive lens is that it provides a more 

intensive focus on how persons living in the medieval world related to their own bodies and 

identities as gendered persons. Scholars of gender and sexuality are interested in how the 

characteristics, features, sensations, and desires of these bodies shaped the ways in which 

medieval persons saw themselves, and informed how they interacted with their neighbours, 

family members, peers and strangers. They attempt to deconstruct the gender binary and uncover 

                                                        
6 Susan Edgington and Sarah Lambert (eds.), Gendering the Crusades (University of Wales Press, 2001).  
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how men and women conceived of these categories of human identity, and the various 

hierarchies of masculinity and femininity that comprise them. Through this interpretive focus 

scholars can problematize how the secular and religious power structures that governed the Latin 

Christian world were conditioned and generated by the particularities of human bodies. They can 

better understand how the anxieties, expectations, and needs produced by these structures, 

habituated by embodied experiences and ideological conditioning, were projected upon these 

bodies by contemporaries and contributed to how Latin Christian men and women conceived of 

their own identities.  

The gender historian John Tosh conceives of masculinity as being part of a larger 

complex of attributes that collectively comprise individual personhood. It exists and is ordered 

through the interplay between a range of core attributes including faith, social status, wealth, 

physiological constraints, and ideological positions. Masculinity is shaped by the institutional 

mainstays of patriarchal control embodied most concretely in politics, religion, law, property, 

class, marriage and the structure of the family. In the eleventh and twelfth century these 

produced and policed expectations of male behaviour and shaped the subordination of medieval 

women through the limiting of spaces and opportunities where they could express agency. Many 

scholars have attempted to distil lay masculinity to a set of common features. The historian and 

sexologist Vern Bullough put it quite succinctly when he wrote that medieval masculinity, 

despite its variation, could be helpfully considered as being part of a triad consisting of 

“impregnating women, protecting defendants and serving as a provider to one’s family.”7 

Sociologists like R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt have documented the 

concept of “hegemonic masculinity” and its use by scholars throughout the 1980s and 1990s to 
                                                        
7 Vern Bullough, “On Being a Male in the Middle Ages” in Medieval Masculinities: Regarding Men in the Middle 
Ages ed. Clara Lees et all (University of Minnesota Press, 1994), Ch. 2  
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explain the patriarchal structures of Western societies.8 Through the use of this conceptual 

framework, historians, ethnographers and other scholars have accomplished decades of fruitful 

research disentangling how masculinities have presented in human societies across an exhaustive 

range of geographic, cultural and historical contexts. There have however been some notable 

critiques and Connell and Messerschmidt have summarized some of the most prominent. They 

note, for example, that “masculinity” as a concept reifies and essentializes “male-female 

difference”, and that it is based on a biological dichotomization of sex rather than a 

gender/cultural one. It “ignores difference and exclusion within the gender categories” and fails 

to address the question of “who actually represents hegemonic masculinity.”9 

 Individual scholars have on occasion fallen short by positing, “fixed, transhistorical 

model(s)”10 of masculinity. They have also on occasion essentialized gender difference along 

biological lines. Connell and Messerschmidt assert that those who contend that biological sexual 

difference is a critical component for distinguishing masculinity from femininity, manhood from 

womanhood, advocate for a position that is clearly problematized by persons with bodies 

categorized as biologically female who express masculine characteristics and self-identify as 

male. Given the extraordinary volume of work done on this subject it should not be surprising 

that there is much problematic scholarship that reaffirms some of these conceptual issues. In a 

Latin Christian medieval context contemporaries believed a sex dichotomy existed and was 

determined along more or less clearly defined biological sexual lines. “Maleness” was internally 

diverse, although dominated by a hegemonic standard of masculinity exemplified by 

armsbearers. Men could transgress maleness, but even their harshest critics such as Alain de Lille 

                                                        
8 R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept” Gender and 
Society (2005), 832-833.  
9 Ibid, 836-838. 
10 Ibid, 838. 
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generally did not degender them. One could argue that the binary was more or less retained for 

contemporary authors, but the internal variety of masculinities within a roughly constituted 

umbrella was nonetheless rich and varied.  

With respect to this dissertation, the principal goal is to challenge and probe the nature of 

Christian masculinity that governed the lives, imagination, and intellectual life of Latin Christian 

laymen during a roughly twenty-five year period of religious and political change. The Church 

contributed to lay discourses on the body, behaviour, and the centrality of proving oneself in 

battle in identity construction, but this was a dialectical process in which laymen always 

contested external attempts at control. Laymen were clearly interested in the opinions of 

churchmen and monks, yet they retained a pride, and a sense of spiritual self-determination that 

remained resistant to clerical policing. Despite their commitment to traditions and warrior 

traditions it is apparent that many men who served as armsbearers articulated sincere anxieties 

about personal behaviour in charters, letters, and contemporary chronicles. These individuals 

clearly were concerned about the moral consequences of their lives and deeds, and felt that there 

were real spiritual consequences to their past actions. This dissertation argues that texts produced 

by clerical and lay authors during this quarter century demonstrated that laymen did express a 

greater interest in self-examination, the redirection of war to the periphery, and the mastery of 

bodily appetites. This interest is revealed in the narrative representation of crusade and the 

repetition of gendered themes in the chronicles produced by clerical and laymen during the first 

two decades of the twelfth century. Anxieties over persistent gendered questions such as how to 

preserve one’s sexual purity can also be seen in charters, letters, legal canons, and Last Wills and 

Testaments drawn up by and for laymen during these first years of sacralised warfare in the Holy 

Land. This consciousness-raising and willingness for laymen to engage in moral introspection 



 

 

13 

regarding morally loaded behaviours testifies to what one may call a new Christian manhood 

emerging in the imagination of clerical and lay authors in the Latin Christian world who lived in 

an intellectual milieu marked by religious reform. The idea of Christian manhood in the late 

eleventh century, in terms of the characteristics, values, and expectations ascribed to men, was 

shifting for laymen as they responded to reformist and penitential currents generated by clerical 

actors. These men may not have always operated according to the standards of clerical 

commentators, nor did they necessarily manage to follow their own notional commitments to 

these ideals to the extent desired. Yet the comments ascribed to them, their manner of self-

presentation in literature, and their disarmingly frank concerns about their own salvation 

revealed in charters and letters, all reveal how deeply Christian discourses around spiritual 

renewal in these decades left their stamp upon the psyches of lay armsbearers with gendered 

implications.  

By the mid-twelfth century the legacy of Christian manhood on crusade began to echo in 

the literary depictions of armsbearers produced by lay patrons. As the armsbearing elite of Latin 

Christian Europe developed a greater sense of class confidence they incorporated more gendered 

and provocative themes into works like chansons de geste. Sexual conquest and warfare against 

fellow Christians were integrated with pseudo-crusader visions of Christian manhood often 

placed in a romanticized Carolingian past. Lay audiences glorified warfare against non-

Christians as the summit of Christian armsbearing, but they were increasingly willing to adjust 

their understanding of Christian manhood to re-accommodate aspects of masculinity that would 

be more provocative in a clerical context. In studying the tension between how Christian 

manhood was articulated by clerical authors in contrast to their lay counterparts we can better 

explicate the degree to which lay views on gender and the body could be conditioned by these 
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incredibly significant religious processes and authorities. This is not simply another study of 

chivalry. It approaches the question of armsbearing from the perspective of how laymen related 

to their own bodies and appetites, and it questions how anxieties and pressures experienced by 

warriors informed how they negotiated with crusading and reformist ideals from both clerical 

and lay perspectives. This focus has not yet been addressed in crusade historiography or the 

medieval study of gender and sexuality, and could offer new insights into the representation of 

gendered ideas by Latin Christian authors during this transformative period.  

Since this dissertation considers the role of crusade in shaping lay conceptions of 

manhood and the moral valuations associated with particular “masculine” behaviours its 

geographic context is regrettably expansive. Large numbers of men travelled thousands of miles 

around the Mediterranean, leaving a trail of documentary and archaeological sources that is 

beyond the scope of a single dissertation. Crusading opened up new channels for lay warriors to 

celebrate the merit of physical combat and prowess by selectively removing the longstanding 

stigma and anxieties about the killing of other human beings in a religiously sanctioned martial 

context that progressively became wider and wider in its geographic scope. Lay anxieties about 

fighting fellow Christians endured, and arguably became more intense given the comparatively 

praiseworthy nature of penitential warfare. In response laymen selectively appropriated the 

language of sacralised warfare found in a crusading context to legitimate their use of force 

against fellow Christians. Richard Kaeuper has shown that twelfth century works written in the 

aftermath of the First Crusade such as the account of Richard of Hexham, which utilized anti-

Islamic rhetoric to defame Christian enemies. In terms such as “more odious than the whole race 
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of pagans,”11 these texts consequently converted the religiously problematic slaying of Christians 

in battle into licit acts of war acceptable to God.12  

These processes and ideas spilled into virtually the entirety of Latin Christian Europe and 

were expressed differently depending upon the class, status, location and cultural context in 

which individuals lived. It is impossible in a single dissertation to provide an exhaustive account 

of the diversity of thought and opinion that exists in surviving sources regarding lay male gender 

and sexuality during this period. This project considers two necessarily broad regional foci over 

a period of roughly twenty-five years and stretches from the council of Clermont to the council 

of Nablus. These regional foci, largely confined to the duchies and counties of Northeastern and 

Southern Francia and Latin Christian settlements in the Holy Land, are necessarily large because 

the lay and clerical actors examined in this study are so geographically dispersed. The emphases 

were not always the same, and people focused on different issues depending upon their priorities, 

location and worldview. However, it is certain that Latin Christian clergy and laity from these 

territories played central roles in this contestation of what Christian masculinity could or should 

be. While lay voices are unfortunately limited in number this dissertation can and will privilege 

them wherever possible. In chronicles, charters and popular literature something of this unique 

perspective can be unearthed, although even in these works one must often still grapple with 

clerical mediation and interpolation. Yet it is demonstrably the case that clerical actors heavily 

influenced these processes and authored or mediated the vast majority of texts included in this 

dissertation. The organs of theological knowledge production constructed by the Cluniac order 
                                                        
11 Richard of Hexham, Chronicle of Richard of Hexham. Latin text from Richard Howlett’s Chronicles and 
Memorials of the Reigns of Stephen, Henry II, and Richard I (London: Longman, 1884) 3:151 ff. Passage cited in 
David C. Douglas, English Historical Documents (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), Vol. II, 314. 
Additional commentary in Richard Kaeuper, Holy Warriors: The Religious Ideology of Chivalry (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 105. 
12 Richard Kaeuper, Holy Warriors: The Religious Ideology of Chivalry (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2009), 105 
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and other religious communities such as the Cistercians that collectively populated the 

countryside of these territories during this period exerted a critical role over the kinds of moral 

values disseminated among lay communities pertaining to masculinity and male behaviour.  

R.I. Moore has contended that in the twelfth century a so-called “persecuting society” 

began to take shape that began to more vigorously police those individuals and behaviour 

deemed to be outside of permissible norms.13 While scholars such as David Nirenberg have 

challenged his work in recent years his assessment of how Latin Christian authorities struggled 

to impose public order and uniformity on European communities through the policing of 

undesirable groups remains compelling.14 In his view, as the reformist Church expanded into the 

twelfth century, it militated for more definitive boundaries between the sacred and profane, as 

well as the religious realm and the secular world. He contends that scholars can perceive the 

creation of new categories of people left outside of the new Christian society during this period 

and a concretization of a pan-European sense of Latin Christian identity relative to its 

confessional and heterodox alternatives. As Christian laymen interrogated their own lives and 

sins through the penitentialist practices of prayer, spiritual counsel and pilgrimage they began to 

perceive the world in sharper categories of morality and personhood drawn from this 

exclusionary Christian cosmology. The prostitute, sodomite, leper, heretic, Jew, and Muslim, 

who had long been features of Christian society, became newly significant categories and took 

on more acute classifications of “otherness” against which the Christian, both lay and clerical, 

needed to protect oneself and avoid. They occupied a progressively maligned status as outsiders. 

Their bodies, ethnicity, behaviour or religious practices were seen as different from Latin 

                                                        
13 R.I. Moore, The Formation of the Persecuting Society: Authority and Deviance in  
Western Europe 950-1250 (New York: Blackwell Publishing, 1987). 
14 David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1996). 



 

 

17 

Christian norms and were viewed as a source of social contamination. Such a partitioning of who 

was inside and outside of an idealized Latin Christian society created a series of negative 

examples that had pedagogical value for laymen in moral development. These people became 

useful scapegoats upon which the ills of society could be blamed. The concretization of these 

categories of “otherness” was a function of the construction and policing of emergent norms of 

normativity. To establish values and actions associated with deviance one needed to have a 

progressively well-defined sense of acceptable standards of Christian behaviour. This discussion 

of normativity and deviance is significant in two ways. First, it informed how Latin Christian 

laymen and clergy viewed their confessional enemies. John Tolan has shown how anti-Islamic 

polemics, such as Hrotswitha of Gandersheim’s account of martyrdom of St. Pelagius, created 

pejorative foils that could be used to accentuate the values and masculinity of Christian men. 

This helped to construct a sense of Christian manhood that was antithetical to the character and 

spiritual failings of Saracen or non-Christian men. Secondly, those who occupied these 

categories of deviance and “otherness” informed how Latin Christians viewed their neighbours 

in the Crusader states. Those who occupied these categories needed to be policed so that their 

corruption did not threaten the integrity and behaviour of the larger community of believers. This 

dissertation discusses how authorities attempted to promote a culture of morality and Christian 

standards through an examination of the Council of Nablus and other initiatives taken by Latin 

Christian authorities which sought to govern the behaviour of men and women in the crusader 

states. Religious and secular authorities collaborated together to produce concrete legislative 

measures that theoretically restricted how aspects of male behaviour such as sexual acts and their 

choice of sexual partners.  
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This dissertation’s discussion of the social hierarchies that shaped the lives of Latin 

Christian armsbearers touches upon questions of authority and vertical and horizontal 

relationships. As such, a brief word must be said regarding the use of the term “feudalism”. The 

historians Elizabeth Brown and Susan Reynolds have contested the use of the terms “feudal” and 

“feudalism” and have been largely successful in reshaping that historiographical debate.15 Both 

contended that there never was a pan-European system of “feudalism” that utilized critical terms 

such as “fief” and “vassal” in more or less uniform ways. People related to one another in more 

nebulous ways, and often lacked the ordered vertical hierarchies envisioned by earlier historians 

like Francois-Louis Ganshof.16 The power relationships that structured the lives of armsbearers 

and shaped their values and priorities were often horizontal as well as vertical. They enmeshed 

men into complicated webs of dependence and obligation where the logic of “feudal” bonds can 

become confused or muddled. The service expected of “vassals” was also highly variable, and 

different types of land holdings came with diverse forms of promises, duties or none whatsoever. 

Susan Reynolds has argued that the entire feudal system with its associated terms and organizing 

framework was a creation of the twelfth century. She believes that this “system” was more or 

less the creation of lawyers and academics that sought to organize the world around them into 

comprehensible ways, rather than describe the world as it actually was.  

Despite the validity of many of these criticisms, there have been some reasonable counter 

arguments to these scholars’ blanket dismissal of the applicability of these terms in such an early 

context. As Dirk Heirbaut has pointed out, there is demonstrable utility in the term “vassal” 

depending upon the regional context in question. In his study of Flanders, Anthony Musson 

                                                        
15 Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals: The Medieval Evidence Reinterpreted  (Oxford, 1994) and Elizabeth A.R. 
Brown, “The Tyranny of a Construct: Feudalism and Historians of Medieval Europe” American Historian Review 
79 (1974), 1063-88.   
16 Francois-Louis Ganshof, Qu’est-ce que la féodalité? (Paris, 1982). 
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asserts that the label “vassal” works rather well even as far back as the early eleventh century in 

terms of communicating a coherent sense of reciprocal obligation.17 This dissertation employs 

the term “feudal” in a number of narrow uses while otherwise disregarding the term entirely. The 

term is used in the context of identifying historiographical terms such as the aforementioned 

“Feudal Revolution” and the kinds of debates they represent. Secondly, it follows the example of 

Constance Bouchard in using the term “feudal” as an inescapable adjective with respect to fiefs 

and their holders.18 The use of these terms does not validate the idea of a “feudal society”, with 

uniform sets of relations, nor does it seek to contest the diversity of political frameworks that 

existed throughout Latin Christian Europe.  

As stated above, this study is concerned with laymen and, in particular, the men who 

served as warriors and arms-bearers in those conflicts that dominated Latin Christian life in 

Europe and the confessional periphery. Some readers may question how narrowly one might 

wish to define a layman during this period of religious warfare. This is indeed a worthy and 

necessary question for a number of reasons. Following the successful conclusion of the First 

Crusade, the distance between monk and armed warrior could become blurred as new theologies 

of armed spirituality became concretized into novel religious movements. In the early twelfth 

century an increasing number of men sought to join what became known as the military orders, 

such as the Knights Templar and Hospitallers, which provided a form of “monastic” life based 

on armed service against the enemies of Christendom. Giles Constable has also noted that many 

crusader warriors joined confraternities and religious groups before embarking to the Holy Land. 

                                                        
17 Dirk Heirbaut, “Flanders: a Pioneer of State-Oriented Feudalism? Feudalism as an Instrument of Comital Power in 
Flanders during the High Middle Ages (1000-13000) in Expectation of Law in the Middle Ages ed. Anthony Musson 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001), 23-34 
18 Constance Bouchard, Strong of Body, Brave and Noble: Chivalry and Society in Medieval France (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1998), 38 
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The crusader Stephen of Neublens, for example, entered into a formal bond with Cluny in 1100 

before leaving Europe, and thus it is difficult to know how one should properly categorize such a 

man given the nature of his association.19 Stephen may not have entered into holy orders, but he 

had become a recognized member of a religious community beyond the lay sphere. I believe it 

would be a mistake to confuse the members of these religious societies with other lay knights, 

including those who happened to belong to confraternities dedicated to a particular saint. 

Members of the military orders took monastic vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. As Helen 

Nicholson notes, the twelfth century chronicler William of Tyre considered these “Brothers as 

religious, as the equivalent of regular canons or priests in a religious community.”20 They were 

men who had left behind their past secular obligations and responsibilities and made long-term 

commitments to live together according to a particular religious Rule. Due to the nature of their 

vows and their formal entry into a structured religious community, the men of the military orders 

cannot be classified laymen in any recognizable sense and should be considered a unique subset 

of professed religious. In contrast, their fellow crusaders fighting in the Levant outside of the 

military orders had sworn temporary oaths to complete pilgrimages to the Holy Land, took no 

formal oaths to enter a religious community, and remained in the service of their lord. Thus 

while the military orders are of significant interest in terms of problematizing contemporary 

conceptions of Christian masculinity during this period, their existence beyond an even 

capacious understanding of lay identity renders them outside the scope of this study.  

The texts considered in this inquiry necessarily include a range of available 

documentation from both the secular and religious spheres. From the lay perspective this thesis 

                                                        
19 Giles Constable, “Medieval Charters as a Source for the History of the Crusades” in Crusade and Settlement ed. 
Peter Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 80. 
20 Helen Nicholson, The Knights Templar: A Brief History of the Warrior Order (London: Robinson, 2010), 25. 
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examines poetry, chansons de geste, crusade chronicles, letters, charters and last wills and 

testaments composed by Latin Christian authors during this period in order to encounter lay 

voices either directly or semi-directly through the mediation of a clerical writer/editor. These 

texts speak directly to how armsbearers saw themselves as a class, they reveal how lay people 

thought about moral issues such as the use of force and sexuality, and they communicate the 

principal issues of interest to laymen. From a clerical perspective, this dissertation examines 

canon law, theological works, sermons, exempla, chronicles and letters to engage with some of 

the principal channels through which these ideas could circulate and enter lay consciousness. The 

promotion of clerical self-discipline and monastic asceticism to non-clerical audiences took place 

in many different contexts. Through pilgrimage to holy shrines, preachers, local churches and 

monasteries laymen could encounter reformist ideas about the need to return the Christian 

society to a state of apostolic purity.  

Chapter One provides an overview of the political and religious causes of unrest in the 

territories of Francia during the eleventh century and discuss the ways in which laymen 

collaborated with clerical initiatives to reform lay behaviour and the use of force. This historical 

context is needed to understand the emergence of the chief religious movements of interest to 

this study that shaped attitudes towards Christian manhood into the twelfth century. The chronic 

unrest and warfare of the early eleventh century occurred concurrently with a rebirth in popular 

religiosity propelled by a wave of millenarianism. These uncertain conditions gave rise to local 

responses aimed at minimizing or mitigating the disorder that afflicted Christian communities. 

Laymen and clergy cooperated on measures to reduce fighting and tried to channel lay 

aggression into more predictable or manageable contexts. These efforts were not always 

successful, but they did establish important precedents that would be cited well into the twelfth 
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century. They affirmed the notion that battle, the principal means by which the masculinity of 

armsbearers was performed and validated for other men, could be moderated through 

engagement with theological ideas if laymen could be convinced there was sufficient theological 

justification. They also demonstrate that there were armsbearers, even among the secular elite, 

who became sympathetic to the notion that they had a religious responsibility as Christian men to 

restrain warfare for the public good.  

Chapter Two examines the language used to preach the First Crusade to armsbearers. 

Pope Urban II and the clergy who promulgated the merits of these military campaigns to lay 

audiences used language and imagery specifically designed to manipulate lay sensitivities. These 

preachers employed shock value in their recitation of gratuitously violent anecdotes and 

attempted to use the threat of shame to compel laymen into participation. This chapter identifies 

which aspects of lay masculinity were most liable to produce these anxieties and explain why 

laymen were so susceptible to external influence and clerical critiques. Armsbearers partially 

derived their legitimacy from the blood of their ancestors and from these persons they were said 

to inherit their qualities and military prowess. These gifts, however, were internal and invisible 

to the eyes of their peers. They needed to be made external through their performance of feats of 

arms and the demonstration of their own bravery. By invoking the deeds of previous generations 

in their call for men to defend Christian holy places, and reciting the threats posed to Christian 

women and children, the propagators of the First Crusade could graft additional religious 

responsibilities on top of traditional obligations for laymen to prove themselves worthy of their 

ancestors. Finally, this chapter examines the utility of anti-Islamic rhetoric in the promotion of 

the First Crusade to laymen. In this rhetoric Muslim men were simplistically rendered as 

“pagans” who embodied the worst sins imaginable in the Latin Christian imagination. From 
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these characterizations, which often dwelled provocatively on sexually charged allegations of 

sodomy and pederasty; Muslim men became the embodiment of everything that Christian men 

should not be. Christian manhood was framed in contradistinction to these defamatory 

representations, and necessitated that laymen combine conventional masculine values such as 

prowess and virtus with a willingness to become a martyr. 

Chapter Three examines how the warrior masculinity of Latin armsbearers discursively 

and performatively took on a deeper Christian dimension in the clerical and lay chronicles of the 

First Crusade. Early chronicles record laymen who spoke about, or were said to speak about, 

their actions and responsibilities in language that indicates a conscious incorporation of Crusade 

preaching and penitential thinking into their perspectives as Christian warriors. Laymen spelled 

out their desire for forgiveness and penance in letters, charters and their last wills and testaments 

and divulge concerns that weighed on their consciences about past misdeeds. These sources 

communicate the guilt that men felt about past behaviour and suggest a recognition that 

something needed to change in their lives if they were to merit salvation. Nevertheless, the 

conduct of armsbearers on the campaigns of the First Crusade cannot be summarized in 

monolithic or general terms. From the earliest chronicles it is clear that the armies that marched 

to Jerusalem contained men from every conceivable background, and participants demonstrated a 

spectrum of behaviour stretching from extreme piety to cynical opportunism. Yet there remained 

an undeniable culture of intense religiosity that permeated the crusade ranks, which only 

intensified as the second wave crept and bled its way to Jerusalem. Armsbearers participated in 

daily devotions and regular penances, such as fasting and the abstention from sexual 

gratification. They perceived their own moral conduct as having direct bearing on their success 

or defeat on the battlefield. For those men who embarked on crusade, it is evident that lay 
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masculinity took on a distinctive penitential character that shaped how laymen looked at their 

bodies, their appetites and their responsibilities to God and each other as Christian armsbearers. 

Chapter Four examines how laymen integrated into the diverse confessional world of the 

Levant during the first decades of the twelfth century and investigate how these interactions 

generated anxieties that were expressed in contemporary chronicles and legislative innovation. 

During this tumultuous period at the beginning of the twelfth century, laymen navigated complex 

issues such as miscegenation and cross-confessional interaction. They had to determine where to 

live, who their neighbours would be, and the extent to which clerical and secular authorities 

could or should collude in the policing of Christian behaviour in the Holy Land. This chapter 

also considers how contemporaries perceived moral offenses committed by laymen during this 

period in order to understand better the link between the preservation of Christian manhood and 

the protection of the realm from divine judgment on the battlefield.  

Chapter Five considers how the attributes associated with Christian manhood on during 

the first decades of crusade resonated with authors writing in the later twelfth century. 

Composers of chanson de geste and romance literature drew from the historical and literary 

legacy of the first crusade chroniclers to create exemplars of chivalric virtue. These were 

strongly informed by the representations of warrior piety and Christian masculinity produced 

during the first half of the twelfth century and repeat similar themes drawn from early crusade 

sources. The mythology of crusade along with the saintly prowess of its participants began to 

take on formal structure in historical memory and shaped how Latin Christian writers began to 

depict armsbearing more generally.   

This dissertation has been arranged in this fashion in order to provide a chronological 

approach to these historical processes that clarifies the development of these ideas over several 
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decades. This narrative structure will hopefully help the reader understand the historical and 

socio-cultural conditions that created particular ideas, and explain how they developed over time 

in the thoughts of different clerical and lay interpreters. To take one example, this approach 

better explicates how the Peace and Truce of God first emerged as a contingent set of local 

responses to particular political conditions, before becoming a mythologized historical precedent 

used by later actors promoting the crusade. An awareness of this chronology helps to avoid the 

unintentional slippage from one set of meanings into another.  

 This examination of masculinity and manhood in the Latin West aims to contribute to the 

important work of other scholars of medieval gender and sexuality who have brought this 

interpretive lens to study of crusading. Gendering the Crusades by Susan Edgington and Sarah 

Lambert, and Natasha Hodgson’s Women, Crusading and the Holy Land in Historical Narrative, 

are but two examples of the increased attention that this field has generated in the last twenty 

years. Masculinity and manhood have similarly been of scholarly interest and much is being 

published year after year. The great historian of medieval sexuality and gender, Ruth Mazo 

Karras, has left a considerable mark in her monographs From Boys to Men and Sexuality in 

Medieval Europe, yet much of this work continues to be located in the late medieval world 

where documentary records are comparatively plentiful and rich. The eleventh and twelfth 

century continues to lag behind in comparison, and that all the more evident in the context of 

crusade studies. Hopefully, this study offers something new to this field as scholars begin to 

address this historiographical lacuna.  

Scholars need to know more about how lay and clerical men thought about manhood in 

this period if we want to understand how these men conceptualized what they were doing when 

they participated in the crusade and endeavoured to preserve it for historical memory. These men 
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channelled their anxieties into novel performative environments like the First Crusade for many 

reasons. Charters and chronicles provide a range of answers. However, among these ideas is the 

repeated refrain of penitentialism and the sincere desire to reform the self. Men wanted to 

repattern their relationship with certain behaviour cited by religious authorities as being uniquely 

problematic from a Latin Christian perspective. Laymen contemplated how they could express 

themselves sexually, or the moral circumstances that could permit them to take life in war. These 

were not merely academic questions, but genuine sources of personal anguish that haunted 

people as they thought about salvation and death. They were also fundamentally gendered 

questions, because they related to behaviour that was at the heart of public and private manliness. 

One demonstrated their manhood through the domination of other men, the private 

demonstration of sexual virility, and also masculine self-control. The study of masculinity and 

Latin Christian conceptions of manhood is therefore a critical field of inquiry if we want to 

construct of a more nuanced appreciation of what drove laymen to participate in these 

enormously complicated religious movements.  
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Chapter 1 

Repatterning Christian Masculinity in the Eleventh Century 

The historian Matthew Mesley has observed that “in the last decade scholars have 

increasingly explored both the ‘crusading experience’ and its representation through a gendered 

lens, but has largely [done so] with respect to the women who took part. Less has been written on 

how chroniclers of the Crusade reflected or promoted specific expectations and ideals of the 

male sex.”21 This has begun to change, and in recent years an increasing amount of scholarly 

attention has been directed towards the study of European conceptions of masculinity and 

manhood during this transformative period. Special attention has been given to topics such as the 

projection of religious values on bodies and physical desires, the performance of masculinity, 

parallels between lay and masculine bodily restraint and willpower, and other areas of interest. 

Scholars such as Richard Kaeuper and Matthew Strickland have thoughtfully deconstructed 

complex terms such as chivalry, and charted the historical development of proto-chivalric ideas 

in the literature and culture of eleventh and twelfth century armsbearers. However, despite this 

important work, substantial historiographical lacunae remain regarding the study of masculinity 

and manhood, particularly in the context of laymen during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.  

In terms of gender, scholarly emphasis has often focused on churchmen. Historians since 

John Boswell have placed a disproportionate emphasis upon how contemporaries, both clerical 

and lay, viewed clerical bodies and desires.22 Less has been done to investigate how laymen fit 

                                                        
21 Matthew Mesley, “Episcopal Authority and Gender in the Narratives of the First Crusade” in Religious Men and 
Masculine Identity in the Middle Ages ed. P. Cullum and Katherine .J. Lewis (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2013), 96 
22 John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe from the 
Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).  
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into medieval conceptions of manliness and gendered expectations, and work by Karras and Neal 

has tended to emphasize late medieval contexts where sources are comparatively abundant. 

Much scholarship remains to be done to address these topics from a lay perspective, and this is 

all the more true for Crusade historians where the intensive study of gender and sexuality 

remains confined to a small but expanding community of scholars.  

More avenues remain to be explored to flesh out how the political conditions and cultural 

institutions of Christian Europe conditioned how armsbearers saw their own bodies, identities 

and desires. Strickland, Kaeuper and other historians working on topics pertaining to laymen 

have provided some insight on the beliefs and cultural of armsbearing in this period. Yet their 

focus has tended to stress late medieval sources and historical processes. Less attention has been 

paid to the late eleventh or early twelfth century and the early years of Crusade. Some scholars 

such as P.H. Cullum and Marcus Bull have been notable exceptions, but the study of lay attitudes 

from the perspective of gender and sexuality remains an understudied field of academic inquiry.   

This dissertation investigates how the discursive representation of lay masculinity in texts 

produced by ecclesiastical and non-clerical authors shifted from 1095-1120. It considers some of 

the principal ways in which Latin Christian armsbearers thought about gendered behaviour such 

as sex and military service in these texts, and endeavours to excavate unmediated or 

comparatively unmediated lay perspectives on these questions wherever possible. This period 

witnessed a concerted effort on the part of some clergy and laymen to address the culture of 

endemic warfare that ravaged Latin Christian communities. These persons sought to preserve 

and promote public order and generate new conversations and awareness regarding the ideal role 

of laymen in Christian society. The issues these men raised about unchecked aggression of 

armsbearers and the moral lives of laymen had gendered consequences. These processes 
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generated critiques of core constitutive aspects of lay manhood, particularly the public 

demonstration of masculinity through military prowess and the domination of one’s peers.  

These local initiatives, combined with the emergence of religious reform movements led 

by the papacy and great monastic centres of Europe, created an elite climate of religious thinking 

that encouraged lay self-examination. According to these texts produced by ecclesiastical and 

non-clerical authors during this period, laymen influenced by reformist ideas began to reflect 

upon the moral ramifications of armsbearing and contemplated the state of their souls after a life 

spent in military service. Men thought about how to reconcile their lives as armsbearers, and the 

gendered expectation of their warrior cultures, with Christian ideals that stressed the limiting and 

channelling of warfare for the good of the Christian community. The advent of crusading 

accelerated these discourses and offered laymen a new set of opportunities to combine these two 

seemingly incongruous impulses. For clerical writers participating in these religious movements 

the crusade incorporated the moral imperative of limiting lay fighting in a Christian milieu with 

spiritually rehabilitated vision of Christian masculinity. The crusade therefore offered a 

legitimatized space in which feats of arms could serve the interests of the Church and the wider 

Christian community. It created a context in which laymen could perform and demonstrate their 

masculine traits in a sacralised context that did not simply indulge base appetites or contribute to 

the victimization of fellow Christians. 

 This dissertation explores the historical context of Frankish territories in the eleventh 

century and their pervasive political instability. It assesses how initiatives aimed at mitigating 

pervasive sources of unrest and intraconfessional bloodletting, most famously seen in the Peace 

and Truce of God, created consequential precedents for laymen that moderating and controlling 

warfare had religious merit. Reformers and sympathetic laymen thought deeply about Christian 
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masculinity and the expectations placed upon the bodies of armsbearers, and some laymen were 

highly receptive to their ideas. As Natasha Hodgson writes, through this engagement with 

“concerns about social interaction and religion led elite lay men to contemplate their own codes 

of behaviour and spiritual needs.”23 They were challenged to reconcile their Christian faith with 

the worldly and practical considerations that were so central to traditions of military service.  

In her monograph From Boys to Men Ruth Mazo Karras describes masculinity as “the 

meanings that society puts on a person with a male body, which do change over time.”24 This 

exploration of Latin Christian conceptions of masculinity is directly influenced by the past 

scholarship of historians such as Jo Ann McNamara. McNamara provided an influential 

examination of the “herrenfrage” of the eleventh and twelfth century, a period of intense self-

examination among clerical and monastic thinkers regarding the validity of their male identities 

relative to laymen. Her work inspired the kinds of questions about identity construction and 

negotiation that lie at the centre of this dissertation, which has taken her focus on masculinity 

and performativity and shifted it to a lay perspective.  

Many issues pertaining to gender and sexuality remain unexplored by crusade historians. 

How did laymen interpret the physical demands of their bodies and appetites on crusade, and did 

these demands revert upon the completion of Crusade vows? How central was the experience of 

pain in their spiritual worldview, and how early did laymen begin to consider the mortification of 

their bodies in the context of the imitation of Christ? Fortunately, this subfield of medieval 

studies is expanding. Historians like Natasha Hodgson and Katherine Lewis have contributed 

much to these discussions and explored important topics pertaining to lay masculinity in the late 

                                                        
23 Natasha Hodgson, “Normans and Competing Masculinities on Crusade” in Crusading and Pilgrimage in the 
Norman World (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2015), 197. 
24 Ruth Mazo Karras, From Boys to Men: Formations of Masculinity in Late Medieval Europe (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 3.  
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medieval world, sexuality at court, and the lived nature of religious identity. The Society for the 

Study of the Crusades and Latin East recently devoted a panel to “Crusading Masculinities – 

Masculine Exemplars and Crusading Careers” during their 2016 conference at Odense, 

Denmark.25 This kind of scholarly consideration should be encouraging to anyone working in the 

field interested in exploring the history of crusading from a gender and/or sexuality perspective.  

Given the pervasive political instability caused by regional warfare and all of its attendant 

cruelties, it was the use of force that remained the principal concern for churchmen. Churchmen 

like Rodulfus Glaber and Adhemar of Chabannes in the early eleventh century viewed this 

endemic insecurity through the lens of Catholic apocalypticism. These processes occurred during 

a social climate characterized by political and economic change, the slow return of urbanization, 

and the devolution of centralized power and the emergence of “seigneurie banale” in France.26 

Clerical writers like Rodolfus and Adhemar were clearly cognizant of these issues. Their texts 

record the urgent campaigns led by clergy and sympathetic laymen to transform cultural and 

religious attitudes at the local level, and communicate the uneven reception of these early 

initiatives given patterns of lay resistance.27 There were some significant examples that did 

achieve a degree of success. The Peace and Truce of God movements in Aquitaine and Limoges 

were two important examples of extensive lay and clerical collusion to end or moderate endemic 

warfare. Consisting of large gatherings, preaching, and processions of holy relics, these popular 

expressions of religious concern attracted the interest of immense numbers of people from local 

communities. These initiatives were unable to effect long-term change, and warfare and raiding 

                                                        
25 Diversity of Crusading: Ninth Quadrennial Conference of the SSCLE, Odense, 27 June-1 July, 2016. 
http://sscle.slu.edu/sscle-quadrennial-conference/2016---odense 
26 George Duby, La société aux XIe et XIIe siècles dans la région mâconnaise (Paris: Armand Colin, 1953).  
27 Thomas Head and Richard Landes, The Peace of God: Social and Religious Response in France around the Year 
1000 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 185 
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continued to afflict these regions in southwestern and central France as before. Yet these 

movements were not insignificant, notwithstanding the tendency for some scholars to overstate 

their importance, which is equally problematic. Despite their setbacks these were early examples 

of substantive religious campaigning effected in concert with lay support for the purposes of 

reforming lay behaviour according to specific Christian principles. The results may not have 

been the categorical transformation of contemporary attitudes but they did create a critical 

precedent that would be referenced by later figures including Pope Urban II at Clermont.28  

Reform in this context is a complicated term but it refers to a broad purported effort to 

restore the Church to an imagined state of purity that was thought to have existed during the 

apostolic era of figures such as Gregory the Great. Said to span roughly from the fourth to the 

sixth centuries, the Church during this era was believed to have functioned independently from 

lay control and maintained a sense of incorruptibility and purity that had since been lost in the 

intervening centuries.29 For the purposes of manageability we can consider “reform” as a loosely 

constructed umbrella of mutually related goals articulated by clergy and monastic writers, which 

received the selective patronage of lay communities and elites. Ian Robinson has characterized 

the reform movement as being motivated by a broadly felt desire to return to a somewhat 

mythical Golden Age of the Church. This multifarious and geographically dispersed set of actors 

advocated for a broad set of objectives, but it did have some common goals. The clergy were to 

be set apart from the lay population through a more rigorous commitment to certain behavioural 

commandments and prohibitions in order to reify their superior moral character and otherness. 

Jennifer Thibodeaux, a scholar of medieval gender, has produced an excellent new study of 
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clerical masculinity entitled The Manly Priest. In her monograph she outlines why this 

behavioural separation was so significant from a theological perspective: “The battle against the 

flesh was so important for priests because many writers believed the purity of the altar and 

sacrament was at stake. Monastic writers made great use of the motif of the fornicating priest 

who polluted the altar through his licentious behaviour.”30 According to Thibodeaux, this was not 

simply a matter of gender politics and competing masculinities; the issue of clerical sexual and 

moral integrity informed the centre of Christian sacramental life. However this emphasis upon 

clerical chastity by reformers also had the effect of creating a “masculinized celibacy.”31 Priests 

and monks could impose their wills upon the flesh and keep it pure, thereby replacing the need 

for sexual conquest. It was the “centrally defining feature of monastic manliness.”32 

Reformers contended that laymen should be forbidden from exerting power over 

ecclesiastical affairs so that the Church would be independent and uncorrupted by lay politics. 

This effort at performative differentiation between laymen and clergy did, however, have some 

problematic outcomes for men in holy orders. Robinson writes, “the legislation of the reform era 

reveals a striking preoccupation with the behaviours and customs of elite, lay or secular, 

males…What are being denied to the clergy are most of the outward markers of lay 

masculinity—most notably, of course, in the canons against clerical marriage and concubinage, 

the sexual enjoyment and possession of women.”33 By insisting upon a different set of 

behavioural standards for clergy these men had to find new ways of demonstrating their 

maleness to lay peers in a manner consistent with their demanding sexual ethics. Similarly, laity 
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looking at their ordained counterparts could see the enormous contrast in their performative 

freedom to experience features of male life, such as hunting and courting, that were so central to 

the culture of armsbearers.  

The Benedictine Abbot Humbert of Silva Candida described the principles of religious 

reform in the following terms: “As clergy are separate from laymen in their habit and profession, 

so they should also be separate in behaviour and conversation, so that neither should seize for 

themselves the office or the hereditary condition of the other and both should pay attention to the 

limits set by the fathers and orthodox emperors.”34 In the same vein Pope Gregory VII stated, 

“We command you to by apostolic authority to snatch [your church] from servile oppression, or 

rather tyrannical slavery, and restore her to her ancient freedom.”35 The objectives of these 

scholars and churchmen were clear. The Church must be separate in function, as well as in 

behaviour, in order to return to a sense of holiness worthy of the Church fathers and their 

immediate successors.  

The use of certain terms, such as the “reform program” or “reform agenda”, must be 

heavily qualified given the diversity of local actors and the range of philosophical and 

theological ideas being advocated. These initiatives relied upon the efforts of a vast number of 

passionate religious militants. One must be careful not to retrospectively project an undue sense 

of uniformity to their efforts.36 Indeed, Maureen Miller observes that the old narrative of clerical 

reform being driven by the Papacy and upper echelons of the institutional Church has been 

challenged, and lacks an awareness of the substantial contributions of local communities to the 
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progress of reform.37 The broader mission was one of separation, both in terms of the cultivation 

of independent power as well as in terms of public image. Clerics were forbidden from carrying 

weapons, using spurs or “secular apparel,” owning hunting dogs or falcons, and were prohibited 

from joining the merriment on offer at local taverns.38 For Miller the most immediate 

consequence of this was that clergy were progressively being denied “the most outward markers 

of lay masculinity.”39  

Reformers were constructing a form of manhood that was, at least in their view, more 

radical and masculine than that of their lay peers. Through their complete renunciation of female 

sexual companionship and sin, Miller believes that they sought to create what they viewed as a 

grander masculine alternative that was actually superior to the lay male condition. Unlike the 

laity, they would be unencumbered by the need to demonstrate their sexual virility or prove their 

physical prowess in combat with other men. From the perspective of reformers, one’s restraint 

and capacity to impose their will upon the physical appetites of the body allowed the clergy to 

prove their masculine virtues. There are numerous examples of this. In the hagiography 

commemorating the life of the tenth century Cluniac abbot Majolus, the value of a monk’s 

lifelong virginity is portrayed as a sacrifice on par with martyrdom.40 Majolus was remembered 

as a man who sacrificed his body for God; he lived in such a way as to negate the desires of the 

self and subordinated the flesh to cultivate spiritual goods. This repatterning of clerical 

masculinity presented a compelling alternative to the deeply physical performative standards 

governing the lay manhood.  

                                                        
37 Maureen C. Miller, “Masculinity, Reform, and Clerical Culture: Narratives of Episcopal Holiness in the Gregorian 
Era” Church History 72 no. 1 (March 1, 2003), 27 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Dominique Iogna-Pratt, Agni Immaculati: Recherches sur les sources hagiographiques relatives a Saint Maieul de 
Cluny (954-994) Paris, 1988), 305-357 



 

 

36 

Some reformers intentionally utilized very extreme language to communicate their ideas 

about sexuality and the need for continence. Peter Damian was one such reformer, whose work 

continuously reiterates the need for watchfulness against desire.  

“And now let me speak to you, you charmers of clerics, nasty tidbits of the devil, 
expulsion from paradise, venom of the mind, sword that kills souls, poison in the 

drink, toxin in the food, source of sinning and occasion of damnation. I am talking to 
you, you female branch of the ancient enemy, hoopoes, screech owls, nighthawks, 

she-wolves, leeches, calling without ceasing ‘Give, give.’ So come and listen to me, 
you strumpets, prostitutes waiting to be kissed, you wallow for fat pigs, den of 

unclean spirits…”41 
 

[Interea et vos alloquor, o lepores clericorum, pulpamenta diabolic, proiectio 
paradise, virus mentium, gladius animarum, aconite bibentium, toxica convivarum, 
material peccandi, occasion pereundi. Vos inquam, alloquor ginecea hostis antique 

upupae, ululae, noctuae, lupae, sanguisugae, affer, affer sine cessation dicentes. 
Venite itaque, audite me, scorta, prostibula, savia, volutabra porcorum pinguium, 

cubilia spirituum immundorum…] 
 

 This except contains some remarkable imagery and certainly communicates the 

seriousness with which Damian viewed the human sexual desire. Sex is animalistic and base. It 

is a physical means through which the devil attacks righteous men and lures them into his power. 

His antifeminist rhetoric alleges that women are not to be trusted since he believes that women 

possess a particular inclination towards lust and licentiousness beyond that of men. In Damian’s 

view, laymen who desire fellowship with God need to be aware of the threat posed by lust and 

the women who use sex to control men and threaten their spiritual life. Given his zealousness 

and the fact that Pope Leo IX was reticent to accept some of Peter Damian’s more radical 

critiques of clerical malfeasance his scathing work should not necessarily be regarded as 

characteristic of reformers more broadly. His commitment to reforming sexual ethics and the 
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ending of the sale of clerical office were certainly important themes that would be repeated by 

other clerical activists who shared aspects of his agenda.  

Churchmen could not entirely repattern lay discourses on masculinity in their favour, and 

lay views about what a man ideally was and did continue to be hegemonic.42 The failure of 

clergy to contest these values has resulted in some interesting hypotheses, one of which has 

suggested that the adherence to clerical standards of masculine performativity degendered 

clerical men. R. N. Swanson contends that the clergy can be conceived of as a “third gender” that 

does not neatly fit into the medieval binary.43 Miller and other scholars have contested the 

validity or usefulness of this theoretical approach. She writes, “To embrace the construct of a 

"third gender" is to miss or undervalue competition between clerical and lay males over degrees 

of maleness. What the clergy were struggling to define was not "emasculinity" but an extreme 

masculinity—one more radically distanced from female impurity and one more powerful by 

virtue of its freedom from familial entanglements.”44 Miller is quite right in rebutting this 

suggestion, and it is possible that Swanson’s ideological commitment to the problem of medieval 

gender categories stems from the anachronistic imposition of modernist conceptions of gender 

fluidity and gender diversity upon premodern persons. The disjuncture between armsbearers and 

clergy, in terms of their public performance of maleness and personal commitment to different 

modes of living, does not give scholars licence to divest clerical men of their “male” identities. 

These persons would not have seen themselves as being “degendered” by their religious 

obligations, nor did laymen seriously consider even the most ardent reformers to be theorists and 

radicals crafting a new place within the gendered imagination of contemporaries. It is important 
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to recall that laymen depended upon clergy to engage in spiritual warfare and prayer on their 

behalf. As part of the constant cycle of gift giving to religious institutions, laymen needed the 

clergy to faithfully execute their religious duties with integrity so that their prayers would be 

efficacious. While this form of clerical masculinity may have been fundamentally different from 

lay standards and expectations, it was still respected by laymen who acknowledged that celibacy 

and chastity were critical parts of conditioning the self for spiritual cultivation. As Jacqueline 

Murray observes, for clergy supportive of this behavioural distinction between laymen and the 

clergy they believed that wives and families were “effeminate considerations, appropriate for the 

inferior laity but unworthy of a soldier of Christ.”45 For now, let us turn away from the clergy 

and examine how laymen viewed these religious initiatives emerging from the endemic political 

and social issues afflicting Latin Christian communities during this period. 

In his mid-twelfth century compendium of canon law Gratian characterizes laymen in the 

following terms: “These are allowed to possess temporal goods, but only what they need for 

immediate use…They are allowed to marry, to till the earth, to pronounce judgment on men’s 

disputes and to plead in court, to lay their offerings on the altar, to pay their tithes; and so they 

can be saved, if they do good and avoid evil.”46 In Gratian’s mind laymen were a distinctive part 

of Christian society that performed valuable functions. They worked in diverse trades, 

reproduced, and contributed to the public order. They were “Christian of another sort” who had 

their own way of doing things.47 No matter one’s socio-economic position or particular trade, 

laymen related to their male peers through professional cooperation and competition. These 
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experiences, combined with family and community life, shaped how men saw themselves and 

their position in the complex of familial and interpersonal hierarchies in which they resided. 

Whether one is discussing the life of a university student, a cleric, or a milites, all of these men 

would have seen that their sense of manhood was contingent on how they performed relative to 

those individuals who populated their immediate professional circle. Men drew upon the 

examples of other men held up as exemplars during their childhood and emulated the 

characteristics ascribed to great men in the stories they heard. 

Piety was a sincere concern for laymen and contemporaries recording the lives of laymen 

took this quality very seriously when documenting their lives. French chronicles routinely cite 

characteristics such as the care for the poor or their level of observance when describing 

armsbearers and members of the secular elite. Consider this donation from the monastery of 

Saint-Loup of Troyes describing the life of Count Hugh. Dated from 1104, this text describes 

Hugh as “greatly devoted to God by his prayers and his generosity to the poor.” As a layman 

who cared about the vulnerable, he “used to ransom captives and aid the destitute.”48 The account 

also notes “a certain Alexander, an impoverished man from overseas whom the count took into 

his own household.”49 This document shows how the qualities of mercy, godliness and charity 

were critical from an idealized clerical and lay perspective if a man wished to demonstrate his 

Christian manhood and integrity to God and his social peers. Generosity and largesse are 

recurring themes in panegyrics composed to honour laymen and royalty, and that remains the 

case here. The beneficiaries of this generosity were often churches and monasteries. Men used 
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these institutions to exhibit their spiritual piety in concrete material terms, and gifts were used as 

a way of increasing their chances of reaching Heaven. So too did Count Hugh who gave thanks 

for surviving an assassination attempt on his life by “conferring gifts to certain churches.”50 

Laymen were “Christians of a different sort”, but they regularly intruded into clerical 

spaces and ecclesiastical politics. Their propensity for local raiding and land disputes affected 

Church properties, and their conduct in war regularly attracted comment from concerned clerical 

observers. In the context of France, lay interference into clerical and monastic affairs had been 

significantly intensified by the massive social turmoil that had resulted from the collapse of 

Carolingian power in the ninth century. The so-called “feudal revolution” of the eleventh century 

fragmented what remained of centralized power in West Francia. The tapestry of supposedly 

non-hereditary feudal holdings had collapsed into a variety of independent castellans held by a 

collection of noble families resulting in endemic local instability.51 Speaking of its historical 

antecedents in the 970s and 980s, the historian Thomas Bisson has identified two men who put 

the situation rather well.52 The chronicler of Mouzon abbey described this state of affairs: “while 

justice sleeps in the hearts of kings and princes, strong men agitated against [the 

archbishop…and] they began, each as he could, to make himself greater.”53 Similarly, the abbot 

Gerbert of Aurillac reflected, “It is rashness itself to be engaged in public affairs these days. For 

assuredly divine and human laws are there confused because of the enormous greed of 

excessively wicked men and only what lust and force extort like wild beasts is established and 
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rightful.”54 The language used by these churchmen emphasizes the animalistic traits of these 

warriors. By surrendering to greed, lust, and the casual use of force, armsbearers had succumbed 

to barbarism. Their actions were unchecked by Christian virtues or a concern for the Church, and 

they had muddled the clarity provided by “divine and human laws.” This is a damning 

assessment of the kinds of values demonstrated by warriors in this period and shows how the 

clergy ascribed deeply negative implications to this lay culture of militarism and avarice.   

Clergy who commented upon these ongoing political crises often came from the same 

knightly families most responsible for the perpetuation of this climate of warfare. They were 

familiar with the warrior qualities conditioned into young men and thinking common to their 

secular peers and family members. Katherine J. Lewis has described the importance of this 

adolescent acculturation into masculine virtues, expectations and social arrangements. She 

describes this process through a life-cycle arc known as the “Ages of Man” in which boys pass 

from birth to seven (infancia), seven to fourteen (puericia), and fourteen to maturity 

(adolescencia).55 These demarcations in male development, which could vary in length 

depending upon the child and context, were accompanied with the gradual unfolding of adult 

experiences and exposure to the great institutions that structured male life. At fourteen young 

boys were mature enough to receive the Eucharist in mass and could begin to consider the 

possibility of marriage.56 From this point, education and training in arms would accelerate as 

young boys began to grow into their future roles as warriors and retainers. It is important to 

remember within the context of the secular aristocracy it was thought that these children were 

not simply boys like any other. There was, by virtue of their birth and ancestry, something 
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special about them as a class of male youth. This can be conceptualized as an embodied sense of 

physical and ontological difference that surpassed the masculine potentiality of other male 

children and justified their social elevation and right to command. “Nobility, like gender, was 

understood both as an innate essence present at birth (having been inherited from predecessors) 

and as a set of properties which required training both to understand and to master.”57 What this 

meant in practice was that nobility possessed a real quality that was physically mediated and 

hereditable. It was communicated and existed within blood, but remained in some sense 

invisible, or at the least an unknown or unverified quantity, until it was externally demonstrated 

to others. There were, however, some corporeal markers cited by contemporaries. Men like the 

famous icon of twelfth century chivalry, William Marshal, were believed to possess certain 

specific physical traits that marked them out from other men. To give an example, as a mounted 

warrior, William’s body was apparently constitutionally made for life as a professional soldier. 

In the chronicle of his life composed after his death, The History of William Marshal, William 

was described as having an enormous “crutch”, which was a sign of good breeding for 

armsbearers. The historian David Crouch has explained that this term referred to William’s 

remarkably wide hips, a much-desired feature for knights. This trait gave mounted warriors 

unparalleled balance on their horse during combat, and, when cited in chronicles, help to signal 

to the audience a man’s martial gifts.58 Large crutches and strong limbs were physical signs of a 

man’s manly attributes. His positive traits were inscribed upon his body in a manner that could 

be perceived immediately by others. These ascribed attributes, and other features of physical 

beauty such as blonde hair, handsome faces, and shapely calves, were something that gave status 
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to a young man. They complemented the fundamental qualities of refinement expected of elite 

warriors who were expected to be “cheerful, urbane, witty and wise.”59  

The historian Derek Neal notes that all too often historians perceive men within the 

medieval world as being immobile, and largely fixed within the social and economic 

particularities one is fated to be born into. To the contrary, he argues that social historians 

grappling with issues of gender and masculinity need to take seriously the model previously 

articulated by Rosemary Horrox who suggested that the notion of “service” is arguably the most 

fundamental constituent part of any male sense of medieval personal ethos. Neal writes, “service 

can be roughly defined as any relationship of dependence described by mutual interests. People 

throughout the social spectrum experienced it in some form, from the most ceremonial sinecures 

or the most abstruse definitions (even the king had to serve God and was bound by oath to serve 

his people), to the most menial physical labour.”60 Service created hierarchies, and conditioned 

laymen to recognize those persons to whom they were subject.  

 Among these duties were those that laymen owed to their families, the most important 

being protection from threats and the provision of basic necessities. In her study of late medieval 

communities Barbara Hanwalt contends that men were expected to contribute to common 

domestic responsibilities and protect their wives and children.61 This was also true in the twelfth 

century, as noted by Orderic Vitalis. When Geoffrey II of Perche became ill in Vitalis’ account 

“while his son Rotrou was on crusade, he entrusted his wife, wiith help from their vassals, ‘to 

keep the peace and maintain order honourably, protect his land and castles for his only son 
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Rotrou.’”62 There was an expectation that fathers would take an interest in their children’s lives 

and futures. As men, they were empowered to baptize sick newborns in the event a priest was 

unavailable; they disciplined young children as needed, and as their children matured fathers 

would represent them and their interests in manorial courts.63 The Church also encouraged 

laymen to make wills to care for their families’ needs, and laymen took these concerns seriously 

to safeguard their family’s future for the benefit of the next generation.64 Their professional 

occupations took up enormous amounts of their time and energy but clearly home life mattered. 

There was a social and religious expectation that men should contribute to these duties within the 

household. Indeed, the importance of family and service were broadly related to the fundamental 

concepts of personal responsibility and reputation. Contemporaries understood the central 

importance of their public image and took seriously their oaths to others. Through service to 

others and the honouring of responsibilities they showed themselves to be men of worth. One 

had to honour their commitments through actual deeds; it was not enough to simply be aware of 

them.65  

The reputation of laymen, or fama, was a closely guarded possession for Latin Christian 

armsbearers. One’s reputation was a principal gauge by which a man could be aware of his status 

relative to other men. In keeping with the fragility of masculinity cited so regularly by modern 

gender theorists like Judith Butler, one’s reputation was a fragile thing that needed to be 

constantly nurtured, renewed and protected. It was an essential component of one’s social 

positioning within the broader lay community. One needed to be on guard against its slander and 
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conduct oneself in a manner that ensured its preservation. Even in the mid-eleventh century 

when the concept of knighthood was still in its infancy, the impact of an incident of public shame 

had massive destructive power for men seeking to establish themselves within Latin Christian 

homosocial hierarchies. William Aird has discussed this matter at length in his profile of the 

eleventh century Duke of Normandy and future Crusader, Robert Curthose. In his book, William 

argues that proto-chivalric values had been hugely formative at the Norman court of Robert’s 

youth as he was inundated with great tales of martial heroism such as The Song of Roland and 

heard recollections of the deeds of Charlemagne.66 These tales created a poetic standard by which 

all men could compare their own masculine selves, and dramatically portrayed the circumstances 

under which one would be shamed forever if one failed to emulate the resolve of these heroes on 

the battlefield.  

  Exposure to heroic literature was a normative part of the education of young sons of the 

Latin Christian martial aristocracy. These tales of courage and loyal service indoctrinated 

privileged male children into a world where warfare was common, and it was no accident that 

the formal ascent of boys to manhood was marked by the ritual gift of arms. This “dubbing” 

ceremony would become more formalized in the later twelfth century. It has a long and complex 

history and had tremendous significance for young men entering adulthood. “The delivery of 

arms became associated with a young man’s coming of age, when he was recognized as capable 

of holding land and bearing arms to defend it…If you young man was thought worthy of 

receiving his arms, this ‘associative honour’ would necessarily enhance his status.”67 The 

reception of arms was a ritual marker that validated the manhood of a young warrior. It signified 

his entrance into the community of elite armsbearers and marked the beginning of his formal 
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career. There was a transactional nature to this relationship that could benefit both parties. Boys 

could mature in the company of proven warriors and benefit from their experience and tutelage. 

Thereafter these adolescents would be given the chance to prove their mettle in military service 

and begin to craft a career based on their own reputation and record. The stakes were naturally 

high; the pressures placed on young men to prove themselves in combat were immense, and thus 

it is no surprise that the fear of establishing a reputation for shame and faithlessness took on such 

acuteness.  

There was a proto-chivalric ethos in the eleventh century that would become more fully 

realized through the aristocratic cultural development, campaigns and Crusades of the twelfth 

century. In the wake of these campaigns, the knight took on additional Christian qualities of 

piety and moral restraint in twelfth century literature, which helped to validate the class of 

armsbearers who patronized these works. To draw upon Marcus Bull’s earlier work in this 

regard, it is essential to draw a marked distinction between the eleventh century culture of 

armsbearers, loosely bound by the common experiences of fighting and training on horseback, 

and the romanticized chivalric depictions that developed in the decades following the Latin 

Christian conquest of Jerusalem.68 E. Amanda McVitty has shown that the pious and romantic 

traits associated with knighthood came about very slowly and were influenced by clear class 

imperatives to legitimize elite identities. These identity characteristics were contingent upon 

external validation. “Knighthood was represented as a superior state of manhood and knights 

were idealised as an elite chosen by God to help princes rule…claims to this status were always 

open to challenge, because knightly manhood depended on a complex interaction of innate 
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‘noble’ qualities carried in the paternal blood and the repeated and convincing performance of 

chivalric virtues.”69 

 

The Peace and Truce of God 

 

“From the hour of vespers on Wednesday until sunrise on Monday let there reign a 
settled peace and an enduring truce between all Christians, friends and enemies, 

neighbours and strangers, so that for these four days and five nights at all hours there 
may be safety for all men, so that they can devote themselves to business without 
fear of attack. Let those who, having pledged themselves to the truce, break it, be 
excommunicated, accursed, and abominated, now and forever, unless they repent 

and make amends. Whosoever shall kill a man on a day of the truce shall be 
banished and driven out of the country, and shall make his way into exile at 

Jerusalem.”70 
 

 There has been considerable scholarly debate regarding secular and religious collusion to 

limit warfare and promote public order. Historians such as Marcus Bull and H.E.J. Cowdrey 

have questioned whether the Peace and Truce of God movements managed to curtail fighting on 

the ground in the eleventh century and have sought to gauge the long-term legacies of these 

religious initiatives. These movements are of interest because their advocates sought to reshape 

how armsbearers viewed warfare and its victims. Clergy attempted to compel laymen to limit 

fighting through oaths and threats of excommunications and used their moral authority to 

establish new norms of behaviour. The legacy of these movements is complicated, but for 

scholars interested in the attributes associated with Christian manhood and Christian armsbearing 

there is much to consider.  
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There is no question that there were repeated efforts to promote greater commitments to 

peace initiatives throughout the eleventh century that did receive aristocratic patronage. The 

origins of one such movement, the Peace of God, can be traced back to the late tenth century. 

The Peace was first established in Aquitaine, and, through councils, local clergy proposed a 

series of goals they wished to achieve to promote public order and protect the Church from lay 

predation. In the late 980s and 990s there were a series of gatherings with regional nobles and 

local communities described in contemporary sources. The clergyman Letaldus of Micy 

described these events in his text, On the Bearing of Saint Junianus’ Body to the Council of 

Charroux. In it he relates how “at that time sinners were rising up like stalks of wheat. Evil 

people wasted the vineyard of the lord just as briars and thorns choke the harvest of the land.” He 

claims that in response to this violence, “it pleased bishops, abbots, and other religious men that 

a council be held at which the taking of booty would be prohibited and the property of the 

saints…would be restored. Other evils that fouled the air were also struck down by the sharp 

points of anathemas.”71 According to Letaldus, this movement had reasonably clear objectives as 

early as 989.72 Clergy had a clear interest in protecting their own land and assets, but they also 

used the occasion to make broader overtures to the lay community to reform its sinful behaviour. 

While the language is somewhat vague, Leutaldus appears to emphasize lay aggression, in 

addition to the theft of relics. He hopes that by confronting laymen with holy relics and the 

virtuous example of saints like Junianus, the clergy could promote a renewed commitment to 

peace and Christian values.  

                                                        
71 Letaldus of Micy, On the Bearing of Saint Junianus’ Body to the Council of Charroux, translated by T. Head, 
Pilgrimage in the Middle Ages: A Reader ed. Brett Edward Whalen (University of Toronto Press, 2011), 145 
72 Ibid.  
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This movement received the patronage of William V, the Duke of Aquitaine, who had 

strong relations with the Church and control over “some of the most prestigious monasteries in 

the region as lay abbot of Saint-HIlaire, Saint Maixent, Nouaillé, and Saint-Jean-d’Angély.”73 

Far from an organized or concerted movement with clear structure and intentions, the Peace of 

God should be seen as many “independent initiatives responding to local circumstances.”74 Its 

principal goal was to grapple with the political instability generated by a wave of fortress 

construction throughout the Duchy of Aquitaine, and was informed by William V’s inability to 

impose clear control over his notional domains. André Debord has shown that few charters use 

William as a chronological referent outside of Poitou, and that he had difficulty expanding his 

institutional authority beyond that region. William V was, therefore, the “first civil ruler to 

incorporate it into his own policies and [he] worked creatively with the church for their own 

mutual advantage.”75 The duke and clergy used the Peace as a means of promoting public order 

by limiting warfare to certain prescribed periods. Its advocates were motivated by sincere 

religious convictions, naked political calculations, but also financial considerations since the 

ecclesiastical and valuable monastic properties they represented were being damaged. The Peace 

of God was about religious consciousness-raising and ducal control. It sought to accomplish 

clear political objectives while marketing restraint and the safeguarding of Christian life to 

warriors who were sympathetic to these moral imperatives.  

A number of religious factors informed the receptiveness of lay communities to the Peace 

in the duchy of Aquitaine. The millennium triggered a wave of apocalyptic thinking that seems 

                                                        
73 André Debord, “The Castellan Revolution in Aquitaine” in T. Head’s The Peace of God: Social Violence and 
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74 Cushing, Reform and the Papacy, 39 
75 Daniel Callahan, “The Cult of the Saints in Aquitaine” in The Peace of God: Social Violence and Religious 
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to have influenced the intellectual life of local monasteries. Evidence for this change at the 

beginning of the eleventh century can be seen in the Cartulaire de Saint-Jean d’Angély, which 

indicates a spike in references to fears of the Last Judgment relative to the years before and 

after.76 Millenarian ideas encouraged penitentialism among laymen, and the great monasteries 

appear to have played a role in promotion of Christian manliness, piety and restraint to 

armsbearers.  

Bernhard Topfer has shown that in eleventh-century Burgundy and Aquitaine religious 

orders, like the Cluniacs, were able to cross the divide ‘“between monasterium and laity” and 

that their reform achieved “a wide expansion and a deep rooting even among the common 

men.”’77 Cluny and other religious orders nurtured a religious climate of penance and pilgrimage 

that benefitted the advocates of the Peace of God. As each monastery typically served as the 

custodians of holy relics to which the establishment itself was dedicated, these sites of monastic 

worship became massively popular pilgrimage destinations for local lay communities who were 

drawn to the mystery of these holy artifacts and their alleged power to grant blessings and 

miracles.78 The foot traffic to these locations became so intense in the tenth and eleventh 

centuries that the crowds of lay penitents from all walks of life began to disturb the regular 

services of the monks in residence. Special services were instituted, and additional worship 

spaces constructed to account for the excess demand. These sites became effective means by 

which reform ideas about the use of force, sexual permissibility, and moral behaviour could be 

propagated to members of the lay community by monks. They allowed for reformist views of 

                                                        
76 Cartulaire de Saint-Jean d’Angély, ed. G. Musset (Archives historiques de la Saintonge et de l’Aunis, 30; 1901). 
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public morality to leave the intellectual confines of the cloister and enter the discourses of lay 

penitents and pilgrims who patronized these highly desired worship services.  

This intense religious fervour is recorded in the writing of Bernard of Angers who 

documented in detail how these pilgrimage routes expanded in the early eleventh century.79 His 

Book of Saint Foy is a particularly valuable source that describes this local culture of piety and 

the numerous miracles attributed to relic veneration. Bernard’s depiction of the cult of Gerald of 

Aurillac is one such example. Gerald was a legendary figure and exemplar of knightly idealism 

who famously turned his lance backwards to avoid shedding blood. He was also a chaste man, 

who never married and lived in a pseudo-monastic existence until his death. In the early eleventh 

century Gerald had become a massively popular figure and folk saint, whose status was known 

across the Latin Christian world. Bernard of Angers specifically notes his unease about the 

extreme popularity of his cult during a journey through Southern France in the early eleventh 

century.80 Nonetheless, the success of the Aurillac cult is clear evidence that the principles that 

defined his life such as chastity, self-control and limited warfare resonated strongly with lay 

contemporaries in Aquitaine and its environs during this period. Moreover, this trend likely 

influenced their receptiveness to the ideas of the Peace of God movement emerging in the duchy 

during the years in which Bernard visited.  

As H.E.J. Cowdrey explains, “The purpose of the Peace of God, in its original form, was 

to place under ecclesiastical protection certain categories of persons such as monks, the clergy, 

and the poor; and certain categories of material things, like church buildings, church property, 

                                                        
79 Bernard of Angers, The Book of Sainte Foy trans. Pamela Sheingorn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1995). 
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and poor people’s means of livelihood.”81 The major monastic houses of Aquitaine had 

substantial land holdings throughout the region, from Aurillac to Poitou. Yet, due to the 

escalating decentralization of public power during this period, and an unprecedented increase in 

fortress construction throughout the south of France and the Loire valley, monastic lands and 

possessions had become progressively dispersed. These isolated territories were vulnerable to the 

predation of an increasingly independent class of local magnates and castellans. Located in their 

newly constructed citadels, often mottes and baileys constructed with packed earth and wood, 

these lords had an interest in exploiting these political realities and defensive capabilities for 

their own self-interest.82 The marketing of the Peace of God by monastic and lay public 

authorities, therefore, had obvious religious significance given the passions recorded by 

contemporaries that were aroused by the mass processions of reliquaries and statues. However, it 

also speaks to how practical political concerns came to be packaged in strident religious 

language for the mutual advantage of the regional church and public authorities.  

The Peace emerged in Limoges in the final decade of the tenth century and was also 

promoted by the use of saint veneration. The cult of St. Martial rapidly expanded shortly before 

the millennium and was accompanied by the composition of new vita celebrating his life. The 

Vita Prolixior S. Martialis was a text that read like a “major statement of Peace propaganda.”83 It 

describes “mass conversions to a gospel of peace…including the ruler and his soldiers, who 

accept an ethic of restraint and express their collective penitence with great emotion.”84 This vita 
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marketed a coherent vision of Christian manhood to lay audiences that demanded armsbearers 

reform their behaviour in a manner in keeping with the Gospels. In this work, the predatory 

culture of raiding and pillaging gives way to conversion and penance. St. Martial confronts the 

disruption caused by brigands and exorcises “the demon leader of a diabolic band, so named 

because he loved strife and dissension – the very personification of that bellicose temperament so 

rampant among the warrior class, the great enemy of the Peace of God.”85 These anecdotes show 

how the moral authority of a great saint could provide a powerful exemplar of masculinity and 

devotion for contemporaries. Moreover, this text shows that the goal of the Peace movement was 

not simply a reduction in fighting during certain prescribed periods; it was the broader reform of 

lay society with clear values in mind. It is difficult to know how widely this text and others like it 

were circulated, or how laymen responded to its ideas. Yet, as a source, this vita reveals some of 

the religious themes to which the aristocracy was exposed by the Peace movement, and how 

these men tried to reframe what lay warriors could or should be. The rapidity with which this 

saint cult expanded in Limousin would seem to indicate that large numbers of laymen did 

respond quite strongly to these calls for penance, conversion and restraint.  

The monk and historian Rodulfus Glaber described the complicity of Christian warriors 

in the victimization of local communities. Glaber’s work portrays armsbearers as antithetical to 

the public good, and he includes sinful clergy in his damning assessment of a society that has 

forgotten its Christian principles. He often communicated this disapproval in sexual terms and 

included a number of shocking anecdotes to emphasize this moral decline. The Historiarum uses 

social mores and sexual taboos to depict a society that has drifted from Christian norms: 

“Indeed, the prelates of both orders turned to avarice and began to commit many 
acts of rapine and cupidity…. Then, provoked by the example of the great, the 
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middling and lesser people sank to monstrous, disgraceful deeds. Indeed, when ever 
had such cases of incest and adultery, such illicit minglings between blood 

relations, so much wantonness of concubines, so much malevolence of evil people 
been heard of?”86 

 
[Nam ipsi primates ultriusque ordinis in avaritiam versi coeperunt exercere 
plurimas, ut olim fecerant, vel etiam eo amplius rapinas cupiditatis. Deinde 

mediocres ac minores exemplo majorum ad immania sunt flagitia devoluti. Quis 
enim unquam antea tantos incestos, tanta ad ulteria, tantas consanguinitatis illicitas 

permistiones, tot concubinarum ludibria, tot malorum aemulationes audiverat.] 
 

The consequences of this uncontrolled fighting were not only the destruction of property 

and the death of the innocent. For Glaber the moral integrity of Christian society was under 

threat. Raids, rape, and the degeneracy of those in religious orders were the result of a morally 

sick society producing poisonous fruit. In such a world, bereft of mechanisms to police these 

offenses, manliness had become animalistic. Physical prowess was not used to further any 

discernible public good, but rather served as a means for men to feed their base desires and sinful 

appetites. Glaber’s depiction is a warning and a lament. It is a call to action that impresses upon 

the reader the clear dangers of a culture of armsbearing unrestrained by Christian moral 

principles.  

Writing in the 1930s, the great German historian Carl Erdmann famously remarked that 

the Peace and Truce of God movements were “the first mass religious movement of the Middle 

Ages,”87 and had little doubt as to its formative impact on later Christian views regarding the 

necessity of controlling seigneurial warfare and channelling its energies against Christendom’s 

spiritual enemies. Erdmann’s contribution was the argument that the Peace movement was a 

crucial precondition for the later arrival of the crusades and bound the martial elite of Europe to 
                                                        
86 Rodulphus Glaber, Historiarum, 4.5. Trans. In The Peace of God: Social and Religious Response in France 
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the holy cause of cross-confessional war.88 Without it, the proto-chivalric ethos allegedly 

inculcated within the ranks of lay warriors would not have had time to germinate sufficiently and 

would have hampered the degree to which the Papacy could have appealed to the moral 

responsibilities of European lay warriors to protect innocents. Later in the 1970s, Georges Duby 

writing in a similar vein, contended that the interrelated campaigns of the Peace and Truce of 

God undoubtedly resulted in the formation of a discrete ordo for mounted warriors within Latin 

society. To briefly summarize his assessment, the friction produced by the feudal revolution’s 

collapse of central authorities in early eleventh century Southern France provided practical 

incentives for secular and religious leaders to cooperate in limiting the scale of domestic 

conflicts. Within Duby’s view, the inclusion of the military elite into this project thus attached to 

lay warriors a sense of self-awareness regarding their place and responsibilities in the wider 

Christian world and laid the foundations for the consequent tripartite division of Latin Christian 

society into the oratores, bellatores, and laboratores.89 In this fashion, religiously problematic 

components of lay masculinity were morally legitimized and channelled into a permissible 

vocation. At the Council of Narbonne in 1054 the language that was utilized was stark in its 

condemnation of all intra-confessional bloodletting. Amidst its other declarations the very first 

canon of the text prohibits in no uncertain terms the spilling of Christian blood by another 

Christian. One who does so blasphemes against the Lord because it is as if they are spilling the 

blood of Christ himself.90  

“So that none of the Christians may kill any other Christian: Because he who kills a 
Christian, without a doubt he spills the blood of Christ”  
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[ut nullus Christianorum alium quemlibet Christianum occidat : quia qui 
Christianum occidit, sine dubio Christi sanguinem fundit]91 

  
The Peace movement was concerned with the primary question of how to limit 

seigneurial bloodletting but it also contained within it broader considerations regarding the state 

of public morality. According to Amy Remensnyder those clerics and laymen who threatened the 

Peace consequently endangered at a metaphorical and spiritual level the mystical Body of 

Christ.92 It was the community of the faithful that directly benefitted from the political stability 

imposed by sympathetic lords. There was a Christian imperative for armsbearers to moderate 

their behaviour for the common good. In showing restraint, these warriors were showing manly 

virtue and were using their bodies to achieve a political environment where Christian lives would 

be preserved. 

The Truce of God emerged decades after the Peace was first promoted in Aquitaine. It 

was first proclaimed by Duke William in 1047 at Caen and would leave an impact on Anglo-

Norman approaches to public order well into the twelfth century. William of Poitiers’ chronicle 

provides a Norman clerical perspective on these events and records how the Duke proclaimed the 

Truce as an extension of his deeply felt piety. According to William of Poitiers, the man who 

would become William the Conqueror established the Truce to perform a Christian service for 

vulnerable members of the faithful.  

 “And so this man, worthy of his pious father and his pious ancestors, even while he 
was active in arms did not cease with his inward eye to gaze in awe on the eternal 
majesty. For whether conquering in external wars or suppressing sedition, rapine 

and brigandage, he served his country, where Christ was worshipped, so that more 
peace was enjoyed the less were sacred institutions violated.”93 
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[Vir itaque dignus pio parente ac piis maioribus, neque dum armatus actitabat 
oculum interiorem a timore sempiternae maiestatis deiiciebat. Armis namque 

proterendo bella externa, arcendo seditiones, rapinas, praedas, patriae consulebat 
Christum colenti; ut quo pace plus frueretur minus violerat sacra instituta.] 

 

According to the Gesta Guillelmi, Duke William was an exemplary Christian prince 

because he brought war only where it was necessary for defensible purposes that fulfilled the 

desirable Christian outcomes of peace and stability. This is a critical point to consider, which is 

repeated in the favourable representations of kingship presented by near contemporary English 

and Anglo-Norman authors such Orderic Vitalis, Henry of Huntington, and William of 

Malmesbury. In contrast to his enemies who preyed upon the helpless, the William portrayed in 

William of Poitier’s text was a man who valued justice. He fights against faithless retainers, 

bandits, and those who have reneged on sacred oaths made on holy relics. He uses military 

power to coerce base and immoral men to accept the order he has been commissioned by God to 

enforce. The Truce is a significant part of this narrative. By proclaiming the Truce this prince 

exerted his mastery over when and where force could be used in his lands. Through imposing 

peace and non-violence at certain times William showed the depth of his military prowess, which 

enforced these norms by “strict discipline.” The depiction of William’s justice and religiosity 

communicates the kinds of idealized values ascribed to great princes. Katherine Lewis, a noted 

scholar of medieval kingship, argues that mirrors for princes and literature patronized by the 

aristocracy continually esteem the merits of justice, piety, and wisdom, above all other values.94 

In keeping with these standards, William emerges from this text as a stern and moral prince who 

confronted the “rapine and brigandage” of weaker and less moral men plaguing Christian 

society. This duke embodies the greatest attributes of Norman warrior masculinity. He is a strong 
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prince embraces the institutions of law and Church. As the text states, his mastery of his territory 

is so total that his Truce is heard and obeyed. Efforts to effect similar periods of peace in 

neighbouring lands come to naught due to “unbridled wickedness.”  

William of Poitiers illustrates how the imposition of peace is a moral good, emphasizing 

the prowess of a great warrior, rather than diminishing it. The prince who can enforce the peace 

through feats of arms demonstrates his mastery in a manner that lesser lords constantly 

embroiled in conflict cannot.  So great is his power and military prowess that he has no need to 

loot from the poor. He has transcended these base behaviours and now uses his abilities to 

support the Christian institutions and communities of his realm. The reality, of course, was quite 

different. Duke William spent his entire life campaigning, and was never able to impose the kind 

of total control described by William of Poitiers. As an aspirational representation of what 

armsbearers could or should be, however, this document says a great deal of value. The text may 

be overly reverential, but it reveals the kinds of attributes attached to Christian manhood that 

were most prized by laymen and clergy alike. Other Norman sources corroborate the power of 

these ideas on laymen. Consider this excerpt recounting the deathbed advice of a Norman 

warrior to his son:  

“Show your men the faith you owe them and dominate them not as a tyrant but as a 
kind patron… Do not plunder… Care for what is rightfully yours, do not seize the 
property of others by violence… Honour God’s servants… Never try to deprive 

them of their possessions and revenues, nor allow your men to do violence to 
them.”95 

 

Thomas Bisson asserts that documents such as this, recorded by the English Benedictine 

chronicler Orderic Vitalis, speak to the sharpness of clerical and lay concerns regarding the 
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abuses committed by exploitative lords and barons.96 This may partially explain why so many 

contemporaries were motivated to participate in penitential movements such as the Peace and 

Truce of God. However, despite repeated references to the Peace and Truce of God, and the 

apparent willingness of some writers in the eleventh and twelfth century to reference them in 

their promotion of public order, some scholars have cast doubt on their alleged success in 

providing enduring periods of domestic stability. Marcus Bull’s text has been sharply critical of 

past scholarship’s insistence on its important role in limiting seigneurial warfare and has called 

into question the extent to which we should retrospectively posit an persistent place for the Peace 

and Truce of God movements in the lasting memories of families of contemporary lay warriors. 

Bull’s work, supported by the closely related scholarship of Dolorosa Kennelly, has 

demonstrated the major limitations the Peace and Truce of God experienced in practice 

confronting the worst excesses of local conflicts.97 Indeed, more and more, it seems increasingly 

difficult to posit such a connection, at least so far as past historiography has emphasized its 

supposed function in reshaping the collective martial ethics of an entire class of laymen. This 

does not negate its role entirely. The history of lay and clerical interaction fostered by these 

movements is continued evidence of the close cooperation between numerous representatives of 

these two branches of Latin society and the deep familial and social bonds that continued to 

colour their interactions. The search for greater public order continued to be a chief concern of 

the lay nobility, and their uneven success and initial failures in the decades of the first Peace 

movements should not be surprising given the scale of domestic instability extant during this 

period. In addition, the memory of the Peace and Truce of God movements did live on in the 
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imagination of reformers and members of the secular aristocracy, who would return to it in the 

later eleventh and early twelfth centuries. The Truce was often invoked at proclamation at Caen 

in 1047. King Henry I issued a royal ordinance on the Peace and Truce of God in 1135 to 

promote peace in the realm, and “from the time of the council of Lillebonne (1080) the role of 

the ducal courts in the enforcement of the Truce of God had been growing.”98 Explicit allusions 

to these initiatives can be seen in the papal propaganda and speeches of Pope Urban II; this 

matter will be covered in greater detail in the following chapter. 

 Despite Bull’s criticism, the organization and propagation of the Peace and Truce of God 

movements are evidence of substantial cooperation between secular and ecclesiastical powers 

over significant periods of time. They represent real collusion between two wings of Christian 

society that could have a complicated relationship. Far from being an exercise in clerical 

domination over lay nobility, local seigneurs saw substantial utility in advocating for the kind of 

domestic stability potentially offered by these campaigns and on many occasions cooperated 

extensively with local bishops. Perhaps the best example of this kind of lay and religious 

collaboration can be seen in the life and patronage of William V of Aquitaine. It was William V 

who became one of the most significant patrons of the Peace movement in the late tenth century, 

organizing the Council of Limoges in 994 following the outbreak of ergotism throughout 

southwestern France. Through his influence and the cooperation of local clergy, the council was 

able to convince other powerful magnates, such as Guy of Limoges and William of Angouleme, 

to commit to peace oaths aimed at improving the dire state of public order.99 While such 

agreements offered practical benefits, it would be simplistic to be uniformly distrustful of 
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William’s rationalization. William’s history of close collaboration with religious authorities to 

mitigate endemic conflict is suggestive of a real concern for curbing wanton disorder among his 

subjects. This cooperation did not simply benefit vulnerable clerics, poor communities and their 

property. These initiatives gave men like William a degree of religious authority they could use 

to promote public order. Claire Taylor has shown that subsequent peace councils at Poitiers in 

1010 and 1014 took place in towns directly held by William, or in towns that William desired to 

expand and consolidate his control, such as Charroux.  

There were clear incentives for secular elites to contribute to this emergent religious 

phenomenon with vigour given the potential outcomes and increased degree of control.100 In the 

account of Adhemar of Chabannes, it is obvious that willing secular allies of the Peace 

movement received the support of churchmen in their own endeavours, and laymen could use 

these opportunities to curry spiritual favour while achieving concrete political benefits. In 

Adhemar’s mind there was no question as to William’s right to enforce the Peace and his own 

claims as he saw fit, even when pursued through war, and the Church was there to support these 

efforts given the implications of continued unrest.101  

Motives are always difficult to discern from these sources, but it would be overly cynical 

for historians to assume that participants amongst the secular lords contributed their time and 

resources only for pragmatic or opportunistic reasons. These individuals were often related to the 

ranking churchmen who spearheaded and promoted these initiatives, and often they were pious 

men themselves who took these religious dilemmas seriously. Pragmatism and piety could marry 

quite well within these trying circumstances, and the actions of William situating these councils 

within places of strength makes enormous practical sense given the political fragility of the 
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surrounding lands. All of this is not to overstate such pieties, but merely to remind us as residents 

of a secular world not to be overly dismissive of their motivations and caution against the 

reflexive need to assume that a degree of pragmatism and genuine spiritual interest were 

necessarily mutually exclusive in the minds of lay participants. 

 

The Christianization of Norman Warrior Masculinity  

 

To the North of William’s territories, these concerns over public order and lay warfare 

figured prominently in the chronicles of Norman writers. Eleventh-century Norman literature 

records in detail the Norman transition from paganism to Christianity and depicts the evolution 

of Norman warriors from savage raiders to pious Christian armsbearers. Two men who 

contributed some of the most important histories from this period, Dudo of Saint-Quentin and 

William of Jumièges, are particularly useful as one can observe changes in the values ascribed to 

Norman armsbearers by comparing their accounts. One advantage of studying Norman 

armsbearers through the lens of gender is that Norman texts are so rich in detail when describing 

armsbearers and their military achievements. Natasha Hodgson’s article on competing 

masculinities during the First Crusade has observed that the Normans had a widespread 

reputation for their warlike behaviour that was frequently commented upon by Latin chroniclers. 

In her estimation, “At a time when the secular aristocracy largely equated masculinity with 

prowess on the battlefield, the Normans were described by their advocates as the most warlike of 

races.”102  
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In the works of Dudo of Saint-Quentin and William of Jumièges, Norman identity retains 

its fearsome reputation for aggression and military prowess, but there is also an attempt to soften 

its image. The representation of Norman armsbearers takes on more polished Christian qualities; 

their leaders become refined and display more restraint and wisdom. These works also betray a 

curious sensitivity regarding their Norse “pagan” past. Dudo’s history of the Normans, despite its 

inaccuracies and tangential forays into fantasy, offers modern historians a glimpse into what 

Marc Bloch characterized as “the mentality belonging to a particular environment and age.”103 

His text offers a glimpse into the kinds of moral, religious and cultural values represented by the 

Norman warrior ideal during its time of composition and allow us to discern how the pagan and 

Christian histories of Norman were reconciled within a post-conversion Norman consciousness. 

Both of these men bring a particular monastic perspective to their subject matter that often rather 

negatively informs the portrait of certain persons and events, particularly those before the mass 

conversion of the Norman people to Latin Christianity. Their representation of Norman 

masculinity is also clearly gendered and consistently employs a set of values for a warrior that in 

some respects does not change post-conversion. Whether Christian or non-Christian, one earned 

respect in the Norman world through the bearing of arms in service to one’s lord. 

“At first glance, Norman historiography does not resist the application of gender as a 
category – unlike violence. The honour of the Norman warrior is clearly gendered 

male. From Dudo of St Quentin’s ‘History of the First Norman Dukes’ down to the 
twelfth century, manliness is constantly and explicitly referred to as a prerequisite of 

respect and authority in Norman texts. To fight like a man (viriliter) is a standard 
exhortation in the stylised orations which Norman chroniclers ascribe to their dukes, 

and manly valour is the highest form of praise they confer.”104 
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Identity and acceptance in the homosocial world of Norman armsbearers is contingent 

upon embodied characteristics and a record of proving them in the field. In the beginning of his 

account, Dudo cites the spectacularly insatiable sexual appetites of Norman men as being a 

central reason for the population crisis that is said to have precipitated the Norman incursions 

into France. He writes, “Now these people burn with too much wanton lasciviousness, and with 

singular depravity debauch and mate with as many women as they please, and do so, by mingling 

together in illicit couplings they generate innumerable children.”105 William of Jumièges, writing 

several decades after Dudo, posits a similar explanation for Norse expansion into France. He, 

similarly, blames the sexual licentiousness and overpopulation of their homeland for the decision 

to launch expeditions to establish settlements in France.106 In his text, Malthusian pressure had 

become compounded over time, leading to urgent incursions to the periphery to stabilize their 

communities. The emphasis upon overpopulation and sexual concupiscence also serves another 

purpose here: It reifies the association of the Norman male with a formidable libido.  If insatiable 

lust and a compulsive desire for warfare were two central pillars of manhood in Norman 

chronicles, emphasizing them can allow chroniclers to critique these desires while surreptitiously 

underlining them and the power of Norman virility. This duality allows writers to highlight the 

masculine appetites that drive Norman men to be such fearsome Christian warriors as they argue 

that such energies must be channelled into licit contexts. The physical body was critical in the 

Norman evaluation of maleness. As Eickels observes, “Norman usage made no difference 

between the concrete and figurative use of the words ‘manly’ and ‘unmanly’. This indifference 
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created a close link between sex and gender in the conceptualisation of manliness. Royal, ducal 

and noble honour were only gendered male, but construed as masculine in a way that the 

boundaries between the physical and the social aspects of manhood collapsed.”107  

This emphasis upon “problematic” traits of lay behaviour, such as unchecked sexuality 

and promiscuity, serve a surreptitious purpose for writer and reader. In a manner not dissimilar 

from the Victorian attitudes, discussed by Foucault in his History of Sexuality, the act of 

discussing a topic of repression, even through condemnatory language, can itself be a “deliberate 

transgression” and a licit means of speaking the unspeakable. Foucault continues:  

“The affirmation of a sexuality that has never been more rigorously subjugated than 
during the age of the hypocritical, bustling, and responsible bourgeoisie is coupled 

with the grandiloquence of a discourse purporting to reveal the truth about sex, 
modify its economy within reality, subvert the law that governs it, and change its 
future. The statement of oppression and the form of the sermon refer back to one 

another; they are mutually reinforcing.”108 
 

To vocalize an observation about sexual conduct, even one that ostensibly seeks to 

validate sexual normativity through the condemnation of another, is not an expression of control. 

Even when the speaker is part of the institutional apparatus that exerts influence over the 

production of hegemonic conceptions of normativity, they are nonetheless still personally subject 

to its role in manufacturing their own insecurities. The expression of orthodoxy can itself be an 

apprehensive outburst conditioned by one’s own desire to consider taboo alternatives beyond the 

pale. As Oscar Wilde famously remarked, “everything is about sex, except sex; sex is a about 

power.” Placed within a cultural milieu where sexuality has such destabilizing potential, the 

language of condemnation can offer freedoms that are otherwise impossible. They allow one to 

entertain blamelessly what cannot be entertained, and to think what cannot be thought, under the 
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guise of didactic intention or censure. The subjects of such a critique, in this case Norman men, 

are not delegitimized; rather, they become further exoticized and eroticized in the imagination of 

the beholder. The past debauchery of such a people, with their capitulation to base appetites, 

makes their conversion to Christian mores all the more miraculous. This torrent of potential 

sexual and masculine energy, with its “objectionable” extremes, can therefore serve as a potent 

form of collective affirmation and ethnic myth making so long as the actualization of these male 

drives is constrained to licit contexts.  

One interesting aspect of these origin stories is that they sharply diverge around the place 

of pre-Christian Norman society and its values in their cultural history. There are very different 

views put forward regarding the honour and respect that should be shown to these Pagan peoples, 

particularly given their propensity for morally ambiguous or transgressive actions to establish 

their early foothold in Northern France. Dudo was clearly enamoured with some of these 

legendary exploits. While he may have retained a sense of moral distance from his subjects given 

his clerical background, he produced his version through extensive engagement with pre-

Christian Scandinavian sources. While he privileges the conversion of the Normans to 

Christianity, a process he justifiably remembers as greatly informing nascent Norman culture and 

politics,109 he demonstrates an almost playful curiosity at times for the fascinating complexity of 

their pre-Christian past. Marjorie Chibnall has observed that one of Dudo’s central 

preoccupations with this text was to establish a classically inspired genealogy, one that linked the 

ancestries of the Northmen into the web of legendary families that had fled Troy following its 

fabled conquest by the Greeks. Dudo wanted to embed early Norman communities into the fabric 

of imperial Europe and was content to fashion a heavily mythologized narrative that 
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satisfactorily connected his people to the broader European world.110 Moreover Dudo wanted to 

represent Norman dukes in a manner that moderated, at least to some extent, their well-earned 

reputation for violent characteristics and cruelty. Their behaviour matures over time into 

something comparably sophisticated, and it becomes tempered by their adoption of Christian 

virtues. Their leaders grow in nobility as their power and sphere of influence increased. Chibnall 

and Davis note that William of Jumièges and Dudo of St. Quentin both made a point of 

associating Norman dukes with desirable traits, such as piety, wisdom, and justice in their 

histories. It is not difficult to understand why this would have been such a priority.111 A gradual 

process of political maturation and spiritual development was unfolding, and the infusion of 

these traits helped these men reimagine Norman princes in a comparatively defensible Christian 

mode.  

“On their return, Harold inquired what news they brought; when, after relating at full 
the noble confidence of the general, they gravely added, that almost all his army had 
the appearance of priests; as they had the whole face with both lips shaven; for the 

English leave the upper lip unshorn, suffering the hair continually to increase, which 
Julius Caesar, in his treatise on the Gallic War, affirms to have been a national 

custom with the ancient inhabitants of Britain. The king smiled at the simplicity of 
the relators, observing, with a pleasant laugh, that they were not priests, but soldiers, 

strong in arms and invincible in spirit.”112 
 

 The Anglo-Norman chronicler, William of Malmesbury, provides us with one of the most 

fascinating and well-researched glimpses into the turbulent political climate of his age. Many 

scholars regard him as the finest English historian since his eighth century predecessor Bede, a 

man whose work William clearly admired. The Historia Regum Anglorum consciously emulated 
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Bede’s seminal work Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,113 and covers an enormous range 

of material, from domestic political history to the expeditions of the First Crusade. William’s 

chronicle is important for this study as its account of late eleventh and early twelfth century 

Norman history further underscores how Norman chroniclers sought to emphasize Christian 

virtues in their representation of ideal manliness in order to further legitimize their patrons.  

To give an example, William of Malmesbury’s account of the Norman invasion of 

England in 1066 often veers closer to hagiography than history. On one level one could claim 

that Duke William was in a religiously delicate position as he sought to bring war to a fellow 

Christian nation during a time of earnest lobbying by churchmen for a reduction in 

intraconfessional warfare.114 From the perspective of William of Malmesbury, it was necessary to 

portray these events in such as way as to negate these potential religious objections and ensure 

that his chronicle supported the validity of Norman interests. He achieved this by presenting 

William the Conqueror as a person who, despite his complicity in so many deaths, remained 

conscious of religious and moral directives. At the very least, he attempted to adhere to them 

where possible. As the future king, he emerges from this account with a spiritually infused 

confidence. His cause, and the people who fight for it, are so virtuous and divinely endorsed. His 

men are even said to arrive in England with the extraordinary physical appearance of Catholic 

priests. This semiotic connection with the clergy is an arresting one. It jars the reader and helps 

to enunciate the intentional connection made in the following excerpt. 

“The English, as we have heard, passed the night without sleep, in drinking and 
singing, and in the morning proceeded without delay towards the enemy…On the 

other hand, the Normans passed the whole night in confessing their sins, and 
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received communion of the Lord’s Body in the morning…Then beginning the song 
of Roland, that the warlike example of that man might stimulate the soldiers”115 

 

 In this account, Norman armsbearers, encamped against their Anglo-Saxon enemies, 

were not the servants of a predatory nobility seeking to enrich themselves upon the territories of 

Britain. On the contrary, William and his counterparts are instead linked explicitly to the 

mythologized apogee of early medieval Frankish power embodied by Charlemagne and his 

Carolingian heirs. In the Oxford version of The Song of Roland, composed in the late eleventh 

century, the use of force had the sanction of the Lord, as enemies were rendered not only non-

Christians but also non-persons, distorted through the lens of common Catholic prejudices. 

According to Malmesbury, William, therefore, becomes the new Charlemagne, who marches 

into battle against a foe delegitimized through its connection with the hordes of Muslim warriors 

populating Roland’s chanson de geste. This obvious literary connection illustrates the profound 

impact that chanson de geste literature had on idealistic depictions of Latin Christian 

knightliness and lay armsbearing during the early decades of the twelfth century.  

 Additional evidence for the ideological usefulness and literary popularity of The Song of 

Roland in Norman chronicles from this period can be seen in Ralph of Caen’s account of the 

First Crusade. Composed in the early twelfth century, Ralph based his version on extant accounts 

and first hand knowledge of the Crusade, and drew from its great champions Bohemond of 

Taranto and Tancred de Hauteville, whom Ralph knew personally as chaplain. In his account of 

the battle of Dorylaeum, a hugely vulnerable moment in the history of the second expedition that 

nearly ended in disaster, Ralph describes his lords in fawningly romantic terms. He writes, “You 
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would say that Roland and Oliver had been reborn if you saw the raging of the count, this one 

with a spear and that one with a sword.”116  

This deeply romantic version of the engagement is a notable addition to some of the 

traditional ways in which this battle had been framed. William of Poitiers has represented the 

Norman invasion in archetypal terms. In his version, Duke William exhorted his men using a 

conventional taxonomy, declaring:  

“Now is the time for you to show your strength, and the courage that is yours…If 
you bear yourselves valiantly you will obtain victory…Men, worthy of the name, do 

not allow themselves to be dismayed by the number of their foes…The vigorous 
courage of a few men…must prevail…Only be bold so that nothing shall make you 

yield.”117 
 

Written in the wake of Norman Conquest, but before the advent of the First Crusade, 

Williams’s text appears less concerned than Malmesbury’s with the niceties of inter-confessional 

conflict. His justification is short and does little to explore the moral implications of such an 

event. John Bliese, however, has observed that certain other twelfth century Norman or Anglo-

Norman chroniclers, such as Henry of Huntingdon and Wace, do attempt to provide additional 

moral justification for such Christian bloodletting.118 Wace, for example, emphasizes the 

“felonies, treasons and falsehoods, which the men of this country have always done and said to 

our people. They have done much ill to our kindred, as well as to other people, for they do all the 

treason and mischief they can.”119 Wace believes that there are circumstances in which the taking 

of human life is not only licit but also commendable. Legitimate authorities have the right to 
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protect their people from external and domestic threats. Moreover, they also possess the right to 

forcibly subdue rebels, or those who betray oaths of fidelity to their lords. Moreover, like Henry 

of Huntingdon, he demonstrates an awareness of the suffering of common people from war. In 

Wace’s history, the Roman de Brut, he repeatedly cites the pain inflicted upon defenseless 

communities and suggests that righteous rulers demonstrate their Christian restraint by protecting 

these vulnerable persons. Consider the following excerpt:   

“Quarrels were picked in city streets and the barons were at war…They caused 
people much hardship: may God destroy their whole race! At the start they had the 
best of it and gave the king great trouble. Finally, he made a great effort, collected 
soldiers, gathered men together and did not overlook a single Saxon dwelling place 

from which he could take a useful hostage. Then he kept the peace until his 
death.”120 

 
In this passage Wace identifies the virtues of a man who would use his strength to impose order 

upon his lands. The reinstitution of the peace is the desirable endpoint of the use of force, and it 

is acceptable to utilize ruthless measures, at least in the short term, provided the war deemed to 

be defensible. Their goal must be the prevention of further turmoil and the restoration of peace.   

Henry of Huntingdon discusses these ideas frequently in his Historia Anglorum. His 

work provides some particularly interesting commentary on the ethics of warfare given the fact 

that he composed his history during the Anarchy, a period of civil war which tore apart England 

following the death of Henry I. Henry of Huntingdon often employs phrases like “justifiable 

anger” to describe lords who had been betrayed by their vassals. Men who resist unjust assertions 

of power by opportunists resist them “manfully” and justifiably take their revenge upon them 

with “great slaughter”.121 The men who engage in rebellion burn with “jealousy and hatred”; 

rather than facing their lords like men in the field they plot to kill their lords and their families in 
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the night like cowards.122 Like Wace, he too expresses concern for men who abuse their powers 

to profit off of the peasantry. As he writes in the Historia Anglorum, these are “evil customs” 

and are the actions of brutal men who engage in “savagery”. This language is particularly strong 

in the context of his discussion of Norman abuses. He writes:  

“Their character is such that when they have brought their enemies so low that they 
can cast them down no further, they bring themselves down, and reduce their lands 

to poverty and waste. Always the Norman lords, when they have crushed their 
enemies, since they cannot avoid acting brutally, crush their own men also in 

wars.”123 
 

While we can disregard some of the invective as rhetorical hyperbole, this passage reveals the 

kinds of abuses ascribed to armsbearing laymen who allowed themselves to be ruled by the 

appetites and passions. Men who lacked compassion, and Christian concern for the common 

people, were believed to descend into butchery of this kind. Henry, like Wace, underscores the 

importance of opposing this kind of aggression, and to temper the violent proclivities of 

armsbearers with greater self-control.  

In the Historia Anglorum Henry attempts to explain some of this aberrant behaviour. He 

asserts that infidelity, for example, was tied to a deficiency in character. Those who deceived or 

plotted against their superiors were false men; they jeopardized the public order and the lives of 

the innocent. Henry, like his contemporary Wace, suggests that the use of force by legitimate 

authorities could be defensible if war was used to preserve the established order. Oaths of 

fidelity, after all, were often made over holy relics. Henry of Huntingdon reminds us that Harold 

“swore to William [the Conqueror] on many precious relics of the saints”124, which sets up his 

following narrative of William’s just war against him under a papal banner. To break these 
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pledges of allegiance was not only an offence against their lord, it was an insult to God. It was 

entirely reasonable for these authorities to take action against such persons if they proved 

treasonous. Wace and Henry of Huntingdon believed that it was necessary to contextualize 

warfare within a pattern of wrongdoing suffered by an aggrieved individual. Yet, once again, we 

must remember that the actions taken by betrayed lords in these works still involved the 

committing of sin. The taking of human life on the battlefield still necessitated penance and 

confession, even with a papal banner. The historian David Bates has suggested that the details of 

the Penitential Ordinance of Ermenfrid, which specified the penances for combatants at 

Hastings, remain unclear. We do not know the extent to which the ordinance was implemented 

by ecclesiastical and secular authorities, and Bates has even asserted that it is possible the 

ordinance was “window-dressing”.125 If, however, effort was taken to enforce the ordinance, 

Bates notes that the language established a dichotomy of guilt that distinguished between those 

who fought out of a sense of justice and those who fought for plunder. Bates contends that it is 

possible that only the latter were truly murderers.126  

Other Norman and Anglo-Norman chroniclers discuss these moral issues and their 

ramifications for armsbearers and masculinity. William of Poitiers offers perhaps the most 

unique assessment of Norman conceptions of masculinity and warrior values during the closing 

decades of the eleventh century. Unlike Dudo of St. Quentin and William of Jumièges, William 

of Poitiers had been a soldier by trade before entering the monastery later in life. He, therefore, 

brings a particularly well-informed perspective to the matters of cultural ideals or prevailing 

sentiments among his contemporary armsbearers. He can speak knowledgeably about how men 

of his former vocation perceived the endemic warfare of the period and the ways in which 
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spirituality and religious ideas informed the life of the warrior. William of Poitier’s particular 

value as a source, given his prior experience in combat, is not something recognized solely by 

modern scholars. The twelfth century Anglo-Norman chronicler, Orderic Vitalis, similarly 

identified his work as having special value due to his intimate knowledge of the subject. Orderic 

Vitalis described William in the following terms: 

“He had been a brave soldier before entering the church, and had fought with 
warlike weapons for his earthly prince, so that he was all the better able to describe 
the battles he had seen through having himself some experience of the dire perils of 
war. In his old age he gave himself up to silence and prayer, and spent more time in 

composing narratives and verse than in discourse.”127 
 

Orderic Vitalis recognized that William of Poitiers brought something unique to his 

interpretation of these events because he understood the Norman military culture in which 

laymen operated. William understood, implicitly, how these campaigns unfolded and the kinds 

of moral and religious anxieties that may have troubled the minds of soldiers serving within 

them. When he discussed instances of cruelty in warfare perpetrated against civilian populations 

we know that William of Poitiers had some prior experience of what fighting looked like in this 

period. Consequently, his account brought to bear a veteran’s practiced eye to this material; his 

intermittent moral commentary is, therefore, more insightful in explaining the mindset of the lay 

warriors discussed therein.  

William takes great pains to emphasise his commitment to the truth in his chronicle, as 

perhaps one would expect from a person claiming to provide an unbiased account of the events 

in question. “Poets were allowed to imagine wars so that they could write about them, and to 

amplify their knowledge in any way they like by roaming through the fields of fiction. But we 

will purely and simply praise the duke or king, to whom nothing impure was beautiful, never 
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taking a single step beyond the bounds of truth.”128 The second sentence of the above quotation 

might raise some eyebrows on that score, yet the chronicle that follows does nevertheless present 

a moderately tempered depiction of William’s glories. It acknowledges the Duke’s occasional 

propensity to engage in less than noble deeds. Duke William emerges from this text as a 

fearsome warrior, and a fellow who possesses substantial personal gifts in wisdom and charity. 

He could be ruthless with his enemies, and he establishes a reputation for himself as a formidable 

prince feared by his enemies. William of Poitiers maintains a careful balance here in this 

representation of lay virtues and masculine attributes. He is willing to include arguably more 

problematic episodes of wanton violence perpetrated by Duke William in order to concede the 

historical reputation he had merited. William was a controversial figure in his own time, and it 

would be ill advised and perhaps futile to wish to completely expunge his account of all 

excesses.  

Consider, for example, the following excerpt: “The Duke with his praiseworthy 

clemency, pitying the misfortunes of this man, as before he had pitied Guy, did not wish him, 

banished and penniless as he was, to be punished more shamefully. Instead he granted him his 

patrimony, with his favour…”129 This rather formulaic affirmation of the Duke’s capacity for 

mercy testifies to the Duke’s capacity for virtue when the particular contingent circumstances 

allow for them to be more reasonably expected. Like other anecdotes in the chronicle, William 

includes with some regularity nods towards William’s positive traits as a means of tempering the 

moral consequences engendered by his inclusion of other episodes. “From that time many hostile 

acts of the kind that invariably occur off the battlefield between such enemies were committed 
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by both sides.”130 From the historical record we see that Duke William used force in ways that 

were ruthless, even by the standards of the eleventh century; William of Poitiers does not wish to 

re-litigate that score. He does, however, wish to explain the environment in which they occurred 

in order to better contextualize them. William of Poitiers knows that an audience familiar with 

war will accept on practical grounds the kinds of collateral damage to which he alludes. The 

deliberate targeting of civilian populations was a common tactic during medieval conflicts and 

the Normans are not innocent of similarly indulging in this activity. The difference for William 

of Poitiers is that Duke William is a prince with a legitimate grievance, and in this context he 

possesses the moral high ground. The chronicle acknowledges that fighting a fellow Christian 

was undesirable, and that internecine war of this kind was a tragic breakdown in the public order. 

As William of Poitiers states earlier in his account, “the very name of peace was sweet and 

pleasant, and the reality of it truly delightful and salutary.”131 William resolves the issue through 

the delegitimation of the Duke’s opponent.  

“He does not seek to attack the land of a peaceful lord, but that of a most cruel 
tyrant, full of warlike ardour, as was explained above, whom the most powerful 

counts and dukes feared like a dread thunderbolt…And then, still more astonishing, 
he does not attack this enemy without warning while he is unprepared, but informed 

him forty days in advance where, when and for what reason he will come.”132 
 

In contradistinction to his enemy, Duke William is conscious of the rules of war. As a 

proto-chivalric warrior he recognizes the moral responsibility thrust upon him as a commander 

and accepts that a person using force should channel it as carefully as possible. According to 

William of Poitiers, the duke’s willingness to broadcast his movements and location 

demonstrates his desire to draw out his foes to a place of his choosing to settle the issue in a 
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setting suitable for honourable battle. William, the faultless Christian warrior, wishes to settle the 

issue directly. He does not wish to lower himself to the chevauchée, or conventional raiding 

practices common to the period.  The text condemns his opponent as a man whose perfidious 

behaviour towards his people and neighbours has invalidated his legitimacy as a lord. The 

differences between these men could not be starker and serve to substantially mitigate the moral 

and religious issues engendered by this renewed outbreak of Christian bloodletting. William of 

Poitiers’ account presents a carefully considered depiction of Christian warrior culture. The 

clerical sentiments of the author shape the narrative, which presents war as a phenomenon to be 

preferentially avoided in favour of the joys of peace. Yet, as a former soldier, he recognizes its 

utility as a means of effecting justice and exerting one’s political will. As a consequence, Duke 

William, his ideal warrior, embodies a set of traits informed by religious values that echo the 

advocates of the Peace and Truce of God. Warnings before combat, set time tables for 

engagements, and the communication of intentions to settle upon an agreed theatre for battle all 

explicitly invoke the kinds of principles propagated by early reformers who sought to moderate 

lay conflicts in Europe. Duke William’s assent to these doctrines in this text, and his decision to 

put them into practice, offer us a literary representation of Christian martialism in action. This is 

a form of bellicose Christian masculinity that is cognizant of reformist ideals and sympathetic to 

their intentions. It is, nevertheless, true that the real Duke William did not fit into this mould 

given his legacy of cruelty against Anglo-Saxon communities and penchant for punishing his 

enemies with brutal public consequences. Recalling one particularly memorable instance, the 

Norman historian Wace writes:  

“…those who had insulted him and abused him he had taken before Alençon and 
had their hands and feet cut off. He had their feet thrown into the castle in order to 

frighten those inside. They were terrified and the duke swore on holy relics that they 
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should expect a similar reward if they failed to hand over the castle to him at 
once.”133 

 
 William’s capacity for utter ruthlessness in his treatment of his enemies is beyond doubt. 

His methods did, nevertheless, serve a purpose. Terror tactics of this kind were meant to be on 

balance life saving and time saving for the Normans who employed them. They were effective 

tactical measures that yielded positive results and helped to end sieges that could linger on for 

months if not years. The occupants of Alençon surrendered immediately after this act of brutality 

and William spared their lives. What one can realistically conclude from such a mixed picture, 

one that oscillates so wildly from calculated cruelty to proto-chivalric warrior idealism? The two 

are not necessarily irreconcilable. This is precisely what one would expect to see during this 

period in which clerical observers and sympathetic members of the nobility passionately debated 

the nature of lay warfare and how best to manage it. The duke’s inability to completely conform 

to more ideal standards of behaviour, or a form of Christian masculinity that some reformers 

desired to be hegemonic, confirms his human failings and the fallen nature of warfare in general.  

William’s failings, however, are precisely not the point. Failure is what one would expect 

from the warlike people of Norman legend whose Norse ancestors had plundered the monasteries 

of Britain and France and terrorized numerous Christian communities. This was a people who 

celebrated a savagely violent military history stretching back into a complicated Viking past. 

Failure is what one would anticipate in virtually every single domain of Latin Christian Europe 

in the mid to late eleventh century when seigneurial conflcts were the quotidian reality. As 

Connell and Messerschmidt remind us, “Thus, hegemonic masculinities can be constructed that 

do not correspond closely to the lives of any actual men. Yet these models do, in various ways, 

                                                        
133 Wace, Roman de Rou trans. Glyn S. Burgess (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2004), 139.  
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express widespread ideals, fantasies, and desires…Furthermore, they articulate loosely with the 

practical constitution of masculinities as ways of living in every- day local circumstances.” 

The ideals being advocated have significance even though contemporaries who 

encountered or expressed them fell short. What matters in these texts are the instances when the 

religious and spiritual exhortations of reformers finally succeed in entering lay consciousness 

and break the cycle, if only temporarily, of these relentless histories of conflict. Richard M. 

Kaeuper has similarly commented upon this tension between the convenient and laudatory 

valorization of knighthood articulated by some religious and lay commentators who sought to 

encourage the martial elite to embody a more restrained and moral set of pious values. In his 

assessment, he suggest that “this illustration, in other words, is prescriptive not descriptive” and 

often does not helpfully describe the real world climate of lay relations and seigneurial 

warfare.134  

Despite the appropriate nature of this sobering reminder not to overstate the facts, we do 

nonetheless have some persuasive evidence that contemporaries took these concerns seriously, 

even if the practical realities of campaign and bloodshed made them difficult if not impossible to 

implement. In William of Poitiers’ history, as in Wace’s version, the use of force takes on 

structure. It becomes intelligible as it is channelled and purposefully utilized by participants who 

value peace and public order. Its practitioners begin to recognize the importance of moderating 

its worst excesses and conducting themselves with greater self-reflection. William of Poitiers 

accomplishes two critical objectives in his text. Firstly, he successfully celebrates a great 

Norman leader, and glorifies those achievements that have added so much to contemporary 

Norman prestige. Secondly, he presents the Normans as a formidable people within Europe who 

                                                        
134 Richard Kaeuper, Holy Warriors: The Religious Ideology of Chivalry, 4. 
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have transcended their murderous past as a Viking scourge and now typify the values and 

sophistication of Latin Christian society.  

 This chapter has introduced the major religious movements and political crises that 

shaped the thoughts and beliefs of laymen in Latin Christian communities during the eleventh 

century. The emergence of clerical reform and cooperative efforts to calm a long history of 

political instability in the eleventh century witnessed decades of transformation and religious 

renewal in both lay and clerical communities. These, in turn, changed how constituent parts of 

lay masculinity were viewed and rehabilitated in works composed by clerical authors. Through 

the proliferation of popular pilgrimage and the personal encounter of laypeople with monastic 

ideals a wave of penitentialism and moral reform entered into the consciousness of laymen and 

advocated for the promotion of public order. These religious attitudes touched on the basic 

constitutive elements of masculinity, from sexual ethics to the centrality of martial prowess in 

the construction of male identity. They led to new deliberations regarding how laymen related to 

their clerical peers in the gendered hierarchies of men in Western Christendom. Laypeople were 

not passive actors in this process. They readily engaged and shaped the kinds of popular 

movements that emerged in the eleventh century; they played an important role in promoting 

moral reform in their own communities. Innovative and idealized visions of Christian manhood 

were coalescing in treatises, chronicles, histories and popular literature that formulated a new 

way of being male in Christian society. These ideas leveraged traditional traits for the benefit of 

public order and Latin Christian defence, while channelling other less desirable male impulses 

into more acceptable outlets. These processes helped to nurture a growing audience of laymen in 

constituencies throughout Latin Christian Europe that would be amenable to the kinds of 

preaching and religious objectives propagated by the Church and her emissaries in the 1090s.  
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Chapter 2 

Crusade Preaching and Lay Masculinity 

Masculinity was a “descriptive tool” used to “communicate approval or disapproval” of 

the actions of particular persons in the chronicles of the First Crusade.135 Armsbearers were 

conditioned by a homosocial culture of aggression to show their worthiness to others through 

very specific masculine actions. These men demonstrated their lineage and status through the 

domination of others and derived their best qualities from the blood of these ancestors. Clergy 

were aware of these lay concerns since many churchmen came from the same elite aristocratic 

families. They were known to exploit these anxieties in their preaching and interactions and did 

so in the promotion of the Crusade. In Robert of Rheim’s chronicle, the Pope exhorted 

armsbearers to consider the feats of military prowess performed by their glorious forebears and 

to strive to emulate their strength of character. Robert wrote:  

“Let the deeds of your ancestors move you and incite your minds to manly achievements; 
the glory and greatness of king Charles the Great, and of his son Louis, and of your other 
kings, who have destroyed the kingdoms of the pagans, and have extended in these lands 

the territory of the holy church.”136 
 

[Moveant vos et incident animos vestros ad virilitatem gesta praedecessorum vestorum, 
probitas et magnitudo Karoli Magni regis, et Ludovici filii eius, aliorumque regum 

vestorum, qui regna paganorum destruxerunt et in eis fines sanctae Ecclesiae 
dilataverunt.] 

 
These romantic sentiments demonstrate the kinds of gendered language utilized by clergy and 

clerical preachers in the early years of the Crusade movement. In recalling their lineage, the Pope 
                                                        
135 Natasha Hodgson, “Normans and Competing Masculinities on Crusade” in Crusading and Pilgrimage in the 
Norman World (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2015). 
136 Robert of Rheims, Historia Hierosolymitana in RHC, Occ. III, 728. Trans. Dana C. Munro in The First Crusade: 
“The Chronicle of Fulcher of Chartres’” and other Source Materials ed. Edward Peters (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 27-28. 
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invokes a set of masculine qualities inherited from their noble fathers such as virilitatem and 

probitas. These hereditable gifts were embodied by lay armsbearers and passed from generation 

to generation. Consequently, the men who possessed them were called upon to prove themselves 

worthy of standing in such a proud genealogical tradition. Their status was conferred to their 

bodies, in part through the lifeblood that animated them. But this was not enough in and of itself: 

this blood was internal, secret, and unknown to others. It had to be proven in the open light of 

day for others to see. Performativity was essential. The failure of a well born man to live up to 

the expectations imposed upon him by his father was to reveal that they came from a “bad 

genetic line or other ignoble formation.”137 In the History of the Holy Grail, the text explains that 

the moral deficiencies of one knight can be traced to his low parentage, “a vile peasant.”138  

This chapter examines the language used to promote the expeditions of the First Crusade 

and discuss how clerical actors exploited male anxieties and masculine expectations in their 

preaching to lay audiences. Clergy promoted armed penitential pilgrimage by reminding them of 

their Christian responsibilities to defend the faithful from external threats. They also invoked 

historical precedent such as the Truce of God to contend that laymen had a moral duty to channel 

fighting and war into more permissible contexts. Men were exhorted to fight on the pagan 

periphery and spare the poor, women, children, and clergy. Preachers of the crusade highlighted 

the unique threat of Islam to vulnerable members of the faithful seen as ideally under the 

protection of just Christian men. These overtures placed new expectations upon laymen; they 

could use their bodies to win fame and achieve greater status in the eyes of their peers. Laymen 

came to view these campaigns as opportunities to cultivate spiritual goods, as chances to perform 

                                                        
137 Richard Kaeuper, Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe (Oxford: OUP, 1999), 190.  
138 History of the Holy Grail trans. Carol J. Chase (Cambridge: D.S Brewer, 2010), 113.  
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penance and reform sinful behaviour, and also as venues to win glory for themselves and their 

families in a struggle for the Holy Land.  

Scholars have exhaustively studied many of the sources considered in this chapter. Yet, it 

is only in the last thirty years that the historians of gender in the medieval world have begun to 

explore these historical processes with vigour. The intention of this chapter is to view these same 

texts through a gendered lens and produce a fresh reading that considers the implications of 

crusade and clerical preaching on the bodies, attitudes, and masculine expectations ascribed to 

armsbearers. This gendered reading is interested in the set of values and behaviours projected 

upon armsbearers, both by clergy and laymen, and seeks to understand how the values that 

constructed “hegemonic masculinity” were established and reified by Latin Christian laymen.  

Pope Urban, and the men who preached the crusade, seem to have understood the 

inherent contradictions of Christian armsbearing that weighed upon those laymen who cared to 

contemplate these spiritual matters. In his preaching, Urban recognized that he could use the 

expectations and sensitivities of armsbearers to extend legitimacy to his religious and political 

objectives. Urban called upon laymen to prove, through feats of arms, their right to claim noble 

ancestry. He challenged them to make visible to God and their fellow men those prized 

embodied qualities that justified their status and vocation. The crusade was a pilgrimage, an 

armed penitential march to the Holy Land. Men who embarked on the crusade used a number of 

terms to describe it including, “adire, aggredere, ire, pergere, petere, and proficere either to 

Jerusalem or, more rarely, to the Holy Sepulchre.”139  

The language employed by Pope Urban and countless other preachers and clerics across 

the landscape of Latin Christian Europe manipulated lay egos and exploited masculine anxieties. 
                                                        
139 Giles Constable, “Medieval Charters as a Source for the History of the Crusades” in Crusade and Settlement ed. 
Peter Edbury (Cardiff: University College Cardiff Press, 1985), 75. 
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This same language also opened new doors for armsbearers struggling to reconcile the actions 

demanded of them with their responsibilities as Christian men. 

“Over time, however, his prudent soul raised concerns that caused him anxiety. It 
seemed that his military life contradicted the Lord’s command. The Lord 

commanded that after one cheek had been struck the other was to be offered as 
well. But a secular military life did not permit the sparing of a relative’s blood. The 

Lord admonished that it is necessary to give over one’s cloak, as well, to the one 
asking for a tunic. By contrast, the necessity of military life urges that once these 

two garments have been seized, the rest are to be taken as well. These two 
principles opposed one another and undermined the bravery of a man full of 
wisdom, if indeed, they ever permitted him to sleep. But when Pope Urban’s 

decision granted a remission of all sins to all of the Christians setting forth to fight 
against the pagans, then finally it was as if the vitality of the previous sleeping man 
was revived, his powers were roused, his eyes were opened and his boldness set in 

motion. ”140 
 

[disputabat secum in dies animus prudens eoque frequentior eum coquebat anxietas, 
quod militiae suae certamina praecepto videbat obviare dominico. Dominus quippe 
maxillam percussum iubet et aliam percussori praebere militia vero saecularis nec 

cognate sanguine parcere. Dominus tunicam auferenti dandam esse et penulam 
admonet; militiae necessitas ambabus spoliato reliqua quae supersunt esse 

auferenda urget. Haec itaque repugnantia si quando indultam est indulgere quieti 
sapientis viri audaciam sopiebat. At postquam Urbani papae sententia universis 
Christianorum gentilia expugnaturis peccatorum omnium remissionem ascripsit, 
tunc demum quasi sopiti prius experrecta est viri strenuitas vires assumptae oculi 

aperti, audacia geminata]  
 

This excerpt from Ralph of Caen describes in poignant terms the intellectual conflict that 

Tancred struggled with as one such person.141 As a man he had been conditioned to enrich 

himself by forcibly seizing the possessions of others, and he had come to expect that even the 

blood of relatives could be shed if the circumstances demanded it. Yet he recognized as a pious 

man that both of these notions conflicted with the mercy and compassion demanded by a Christ 

who expected his followers to respond to strangers and enemies with generosity and good will. 

                                                        
140  Ralph of Caen, Gesta Tancredi, ed. Bernard S. Bachrach and David S. Bachrach. (Aldershot, 2005), 22. RHC 

Occ. III, 604-605.  
141 Additional commentary on this passage can be found in Jonathan Riley-Smith, First Crusade and the Idea of 
Crusading (London: Continuum, 2003), 36. 
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According to Ralph of Caen’s chronicle, this conflict was not abstract for Tancred. It weighed so 

heavily on his conscience that he experienced bouts of anxious insomnia. He is physically 

weakened by it, and its impact on his rest indicates how deeply it affected him on a subconscious 

level. Tancred’s relief upon hearing Urban’s words is almost tangible. He is so comforted and 

reassured that Ralph claims he can sleep again. The pope offered him a way to take the duties 

expected of him as an armsbearer and use his fighting skills for a holy purpose. This is an 

excellent example of how Christian manhood was being repatterned in the late eleventh century. 

Urban was taking the values and expectations placed upon laymen by their cultural context and 

the social hierarchies they inhabited and redirecting them to accomplish religio-political goals. In 

this text, Tancred was receptive to the concept of channelling his energies as a warrior away 

from his brother Christians towards the enemies on the confessional periphery. The pope did not 

unilaterally condemn the concept of dominating other men to prove one’s prowess. Indeed, he 

explicitly invoked it, but did so in a constrained religious context. All the sinful urges and 

material desires, which had fuelled the sinful excesses that haunted Tancred’s thoughts in Ralph 

of Caen’s story, could now be channelled into a holy context legitimated by the Holy Father.  

Given this tradition of clerical condemnation and criticism, the remarks by Urban are 

indicative of a partial shift in attitudes regarding armsbearing. While ecclesiastical views of 

intraconfessional warfare would remain troubled by the implications of killing fellow Christians, 

openings can be seen in the context of war against religious others, and war for just defensive 

purposes. It should be said that just war theory was still very much in its infancy during this 

period. Gregory VII had drawn upon earlier justifications for war provided by his predecessors, 

such as Leo IX.142 Leo’s use of force at Civitate in 1053 against the Normans, despite his failure 

                                                        
142 H.E.J. Cowdrey, Gregory VII, 1073-1085 (Clarendon: OUP, 1998), 652. 
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to achieve victory, offered a degree of legitimacy to the idea of licit armed service on behalf of a 

legitimate religious authority. In the late eleventh century Anselm of Lucca continued to develop 

the notion of the use of force in the context of legitimately aggrieved parties.143 He helped to 

differentiate in more securely systematic terms between offensive and defensive warfare and 

provided a clearer set of conditions for gauging their legitimacy.144 By the mid-twelfth century 

the dramatic expansion of legal scholarship in Italy and France allowed for intellectuals like 

Gratian to provide additional clarity to this question from the perspective of canon law. Causa 23 

of the Decretum posits a series of arguments that favour the use of force, provided it was 

employed to combat sinful behaviour and evil. He does, however, temper these statements with 

cautionary language. He advises laymen, for example, to not derive general justification for 

making war from the actions ascribed to the great champions of the Hebrew Bible.145 As John 

France has observed, attitudes towards the martial elite were evolving in the post-Carolingian 

world as clerics and theologians came to recognize certain clear practical benefits. “Violence, 

therefore, was not merely a means of preserving the social and political order, but also a way of 

extending the Christian religion…In effect churchmen needed the support of the social elite 

whose society was everywhere pervaded by the warrior ethic.”146  

Military service was a natural and common expression of masculine virility for Latin 

Christian laymen. It was prowess realized in action, made visual to other men. Prowess was 

actualized most concretely through physical strength in battle and the performance of superior 

feats of arms. Yet it was also expressed in other ways, and could be demonstrated in the 

                                                        
143 Christopher Tyerman, God’s War: A New History of the Crusades (London: Penguin Books, 2007), 67 
144 John France, “Holy war and holy men: Erdmann and the lives of the saints” in The Experience of Crusading Vol. 
I ed. Marcus Bull and Norman Housley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 193 
145 Gratian, Decretum Magistri Gratiani, edited by E. Friedberg, Corpus Iuris Canonici. (Leipzig, 1879), c.23 q.1 c.1 
146 Ibid, 198 
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satisfaction of bodily appetites and the sexual conquest of women. By fighting a man could make 

visible the strength of character that resided in the male body and legitimate their standing 

amongst their peers. Men were conditioned by years of training and experience, and derived 

attributes from their lineage. The blood, it was believed, carried remnants of one’s ancestors and 

a responsibility to uphold a family tradition; it animated their limbs and muscles with the kinds 

of traits needed to impose their will on other men. Jean de Meun argued in the Roman de la Rose 

that while being born into the martial aristocracy was significant, one did not truly merit a place 

within it until one’s internal gifts were made manifest through the feats of arms.147 Once again 

we see the fragility of male identity. Elite warrior masculinity is not stable or to be taken for 

granted; it is rather a precious and wobbly social construct that needs to be reaffirmed over and 

over again in the presence of other men. The term virtus is one of the terms most commonly used 

to communicate the kinds of values and qualities discussed above. It can be translated roughly as 

“manliness”, but in reality the word conveys a broader range of qualities pertaining to manly 

virtue: strength, integrity and so forth.148  

Kirsten Fenton is among those who have studied the importance of virtus in Norman 

literature from the early twelfth century. In her study of the Anglo-Norman political history of 

William of Malmesbury, the Gesta Regum Anglorum, she notes his constant repetition of virtus 

as a motivating concept or ideal of lay male identity. In her view, the term roughly approximates 

to courage, conventional warrior masculinity, restraint, and a sense of lived and internalized 

                                                        
147 Jean de Meun, Roman de la Rose, ed. A. Strubel (Paris, 1992), 974-980.  Additional commentary can be found in 
Craig Taylor’s Chivalry and the Ideal of Knighthood in France during the Hundred Years War (Cambridge: CUP, 
2013), 69.  
148 Representing Medieval Genders and Sexualities in Europe: Construction, Transformation, and Subversion, 600-
1530 ed. Elizabeth L’Estrnage and Alison More (New York: Routledge, 2016), 6.  
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virtue depending upon the narrative context.149 It is intriguing that this term and the values 

ascribed to it by contemporaries begins to appear regularly in early Crusade sources. In the 

comparatively sacralised context of armed penitential pilgrimage, far removed from the banality 

of lay warfare in France, virtus remains employed by authors as an attribute of lay male identity 

that compels warriors to Crusade. Just as virtus shapes William of Malmesbury’s depiction of the 

mental processes that drove men to participate in European wars, so too does it compel men to 

fight for Christ in the Levant. William claims that Baldwin of Boulogne was said to have 

embarked upon his pilgrimage to the Holy Land in order to find “glorious opportunities for the 

display of virtus,”150 which demonstrates that laymen positively evaluated the Crusade as a 

means of demonstrating their Christian manhood. These Norman references to lay virtus, which 

connect the religious mission of the Crusade with virtuous opportunities for laymen to prove 

their worth as men, would be reiterated by Urban in his speech at Clermont. This ideological 

continuity is explored in detail below. 

It was extremely important for laymen and theologians that military service was licit on 

Crusade given the longstanding clerical association of war with the sin of homicide. In their 

service armsbearers lived with the knowledge that through the shedding of Christian blood they 

lived with the risk of dying unreconciled with God for their misdeeds. Yet, in the warrior 

societies in which they lived, the violent subjugation of other men was not only a primary means 

of demonstrating one’s prowess and character in front of one’s male peers, it was the basis for 

their entire vocation as armsbearers. Nonetheless, guilt remained for some laymen who reflected 

                                                        
149 Kirsten A. Fenton, “Ideas and Ideal of Masculinity in William of Malmesbury “ Women’s History Review 16, no. 
5 (11/2007), 758 
150 N. E. S. A. Hamilton (Ed.) (1870) Willelmi Malmesbiriensis monachi de Gestis Pontificum Anglorum Libri 

quinque (London: Rolls Series), Book iv, 374 
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upon their lives and the teachings of the church. We can see many examples of this guilt in 

crusader charters. These are enormously valuable documents because in these texts laymen 

recorded their reasons for embarking upon the pilgrim road. They describe in some detail their 

sins, anxieties, and personal failings in life. They reveal their hopes for the future, how they saw 

themselves as Christian men, and the state of their relationship with God. Consider the following 

examples.  

Odo of Burgundy, at St. Benignus in Dijon in 1101, stated that he desired to go on “the 

journey to Jerusalem as a penance for my sins.” He continued, “Since divine mercy inspired me 

that owing to the enormity of my sins I should go to the Sepulchre of Our Saviour, in order that 

this offering of my devotion might be more acceptable in the sight of God.”151 This is a revealing 

document, and says a great deal about the kind of self-examination laymen engaged in before 

setting of on campaign. It communicates Odo’s anxiety about the state of his soul and that the 

Crusade was for him a form of pilgrimage. It shows him exercising his own agency over his 

spiritual wellbeing, and states that while he has failed before as a Christian, he recognizes that a 

qualitative change must occur in his life. He desires to journey with the “peace of all men” so 

that he can performatively express his piety in a manner that God would deem appropriate. The 

spiritual agency and concern for pious self-reform communicated in this document is significant 

from the perspective of Christian manhood. Spirituality and manhood were deeply interlinked. 

They were not mutually exclusive areas of human thinking and self-examination; they bled into 

one another in the daily moral calculus of armsbearing, socializing, and service. To make an 

intentional effort to orient oneself on the basis of Christian ideals was to attach new value 

                                                        
151 Chartes et documents de Saint-Benigne de Dijon, ed. G. Chevrier and M. Chaume, ii (Analecta Burgundica; 
Dijon, 1943), p. 272, no. 398. Additional commentary can be found in Giles Constable’s article “Medieval Charters” 
in Crusade and Settlement. 
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judgements and expectations to male instincts. Men subjected their normal impulses such as 

aggression and anger to critical evaluation and moral conditioning. Sin and shame were powerful 

motivators.  

The use of overt military language is more rare in early Crusade charters, despite their 

obvious intent. One fellow was depicted in a charter from Marmoutier in 1096 as someone who 

“wished shortly to go to Jerusalem with the army of Christians going against the pagans.”152 

Another knight, named Milo, was described in charter from 1100 as someone “roused by the 

divine fire to perform good works.” According to the document he “wished by that journey to 

complete what he had long desired.”153 These documents illustrate how laymen professed a range 

of motivations that drove them to take the cross. Some wanted to fight against paganism, defend 

vulnerable Christian communities and liberate Jerusalem. Others inwardly perceived divine 

inspiration and felt that God was pushing them to reform their ways through a penitential act of 

atonement.  

This invitation to make war on behalf of God and Latin Christendom against a nefarious 

religious other was not a small departure from the traditional clerical relationship with laymen 

and the use of force. Laymen were cognizant of the moral dangers encircling their profession and 

expected to incur religious penalties like penances for taking human life. William the Conqueror 

fought under a papal banner at Hastings, and yet both he and his entire army were still compelled 

to perform penance for each man they had killed on the field.154 One clerical author from the late 

                                                        
152 Cartulaire de Marmoutier pour le Vendomois, ed. A. de Trémault (Paris-Vendome, 1893), 258, no. 180. Further 
commentary can be found in Giles Constable’s article “Medieval Charters” in Crusade and Settlement.  
153 Chartres et documents de Saint-Benigne de Dijon, ed. G. Chevrier and M. Chaume, ii (Analecta Burgundica; 
Dijon, 1943), 171, no. 394. Additional discussion can be found in Giles Constable’s article “Medieval Charters” in 
Crusade and Settlement.  
154 Katherine Allen Smith, War and the Making of Medieval Monastic Culture (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 
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eleventh century went so far as to claim that armsbearers served in a profession, which “cannot 

be carried out without doing some evil.”155 

For Pope Urban II, the reform of the laity, and in particular the warrior elite, would be 

best effected through the redirection of warfare towards the periphery. It became a necessity that 

men who were involved in local conflicts end them and take the requisite steps to set their affairs 

in order. Property disputes were to be settled and peace agreements resolved. Moreover, men 

needed to make internal commitments to change their behaviour so that their acts of penance 

were satisfactory. There is evidence that some laymen took this very seriously before taking the 

cross. One crusader, taking stock of his ill-gotten assets, recorded in a charter that he “knew that 

this journey of God could be of no advantage to him while he possessed this spoil.”156 He further 

agrees to return this “spoil” to the Abbey of Trinity at Vendome to make restitution for this 

offense.157 While a small example, this document shows that laymen took concrete action to 

satisfy aggrieved clergy who had been wronged by lay armsbearers. It indicates that this fellow 

satisfied the recommendations made by the representatives of this abbey and that he was aware 

of the spiritual implications of his past actions. This document is another example of a layman 

who expresses real agency over his life and spiritual wellbeing; it shows that he drafted this 

charter with a clear willingness to reform his behaviour and meet Christian standards of male 

behaviour advocated by the Church.  

Written accounts from the first decades of Latin settlement composed by lay pilgrims 

travelling to the Holy Land are not as numerous as one would hope. Few of the chronicles were 

                                                        
155 De vera ac falsa poenitentia ad Christum devotam, c.15, PL 40: 113-30 (at col. 1125). For further commentary 
see Smith above.  
156 Cartulaire de l’abbaye cardinal de la Trinite de Vendome, ed. C. Metais (Paris, 1893-1904), ii, 104-105, no. 360. 
Additional commentary can be found in Giles Constable’s article “Medieval Charters” in Crusade and Settlement. 
157 Ibid.  



 

 

92 

explicitly written or co-written by laymen, although doubtless many of the retrospective accounts 

produced in Benedictine monasteries were composed after speaking with returned veterans or 

through the careful consideration of then-extant copies of eyewitness testimony. It is also true 

that contemporary writers were interested in an eyewitness perspective and not simply a 

romanticized pastiche made whole cloth from the imagination. The relatively unpretentious 

perspective of the lay composed Gesta Francorum clearly resonated with early readers and 

audiences. This text existed in many copies and influenced at least three other chronicles shortly 

after its composition. It provided a means of experiencing the drama and human distress of these 

events that was not overly saturated in didactic religious language.  

Fortunately for scholars interested in finding additional lay perspectives regarding the 

first decades of armed penitential Crusade there are other further textual resources. Nikolas 

Jaspert and William Purkis in particular have contributed some excellent scholarship on the 

perspectives of ordinary lay pilgrims travelling to the Holy Land. Beginning with Nikolas 

Jaspert, his work published in the journal Crusades, published by the Society for the Study of the 

Crusades and the Latin East, has uncovered a trove of lay charters and wills produced by Catalan 

pilgrims shortly before beginning their voyages.158 These documents have great value because 

they show the extent to which religious ideals circulating in the territories of Southern Francia 

during the final years of the eleventh century crossed the Pyrenees and entered into northeastern 

Iberian communities. As he writes,  

“…private charters open a window to the mindsets of individual pilgrims and 
crusaders. At the same time these sources provide information about influences that 

operated on men’s minds and about wider trends of mentalité, because many 
documents written independently of each other are marked by similar language and 
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ideas, thus providing evidence for the motivations behind pilgrimage in the 
eleventh century.” 

 
What is clear from these documents is that the kinds of language preached in France by 

Urban II and his surrogates did not stay confined to the cities and communities along his 

preaching circuit. Clergymen, travellers, preachers and knights in attendance internalized these 

principles and carried them with them on the long journey to the South. Jaspert notes that a 

number of Iberian bishops travelled to France and were in attendance for the first speeches 

delivered by Urban promoting the crusade.159 Moreover, Jaspert reasons that those noble families 

who participated in trans-Pyrenean feudal and family ties provided a natural means for these 

kinds of ideas to cross the mountains with the speed he suggests. He cites the historic bonds 

between Aragon and Aquitaine or Toulouse and Cerdanya as relevant examples.160  

These wills, collected by Jaspert, contain direct references to the kinds of introspective 

religious ideas that had been circulated in France by reformist clergy. These men are engaging in 

the prayerful self-examination of their conscience and the choices they made throughout their 

lives. Their words betray a profound sense of guilt and even shame, and they frequently express 

concern over the fate of their soul in the world to come. These documents are significant for this 

study because they provide further evidence that laymen did engage in moral and religious 

introspection during this period, and that they were responsive to reformist preaching that 

encouraged them to seriously reconsider their behaviour from a soteriological perspective. These 

texts show that laymen were taking concrete steps to address these anxieties about past 

behaviour, and were responsive to the kinds of penitential ideas circulating in the Latin Christian 

West during the late eleventh century. These wills indicate that laymen were interested in the 
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suppression of the self and the body for a higher purpose, which is communicated to us in their 

use of Gospel references like Matthew 16. References of this kind encourage men to conquer 

selfish desires to follow the Lord. They exhort men to raise themselves to a higher purpose. 

These ideas are not explicitly gendered, but they have gendered implications for the persons who 

articulated them. We know this to be the case because the behaviours to which these documents 

allude are the principal sources of anxiety addressed by this study such as participation in war. 

Let us consider a few examples and consider the words and sentiments these men chose to 

convey. 

In one document Mir Isarn, the castellan of Aguilar and Gurb, wrote in 1061: “I want to 

pilgrimage to the Holy Sepulchre of our Lord Jesus Christ for the remedy of my soul.”161 In 

another, the last will of Gisclamandus from 1086, the text states, “I desire to pilgrimage in the 

service of God almighty and towards his Holy Sepulchre and I fear the punishments of Hell and 

desire to see the Kingdom of God.”162 In both these documents these laymen communicate a 

desire for reconciliation. Mir Isarn and Gisclamandus are troubled by their sins because they 

recognize that sins have consequences for the fate of their souls in the world to come. Only good 

deeds and penance can assure them of God’s forgiveness. The language in these documents 

suggests these men believed that it was through right action that wrong action was corrected. 

Good pious behaviour was the antidote for poor behaviour. The reform of one’s patterns of 

behaviour was a necessity if God were to be appeased, and penance was a critical part of that 

process of atonement and reconciliation. Over the course of his research Jaspert found a 

document from Mir Compan dated to 1090 that discusses how his decision to become a pilgrim 
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had been driven at least in part by religious ideas he had received from the clergy he had 

encountered. Intriguingly the text records that Isarn had been motivated by “sermons and 

admonitions he had heard” that urged him to “cleanse his sins.”163 Newfound, or newly 

intensified spiritual anxieties, seem to have compelled Isarn to embark on a pilgrimage with his 

entire family to the Holy Land, “so that God may be merciful for us on the Day of Judgment” [ut 

Deus propicius sit nobis in diem iudicii].164 In another document, dating four years after Mir 

Isarn’s last will, Jaspert notes that a certain Bernard Ramon chose to reference Matthew 16:24 to 

explain his decision to become a pilgrim: “If anyone wants to come after me, may they deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me” [Si quis vult post me venire abneget 

semetipsum et tollat crucem suum et sequatur me].165 The emphasis in these documents is on the 

redirection of the self from one focus to another. Mir Isarn and Bernard Ramon are channelling 

their energies away from past behaviour towards the crusade and pilgrimage. Bernard stated that 

he wished to “go in service of God in order to conquer Jerusalem and liberate the Holy 

Sepulchre.” He was choosing to atone for past misdeeds through feats of arms. Bernard could 

still perform his masculinity through the public domination of other men, but he did need to 

undergo a conversion towards a penitential way of thinking.  

These sources speak to the intensification of lay religious feeling during the late eleventh 

century. Men like Mir Isarn, Mir Compan and Bernard Ramon were clearly motivated by their 

faith and a concern for the collective spiritual toll of a life of human decisions. They are but three 

examples of a lay population that, particularly in the 1090s, was newly attuned to a clerical 
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discourse that posed direct and often troubling questions. Laymen had to consider the 

consequences of taking human life. Had they injured another man in war? Stolen the possessions 

of another? Had they raped? Would they face judgment for having failed their families or lord? 

For Jaspert, “Mir Compan’s and Bernard Ramon’s wills are a telling reflection of a heightened 

awareness of sinfulness as a consequence of the reform movement within the western church, but 

also of the influence that public preaching and Christo-mimetic piety exerted both on pilgrimage 

and on Crusading at the turn of the eleventh century.”166 

Lay penitential activity was quite varied during these early years of armed penitential 

pilgrimage. The majority of Catalan pilgrims did not join military campaigns, and they followed 

a variety of arduous routes to the Holy Land. These pilgrims appear to have taken the nearer 

pilgrim routes through Italy to Amalfi or Venice while others boarded ships from Barcelona.167 

Yet a more concretely martial language does enter into the records of laymen a few years before 

the capture of Jerusalem. Jaspert has identified a will from 1097 for a Bernard William who 

stated that he desired to “go in service of God in order to conquer Jerusalem and liberate the 

Holy Sepulchre,” a clear reference to the exhortation of Urban II at Clermont.168 This document 

indicates that the language of some pilgrims in Catalonia very quickly internalized the martial 

language of armed pilgrimage in France. His specific reference to the Holy Sepulchre closely 

mirrors the objective specified by Pope Urban at Clermont and substantiates Jaspert’s contention 

that Catalonian men and women were consciously integrating Latin Christian religious ideas 

about the permissibility of military service into their own religious vocabularies. For Bernard the 

pilgrimage was necessarily a military endeavour and brought with it certain expectations. His 
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piety was to be lived out through the exposure of his body to the threat of death on the 

battlefield. Bernard would atone for past sins through masculine force of arms, which merged the 

demands of the spiritual life of the penitent with the skills of his warrior vocation.  

The pilgrim road to Jerusalem was deeply perilous. There were numerous dangers 

including shipwrecks, piracy, raiding, banditry, and physical deprivation. 

 “We went up from Joppa to the city of Jerusalem, a journey of two days, by a 
mountainous road, very rough, and dangerous on account of the Saracens who lie in 
wait in the caves of the mountains to surprise those less capable of resisting by the 

smallness of their company, or the weary, who may chance to lag behind their 
companions. At one moment, you see them on every side; at another, they are 

altogether invisible as may be witnessed by anybody travelling there. Numbers of 
human bodies lie scattered in the way, and by the wayside, torn to pieces by wild 
beasts. Some may perhaps wonder what the bodies of Christians are allowed to 

remain unburied, but it is not surprising when we consider that there is not much 
earth on the hard rock to dig a grave; and if the earth were not wanting, who would 

be so simple as to leave his company, and go alone to dig a grave for his 
companion? Indeed, if he did so, he would be digging a grave for himself rather 

than for the dead man.”169 
 

The account of the pilgrim Saewulf, who travelled from England to the Holy Land 

around 1102, provides us with an extraordinarily rich and textured depiction of life in the first 

years of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. It offers a glimpse into the lived experience of 

pilgrimage from a non-noble lay witness and speaks to the kind of daily concerns and pressures 

expressed by the masses of human beings unable to experience the benefits enjoyed by the 

aristocracy. While motivated by a devout commitment to their faith and a sincere desire to walk 

in the footsteps of Christ in his homeland, for men like Saewulf their piety was accompanied by 

a persistent fear for their lives on the pilgrim roads and seaways. The threats of ambush, disease 

and physical deprivation were constants that could afflict even those privileged individuals who 

had travelled to the Holy Land in well-prepared entourages with the support of their extended 
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households. This excerpt attests to the distrustful view of autochthonous Muslim populations in 

the Levant held by Latin Christian observers. Clearly, in the wake of the political turmoil 

engendered by the recent conquest of Jerusalem from the Fatimids and a concurrent disruption of 

Turkish powers in the region, the countryside had become an uncertain landscape filled with 

opportunistic bands looking to profit from ill-prepared groups of travellers following in its wake. 

Saewulf’s text is interesting because of its unflinching honesty in its portrayal of lay pilgrims and 

the kind of life they encountered en route to the Levant. These men and women were vulnerable 

and unlike the almost superhuman accounts of chroniclers and troubadours who emphasized the 

fearsome prowess of Latin arms bearers. The men in Saewulf’s account are at the mercy of the 

world around them, their bodies susceptible to the elements, animals and the predation of local 

bandits. In contradistinction to those men who had the power to reshape political realities and 

their surroundings through their own willpower and the assistance of God, these men were 

remarkable for their witness to the humble spirituality of imitatio Christi. Their strength was not 

demonstrated through force of arms, but rather through a manly commitment to their oaths in the 

face of quotidian dangers. The suffering of their bodies and their deaths on the pilgrim road 

earned spiritual merit in their acquisition of a martyrs’ crown. In a sense, this was a form of male 

witness that is reminiscent of the monastic sphere; it was a continuation of the “monastery on the 

move” described by the late Jonathan Riley-Smith.170 Their lived religiosity was akin to a form of 

spiritual warfare defined by austerity and the threat of death at the edge of Christian society.    

“all round out ship the Saracens sailed, staying about a bow-shot away, and 
rejoicing at such a prize. But our men were prepared to die for Christ. They took up 

arms, and when they were armed they defended the ship like a castle. They were 
almost two hundred men defending our dromund. After about an hour, when he had 
taken counsel, the prince [of the Muslims] sent one of his sailors up the mast of his 
ship, which was very large, to learn what he could of our action. When he learned 
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from him of the strength of our defenses, he raised his sails and went out to sea. So 
that day the Lord made us escape from our enemies. But later on three of our 

people’s ships were arrested, and the Saracens were mad rich by their spoils.”171 
 

Here we have another account that similarly speaks to the dangers of the pilgrim roads and 

seaways depended upon for passage to the Holy Land. Like Saewulf, this individual found 

himself in close proximity to opportunistic groups seeking to prey upon weakly defended bands 

of Christian pilgrims. The account is, once again, not overtly heroic, and does not demonstrate 

any real physical prowess on the part of the narrator or his comrades. The emphasis here is once 

again upon commitment to the path in question and a lived piety by those willing to submit to 

martyrdom in the face of Muslim violence. It is the conviction of the individual lay pilgrims that 

is featured in the face of clear dangers that is acknowledged in the final sentences. These men 

knew exactly how precarious their circumstances were, but travelled regardless trusting that God 

would spare them the fate of so many who had gone before. While pilgrims could celebrate the 

achievements of predecessors who had secured power over Jerusalem this did not change the fact 

that these men were highly aware that they were strangers in a land that was obviously out of 

their control. Latin Christian power was regionally uneven and depended wildly upon the 

concentration of local Frankish settlement.  

Given their inability to dramatically reorder the Levantine landscape through feats of 

arms, pilgrims such as Saewulf were more interested in the internal life of spiritual struggle. 

Their heroic battle was a personal one based on penance and contrition. Austerity, chastity and 

the experience of material privation were the means of achieving of these goals. This 

performance echoed the anguish of the Cross and remade the individual into a more Christ-like 

servant. Penitential practices consciously emulated the suffering of the Incarnation, imitatio 
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Christi, and helped to foster an intimacy between pilgrim and God. Pilgrims could come to a 

deeper understanding of the significance of Jesus’s passion narrative on Good Friday.  

 “I have seen all these places with my sinful eyes; and God in his mercy has 
deigned to show me all that I have for so many years ardently longed to see. My 

brothers, my fathers, my lords, forgive me, a sinner, and pardon my ignorance and 
the simplicity of the description (which I am about to make) of the holy city of 
Jerusalem, of that blessed land, and of the road that leads to the holy places. He 
who accomplishes this journey in humility, and in fear of God, will never offend 
against the divine mercy; whereas I have followed that hallowed road unworthily, 
in all feebleness and indolence, without abstinence, and giving myself up to every 

vice.”172 
 

Composed by the Abbot Daniel in the early twelfth century, this text testifies to the human cost 

of pilgrimage. Daniel acknowledges the weight of his sins on his conscience and the additional 

guilt of knowing how completely he failed to live up to exacting standards of a true penitent. In a 

manner evocative of the Confessions of St. Augustine, the abbot bluntly lays bare his 

shortcomings before his audience. He wishes to make clear that he is no holy exemplar. He is a 

fallen human being with human weaknesses who, despite his failings, seeks forgiveness for a life 

lived unworthily. Daniel acknowledges that the pilgrim road requires a penitential transformation 

of life and behaviour. He advises the reader to be wary of vices and tainted human appetites that 

could distract from the spiritual life. In his self-critical statements of remorse there is nonetheless 

an assertion of strength. Daniel seeks reconciliation and is using this document as a means of 

purging that which he was unable to purge on the pilgrim road. Although he failed in his first 

attempt at penance, he sees a means of effecting the kind of internal change that was formerly 

impossible. Daniel’s admission of guilt and reprehensible behaviour speaks to the realities of 

many men who set out for the Holy Land. Given the dangers and aches of such an ordeal, it is 

not difficult to see why the allure of common pleasures would have been too much to bear for 
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some despite their noble intentions. The account of Abbot Daniel starkly identifies the tension 

between physical reality and the spiritual ideals of twelfth century pilgrims. His account 

nevertheless attests to the awareness of contemporaries that such standards did indeed exist. The 

failure of some men to heed the performative requirements of such a penitential journey does not 

negate the successful popularizing of a set of ideals that were acknowledged by the public.  

 As mentioned above, in the context of Catalonian pilgrims it was common for knights 

and other laymen to draw up Last Wills and Testaments. In some contexts, such as Champagne, 

these records only began to emerge in the mid to closing decades of the twelfth century, but they 

offer an interesting perspective on lay priorities. Consider two examples: The first concerns 

Josbert of La Ferté, viscount of Dijon. Josbert was to travel to the Holy Land in 1146 and took 

steps to ensure that his property would be taken care while he was on crusade and in the event of 

his death. According to the document Josbert, “about to go to Jerusalem, has given to God and 

Notre Dame of Clairvaux whatever he possesses in the village of Perrecin, retaining nothing for 

himself or his heirs. If, however, he returns from Jerusalem he may, if he chooses, enjoy for his 

lifetime the lordship and justice over the villages there, a right that he shares with the lords of 

that village, but after his death that right will revert to the abbey.”173 Like the other individuals, 

detailed below, this account testifies to the willingness of some laymen to submit to tremendous 

danger in the full knowledge that there was a very real chance they would never return home. 

Josbert is a man prepared to divest himself of his possessions in order to endure the gruelling 

physical toll of crusade. This total commitment to lived religiosity is an astonishing feature of the 

period, as it had the power to rearrange on a fundamental level the priorities of those willing to 

take the cross. Laymen like Josbert were making choices not only about their own lives, but also 
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about their heirs. The assumption of risk here is staggering, and it is difficult to imagine how 

Josbert viewed this voluntary sacrifice of everything he owned. As a Christian man, Josbert was 

subordinating his connection to wealth and materiality in favour of the cultivation of the spirit 

and penance. He unencumbers himself so that his military service in the Holy Land would be 

deemed meritorious in the eyes of God. By the 1140s enough laymen had returned destitute from 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land that few contemporaries could have had any illusions about what to 

expect themselves. Josbert had the chance to remain home in honourable service while enjoying 

the comforts his status permitted. His decision to renounce that life is a telling indication of how 

successfully the memory of the First Crusade had come to capture the imagination of Latin 

Christian warriors.  

A second example of a twelfth century crusader Will concerns the knight Hagan of Evry. 

Before marching off with the Third Crusade this fellow similarly went through the careful 

process of disposing of his assets and leaving instructions in the event of his death: 

“After his death, half of all his personal possessions are to go to Pontigny abbey, 
where he wishes to be buried. He bestowed his palfrey worth 10l., money for 

Provins, on the abbey, an gave 100s for its care. He gave to the abbey’s 
gatekeeper 100s. for celebrating thirty Masses in his memory and 2s. for buying 

bread for distribution to the poor. He gave 20s. to the abbey’s infirmary for 
pittances to the inform. Each year the monkeys wil be paid 30s., money of 

Provins, by Robert and Benedict of Chamberlin and William of Dannemoine and 
their heirs for celebrating an anniversary mass…”174 

 
This document reveals a great deal about Hagan and the kinds of concerns that weighed upon his 

mind before leaving on Crusade. It shows us that in some crusader Wills and Testaments, men 

like Hagan placed a great deal of emphasis upon charitable endeavours and expressed a 

traditional concern for the poor. The document communicates Hagan’s desire to be remembered 
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as a man who was known for his charitable largesse and a supporter of religious communities in 

his homeland. His gift of monies to benefit these institutions and marginalized communities 

indicates his acceptance of the spiritual significance of this form of giving.  

Such largesse was also an extension of the kind of generosity so valued amongst elite 

armsbearers. Gift giving was a routine feature of lay interaction that helped to bind men together 

and reinforce homosocial hierarchies. Giving to a monastery or abbey was a religious 

manifestation of this same impulse and was representative of his formal submission to God and 

his earthly representatives. The emphasis on providing for these religious institutions speaks to 

his desire to show proper deference to God in life and consequently help to assuage his fears of 

death. The care of his soul hangs in the balance and Hagan clearly desires to tip the scales in his 

favour through a final gesture of munificence. Funding the charitable works and operations of a 

monastery could be a powerful insurance policy; it could potentially result in favourable 

outcomes in the hereafter.175 Andrew Jotischky is more blunt in his assessment, terming the 

practice “spiritual bribery.”176 This form of charitable giving was a common avenue for lay 

magnates to ensure their spiritual futures and demonstrate their wealth and status. Abbots were 

only too happy to oblige. In a notice from 1127 Abbot Artaud sought out local nobles for help in 

founding a new Cisterian monastery. Artaud “asked them, for the salvation of their souls, to 

allow the monks to acquire whatever rights they had in that place.”177 This form of lay-monastic 

cooperation was a normative feature of Latin Christian religious life that created lasting 

relationships between lay families and neighbouring religious institutions. It is therefore not 
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surprising that the Last Wills and Testaments of crusaders reveal similar preoccupations and 

instructions. 

As preachers and clergy sought to encourage crusader men to adopt behavioural 

standards more in keeping with manhood and Christian armsbearing, they often paired these 

efforts with the moral disparagement of Muslim men. Urban regularly employed the overt 

defamation of Muslim men in his efforts to promote the Crusade. Clergy and preachers 

attempted to stir the anger and passion of Christian men by citing lengthy lists of crimes 

committed by pagan warriors menacing defenceless Christian priests, women and children in the 

East. Muslim warriors killed clergy, the elderly, women and children. They desecrated Christian 

holy places and assaulted the priests who tended to them.178 These alleged actions were meant to 

horrify and provoke. They touched upon the kinds of vulnerable persons who hypothetically 

most deserved protection from Christian warriors able to offer it. In the view of these Christian 

polemicists, Islam was not a coherent and distinctive Abrahamic belief system in its own right. 

Its followers were essentialized into pagans, not entirely dissimilar from those evil men who had 

persecuted the early Christian community. Through preaching, and later through the literary 

portrayal of the Crusade in historical memory, laymen and clergy compared themselves, their 

faith, and their own respective forms of Christian manhood vis-à-vis their Islamic adversaries. 

They regularly cited examples of Muslim sexual depravity and dwelled in particular on the sin of 

sodomy. William Burgwinkle writes that, “Not surprisingly, sodomy surfaces as a charge and 

category at the very moment when heterosexual love becomes an essential and obligatory step in 

the development of exemplary knighthood…sodomy is an “invention” of eleventh century 
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Christian theology.” In the hands of Christian writers working to defame their Muslim enemies 

sodomy became a “discursive innovation, which allowed for new ways of organizing and 

conceptualizing behaviour and individuals within groups without ever really succeeding in 

exerting control.”179 As stated in the introduction, the act of classifying behaviour as deviant was 

directly related to the manufacturing of normativity. The condemnation of Saracen sexual 

dissidence, or the alleged licentiousness and satanic orgies of heretical collectives like those at 

Orleans in 1022,180 gave structure to the list of behaviours standing in opposition to Christian 

ideals. The chaste heterosexual armsbearer was constructed as the virtuous foil, which revealed 

the superiority of Christian men and Christian manhood itself.  

Preachers promoting the First Crusade and the expeditions that followed created 

sensationalized visions of Islamic brutality, sexual violence and lasciviousness; this crafted 

Muslim men into the living embodiment of moral decay. The conduct of their men represented 

everything Christian men should not be. Muslim men were associated with endemic pederasty, 

rape, blasphemy and other acts of senseless violence, and Christian writers used these shocking 

images to inspire Christian men to confront them in battle. Through this gradual process of 

literary demonization, in which Muslim men became often-deformed amoral abstractions, the 

Christian warrior was constructed as an exemplary foil. The Christian man was defined by his 

martial prowess, physical strength, loyalty to his feudal lord, his moral and sexual restraint, and 

by his commitment to lived piousness. As Katherine Lewis observes, ideal Christian lords were 

defined in mirrors for princes as possessing “justice, piety and wisdom.”181 According to the 
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vows they took, Christian princes should be “seduced by no lust, and hampered by no other 

passion in his rule.”182 By contrast, the use of pejorative representations of Muslims clashed with 

these idealized Christian values and helped to legitimize the conquest of the Holy Land and the 

creation of the Crusader states. Armsbearing against these amoral persons was a licit use of a 

man’s bodily strength. It allowed him to use the prowess and gifts he received from his ancestors 

for a Christian purpose.  

Crusade historians continue to dispute the intellectual origins of crusading, and whether 

or not earlier military campaigns receiving some degree of papal recognition can be termed 

“proto-Crusades.” A few appear to have some of the principal characteristics of later Crusade 

expeditions, including papal intercession and the formal granting of indulgences to those laymen 

who participated. There are two commonly cited examples of these so-called “proto-Crusades” 

in which Popes temporarily ascribed overt Christian justification to the military service 

performed by lay bodies in order to further objectives they deemed religiously legitimate. The 

first is the campaign organized under Pope Alexander II in 1063-1065, in which a papal banner 

and indulgences were granted to the Christian army arrayed against the Muslim defenders of 

Barbastro.183 The second is the retaliatory expedition organized by Urban II in 1089 against the 

Muslims at Tarragona, which was meant, it appears, as a response to new offensives into 

Southern Spain by the Almoravids.184 Marcus Bull, perhaps in an effort to find a via media has 

observed that while the campaign for Tarragona suggests that the idea for Crusading had in some 

sense a “prehistory”, that does not mean that contemporaries in the closing decade of the 
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eleventh century would have seen the events of First Crusade as familiar. Nor did armsbearers 

expect such a dramatic escalation in papally condoned war.185 As for Barbastro, Bull has 

questioned whether or not the papal indulgence granted by Alexander the II was actually directed 

towards soldiers. He has instead suggested that such an indulgence may have been directed 

towards pilgrims destined for Santiago de Compostela. 186  This could complicate the attempt to 

establish a proto-Crusading prehistory in Iberia so early in the eleventh century and would push 

the genesis of papally directed penitential war forward in time to Gregory VII, as suggested by 

Riley-Smith.187  

Some historians, such as Dominique Iogna-Pratt, continue to deny the validity of the 

comparison entirely. They assert that it would be disingenuous to suggest that these campaigns 

usefully mirror the specific religious and political criteria of later expeditions to the Levant. 

Despite the beguiling potential connections that can be made with these earlier endeavours in his 

view, the “various expeditions undertaken in Spain during the eleventh century were not 

encouraged by the Church as meritorious wars conferring indulgence upon men of arms engaged 

in the struggle against “infidels.”188 Marcus Bull has asserted that this desire to create a coherent 

set of criteria to demarcate the beginning and end of crusading stems from a historiographical 

hangover caused by the uncritical acceptance of older narratives, which still cloud the minds of 

scholars today. He observes, “it is also fair to say that the crusades’ narrativity was in large 

measure as a cultural construct that has been appropriated or inherited by modern scholarship; it 

is not simply a corollary of the observation that certain types of collective activity such as 
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military endeavours do indeed lend themselves to emplotment within a beginning-middle-end 

explanatory framework.”189  

Lay people were active participants in these processes, not mere transitive objects shaped 

by the sermons of churchmen. Their engagement with reformist ideas could often be 

unpredictable, and church authorities could themselves become the target of popular religious 

backlash, as witnessed in the popular uprising of the Patarenes in Milan during the 1050s. 

Christian society required profound change, and they were prepared to be the agents of it even if 

the institutional church failed to act. This eleventh century history of lay engagement and 

popular enthusiasm for religious practices prepared those laymen who encountered and 

participated in them for the kinds of ideas that would emerge at Clermont. The crusade was 

variably articulated in charters and chronicle references as a meritorious channel for warfare, an 

avenue to win glory in the service of God, a chance to protect Christendom from the threat of 

paganism, the opportunity to atone for a life of sin, or the chance to walk where Christ walked 

and live a life imitatio Christi. As a form of pilgrimage, it was a chance for laymen to do 

penance, seek cures and purification, and to potentially encounter the miraculous as they 

expressed their devotion to God through their actions and travel.190 One example from Cluny 

communicates several of these themes in a single document. It is a charter from 1100, and it 

records a man named Stephen of Neublens. The text reads: 

“In view of the multitude of my sins and of the piety, gentleness, and mercy of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, Who though rich became poor for our sake, I decided to give 

back to Him something for all those things that He gave to unworthy me. I therefore 

                                                        
189 Marcus Bull, “Muslims and Jerusalem in miracle stories, c.1000-1200: reflections on the study of first crusaders’ 
motivations” in The Experience of Crusading Vol. I ed. Marcus Bull and Norman Housley (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 16 
190 For additional commentary on the motives of pilgrims see Diana Webb, Medieval European Pilgrimage, c.700-
c.1500 (New York: Palgrave, 2002), Chapter Two. 



 

 

109 

decided to go to Jerusalem, where God the man was seen and kept company with 
men, to ‘adore in the place where His feet stood.’”191 

 
This is an intriguing document because it shows that as early as 1100 pilgrims like 

Stephen saw the Holy Land as a place where he could achieve a spiritual closeness with God by 

simply locating himself in the place where Christ himself had lived. There are shades of imitatio 

Christi here, in that he wants to place his body where Christ was, worship where Christ began his 

fellowship with the disciples, and stand on the ground where the Incarnation had stood. Stephen, 

like so many others pilgrims, shows himself to be conscious of his sins, but he sees the 

opportunity for reconciliation in this adventure. Stephen expresses agency over his salvation, in 

that he is willingly paying a spiritual debt with his journey. This document also shows that this 

man was cognizant of the masculine virtues of Christ - his mercy, piety and gentleness - and 

wanted to mirror them. They are held up as an ideal for Stephen to emulate in his own life, and 

perhaps as a reminder of how he has fallen short as a Christian and as a man.  

Laymen initially perceived the spiritual rewards of armsbearing on Crusade in very 

different ways. It was not always certain what kinds of values were being attached to military 

service and what sins were being forgiven. Did men who died on crusade automatically earn 

their salvation? Did the crusade mean that the Church was willing to legitimate armsbearing on 

some level? Or was the crusade a specific type of armsbearing that only legitimized the use of 

force against non-Christians in certain times and locations? The letters of Stephen of Bois show 

that in his mind those men who died on their way to the Jerusalem had not only fulfilled a 
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penance, they had also certainly earned entry into Paradise for their service to God.192 In 

Stephen’s view, their martyrdom was categorically indicative of their salvation, a view that 

would only later become a concrete aspect of crusade theology. Rites and rituals surrounding 

pilgrimage were also developing quickly by the end of the eleventh century.193 While 

“ceremonies existed before 1095 for the liturgical blessing of the departing pilgrim”194 these rites 

changed as the theology of armed penitential pilgrimage developed. “A chronicler observed that 

the blessing was now extended to include the blessing of the pilgrim’s sword.”195 

While pilgrimage had existed as a form of penitential devotion for centuries, it appears 

that the practice was becoming steadily more formalized. Participants adopted special clothing 

and wore signifiers on their bodies to demarcate themselves from the rest of the lay world. The 

institution of special masses and blessings indicates that the Church was taking a greater role in 

governing these sacred journeys and was interested in giving pilgrimage more formal structure. 

Lay piety of this kind would otherwise be largely self-guided and self-initiated.  

On certain occasions prior military expeditions had received papal sanction in the 

decades before Clermont. Urban II’s predecessor, Gregory VII, had formulated plans for a 

campaign to the East in aid of the Byzantine emperor in 1072.196 According to H.E.J. Cowdrey, 

the endeavour, which ultimately came to naught, was intended by Gregory as a means of curbing 

the ascendant power of the Norman dukes who had been expanding their possessions in the 

south. In addition, with its secondary objectives in Asia Minor, this campaign had the goal of 
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furthering ecclesiastical unity between East and West.197 Summons were sent out to several 

prominent fideles sancti Petri including Count William of Upper Burgundy, Raymond of St. 

Gilles, Count Amadeus II of Savoy, Countess Beatrice of Tuscany, her daughter Matilda along 

with her husband Duke Godfrey of Lorraine, and a number of other notably faithful princes 

likely to be sympathetic to Gregory’s proposal. The letter contained an additional provision 

notionally expanding the call to arms to the entirety of Christendom, commanding all Christians 

willing to defend the faith to participate in the endeavour.198 Previously seen as a reaction to 

appeals from the emperor himself, it appears the letter was in actuality the brainchild of Gregory 

himself who had become distressed at the reports communicated to him by travellers recently 

returned from the region. It also included careful reformist language that suggested the Papacy’s 

aims were pointedly to avoid the shedding of fellow Christian men in open battle. The aim was a 

prodigious show of force intended to instil fear and restraint into the minds of the Norman 

nobility and peaceably calm their expansionist tendencies.199 In a letter to his loyal champion, 

Matilda of Tuscany, he wrote in 1074: 

“How serious my intention and how great my desire to go overseas and with 
Christ's help carry succour to the Christians who are being slaughtered like sheep 
by pagans, I hesitate to say to some persons lest I seem to be moved by too great 
fickleness of purpose. But to you, my most dearly beloved daughter, I have no 
hesitation in declaring any of these matters; for I have more confidence in your 

good judgment than you yourself could possibly express.”200 
 

The letter contains stirring language, particularly in its conflation of martyrdom for Christ 

as an act of beauty, an act of love and devotion. Unfortunately for Gregory and his supporters, 

the expedition quickly came to naught following new grievances with the Holy Roman Emperor. 
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His dream of a papally directed intervention into the maelstrom of Near Eastern politics may not 

have been realized in his own lifetime but Cowdrey has observed that it is more than likely that 

Urban II would have encountered the letters of Gregory VII upon becoming cardinal-bishop of 

Ostia in 1080.201 He would have seen how these writings explicitly laid out Gregory’s earlier 

intentions for a mass mobilization of European warriors loyal to the papacy that could provide 

military assistance to Byzantine and Eastern Christian communities under threat. It is unclear to 

what extent Urban’s thinking was shaped by Gregory’s writings, but it is reasonable to believe 

that there was some transference.  

The preaching and promotion of the Crusade was not confined to clergy and enthusiastic 

laymen. The Byzantine emperor Alexios Komnenos spearheaded the recruitment of soldiers from 

Western Europe in the early 1090s. Alexios had a long and complicated history with Latin 

Christian warriors, having employed and fought against them for much of his reign. This 

complicated relationship meant that he had contacts throughout Europe among the nobility that 

he could utilize for military aid. Emissaries of the emperor were a frequent presence in the courts 

of German princes, pleading for desperately needed military aid and outlining the existential 

threat the Byzantine state faced. He had particularly strong relations with Robert, Duke of 

Flanders, stemming from a successful period in imperial service, and sent regular 

correspondence detailing the plight of men, women, children and clergy in horrific terms. 

Frankopan has recorded the content of epistulae, “every day and without interruption, came 

reports from the emperor, countless Christians were being killed; boys and old men, nobles and 

peasants, clergymen and monks were suffering the terrible sin of sodomy at the hands of the 

                                                        
201 Cowdrey, Popes, Monks and Crusaders, Ch. X 



 

 

113 

Turks; others were being forcibly circumcised, while aristocratic ladies and their daughters were 

being raped with impunity.”202 

 The imagery in these letters is striking, and one can immediately see the parallels with 

alleged crimes included in accounts of the speech at Clermont, retrospectively attributed to 

Urban in the chronicles recounted above. The emphasis on the vulnerability of women and 

children was meant to stir the paternal and conjugal impulses of laymen by forcing them to 

envision their own loved ones subjected to similar horrors. Accounts of the mass rape of 

Christian women by a pagan enemy that threatened the very existence of the Greek empire were 

a pointed reminder that should Constantinople to fall; the demesnes of Latin princes would be 

threatened with the same menace. These images stirred insecurities regarding their familial 

duties and helped to once again allow for the possibility of a sense of pan-Christian fellowship 

and common cause.  

A significant step forward in Byzantine-Papal relations was achieved in the spring of 

1095 with the Council of Piacenza. To give the council some context, the armies of Henry IV 

had been smashed in 1092 in the north of Italy by the loyal papal ally Countess Mathilda of 

Tuscany. Improved political conditions in the region allowed for the formation of an anti-

Imperial alliance.203 Consisting of Milan, Cremona, Lodi and Piacenza, these powers allied with 

lay supported reformist groups, such as the Patarenes, to vigorously oppose imperial interests.204 

Holding such a prestigious gathering of reformers and foreign dignitaries at Piacenza, therefore, 

made a great deal of sense. It was a provocative position as a former anti-papal enclave and it 

was positioned close to Milan and powerful reform interests in the north.  
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According to the Chronicon of Bernold, our principal source for the council, the meeting 

began around mid-Lent. It held gatherings in an open field since the extraordinary space 

requirements exceeded the accommodations offered by local churches. A large and well-attended 

“general council”, with approximately four thousand clerics and thirty thousand laity,205 it dealt 

with a range of issues that were debated over the course of the proceedings, including potentially 

schismatic groups of reformers operating with their own agendas. Yet, as a council, its principal 

significance for this study lies in the extent to which it confronted the dire military situation 

unfolding in the Byzantine frontier. Urban clearly communicated to representatives from across 

the Latin Christian world that it was a religious, moral and practical necessity for lay warriors to 

confront the threat of Muslim military power in the Near East.  

For Urban II to be successful in promoting a vast military campaign to the laity, he would 

need considerable assistance from local clergy. Unfortunately for Urban, the state of clerical 

preaching in Western Europe at the beginning of the eleventh century was highly irregular.206 

Preaching was notionally the responsibility of local bishops whose position hypothetically 

entailed visiting communities throughout their territories with some degree of regularity. For 

many bishops, however, their position was defined by much more mundane concerns with 

pastoral activities delegated or altogether eschewed. Rather than heeding the spiritual needs of 

their flock, they spent their days managing property and served within feudal networks that 

depended upon educated high ranking clergy for capable administrators and military leaders. In 

the late eleventh century preaching had often become a monastic affair, carried out principally in 

                                                        
205 Bernold of Constance, Chronicon, ed. G.H. Pertz, MHG SS 5 (Hannover, 1844), 462. Quoted in Somerville, Pope 
Urban II’s Council of Piacenza. 
206 A good overview of clerical preaching during this period and common pastoral challenges can be found in 
Larissa Taylor’s Soldiers of Christ: Preaching in Late Medieval and Reformation France (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2002) 



 

 

115 

the daily office. Penny Cole has observed that originality was not a central concern, and indeed 

was often quite undesirable. Preachers were expected to draw upon existing hermeneutics 

handed down and adapted from the Patristic fathers.207   

In her assessment of how popular preaching was used to drive and promote the idea of 

Crusading to lay communities, Cole notes that in the centuries preceding Clermont, little effort 

had been made to educate laypeople on all but the most basic tenets of Christian orthodoxy.208 

While complex scriptural exegesis was performed in monastic communities for well-educated 

monastic audiences, little of this highly sophisticated theological learning left the confines of the 

cloister. In her view, this left major questions as to who could preach and when. Particularly 

when it was recognized during meetings such as the Council of Mainz that not all members of 

the episcopacy had sufficient backgrounds in critical subjects to be able to preach effectually.209 

While many laypeople would have experienced reformist ideas through mass pilgrimage to 

monasteries and saintly shrines throughout Europe, alternative sources of religious instruction or 

inspiration came to experience popular demand. In the popular enthusiasm for millenarianism 

and pilgrimage that occurred in the early eleventh century, it appears laypeople took it upon 

themselves to fill the void. These lay preachers, who had no formal association with the 

institutional church, advocated for laypeople to return to a life of apostolic purity associated with 

the early Church. Laymen were instructed to mould their lives in such a way that they more 

concretely embodied the most spiritually desirable expressions of Christian manhood.  

Preachers focused on the use of force, the value of chaste living, and a vaguely monastic 

sense of moral restraint with respect to physical pleasures. Referencing the work of Norman 

                                                        
207 Penny Cole, Preaching of the Crusades to the Holy Land (Cambridge: The Medieval Academy of America, 
1991), Ch.1 
208 Ibid, 6-7 
209 Ibid. 



 

 

116 

Cohn, she notes that “there appeared in France unprecedented numbers of lay preachers who, 

encumbered by no formal association with the ecclesiastical hierarchy, called laymen to seek 

salvation by following Christ in a life of apostolic poverty.”210 Given this lay influence in popular 

preaching, the decision to participate in a series of speaking engagements and closely engage 

with the local representatives of the institutional church thus helped Urban to add a degree of 

coherency and structure to the promotion of something so theologically and politically complex. 

Urban II organized a prolonged preaching tour of territories in Southern and Western Francia 

that lasted more than eight months. He liaised with local magnates and powerful nobles and 

recruited a wide range of influential families whose support the pontiff could count upon.211 

It is significant that in multiple versions of Urban’s speech at Clermont the pope invoked 

the historical legacy of the Truce of God, and referred in multiple versions to the Christian 

morality of intraconfessional warfare. In his remarks he criticized the raiding and murder caused 

by warriors squabbling for land and material gain. Urban urged his lay audience to abstain from 

conflicts during certain prescribed periods in order to save vulnerable communities and churches 

from the whims of regional warlords. It is intriguing that Urban invoked the Truce of God, in 

order to end hostilities through mutual consent and the threat of excommunication. As the 

previous chapter discussed, warfare intensified in France at the beginning of the eleventh 

century. Local clergy allied with sympathetic members of the secular aristocracy to reduce the 

occurrence of local conflicts that regularly victimized lay communities and churches, and used 

religious initiatives like the Truce to promote cooperation. These individuals confronted a 

military culture that depended upon combat as a means of establishing one’s career and 
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reputation. In their promotion of the Peace and Truce of God they attempted to graft virtues such 

as Christian restraint and the protection of innocents onto conventional paradigms of warrior 

masculinity. At Clermont, Pope Urban drew upon this historical precedent and endorsed the 

same values of restraint to his audience. According to the Liber Lamberti he proclaimed:  

“It is enacted that monks, clerics, women, and those who may be with them shall 
remain in peace every day. And on three days, namely the second, third, and fourth 

days of the week, an injury inflicted by anyone on someone else will not be 
considered to be an infraction of the peace. However, on the four remaining days of 

the week, if anyone injures another, let him then be considered as a criminal 
violator of the peace and that for that reason be punished in the manner 

prescribed.”212 
 

 Like his predecessors in Aquitaine and Limoges, the pope did not intend to completely 

end fighting between fellow Christians. Such a goal was fundamentally impossible. By 

proclaiming the Truce at Clermont he intended to moderate and channel the aggression of 

laymen into more manageable contexts less destructive to public order, and more importantly, to 

direct this energy externally towards the pagan enemies of Christendom. Urban cites vulnerable 

members of the Christian community, namely clergy, women, and children, and holds them up to 

his lay audience as persons that merit protection. He does not deny that armsbearers will 

continue to die. Feuds and local conflicts would continue. Urban suggests a middle way, one in 

which laymen would develop a greater respect for Church property and the lives of the 

vulnerable, enforced by the coercive pressure of excommunication and penance. The 

proclamation of the Truce by Urban is recorded in other sources. Robert Somerville found 

reference to it in the Cencius-Baluze text, copied from manuscripts in the twelfth and early 

thirteenth century. According to the text, “it was decreed that there should be a truce: to be 
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continuous for up to three years for peasants and villains and merchants; but for knights to be 

observed every week from the fifth day of the week to Sunday; but for clergy and monks at all 

times equally and also for pilgrims on the way to holy places.”213  

Reference can also be found in the earliest chronicles of the First Crusade. Fulcher of 

Chartres cites it in his record of Urban’s remarks at Clermont.214 More significantly, Fulcher’s 

account follows Urban’s pronouncement of the Truce by stating that the audience assented to his 

demands. “After these and various other matters had been attended to, all who were present, 

clergy and people, gave thanks to God and agreed to the pope's proposition.”215 The invocation of 

the Truce was therefore recorded in multiple near contemporary sources, and copied again by 

scribes over a century later looking back on these events. Fulcher attended the council at 

Clermont, which suggests that his recollection of the Truce has some merit. It is possible that 

Fulcher exaggerated or altered some of this language, or the reaction that followed, but he 

remains one of the best sources we have for this speech and its alleged contents. 

The earliest primary sources were composed years after the fall of Jerusalem, but a few 

like Fulcher of Chartres and Baldric of Bourgueil had been in attendance for important events 

like Clermont. While we cannot know with specificity what precisely the Pope said, we can see 

some common themes repeated in these works. Benedictine monks living in Northern France 

wrote some of the most important chronicles, and they brought a particular religious perspective 
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to the events they depicted. Robert the Monk would be one of the most significant given the 

number of his manuscripts that have survived. Some of these sources, nevertheless, have real 

limitations when it comes to the veracity of events during the Crusade itself. These men were 

often well educated and had access to numerous eyewitness manuscripts and surviving 

participants, but they had no first hand knowledge of the crusade themselves.216 Their versions 

are artful reinterpretations of earlier chronicles that have been articulated through the lens of 

conversation and additional detail furnished by returning Crusaders and clergy.  

Apart from accounts written by monks, some sources survive that were composed 

entirely or partially by laymen. An unknown Norman knight serving under Bohemond was the 

likely author of the Gesta Francorum, the only chronicle of the First Crusade written entirely by 

a layman who directly participated. It provides a critically important lay perspective and shows 

how men serving on the frontlines perceived the religious significance of the First Crusade as it 

was unfolding. This anonymous chronicler writes movingly of the physical toll the crusade’s 

many misfortunes took on both himself and the common men who served. Similarly, Raymond 

D’Aguilers, who was himself a cleric in the contingent of Count Raymond of Toulouse, co-wrote 

the Historia Francorum with the knight Pons or Pontius of Baladun. His account contains a 

particular closeness with the lived experience of men from territories in southern Francia fighting 

on the First Crusade, at least up until the events of Pons’ own death during the siege of Arqah.  

It is impossible to reconstruct what was said at Clermont with the sources we possess. A 

century ago Dana Munro attempted to do so through a well intentioned, but ultimately futile 

comparative analysis of surviving texts. The historiographical consensus today has “drawn 
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attention to the very constructed nature of these accounts.”217 Marcus Bull describes these texts 

as “expressions of a particular sermon centred discourse which was at some remove from a 

concern for verbatim reportage.”218 Nonetheless, certain thematic emphases were repeated by 

eyewitness chroniclers, and thus likely did appear in Urban’s original remarks. While the 

surviving chronicles may fail to provide verbatim accounts, they still have extraordinary value 

since they communicate how the Crusade and its original causes were preserved in historical 

memory. These works would shape how future crusaders coming of age in the early twelfth 

century understood the First Crusade, and show how Christian values such as restraint, justice 

and piety that were promoted to these armsbearers as warrior ideals.  

Fulcher of Chartres almost certainly attended the council before, leaving France to join 

the expeditions en route to the Holy Land. As a source for the First Crusade he is particularly 

valuable since he would become Baldwin of Boulogne’s personal chaplain. He occupied a 

privileged position, able to observe and to record events of note within the Kingdom of 

Jerusalem. In Fulcher’s version of Urban’s speech Christendom is depicted as being in a state of 

crisis. The language is dark and alarmist and lists numerous social problems that jeopardized 

Christian institutions.  

“He saw that the faith of Christianity was being destroyed to excess by 
everybody, by the clergy as well as by the laity. He saw that peace was altogether 

discarded by the princes of the world, who were engaged in incessant warlike 
contention and quarrelling among themselves.”219  

 
[Videns autem Christianitatis fidem enormiter ab omnibus tam clero quam populo 
pessundari et terrarium principibus incessanter certamine bellico nunc istis nunc 

illis inter se dissidentibus] 
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According to Fulcher, Urban spoke to the dire state of political fragmentation and 

endemic military disputes plaguing the communities of Western Europe. Seigneurial warfare was 

a sickness that not only endangered the property and wealth of both the nobility and the Church, 

but also threatened to rot the very foundations of Christianity itself. Armsbearers were not 

simply endangering the peace of the realm; they threw the future of the Christendom into 

jeopardy. They had “discarded” the peace and forgotten their Christian responsibilities, the 

selfish pursuit of material goods and petty vendettas being primary. In Fulcher’s text Urban 

pleads for a change in behaviour and for men to hold men to aspire to higher standards of 

conduct. He begged them to, “with renewed faith, to spur themselves in great earnestness to 

overcome the Devil’s devices and to try to restore the Holy Church, most unmercifully weakened 

by the wicked” [ut resumptis fidei viribus cum ingenti sollicitatone ad expugnandas Diaboli 

machinationes viriliter se animarent et Ecclesiae sanctae statum crudelissime a nefandis 

debilitatum].220 

Proceeding in this vein he continued, “He saw holy places violated; monasteries and 

villas burned. He saw that no one was spared of any human suffering, and that things divine and 

human alike were held in derision.”221 The thematic emphasis Urban places upon warfare 

between fellow Christians appears in multiple chronicles. Fulcher cites it in his account of the 

speech writing,  

“Let those…who have been accustomed to wage private wars wastefully even 
against believers, go forth against the infidels in a battle worthy to be undertaken 
now and to be finished in victory. Now, let those, who until recently existed as 

plunderers, be soldiers of Christ; now, let those who formerly contended against 
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brothers and relations, rightly fight barbarians; now let those, who recently were 
hired for a few pieces of silver, win eternal reward.222 

 
[Procedant inquit contra infideles ad pugnam iam incipi dignam et trophaeo 

explendam qui abusive privatum certamen contra fideles etiam consuescebant 
distendere quondam. Nunc fiant Christi milites qui dudum exstiterunt raptores. 
Nunc iure contra barbaros pungent qui olim adversus fratres et consanguines 
dimicabant. Nunc aeterna praemia nanciscantur qui dudum pro solidis paucis 

mercenarii fuernunt] 
 

This passage is a biting critique, but Urban does offer the possibility of reconciliation. He 

castigates laymen who would sell themselves into a life of sin for a “few pieces of silver,” 

perhaps making an allusion to the betrayal of Christ by Judas. He also condemns the 

“plunderers” who would kill fellow Christians for riches in this life instead of living in a fashion 

that would merit “eternal reward.” He told these men that the skills they had developed in the 

indefensible victimization of fellow Christians could be used to their benefit as “soldiers of 

Christ.” This was not a blanket denunciation of armsbearing. These men possessed gifts for 

combat rooted in their bodies conditioned by training, ancestry and military experience. These 

skills were in a sense morally neutral. While military action had become a plague upon the 

Christian community, Urban suggests that lay armsbearers could use their abilities and 

experience in war to effect their own salvation.  

Robert the Monk’s version of Urban’s speech describes similar themes and language. 

Robert’s chronicle is particularly valuable for scholars studying the depiction of armsbearers and 

the promotion of values related to Christian manhood. Over one hundred manuscripts of Robert’s 

text still exist, ”ten times more than any other work. It was one of the earliest chronicles to be 

translated into the vernacular.”223 The popularity of this version suggests that Robert’s chronicle 

was a medieval bestseller, and widely read by the laity. In the opinion of Carol Sweetenham 
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“Robert’s work shaped much of the perception of the Crusade in the Middle Ages”224 and was 

used in the composition of later sources such as the Chanson d’Antioche.  

In this version, Urban cites the ongoing problem of lay warfare and demands a behaviour 

change so that Christendom can enjoy peace once again. Robert writes, “That is why you fight 

and tear at each other, are constantly at war and wound and kill each other. So let all feuds 

between you cease, quarrels fall silent, battles end and the conflicts of all disagreement fall to 

rest.”225 Robert, like Fulcher, suggests that Urban affirmed the need for laymen to commit to 

peaceful methods of conflict resolution so that they would not die at the hands of fellow 

believers. Immediately following this, he suggests that the Holy Land is a “paradise of delights” 

and that the land was “fruitful above others.” This language indicates that Urban recognized that 

the greed and ambition that drove lay animosities would not go away, but could perhaps be 

redirected towards a greater purpose. Since young warriors needed to establish themselves and 

their careers through successful military service, war was the means by which they accumulated 

wealth and assets, and won the respect of fellow armsbearers. In both Fulcher and Robert’s texts 

Urban acknowledges these realities, but presents them with more defensible options that would 

allow them to performatively accomplish these practical needs in a context that benefitted 

Christendom.  

Urban’s assessment of armsbearers juxtaposes the current state of armsbearing with the 

Carolingian past. He reminds laymen in Robert of Rheim’s account that they were direct 

descendants of the heroes who served in the celebrated court of Charlemagne.226 He castigates 
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them for their conduct, which has fallen short of their ancestors, and demands that they do better. 

The warriors of Charlemagne’s court had used their prowess for defensible Christian causes such 

as halting the expansion of Islam into Western Europe. This generation, in shameful contrast, 

had preyed upon the weak and enriched themselves through the blood of fellow Christians. This 

castigation once again implicitly raises the issue of how best to channel the masculine strength 

and energies of Christian men for a defensible purpose. Male aggression was a dangerous but 

valuable resource that could be utilized by Christian men to protect and expand the borders of 

Christendom. Men possessed the strength and physical gifts needed to actualize this Christian 

providential vision on Earth, and were thus the means by which God would accomplish his 

victory over the forces that threatened his Church. The men of Charlemagne’s court recognized 

this responsibility and their legacies in the Latin Christian imagination were built on it. Urban 

suggests here that the Latin Christian armsbearers of his generation needed to take note of this 

history, and embrace the consequential responsibilities that God has assigned to their sex and 

class. 

The pastoral language also becomes more acute in Fulcher’s version; the pontiff uses the 

imagery of the watchful shepherd to underscore the kinds of characteristics he seeks to promote. 

“You are also called shepherds; see that you are not occupied after the manner of 
mercenaries. Be true shepherds, always holding your crooks in your hands; and 
sleeping not, guard on every side the flock entrusted to you. For if through your 
carelessness or negligence, some wolf seizes a sheep, you doubtless will lose the 

reward prepared for you by our Lord.”227 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

other kings who destroyed the pagan kingdoms and brought them within the bounds of Christendom.” 
[Moveant vos et incident animos vestros ad virilitatem gesta praedecessorum vestorum, probitas et 
magnitudo Karoli Magni regis, et Ludovici filii eius, aliorumque regum vestorum, qui regna paganorum 
destruxerunt et in eis fines sanctae Ecclesiae dilataverunt (extended).] 
 
227 Fulcher of Chartres, “The Chronicle of Fulcher of Chartres” and Other Source Materials ed. Edward Peters 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 50 
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Urban blends the sphere of spiritual warfare with worldly responsibility, and he calls for 

clergy to play an important role in leading recruitment. The laymen who responded were drawn 

from across the socio-economic spectrum and journeyed from across Europe. “By the Pope’s 

order, many men, both noble and base, rich as well as poor, from all lands … went on the 

journey to the Holy Sepulchre.”228 Jerusalem was the central focus of this religious exercise for 

Latin Christian writers. It was close to God; the Incarnation had walked and died there. This 

connection had the effect of compounding the sacrilege of Christian persecution in its environs. 

If Christians were to succeed, they would have to “root out any crookedness or distortion which 

might obstruct God’s law.” They would have to make a commitment to God to adjust their 

values, reform their ways as Christian men, and become “wise, provident, temperate, learned, 

peace-making, truth-seeking, pious, just, equitable, [and] pure.”229 

Fulcher’s account of Urban’s remarks continually reiterates the importance of purity and 

the contrasting corruption engendered by sinful behaviour. “For how will the unlearned be able 

to make men learned, the intemperate make temperate, the impure make them pure? If one 

desires peace, how will he appease? Or if one has dirty hands, how will he be able to wipe the 

filth off another on defiled?”230 Here again Urban admonishes his audience. He reminds them 

that if the Church indeed endeavours to regain the virtue, personal minimalism, and spiritual 

integrity associated with the apostolic age of the early Church then they must first become the 

embodied examples of the behaviours they wish to inculcate within broader lay society. How 

would laymen feel compelled to heed their preaching and guidance unless the clergy set an 
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example of moral rectitude? As Marcus Bull observes, much like Gregory VII, Urban II was 

extremely reluctant to include clergy among the ranks of the milites.231 Their involvement had to 

have a sense of professional distance from the lay armsbearers so as not to drag them back 

sullied into the bloody purview of the secular sphere.  

After a brief outline for those in the audience to honour the responsibilities associated 

with ecclesiastical independence and the enforcement of just laws, Fulcher’s chronicle records 

Urban turning to the historical precedents of the Peace and Truce of God. He writes: 

“Wherefore the Truce as it is commonly called, now for a long time established by 
the Holy Fathers, must be renewed…but if anyone affected by avarice or pride 

breaks it of his own free will, let him be excommunicated…”232 
 

[Quapropter treviam, sic vulgariter dictam, iamdudum a sanctis patribus nostris 
determinatam, reformari oportet…Quod si aliquis sive aviditate, sive superbia 
seductus, eam sponte infregerit, Dei auctoritate et huius concilii decretorum 

sanctione anathematizetur.] 
 

This is an important moment in Urban’s remarks. His ensuing exhortation to general 

mobilization for the cause of Christendom and the plight of the Christians in the East depends 

upon a general commitment to domestic stability in the West and the protection of property. The 

employing of the Truce as a commonly recognized religious agreement to minimize fighting 

between fellow Christians is suggestive of its enduring place in the memory and imagination of 

laymen in positions of power. Its purposeful resurrection by the pope to serve his own ambitions 

indicates that despite its uneven success in the early eleventh century, it remained an idealized 

relic of ecclesiastical and secular cooperation. After all, interested laymen who committed to 

peace in Latin Europe would find the wielding of their swords deemed a meritorious and manly 
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exercise in personal devotion. It allowed them the chance to do penance in a way that offered the 

possibility of glory in the eyes of their family and male peers. 

Fulcher’s account illustrates that Urban II had a tendency to use language that knowingly 

goaded the masculine pride of his lay audience. In his chronicle Urban II chided, “in occupying 

more and more of the lands of the Christian, have overcome them, already victims of seven 

battles, and have killed and captured them, have overthrown Churches, and have laid waste 

God’s kingdom. If you permit this supinely for very long, God’s faithful ones will be still further 

subjected.”233 [quos quidem si sic aliquandiu in quiete siveritis] The term “in quiete” does have 

the connotation of to rest or to be in repose in silence. The thrust of the phrase amounted to an 

emasculating taunt. If Pope Urban II uttered such language at Clermont it is possible that some 

laymen might have picked up on the subtle implications. To maintain their honour as men and 

warriors in the service of Christ their participation in the crusade was compulsory. If they did 

otherwise they risked taking on the passive posture of the prostrate and effeminate. They would 

be assenting in their inaction to the physical domination of members of the Body of Christ. 

Naturally, the possibility of this phrase containing an implicit sexual undertone jumps to the 

modern reader’s mind. Nevertheless, in producing a gendered reading of the text one should be 

cautious in attributing such second order intentions to the original language. 

Robert of Rheims completed his history around 1106-1107.234 As Jonathan Philips notes, 

his work is notable in that it received wide circulation throughout Latin Christendom.235 It is 

uncertain whether he was in attendance, although he commonly enjoys that distinction among 

historians. In either case his words are not meant to be a verbatim record of the speech formally 
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delivered by the pontiff; instead they are meant to reflect the extremity of Christian anxiety 

regarding alleged Muslim crimes against Christian communities in the east in a manner that 

parallels Fulcher’s version. It should be noted that, beyond his alleged first-hand reflections, his 

chronicle contains clear influences drawn from the Gesta Francorum in addition to numerous 

other sources that are comingled to produce a coherent narrative.236 It seems he, like Baldric of 

Dol and Guibert de Nogent, was unimpressed with the literary style of the original manuscripts 

to which he had access; clearly he wished to produce a more sophisticated adaptation that 

reflected his own theological emphases and anti-Islamic rhetoric.  

“And most especially the Holy Sepulchre of our Lord the Redeemer move you – in 
the power as it is of the foul races – and the holy places now abused and 

sacrilegiously defiled by their filthy practices. Oh most valiant soldiers and 
descendants of victorious ancestors, do not fall short of, but be inspired by, the 

courage of your forefathers.”237 
 

[Praesertim moveat vos sanctum Domini Salvatoris nostri Sepulcrum, quod ab 
immundis gentibus possidetur, et loca sancta quae nunc inhoneste tractantur et 
irreveater eorum immundiciis sordidantur. O fortissimo milites et invictorum 

propago parentum, nolite degenenerari, sed virtutis priorum vestrorum 
reminiscimini.] 

 
Robert the Monk’s account provides some particularly interesting content for historians 

interested in the development of masculinity and manhood in the medieval world. By hearkening 

back to the storied accomplishments of the Carolingian princes, and repeating provocative 

characterizations of Muslim adherents, he places the lords gathered before Urban II in a long 

continuous line of nobility charged with defending and spreading the Christian faith. He asserts 

that the responsibilities of contemporary knighthood reflected a long tradition of manly 

expectations extending back to the wars of Charlemagne. To be an idealized Christian warrior, to 
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be a knight, placed upon these armsbearers the same duties honoured by their forebears who 

campaigned so mercilessly against pagan tribes and Muslim communities. This narrative 

continuity was a convenient fiction; it was a revisionist history that had little foundation in the 

fragmented political landscape of post-Carolingian Europe. Such advocacy for a romanticized 

notion of a virtuous warrior ethos was predicated upon Christian principles as a clever bit of 

pontifical spin. It appealed to the warrior elite by associating contemporary laymen with a storied 

and glorious past that was enjoying something of a literary renaissance through the circulation of 

the great epic poem The Song of Roland.  

In the account of Robert of Rheims, Urban is said to have continued his exhortation at 

Clermont with the following: 

“If affection for your children and parents and spouse holds you back, remember 
what Our Lord says in the Gospel: he that loveth father or mother more than me is 
not worthy of me. And everyone that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, 

or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name’s sake, shall 
receive a hundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life. Do not be held back by any 
possession or concern for your family. For this land you inhabit, hemmed in on all 

sides by the sea and surrounded by mountain peaks, cannot support your sheer 
numbers: it is not overflowing with abundant riches and indeed provides scarcely 
enough food even for those who grow it. That is why you fight and tear at each 

other, are constantly at war and wound and kill each other. So let all feuds between 
you cease, quarrels fall silent, battles end and the conflicts of all disagreement fall 
to rest. Set out on the road to the Holy Sepulchre, deliver that land from a wicked 
race and take it yourselves – the land which given by God to the sons of Israel, as 

scripture says a land flowing with milk and honey.”238 
 

[Quod si vos carus liberorum et parentum et conjugum detinet afffectus, recolite 
quid in Evangelio dicat Dominus: Qui amat patrem aut matrem super me, non est 
me dignus. Omnes qui reliquerit domum, aut patrem, aut matrem, aut uxorem, aut 

filius, aut agros, propter nomen meum, centupium accipiet vitam aeternam 
possidebit. Non vos protrahat nulla possessio, nulla rei familiaris sollicitudo, 

quoniam terra haec quam inhabitatis, clausura maris undique et jugis montium 
circumdata, numerositate vestra coangustatur, nec copia divitiarum exuberat et vix 
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sola alimenta suis cultoribus administrat. Inde est quod vos in invicem mordetis et 
contenditis, bella movetis et plerumque mutuis vulneribus occiditis. Cessent igitur 

intra vos odia, conticesseant jurgia, bella quiescent et totius controversiae 
dissensiones sopiantur. Viam sancti Sepulchri incipite, terram illam nefariae genti 
auferte, eamque vobis subjicite, terra illa filiis Israel a Deo in possessionem data 

fuit, sicut Sciprtura dicit, quae lacte et melle fluit.” 
 

Here Robert describes Urban as a shrewd orator, one who was capable of communicating the 

merit of armed pilgrimage in ways that appealed to both the penitentially inclined as well as the 

worldly. He begins by endeavouring to assuage the lingering earthly concerns and pragmatic 

uncertainties remaining in the minds of his audience regarding the sheer scale and enormity of 

the task ahead. This expedition was, after all, hypothetically without precedent either in scale or 

ideological justification. He addresses this particular concern directly by reminding those laymen 

listening of the subordinate nature of earthly life, family and possessions to the greater needs of 

God. Given the ephemeral nature of the material world, Christ reminds the faithful of the need to 

cultivate spiritual wealth rather than earthly abundance. Within this particular worldview, the 

most meritorious life was one defined by the masculine virtues of restraint and self-discipline 

where one’s appetites are subordinate to the needs of the spirit. Yet Urban also reveals himself to 

be a pragmatist, as this spiritual exhortation is quickly qualified with the promise that 

participation would also dramatically change their material circumstances. Speaking to the 

ongoing threat of seigneurial warfare to Christendom he reminds those laymen present that their 

endless cycles of domestic bloodletting offered negligible reward; the confined nature of the 

contested spaces and the lack of resources was itself a deterrent. In offering themselves to the 

service of Christ, the meting out of a metaphysical reward could be married to real wealth given 

the scriptural promise of new fortunes in the Holy Land. The spiritual thrust of Urban’s speech is 

tempered with a sensible awareness of the practical. His Christian soldier-pilgrims were not 

engaging in an exercise that only offered physical degradation and hardship for the remittance of 



 

 

131 

sins; these men would hypothetically have access at the end to the spiritual comfort of a penance 

completed, combined with the material benefits they could not hope for in the victimization of 

their Christian brothers and sisters at home. This version painted the crusade as an adventure 

beyond the bleak world of France; it was a chance to deny worldly concerns, and even one’s own 

family for the possibility of achieving something greater elsewhere. The spiritual emphasis is 

retained through the invocation of Christ’s commandment to place him above all else; yet there 

is also a suggestion that one’s physical cares will be looked after. 

Our third eyewitness at Clermont is Baldric of Dol, abbot of Bourgueil. According to 

Conor Kostick, Baldric’s recollection is particularly notable due to its awareness of class and its 

expression of noble supremacy based on elitist paternalism.239 In his text, he writes of the plebs, 

in this case meaning commoners specifically rather than the entirety of the laity, as being a class 

of people within Christian society who needed the protection of the nobility.240 For Baldric, 

armed pilgrimage to the Holy Land for Baldric is thus not only a spiritually meritorious 

enterprise, but also an extension of paternalistic responsibility. The male nobility, masters of lay 

society, had expectations placed upon them by virtue of their status to provide and care for those 

portrayed in Baldric’s text as a weak and credulous underclass. The plebs needed wise and strong 

men to care for their spiritual and material wellbeing. The Crusade, when seen in this light, was 

an outgrowth of these aforesaid authoritarian and patriarchal duties. In a sense, one can see such 

a view as being consistent with the articulations of chivalric responsibility into the twelfth 

century. As the “armour” of the Church and wider Christendom it was the notional responsibility 

of lay nobles, both as aristocratic men of prestige as well as knights in the feudal order to care for 

the needs of the poor and weak. The responsibility of the nobility to protect and further the goals 
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of wider Christendom gave prominence and legitimacy to their social class; and, rather than 

indicting class difference, provided justification for their rank and privilege. An awareness of 

this kind of mutually recognized socio-economic stratification among laymen could be seen in 

the earliest eyewitness accounts of the First Crusade. In Fulcher of Chartres’ version, “Our 

knights were five hundred, except those who were not reputed knights, however they were 

horsemen” [Milites nostris errant quingenti, exceptis illis qui militari nomine non censebantur, 

tamen equitantes].241 In his view, the idea of being able to afford a horse and ride one in battle 

was not the sole criteria by which one entered this nascent class of warriors. Dominique 

Barthélemy contends that this reference is indicative of the early bifurcation of mounted arms 

bearers into knights and sergeants who occupied discrete social spaces in Latin hierarchies.242   

Few early sources exist composed by laymen detailing why they chose to make 

pilgrimages to the Holy Land as part of the First Crusade. Some Christian men likely saw it as a 

chance to do penance for their sincere guilt regarding past sins and personal misdeeds. Others 

viewed the Crusade as a glorious opportunity to do battle against foreign nations and proudly 

proclaimed their desire to wrest the Holy Land from Muslim hands. These varied but genuine 

religious motives are continually referenced. Indeed, those men who received penances after 

confiding their sins in confessors or spiritual directors seem to have taken these responsibilities 

seriously. Yet penance itself had a shifting meaning within the context of pilgrimage. Preachers 

of the First Crusade adapted these penances to the needs of Crusade and argued that 

reconciliation with the Church could and would be achieved through warfare against the non-

Christian periphery. Formerly corrupt or amoral men could performatively use the skills of 

armsbearing to expiate their sins and merit their salvation. The historian Sylvia Schein, in her 
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study of laymen during this period, discusses many of their self-described motivations in her 

book Gateway to the Heavenly City.243 Their recorded words give us a sense of what drove these 

men and reveal how humble laymen perceived the gravity of the campaign in which they served.  

In the Cartulaire de l’Abbaye de Saint-Vincent a man named Ingelbald emphasized 

penance in his explanation for joining the Crusade: “Considering that God has spared me, 

steeped in many and great sins, and has given me time to do penance, and fearing that the weight 

of my sins will deprive me of a share in the heavenly kingdom, I, Ingelbald, wish to seek that 

sepulchre from which our redemption, having overcome death, wished to rise.”244 Ingelbald’s 

words recorded in this cartulary indicate that he viewed the Crusade as a means of performing a 

valid penance. He expresses a desire to atone for the sins committed in his life and appears to do 

so with sincerity. Similarly, he is grateful for the fact that he was not struck down early in life 

before he had the chance to make amends with God. This document shows a layman grappling 

with complicated religious ideas about penance, who recognizes the need to reform his behaviour 

to be in accord with God’s laws. He locates his redemption in pilgrimage to the Sepulchre and 

makes a link between all the dangers of arduous travel and war with the economy of salvation. 

Ingelbald is making a number of important things clear: He is recognizing that he has sinned 

through his own actions; he is making an intentional choice to take control over his own 

misdeeds by exposing himself to danger; and finally, he is stating that his motivation is to be 

close to the Holy places of Christianity. Ingelbald wants to stand where Christ himself stood and 

benefit from that physical proximity to the Redeemer cited at the end of this passage. It is 

difficult to know how to assess the wording of this text since Schein and others have noted that 
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charters and documents of this kind often betray monastic formulae. Since we cannot know how 

much of Ingelbald’s voice we are hearing and reading here, we must work with the evidence we 

have. However, if these remarks were the product of Ingelbald’s discussion with a monk who 

acted as his scribe the themes cited might indeed be genuine reflections of his own thinking.  

The warrior Gerald of Cahors took a more bellicose tone in his explanation for joining 

the Crusade. He intended to “pilgrimage to wage war on foreign peoples and defeat barbaric 

nations, lest the Holy Sepulchre of the Lord Jesus be contaminated any longer.”245 Gerald’s 

words are intriguing on a number of levels. He associates Islam with contamination, which 

indicates that he had likely been exposed to preaching that routinely demonized Muslims as a 

threat to the faith. When he chooses to call these peoples “barbaric nations” he dismisses them as 

a violent menace from the periphery of Christian civilization. Secondly, Gerald views the 

crusade as the unambiguous conflation of pilgrimage with war. To join the crusade was to 

embark on an armed penitential pilgrimage to the Holy Land, and he clearly perceives that feats 

of arms will be the means by which he validly atones for his past sins as a pilgrim. This language 

is an explicit affirmation of Christian masculinity on crusade and Gerald sensed religious 

authorities in specific circumstances were legitimating armsbearing. The Crusade allowed 

warriors to make their use of force licit if they directed their strength towards acceptable targets.   

The use of the term “pagan” in crusade preaching and literature from this period allowed 

Muslim antagonists to be assumed into a larger umbrella of spiritual enemies dating back to late 

antiquity. Crusade preachers and laymen explicitly demonized Muslims in charters and sermons 

in order to justify their campaign to retake the Holy Land. Christians associated the adherents of 

                                                        
245 Histoire générale de Languedoc, 3rd edn, ed. J. Vaissete, C. Devic and A. Molinier, 16 vols. (Toulouse, 1872-
1904), 5.753. See also Jonathan Riley-Smith, The First Crusaders (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 
62.  



 

 

135 

Islam with sexual deviance and violence and came to reflect more deeply on their own sexuality 

and sinfulness as a consequence. From preaching at Clermont to the writing of Hrostwitha of 

Gandersheim, Muslim men became those who would rape and murder the clergy and innocent. 

In contrast, Christian men were those who wielded the temporal sword of the Church. They 

possessed the masculine prowess and virtues required to confront this menace to Christian 

society. John Tolan argues that the portrayal of Islam in works like The Song of Roland is quite 

typical of a range of chronicles from this period in which Muslims are described as idolaters 

reminiscent of pagan Rome. The men who populate the ranks of the Saracen armies are often 

caricatured in their physical description and are said to possess monstrous or bizarre 

characteristics such as spikes and disproportionately large heads.246  

Latin Christian poets also began associating individual Muslims with names that were of 

an obvious pagan or satanic origin, and lands where Muslims were said to reside were sunless, 

rainless, and riven with demons. The connection had apparently become so complete that by 

twelfth century the term “Saracen” had often become synonymous with the pagans of late 

antiquity and could be used interchangeably.247 Since the establishment of Islamic hegemony 

over Spain in the eighth century, cross-confessional interaction and conflict between Christian 

communities and their Muslim neighbours had created an environment of antagonism in which 

disparaging cultural stereotypes of this kind thrived.  

Passion narratives, such as Hrostvit of Gandersheim’s homage to Pelagius and Glaber’s 

chronicle of the captivity of Abbot Majolus, came to focus explicitly on behavioural immorality 
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and the alleged inclination of Muslims towards violence, rape and carnal indulgence.248 The 

sexual assault of Pelagius in particular is often viewed as an allegory for the terrible assault on 

“innocent” or “virginal” Christian Iberia, and it encapsulates the malicious ways in which the 

fear of Islamic power and the sexual virility of Muslim men came to be represented by Latin 

Christian male authors. 

 “The result of the metaphorical “rape” of Christian Cordoba is a kingdom in which 
difference both exists and does not exist. That is, the text and its narrator clearly 
distinguish the Christians and their defeated king from the rather overdetermined 

barbarous, violent pagan forces and their first leader: the “perfidious race of 
Saracens,” “the leader of a barbarian people,” “a man perverse and profane,” “a 

perverse tyrant.”249  
 

In the early twelfth century following the establishment of the Latin Kingdom of 

Jerusalem and the Crusader states, these allegations would have a substantial impact on Latin 

Christian fears about cultural and sexual mingling with Muslim neighbours. Contemporaries who 

had been exposed to repeated tales of Muslim tyranny, rape, and wanton violence brought 

substantial intellectual baggage into the encounters with Muslim communities and dreaded the 

pollution of the Body of Christ through the dilution of their values and sexual ethics. These 

sustained anxieties would later inform the articulation of numerous new legal measures meant to 

curb the prevalence of miscegenation, prostitution and homosexuality in the Council of Nablus, 

and would endure as important influences that informed proceedings like the Fourth Lateran 

Council less than a century later. This development, however, should similarly be seen as the 

                                                        
248 Important examples of her work can be found in Katherina Wilson’s Hrotsvit of Gandersheim, A Florilegium of 
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quinque 1.4.9 pp. 20-21 
249 Lisa Weston, “‘The Saracen’ and the Martyr: Embracing the Foreign in Hrotsvit’s Pelagius,” in Meeting the 
Foreign in the Middle Ages, ed. Albrecht Classen (New York: Routledge, 2002), 3. Additional discussion on anti-
Islamic discursive strategies employed by Latin Christian authors can be found in Sophia Rose Arjana’s Muslims in 
the Western Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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result of a lengthy process of antagonism and alienation, constructed in no small part by the 

propagation of carefully crafted hagiographies and tales of extraordinary martyrdom. Some of 

these provided the popular intellectual stimulus for many aforementioned derogatory 

associations. As Janna Wasilewski notes, there had long been a tradition of anti-Islamic polemic 

in the Greek East. It was not until the beginning of the ninth century that a significant corpus of 

early Latin theological treatises against Muslims started to emerge in the Latin West. These 

works were shaped by Muslim invasions of the Iberian Peninsula beginning in 711, and decades 

of Muslim settlement in formerly Christian lands. By the early 800s clergy and scholars began to 

engage with the language and theology of their new Islamic occupiers, and reflected upon the 

theological significance of these events from a Christian perspective.250  

This chapter has introduced some of the core reformist concepts that informed how 

laymen in France and Norman communities conceptualized masculinity and its constituent traits 

into the twelfth century. Clerical actors in the institutional church and lay actors in Latin 

Christian communities engaged in an unfolding process of negotiation over the reform of 

behaviours and ideals that were at the core of hegemonic views of Latin Christian manhood. 

Penitential pilgrimage, the partial rehabilitation of the use of force, and new avenues for lay 

spiritual development for armsbearers created a new sense of Christian masculinity that would be 

exported to the Levant over the coming years. This was not a transitive procedure of warriors 

uncritically receiving clerical precepts. Laymen visited monasteries, pilgrimage routes, and the 

shrines of relics. They read new vitae detailing the lives of great saints who were exemplars of 

Christian manliness, restraint and personal virtue. They listened to preachers of the Crusade who 
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reminded them of their glorious ancestors and the need to make visible the blood of their noble 

fathers through feats of arms in the service of God and his Church.  
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Chapter 3 

Christian Manhood on the First Crusade 

In the previous chapter this dissertation explored how clergy preached the Crusade to 

armsbearers and members of the secular aristocracy. It introduced some of the ideas about 

behavioural reform and Christian virtue propagated to armsbearers in the late eleventh century, 

and described some of the ways in which these ideas entered lay consciousness through sermons, 

letters, vitae, pilgrimage and monasteries. Laymen regularly travelled to monastic institutions for 

pilgrimage and guidance. They visited and corresponded with family members who lived there, 

and listened to the sermons offered by monks and preachers. Members of the elite had access to 

the vitae of great saints, including holy laymen like Gerald of Aurillac, who provided exemplary 

sources of Christian behaviour to be emulated by others. In this chapter, we will discuss how the 

preaching of the Crusade turned into concrete action, and examine how these events and their 

depiction in literature emphasized attributes of Christian masculinity and manhood for lay 

armsbearers. The earliest chronicles and documentary sources are richly detailed and record the 

significance of these events from a Christian perspective. In their anecdotes and judgmental 

observations these writers provide glimpses into the kinds of attributes and values that observers 

ascribed to Christian warriors on Crusade, both positive and negative. In their discussion of sins, 

virtues, and behaviour, from the siege of Antioch to the conquest of Jerusalem, these voices 

communicate how Christian manhood and the channelling of the use of force were rendered in 

the context of armed penitential pilgrimage. This chapter will examine these retrospective 

accounts from a gender perspective in order to highlight the gendered values and expectations 
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that were placed upon lay bodies and psyches. It will consider how the Crusade policed men 

serving on the front lines and question how the accounts reveal important details about Christian 

manhood in the late eleventh and early twelfth century.  

Given the overt religious themes overlaid upon these historical events in early chronicles 

of the First Crusade, it is important to be aware of each writer’s ideological goals. While all of 

the chronicles of eyewitnesses returning to Europe bear a conscious or unconscious application 

of a particular Christian vision on the events they purport to document, there is no doubt that 

later chroniclers drawing upon these earlier sources compounded this distortion. In later editions 

these dramatic recollections fit within a providential eschatology. They reveal God’s will 

unfolding in the world through the hands of Crusader men. Many of these men, such as Robert 

the Monk, Guibert de Nogent and Baldric of Bourgueil, were Benedictine monks living in 

northern France, who, despite being well educated, and having access to numerous eyewitness 

manuscripts and surviving participants, had no first-hand knowledge of the Crusade 

themselves.251 As a consequence their artful reworking of the events contained in earlier texts 

such as the Gesta Francorum are exceptional pieces of Latin Christian literature. They must be 

read, however, with a critical awareness of their particular ideological objectives and biases. In 

contrast to these ornate monastic versions approaching the subject matter from a distance, the 

anonymous chronicler of the Gesta and the account of Raymond D’Aguilers provide a 

comparatively direct glimpse into some of the most significant episodes of the First Crusade. 

Works like Raymond’s, co-written with a lay knight named Pons, have an “on the ground” 

character that can speak more directly to the experience of laymen who participated in the 

events. Their account contains a particular closeness with the lived experience of men from the 
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territories of Southern France fighting on the First Crusade, at least up until the events of Pons’ 

death during the siege of Arqah. Pons died before seeing Jerusalem, but the document he 

contributed to nonetheless offers another source that speaks on some level to how laymen 

interpreted these events. There are further accounts of the First Crusade, which similarly cater to 

the perspective of armsbearers. The anonymous chronicler of the Gesta Francorum had almost 

certainly been a knight in Bohemond’s Norman contingent, and his work makes an effort to 

include some of the experiences that befell the common men whose names would not be 

recorded for posterity. One gets a sense of what the crusade felt like, and the hideous toll it took 

on the bodies of soldiers fighting for long periods in desperate conditions with almost nothing to 

eat. His text is straightforwardly written and his Latin workmanlike, but the document itself was 

massively influential on later versions and served as the basis for many other chronicles such as 

Baldric of Bourgueil and Guibert de Nogent.252  

The depiction of laymen in these works is strongly informed by the religious ideal of 

imitatio Christi: these were men in service who saw their suffering as having a deeper Christian 

significance. The suffering of their bodies is a recurring part of their respective narratives and is 

referenced through the recitation of their wounds, aches, starvation and thirst. This is amplified 

further through their recognition of the contributions and suffering of the lower classes. In Gesta 

Francorum the personal sacrifices and struggles of ordinary laymen are seen as things that 

genuinely matter. They do not merely add narrative or theatrical texture through the injection of 

additional pathos. The author cares on some level about those men forming the common ranks of 

the personal armies gathered by the great noble heroes of his otherwise heroic narrative and 

deems the extreme destitution they suffered worthy of remembrance. Other chronicles similarly 
                                                        
252 A. Krey, The Crusades and other historical essays presented to Dana C. Munro, ed. L.J. Paetow (New York, 
1928), 57-76.  
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emphasize this class diversity. From its opening lines the Anonymi Florinensis takes pains to 

stress that men from every conceivable background flocked to such a holy cause. In response to 

what the author perceived as being the profanation of the city of Jerusalem by the Turks they 

write, “…and many miracles were shown, others were inspired by others, dukes, counts, 

powerful men, nobles and non-nobles, rich and poor, freemen and slaves, bishops, clerics, 

monks, old and young” […et multis signis ostensis, alii ab aliis animati, duces, comites, potentes, 

nobiles et ignobiles, divites et paupers, liberi et servi, episcopi, clerici, monachi, senes et 

jovenes”].253 This list is significant, and not merely as a dramatic flourish, because it accentuates 

for the author and their readership that the entire Body of Christ, the entire body of the Christian 

faithful, was wounded by the Muslim occupation of the Holy Land. For this writer the 

proclamation of the crusade so stirred the religious sentiments of Europe’s Catholics that all felt 

compelled to render whatever service they could. The rhetorical power is not insignificant, as the 

idea of old men rushing to take the cross does not come across here as a pitiable image. To the 

contrary, it suggests a worthy expression of their religiosity, a worthy use for the bodies of old 

warriors, and a stirring of the warlike spirit possessed in their youth. Even if references are 

somewhat cursory in their detail, these documents acknowledge the experiences and ordeals that 

these men went through, and recognize their diverse origins from a range of ages, places, and 

socio-economic backgrounds.  

The expeditions of the First Crusade were penitential in nature and an opportunity for 

men to purge their bodies and souls through the performance of dangerous labour. As noted the 

previous chapter, Sylvia Schein and other scholars have documented how laymen would 

communicate their intentions and what they thought they were doing before embarking for 
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Jerusalem. These men cited among other things their desire to reform their ways or atone for past 

sins and these words can still be seen in the cartulary records of monasteries like Saint-Vincent 

du Mans, Toussaint d’Angers or Saint-Loup de Troyes.254  

Anxieties over the sexual behaviour of participants appear to have been particularly acute 

for armsbearers and clerical writers. Eyewitnesses and later writers established a clear 

connection between their chances of survival and the danger of sexual impropriety. Sources 

documenting the campaign record that armsbearers and other participants in the Christian camp 

were subject to some degree of sexual and moral policing, and evidence of this can be seen in the 

punishments meted out to offenders who engaged in intercourse deemed illicit by authorities. 

Guibert de Nogent records the flogging of offenders in his account and notes that authorities 

were keen to make such punishments public so that all armsbearers could witness them.255 It 

appears that authorities were attempting to curtail sexual sins and channel these energies and 

impulses into fighting sanctioned by the campaign.  

Fulcher of Chartres and Walter the Chancellor connected instances of great danger, such 

as the crisis at Antioch in the summer of 1098 or the massacre of the Antiochene field army in 

June of 1119, with the sexual purity and chastity of armsbearers who had lapsed into sinful 

behaviour.256 Albert of Aachen similarly raised concerns about the numbers of sex workers who 

accompanied the Crusade and consequently Latin Christian observers believed that armsbearers 

were inviting God’s wrath through their inability to adhere to standards of restraint and self-

                                                        
254 Cartulaire de l’abbaye de Saint-Loup de Troyes, edited by Charles Lalore. Paris: E. Thorin, 1875. Cartulaire de 
l’abbaye de Saint-Vincent du Mans, edited by R. Charles and S.M. d’Elbenne. Le Mans 1886, I, col. 69. Comte, F. 
L’Abbaye Toussaint d’Angers des origines å 1330: étude historique et Cartulaire. Angers, 1985. 
255 Guibert de Nogent, Gesta Dei per Francos, ed. R.B.C. Huygens, (Turnhout, 1996), 196. 
256 Fulcher of Chartres, Chronicle of the First Crusade trans. Martha E. McGinty, (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1941), 43-44 and Walter the Chancellor, The Antiochene Wars trans. and ed. Thomas S. 
Asbridge and Susan B. Edgington (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), Book I, pp. 78-79 
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discipline.257 These concerns had ample justification, as even in the earliest chronicles of the first 

expeditions to the Holy Land, we can see the poignant expression of spiritual terror regarding the 

dangers of carnal sin while in God’s service. In Albert of Aachen’s chronicle of the First Crusade 

prostitution is described as a ubiquitous part of camp life despite its notional penitential 

character. Such a large gathering of warriors attracted a great deal of attention and interest, and, 

according to Fulcher and Albert, local women appear to have recognized opportunities to make 

money through labour and sex work. In Albert’s text it is clear considerable numbers of women 

serving in these trades flocked to join the expedition from all over Northern Europe.258 As 

Guibert, Fulcher, and the Gesta confirm, the presence of clergy, past commitments to penances, 

and the intense religious devotion that accompanied their march were insufficient to stop some 

men from being lured to their services to temporarily escape the stresses of everyday life. Indeed, 

the scholar David Hay had observed that the vast size and divided leadership of the crusading 

“made it difficult to control.”259 It is difficult to ascertain how laymen reconciled themselves with 

these conflicts because their voices are not available to us. Moreover, any attempt to imagine 

how these men might have viewed sexual temptation on Crusade could justifiably be accused of 

unhelpful speculation. However, at the risk of falling into such a critique it is reasonable to ask 

these questions in the context of how the sources presented sex work. It is possible that some 

men felt that the satisfaction of sexual urges was a trivial means of mitigating the stresses on 

their bodies and that such a momentary lapse was morally acceptable given the dangers they 

accepted in serving Christ on the battlefield. Perhaps the answer is more prosaic: some men 

                                                        
257 Albert of Aachen records his concerns about prostitution in his Historia Ierosolimitana ed. Susan Edgington 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1.25, 49.  
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259 David Hay, “Gender Bias and Religious Intolerance in Massacres of the Accounts of the First Crusade” in 
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simply gave into the satisfaction of base pleasures because they were available. Chroniclers do 

not appear to be interested in the reasons these men might have given if asked, and instead 

emphasize the spiritual consequences of these offenses.  

These would have been perilous conditions for the women who chose to accompany the 

crusade. Scholars such as Kathryn Gravdal and Ruth Mazo Karras have studied sexual assault in 

detail, and have shown how common it was in both twelfth century popular literature such as the 

pastourelles and military campaigns more broadly.260 As cited in Fuclcher and Albert’s accounts, 

it appears that the degree of openness with which some laymen chose to utilize their services 

indicates that such behaviour was a normative part of military camp life for armsbearers who 

fought amongst themselves in Europe. The difficulty with which clerical and lay authorities 

policed such behaviour demonstrates that armsbearers adjusted irregularly to the behavioural 

standards expected of men on crusade. Despite these lapses, however, there appears to have been 

a significant change in attitudes as the campaign progressed. As the expedition moved into 

Anatolia and began to experience real existential threats to its survival, this behaviour took on a 

new sharpness. The evidence is not as complete as one would like but we can clearly see 

intermittent flogging in the account of Guibert de Nogent early in the campaign transition into 

more totalizing solutions by the time the Frankish armies arrived at Antioch.261 Fulcher also 

notes the extreme penitential measures taken at Antioch. He observes, like Guibert, how 

toleration of women in camp ended quite suddenly.262 All of this points to a period of 

comparative permissiveness, where authorities tolerated women in camp as a matter of course, 
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Pennsylvania Press, 1941), 43-44 



 

 

146 

followed by an intensification in anxieties and dramatic action. The solicitation of prostitution, or 

even the company of wives, posed for observers like Fulcher of Chartres an imminent 

metaphysical danger to the security of their mission. Women participated in a number of 

different occupations during the First Crusade: servants, labourers, washers and cooks. Men 

serving on the crusade would have encountered them regularly. None of these trades attracted the 

degree of comment in later chronicles as the sex trade, given that occupation’s bearing on the 

moral integrity of crusader men and the purity of male bodies.  

As C.T. Maier notes, the sphere of medieval warfare was not nearly as closed to women 

as some scholars perhaps might previously have thought. He writes that, “medieval warfare was 

in essence based on family structures, which meant that aspects such as military training or 

recruitment of warriors usually happened within the context of household and family.”263 The 

speech at Clermont, and the subsequent dissemination of the Crusading message throughout the 

Latin West, appealed to a massive cross-section of the general public and brought in vast 

numbers of people who were essentially non-combatants.264 Lowborn men and women desiring 

the prospect of better lives joined the ranks of local lords and offered their services as servants 

and manual labourers. Many noblewomen decided to brave the dangers of such long-distance 

travel to accompany their husbands and partake in the spiritual benefits conferred to participants. 

Albert of Aachen disapprovingly noted their number and intentions. He claimed that at the 

beginning of the crusade women threatened its moral integrity and remarked, “but as they did not 

in any way turn from fornication and unlawful relationships there was excessive revelling, 

continual delight with women and girls who had set out for the very purposes of frivolity, and 
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boasting most rashly about the opportunity offered by this journey.”265 These women came from 

across the spectrum of the social hierarchy. Their numbers were so significant that they were 

commonly perceived as a substantial hindrance to the crusade’s progress and strained already 

threadbare supply lines and resources.266 This intrusion of women into “male spaces” of fighting 

and camp life meant that the behavioural standards of being a crusader armsbearer were deeply 

complicated and being married was not necessarily an excuse. It is worth noting that in Fulcher’s 

description of the siege of Antioch the wives of crusaders were just as much a problem as the 

unmarried for men. He notes that “the married as well as the unmarried”267 were both expelled 

from the camp. The presence of women among them was a persistent concern as some of these 

crusaders had been unable to restrain themselves. During the encirclement by Kerbogha he 

writes, “For when they had entered the city, quickly many of them had mixed themselves 

(sexually) with lawless women.”268 [Nam cum civitatem ingressi fuissent, confestim cum feminis 

exlegibus commiscuerunt se ex eis plures] For Fulcher, measures had to be taken to ensure that 

the integrity of the camp was maintained. Clergy were not the only men who noted this pressing 

moral problem. The lay author of the Gesta Francorum also claims that some men fell victim to 

their own temptations. “And behold they were devoting themselves to many pleasures and 

wrongs with Christian and pagan women, from which ascended an immense odour into the 

heavens.” 269 [et ecce multam prauamque dilectionem operantes cum Christianis et prauis paganis 

mulieribus, unde immensus foetor ascendit in caelum] This is an important example to consider 

since this is a layman expressing disgust and apprehension in a manner that closely mirrors 
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clerical sources. With Fulcher of Chartes and Albert of Aachen we may have two clerical sources 

who focused on this issue with the greatest frequency but clearly this was not simply a clerical 

concern. Virtually the same language appears in the account of Guibert de Nogent, who similarly 

describes this “foul clamour” from sexual immorality.270 This example from the Gesta would 

appear in English chronicles in the early twelfth century. Henry of Huntingdon notes this 

enduring preoccupation with sexual intercourse and mingling with women in his Historia 

Anglorum. In his version of the siege of Antioch he reports that the Lord revealed himself to the 

crusaders in a vision and commanded them to reform their behaviour. “Quam eum laeti et 

incolumes possideretis, operati estis cum mulieribus Christianis et paganis, unde foetor ascendit 

in caelum” [When you possessed it, joyful and unharmed, you engaged in wickedness with 

Christian and pagan women, so that the odour ascended to the heavens.” Again, the language is 

extremely close, suggesting Henry was working closely with the Gesta or another closely 

modelled account. 

Guibert de Nogent similarly focuses on the sexual impropriety of crusader men, but 

interestingly he contends that Christian authorities were largely successful in policing moral 

offenses among armsbearers. He writes:  

“In this siege the might of Christian law rose up strongly, so that if anyone was 
convicted of criminal acts, he would succumb to the severe judicial sentences of the 
leaders of he army. Besides this however, especially shameless crimes of the flesh 
were punished, not unjustifiably…Hence it came to pass that there was no mention 

of a brothel, nor was the name of a prostitute tolerable, especially since for this 
crime itself they would be led to fear the swords of the Gentiles/Muslims. If of 
their women some pregnant women were found, who were proven to be without 

husbands, with their pimp they would be delivered over to atrocious punishments.”271 
 

[In hac ipsa obsidione magnus christianae legis extitit vigor, ut, si aliquem 
quibuslibet convinci criminibus constitisset, acerrrima sententiae principum exercitus 
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judiciali censura subcumberet. Praeter haec autem, specialiter corporalis impudicitiae 
flagitia jubebantur ulcisci; nec id immerito…Unde fiebat ut ibi nec mentio scorti nec 

nomen prostibuli toleraretur haberi: praesertim quum pro hoc ipso scelere gladiis 
gentilium vererentur addici. Quod si gravidam inveniri contigisset aliquam earum 
mulierum quae probabantur carere maritis, atrocibus tradebatur cum suo lenone 

suppliciis.” 
 

These are very significant observations. They indicate that, according to the sources 

Guibert was drawing from, the crusader authorities aggressively attempted to stamp out sexual 

misconduct and viewed it as a uniquely important problem. By stating that such efforts were 

successful, this text confirms that such offenses were occurring with some regularity. It makes 

sense that Guibert would want to use this language. Given the importance of the crusade and its 

ultimate success from a Christian monastic perspective it was important to reify the notion that 

the men who accomplished these deeds embodied the highest ideals of Latin Christian society. 

Guibert suggests that in monitoring the sexual behaviour of laymen the leaders of the crusade 

created a context in which men could channel their energy towards worthy pursuits rather than 

the satisfaction of physical appetites. This intersection of clerical and lay interest in sexual 

misconduct shows that these anxieties were not simply a clerical fixation. Clear expectations 

were being placed upon laymen to conduct themselves with integrity lest they invite God’s 

anger. As Christian men, God required that they restrain themselves and their sexual appetites in 

order to merit success on the battlefield. The energies and impulses that stewed so provocatively 

within male bodies, cited frequently by clerical commentators like Guibert and Fulcher, needed 

to be channelled towards other performative venues. 

This meant that the rigors of sexual chastity expected of armsbearers extended to 

legitimate avenues of intercourse as well as the illegitimate. Wives on crusade were just as 

potentially capable of spiritual pollution as sex workers in camp. The standards of Christian 

manhood expected of Crusader armsbearers were temporary, but this connection does raise some 
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intriguing issues regarding the importance of sexual purity for this singularly idealized class of 

Christian warriors. The barring of men from their wives implies that men needed to give their 

entire bodies to holy matters if they were to become soldier-pilgrims. The Genoese chronicler 

and crusader Caffaro provides commentary on this in his account, which describes how crusader 

men subjected themselves to three days of fasting before marching to battle against Kerbogha.272 

The presence of women, even wives, was a distraction from spiritual contemplation and the 

preparation of the self. A critical component of this process was the suppression of the male 

body and its distinctive urges. It is a curious inverse relationship in which the weakening of the 

body enables the fortification of the spirit. Armsbearers needed to exert manly control over their 

desires, not unlike their monastic counterparts, to become worthy of divine assistance in their 

war against the pagans. 

Amidst these discussions of sin and behaviour by clerical chroniclers, there seems to have 

been a profound misunderstanding of female sexuality that informed their conception of women 

as potential spiritual threats. This is worth exploring for a moment, since the associations 

projected upon female bodies by both lay and clerical men informed how Christian men were 

supposed to interact with them. There had long been a patriarchal concern over the evils that had 

been historically associated with the female gender within the Judeo-Christian tradition since the 

writings of the patristic fathers. As James Brundage argues in his monograph assessing the 

practices of sex workers in the medieval world, Latin canonists were already acutely aware of the 

fact that female sexuality differed from that of men in significant ways. It seems that these 

differences were poorly understood given their limited knowledge of such complex physiological 

matters. They were heavily shaped by their own prejudicial beliefs regarding the sinfulness of 
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women who were believed to be naturally more promiscuous than men. Women suffered from a 

character defect, a spiritual weakness, which was expressed in destructive physical behaviours. 

The origins of this canard were derived from an interpretation of the Book of Genesis in which 

women inherited Eve’s weakness to corporeal temptation. Women were naturally dangerous and 

posed a risk to weak-willed laymen, who some believed could be lured into their beds despite the 

threat of spiritual peril.273 The consequent depiction of women, especially young girls, as being 

constantly libidinous and potentially willing to engage in intercourse with any man they 

encountered contributed to widespread scepticism regarding the veracity of female chastity and a 

seeming devaluing of women in general. By the mid-thirteenth century, ecclesiastical views of 

women had apparently become so jaded that in a story related by Cardinal Hostiensis he wrote 

that if a priest were to be travelling in a column with two women, with one riding in front of him 

and the other following behind, the priest could never be certain as to the chastity of the latter.274  

It was commonly acknowledged that the presence of women involved in the sex trade 

was both ubiquitous and unavoidable. Military expeditions of such size and logistical complexity 

naturally became the locus of significant ancillary populations of men and women looking to 

employ of their services in a range of trades. Vern Bullough has studied the moral and religious 

ramifications that could arise from the intermingling that occurred between penitential warriors 

and camp followers whose reputations might be deemed morally problematic.275 He notes that 

Hostiensis reflected upon this issue and actually expressed a remarkable curiosity regarding the 

potential positives that might emerge from prostitutes joining the Crusade.276 He entertains the 
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idea that with so many young women engaging in penitential pilgrimage alongside their male 

counterparts and potential clients, it was possible that their presence on an otherwise holy 

expedition could be a blessing in disguise.  He reasons that such women often possessed large 

and devoted followings of young men and that this connection, albeit sexual and transactional, 

could be leveraged to increase recruitment for armed penitential pilgrimages. While he 

ultimately rejects this line of reasoning after further self-examination, his begrudging 

acknowledgement of the potential for the positive interests of the broader Christian community 

to be served by sex workers is not an uncommon one.  

Indeed, when we examine contemporary Crusade accounts, particularly Fulcher of 

Chartres and Albert of Aachen, we find an almost omnipresent suspicion among the 

ecclesiastical and secular leadership towards all women attached to these military expeditions, 

not just prostitutes. This preoccupation led them to conclude that women had to be carefully 

managed in order to prevent their presence from diverting attention away from the spiritual basis 

of their mission. This concern about women was rooted in a concern for men. Writers cared 

about female behaviour and the presence of women in so far as these persons created the 

potential for men to lapse into misbehaviour. These anxieties stemmed in part from the idea that 

sexual sins had metaphysical consequences that were made known through misfortune in the 

physical world. Men could sway divine favour or incur its wrath through their actions. Given the 

unpredictable conditions for Latin soldiers fighting on the First Crusade, these concerns 

periodically took on a particular sharpness, particularly at Antioch. In Jill Claster’s monograph 

Sacred Violence, she argues that while the reformist ideas of the eleventh century undeniably 

informed the ways in which Latin Christian participants viewed their own moral behaviour 

relative to the sacred nature of their armed pilgrimage, human frailty combined with the perilous 
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nature of what they experienced and the pressures of everyday life often resulted in many Franks 

neglecting their commitment to moral integrity.  

It is also worth remembering that the men who embarked on Crusade came from a wide 

range of backgrounds and joined for a similarly wide range of reasons. Not every armsbearer 

who took the cross did so out of a deep commitment to Christian principles or a desire to 

penitentially atone for past sins. Giles Constable has made this point in his assessment of 

Crusade charters, drafted before men left for the Holy Land. He notes an example from the 

annals of Wurzburg describing participants of the Second Crusade:277   

“For some men, eager for novelty, went for the sake of learning about strange 
lands; others, driven by want and suffering from hardship at home, were ready to 
fight not only against the enemies of the cross of Christ but also against Christian 

friends, if there seemed a chance of relieving their poverty. Others, who were 
weighed down by debt or who thought to evade the service that they owed to their 

lords or who were dreading the well merited penalties of their crimes, wile 
simulating a holy zeal, hastened [to the crusade] chiefly to escape such 

inconveniences. With difficulty, however, there were found a few who had not 
bowed the knee to Baal, who were indeed guided by a sacred and salutary purpose 
and were kindled by the love of the divine majesty to fight manfully, even to shed 

their blood, for the sake of the holy of holies.”  
 

In a comment reflective of the grim banality with which certain authors described 

medieval warfare, Fulcher describes an instance of the summary execution of Muslim women 

saying, “for the women found in their tents, nothing evil was done to them by the Franks except 

that their lances were thrust into their bellies.”278 [mulieribus in tentoriis eorum inventis, nihil 

aliud mali eis Franci fecerunt, excepto quod lanceas suas in ventres earum infixerunt] For 

Claster, the fact that this anecdote was even included in his text at all is suggestive that this 

episode was a noteworthy breach from common practices worthy of being communicated to a 
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Frankish audience. Instead of witnessing the mass rape of these women before their execution, 

their summary deaths appear to be, for Fulcher, a mercy that would have been recognized by 

knightly contemporaries accustomed to military service. After all, other writers, such as Guibert 

de Nogent, were clearly scandalized by the presence of it on a penitential pilgrimage; they noted 

the horrific rape of Hungarian women by members of Peter the Hermit’s expedition early in their 

passage to Constantinople. 

“and when the same [the Hungarians], as Christians to Christians, thankfully threw in 
everything for sale – those men, with impatient desires, unmindful of their 

conscientious hospitality and generosity, attacked them by means of war without 
cause, while they imagined nothing audacious against them, and thoroughly 

unwarlike they would be. Therefore having been cursed with madness, the public 
warehouses of which we spoke they were carried into the flames, girls snatched, 
virginity having been violently won, and numerous marriages of seized women 

dishonoured”279 

[et quum idem, utpote Christiani Christianis, venalia cuncta grataner ingererent, illi, 
libidinis impatientes, piae hospitalitatis ac beneficientiae immemores, bello gratis eos 

aggrediuntur: dum illos opinantur nihil ausuros contra, ac penitus futuros imbelles. 
Rabie igitur execranda, publicis quos diximus horreis per eos ingerebatur incendium; 

puellis eripiebatur violentia illata virginium; dehonestabantur connubia crebris 
raptibus feminarum] 

As Ruth Mazo Karras has demonstrated in her work Doing Unto Others, acts of sexual 

violence, often done as part of a group, would frequently play a normalized role in the masculine 

formation of male youth.280 It was a common feature of popular genres of French literature such 

as the pastourelles and fabliaux, and many men encountered it at a young age. Rape and 

masculinity were so intimately bound together in the medieval world that castration was 

regularly chosen as punishment for the offender and was a punishment that would be similarly 
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adopted in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem.281 The rationale for castration was that to remove a 

man’s genitals, in whole or in part, was to remove the individual from the male sphere entirely. 

These offenders became, in the eyes of some theorists, genderless, or relegated to the realm of 

womanhood since they were unable to transitively demonstrate their virility through the act of 

intercourse.282 Their capacity to contribute to their bloodline had been forcefully terminated.  

Despite its normalized role among some men and homosocial groups, rape remained a 

morally complex phenomenon in the mid-twelfth century literature produced in the wake of the 

First Crusade. Historians like Kathryn Gravdal have contended that in the earliest works of 

Arthurian literature, produced by great masters such as Wace and Chretien de Troyes, there is a 

clear rejection of rape as a social marker that “distinguishes the nobility from other classes: most 

of Chretien’s would-be rapists are of inferior social origin, while all female victims of assault or 

abduction are of noble birth.”283 To be a rapist was to performatively reveal the baseness of one’s 

identity, body, and the ancestral blood that animated it. Rapists were disproportionately of low 

status because they lacked the moral fortitude and gifts that would be physically communicated 

to them by their noble fathers. This was an illegitimate masculinity devoid of the Christian 

values ascribed to their heroic counterparts that directed predatory men towards the most 

vulnerable. This is not to say that rape was totally condemned in these works. Gravdal has gone 

so far as to claim that, “Sexual violence is built into the very premise of Arthurian romance. It is 

a genre that by its definition must create the threat of rape.”284 In other works, such as Chretien 
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de Troyes’ Philomena, he offers the rapist Tereus a degree of justification by inventing a 

fictional law, which further complicates authorial intent.285   

There is nonetheless a problematic logic at work here. Gravdal believes that this crime 

was so central to Arthurian literature because the threat of rape allowed virtuous men the chance 

to prove their righteous character in action. By killing sexual predators honourable Christian 

knights could demonstrate their physical prowess in a legitimate setting that emphasized their 

comparative virtue. Men could win the favour and affection of women by saving them from the 

threat of rape and prove their own capacity for sexual restraint by refraining from lowering 

themselves to the same evil conduct. In effect, this meant that rape - in this literary context - was 

essentially about men, not the women who experienced it. It provided valuable opportunities for 

men to reveal something internal and meritorious about themselves and their own masculine 

character. The fictional women who faced these frightening circumstances were not terribly 

important for the male authors who wrote about them, and, consequently they lack real 

personhood. These women become a literary device, a means to serve male narrative arcs and 

substantiate male reputations, which further trivializes the crimes committed against them.  

The chronicles of the First Crusade exploit recorded instances of rape to communicate 

similar themes about masculinity and Christian manhood. Fulcher’s discussion of Saracen 

women and the threat of sexual violence used rape as a means of proving something about 

Crusader men and their character. By contrast, in this instance, a male chronicler depicts the 

murder of women as a perverse form of clemency, and uses their bodies as a means of validating 

Crusader attributes. Fulcher seems to view summary execution, unaccompanied by sexual 

assault, as something approaching compassion. He seems to consider it an extension of the 
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behavioural constraints notionally imposed on armed penitential pilgrims fighting for God. Such 

accounts by Crusaders and chroniclers were retrospectively presenting themselves to Latin 

audiences in ways they considered meritorious and chaste. There is a violent misogyny at work 

here, as well as the disposable view of female bodies and identities that is communicated in these 

male-authored accounts. It is also likely that this violent treatment of female prisoners in the 

particular context outlined above was informed by Latin Christian taboos over miscegenation 

common to so many Crusaders who believed that fornication with Muslim women would defile 

them spiritually and corrupt the Body of the Christian faithful. Consider again the words of 

Stephen of Valence who rebuked crusader men: “I gave you timely help and put you safe and 

sound into the city of Antioch, but you are satisfying your filthy lusts both with Christians and 

loose pagan women.”286 Licentiousness was spiritually toxic, and it is significant that he 

subdivides and qualifies the confessional identities of the women who had intercourse with 

armsbearers in camp. That he says “both with Christians and with loose pagan women” attests to 

the fact that miscegenation with a Muslim woman was an additionally distressing act that went 

beyond mere fornication. This phenomenon and the ways in which it informed the 

criminalization of certain sexual behaviour in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem will be discussed 

further in the following chapter.   

The unclean nature of intercourse, be it within the permissible confines of marriage or the 

prohibited realm of fornication, are equally condemned by the Frankish leadership at Antioch. 

The siege of Antioch could reasonably be said to be a turning point in the Crusade in terms of the 

attention that was paid to laymen and their behaviour. The concerns addressed by Crusade 

sources appear earlier in their narratives, and indeed can be found in other sources like crusader 
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charters. However, there is a noted intensification in the policing of women and male sexual 

behaviour likely triggered by the extremely dangerous conditions once the Crusader armies had 

been encircled. In the Gesta, and Fulcher’s chronicle, it appears that participants found the 

number of women in camp to be morally problematic. Previously valued female companions 

came to be perceived as real sources of spiritual contamination. These sources suggest that the 

presence of women, married and unmarried, was something that needed to be rectified if 

Christian warriors were to receive divine assistance in battle. As Fulcher writes in his account of 

the siege of Antioch: “Then the Franks, having again consulted together, expelled the women 

from the army, the married as well as the unmarried, lest perhaps defiled by the sordidness of 

riotous living they should displease the lord.”287 In the view of several eyewitnesses, Fulcher et 

al, there was no question that appalling physical extremes were the result of metaphysical 

pollution they had caused through their collective descent into debauchery. As he writes, “these 

misfortunes befell the Franks, and that they were not able for so long a time to take the city 

because of their sins. Not only dissipation, but also avarice or pride or their rapaciousness 

corrupted them.”288 

While there is little doubt that the discussion of sexual abstention in this retrospective 

account was meant to offer didactic instruction on the necessity of personal sanctity, even in the 

chaos of battle, this text also highlights the intersectionality of lay pilgrimage and the 

behavioural standards of monasticism. Armed lay pilgrims transgressed the previously sacred 

line between the monk and the soldier through their comingling of different modes of masculine 

performativity. As agents of the Church, Fulcher and the knights who accompanied him 
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recognized that due to the sacred nature of their vow it was essential to maintain a state of 

physical and spiritual grace if they were to warrant divine protection. The virtuous regulation of 

male sexual appetites was a performative commitment to penance and remained a desirable 

standard to which people were directed. We should also remember that references to the sex 

workers and female attendants who accompanied the Crusade to the Levant do not invalidate this 

standard as a notional ideal. The presence of significant numbers of women working in a variety 

of labour capacities was a routine feature of military camp life at this time. In his discussion of 

lay chastity Pat Cullum has noted the difficulties that we have today in understanding the views 

of these contemporaries on permissible sexual conduct relative to the clergy. Clerics like 

Fulcher, and laymen like the author of the Gesta, openly questioned whether sexual intercourse 

between a man and his wife while on Crusade was licit given the significance of their penitential 

campaign.289 Chastity for laymen was after all a complicated idea. It had various meanings 

depending upon the context. Pat Cullum asserts, “chastity was and remains an ambiguous word, 

which could mean the virtuous performance…so the chaste wife had sex only with her husband 

and desired no one else, and the chaste maid had sex with no one, but expected to after marriage. 

It could also mean, and has often been understood by historians to mean, abstention from sexual 

activity.”290 Monastic writers like Guibert de Nogent certainly dwelled upon this last meaning. 

Churchmen were known to criticize those who made vows late in life once their passions had 

dissipated. Gerald of Wales asserted: “no crown is given unless the struggle of a fierce battle has 

taken place. It is highly praiseworthy if they restrained themselves in the heat of passion and 
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youth.”291 Guibert de Nogent cited the presence of women in the army as a clear threat to the 

moral integrity of camp life early in the campaign. He observed that men were particularly 

susceptible to the passions of their gender in such desperate circumstances, and noted that there 

had been instances of men succumbing to these temptations. Young men faced intense 

challenges in terms of concupiscence and self-restraint, as both he and other Latin clergymen 

such as Gerald of Wales recognized. This is precisely why Guibert notes the intensity with which 

the leaders of the crusade endeavoured to stamp out the sex trade, and punish those men who 

supported or profited from it.292 The pregnant women in the camp recorded by Guibert, who also 

happened to be unmarried, were hugely problematic in the clerical imagination. They marred the 

sacred image of the crusade and it is frankly remarkable that he chose to include these details in 

his text.  

In this lay worldview, marked by Christian mysticism, to soil one’s body through the 

sinful indulgence of the appetites could be seen by God as an act of betrayal that could 

jeopardize an entire military expedition. In her study of kingly masculinity, Katherine Lewis 

provided a similar assessment of how laymen viewed the availability and potential pollution of 

sexual transgressions on campaign. She writes, “These ideals rested upon the idea that troops 

could secure inviolability both in metaphorical and physical terms through the preservation of 

chastity. This allowed them to avoid the potentially effeminizing effects of sex which could sap 

an army’s strength, as well as invite divine disapproval.”293 Albert of Aachen implicitly 

connected licentious behaviour and anguish on the battlefield. In Albert’s chronicle the ambush 

at Dorylaeum is placed immediately after an anecdote regarding an illicit union between a 
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Catholic nun from St. Mary at the Granaries and a Turkish man.294 Albert records with bitterness 

that “this most wretched woman…deceived by flattery and vain hope she rushed back to her 

unlawful bridegroom and her false marriage” [tandem misella…nunc blandiciis et vana spe 

decepta] and blamed “cunning and lewdness” [astutia aut lascivia].295 The attack at Dorylaeum is 

situated immediately after the conclusion of her story. Once again we see historical events 

perceived in a Christian lens. The attack is implicitly shown as a divine chastisement inflicted 

upon the crusader armies in order to punish their susceptibility to sexual appetites.  

Despite their markedly different temporal contexts, there is an undeniable synergy 

between these examples in terms of the kinds of religious and sexual taboos that similarly 

informed both contexts, as well as practical concerns regarding discipline and military cohesion. 

Lewis continues, “Similarly any relationships with women could not be exclusive or formalized 

(hence no concubines could be maintained by soldiers, or live with them). This was doubtless 

designed to prevent discord and rivalry between the men, who might otherwise get involved in 

the sorts of fights over a woman that the ordinances suggest were inspired by arguments over 

prisoners and booty.” She continues, “The presence of women in garrisons had the potential to 

disrupt the homosocial bonds which were so vital to camaraderie and success.”296  

Lewis’ work is compelling because it demonstrates how by the fifteenth century we can 

see a similar set of concerns communicated by English commanders regarding the potentially 

pernicious consequences of sexual activity in camp. These consequences were both practical and 

religious and reflect in a more crystalized sense the trepidations and Christian masculine 

anxieties of lay warriors at the gates of Antioch centuries before. Their articulation in this later 
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context exhibits the extent to which such thinking was refined in later medieval chivalric 

literature and mirrors for princes. These values combine to form an aggregate vision of male 

idealism, a “hegemonic masculinity”,297 which was so important for the public performance of 

kingly virtue because it necessitated chaste self-control over the nature of the body. Along with 

his martial prowess, these aspects rendered such a person peerless amongst even his noble 

retinue and provided the moral and principled justification for his rule.  

Fulcher’s contemporary, Stephen of Valence, also speaks to this shared awareness of 

sexual responsibility. In the account of the siege contained in the Gesta Francorum the 

anonymous knight and chronicler similarly cites the necessity of moral cleanliness and sexual 

abstinence but goes a step further to dramatically invoke the intervention of the Messiah himself. 

In this version the author describes a vision of Christ experienced by Stephen of Valence during 

the battle in which Jesus was said to have proclaimed to him: 

“I have given you great help, and I will help you hereafter. I granted you the city of 
Nicaea, and victory in all your battles, and I have led you hither and suffered with 
you in all the troubles which you have endured in the siege of Antioch. Behold, I 
gave you timely help and put you safe and sound into the city of Antioch, but you 

are satisfying your filthy lusts both with Christians and loose pagan women, so that 
a great stench goes up to heaven.”298 

 

In this miraculous story we can observe the common trope of divine chastisement being meted 

out for sexual dissidence. This episode reiterates how important it was for crusader men to heed 

moral imperatives and divine mandates regarding personal conduct. It was critical they avoid the 

sinful allure of prostitution, sexual violence and self-gratification, lest they offend God at their 

peril. The fact that it is Christ himself in this narrative who rebukes laymen on crusade not only 

provides an additional dramatic flourish, it also reifies the exhortation for Christian men to 
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maintain a distance from the seduction of women, and in particular those of other faiths. Their 

association with wickedness marks them as unacceptable sources of attraction, and prohibited 

targets for sexual conquest, an idea that speaks once again to the earlier examination of persistent 

Latin fears of ethnic miscegenation and religious pollution.  

 These concerns would become enduring features of later histories of the First Crusade. 

Guibert de Nogent was notably concerned with addressing lasciviousness and the largely 

negative role of women in camp life. In his view there were several different sources of coercive 

pressure applied to laymen during the campaign to enforce rigid standards of male behaviour. 

First, while inconsistent and far from systematic in their implementation, practical steps were 

taken by religious and secular authorities to inflict physical punishments on men and women 

found participating in the sex trade. Guibert cites the example of a man and a woman who were 

caught in the act of adultery and subsequently whipped throughout the crusader camp.299 Since 

these punishments were public, they served as theatrical demonstrations in which a sensitive 

moral issue was driven home in a visceral way. Guibert notes that this process of ongoing moral 

instruction was facilitated by weekly occasions of public preaching specifically geared towards 

addressing these kinds of disruptive or spiritually pernicious pursuits.300 Secondly, given the 

extremely dangerous nature of the crusade on a daily basis, laymen reportedly felt real concerns 

as to how physical pleasures enjoyed the evening before could jeopardize their salvation were 

they to die at the hands of the Saracens without absolution. Guibert writes: 
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“So it happened that merely speaking of a prostitute or of a brothel was 
considered intolerable, and they feared dying beneath swords of the pagans if 

they committed such a crime.”301 
 

[Unde fiebat ut ibi nec mentio scorti nec nomen prostibuli toleraretur haberi: 
praesertim quum pro hoc ipso scelere gladiis gentilium verentur addici] 

 

 For Guibert, if the moral admonishments of clerical sermons did not suffice to end the 

prevalence of the sex trade throughout the crusader camp, the threat of dying in a state of mortal 

sin weighed heavily on the consciences of many lay warriors. James Brundage has shown that 

the evidence is quite clear that prostitution remained more or less widespread throughout the 

entire campaign. It was inevitable that such a large body of slow moving men and supplies 

would attract enormous numbers of opportunistic entrepreneurs, sex workers and interested 

people who would influence the character of camp life. The lived realities of the First Crusade 

were an ugly and messy affair, characterized by the exhausting tedium of everyday struggles for 

food and water, and interrupted by moments of sheer terror. It is small wonder that sex workers 

found large numbers of men desperate to physically escape from the pain of such conditions 

through a brief moment of sexual release, no matter the religious considerations that may have 

troubled them afterwards. The values ascribed to Christian manhood - restraint and chastity - 

often clashed with desire and human frailty. While the clergy tried to police these issues, as 

Guibert’s chronicle attests, the reform of lay behaviour was a gradual and untidy affair 

characterized by transgression and regression.302 This was a slow and fitful process; however, the 

clear and unambiguous presence of repeated examples of lay moral disquiet over constituent 
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parts of lay masculinity, such as the circumstances governing the permissibility of sexuality and 

military service targeted by reformers and preachers, communicates to us that core values of 

Christian manhood were in a state of flux. The prevalence of these anxieties would only intensify 

in the decades following the formation of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, and shape Christian 

legislation and literature of the first half of the twelfth century.  

Anxieties over sex and chastity were not the only causal mechanisms employed by Latin 

Christian authors to explain defeat and shifts in divine favour. Norman literature composed 

during the first years of crusade often uses a classical model, which invokes the fickle nature of 

Fortune as the determining factor in world events.303 In William of Apulia’s Gesta Roberti 

Wiscardi, written during the years of the First Crusade, the mysteries of chance and uncertainty 

shaping potential futures are described almost as a force of nature.  

“William reminds his readers that fortune often wavers between two courses and 
keeps the outcome long in doubt, as in the first battle of the Normans and 

Greeks…Once she has assigned victory, fortune oppresses the losers and favors 
the victors, as the Normans in Italy learn early, in the wake of their crushing 
defeat under Melus of Bari. When fortune does smile, her darlings are still 

subject to the whims of chance.”304 
 

 According to Albu, in William’s chronicle and the writings of other Norman near-

contemporaries such as Geoffrey Malaterra, there is a significant disjuncture between the ill-

defined classical understanding of misfortune and the deeply Christian theodicy of 

contemporaneous Crusade chronicles. Those seeking to provide an explanatory framework of 

Christian failure necessarily needed to construct a system by which disaster befalling the 

righteous was still an intelligible and rational consequence of divine sovereignty over the world. 

Sin naturally provided the theological means to reconcile this apparent conflict. It permitted 
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short-term misfortune to befall the Christian world as it represented the justice of God revealing 

itself to morally flawed laymen. That same justice would eventually lead to the teleological 

progression of the faithful towards final victory over evil and paganism. The change from one 

mechanism to the next in a relatively short period of time appears to suggest that the preaching 

of reform, both in Europe and on campaign, was successful in facilitating the internalization 

among large numbers of Christian men of a new conscious connections between morally 

problematic behaviour and the seeming uncertainty of military success. Numerous chronicles of 

the First Crusade would make this connection. Peter the Hermit noted that many in the crowd 

who joined his doomed expedition were “by no means were averse to fornication and illicit 

relationships.”305 [sed nequaquam ab illicitis et fornicariis commixtionibus aversis] This explicit 

or implicit connection between misfortune and licentiousness occurs repeatedly in these works, 

and points to obvious anxieties on the part of both clergy and laymen. 

 One fascinating feature of the Gesta Francorum that has been overlooked is the careful 

attention paid by the author to the plight of the lower classes and the religious dimension of 

suffering. Given the author’s own social position as a knight attached initially to the Norman 

contingent of Bohemond of Taranto, it is likely that this man was intimately familiar with the 

physical hardships endured by his lay companions on campaign. As Albu notes in her 

monograph on Norman literature, it was quite uncommon for chronicles and histories to pay 

much attention to the rigors of everyday life experienced by the lower classes, beyond the odd 

cursory mention to collective suffering.306 In marked contrast, the author of the Gesta appears to 

be deeply moved by the horrors reported amongst the rank and file members of the expedition 

and pointedly includes something of their sacrifice in the heart of the narrative. To give a few 
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examples, one of the most emotive passages occurs in the Gesta’s discussion of the march from 

Nicaea to Antioch in which a number of soldiers from the Italian contingent of Rainald was 

attacked and forced to retreat to a nearby stronghold.  The imagery is striking in its unvarnished 

depiction of human suffering. 

“The Turks besieged it at once and cut off their water supply. Our men suffered 
so greatly from thirst that they bled their horses and asses and drank their blood. 
Some let down belts and small garments into a sewer and squeezed out the liquid 

into their mouths. Some urinated into one another’s cupped hands and drank. 
Others dug the moist earth and lay down on their backs because they were so 

parched with thirst. But the bishops and the priests comforted our men and urged 
them not to despair.”307 

 

This brief anecdote is remarkable for a number of reasons. First, in its attention to the plight of 

humble, even pitiable, laymen, it transgresses the typical class structure of works from this genre. 

These naturally favoured the deeds and accomplishments of the elite who commissioned them. It 

brings a wider demographic range of the Christian expedition into the narrative and offers praise 

for those men whose names would never survive or receive the recognition of the great 

seigneurial lords immortalized elsewhere in the text. There is an obvious Christian imperative at 

work here. The author, even as a layman divorced from the abstract musings of clerical 

commentators retrospectively viewing the expeditions of the First Crusade through a theological 

lens, seems to understand the deep spiritual import of this communal exercise in penitentialism. 

The inclusion of these anecdotes emphasizes a sense of fraternity at work, a sense in which the 

passion of these lowly men suffering on behalf of Christ mirrors the glorified anguish and 

martyrdom of the Catholic tradition stretching back to the Roman persecutions. In manfully 

persisting in these appalling physical circumstances in the armed service of God these devout 
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laity represented a new generation of men bearing Christian witness, albeit predicated on self-

sacrifice and the lived experience of penitential bodily suffering.  

 The significance of the quotidian penitential suffering experienced by knights and armed 

laymen on Crusade should be underscored here. Orderic Vitalis states that in his preaching tour 

to promote the expeditions of the First Crusade, Pope Urban II pointedly exempted armed 

laymen from a number of ascetic obligations otherwise associated with pilgrimage and 

penitential practices.308 Léan Ni Chléirigh has observed that laymen were under no obligation to 

fast or mortify their own flesh given the fact that the strenuous nature of the journey and its 

associated dangers provided sufficient physical risk and strain upon their bodies.309 The normal 

hazards and exertions of military service were thus a spiritually fitting substitute for traditional 

ascetic observances. This permitted the spiritual glorification of fighting and liberated lay 

warriors in particular contexts from the problematic theology of earlier monastic writers. While 

constrained by moral and religious limitations, functionally it allowed for the celebration of 

military service as a meritorious expression of male virility that was roughly spiritually 

analogous to the unarmed ascetic penitentialism of earlier pilgrim men. Contemporaries 

recognized the scriptural warrant for this spiritual view of physical suffering and the gendered 

demands placed upon men specifically as leaders and inheritors of Christ’s commission to spread 

and defend the Gospel. William Purkis has noted how crusaders expressed a particular sensitivity 

to Christ’s exhortations in the Gospels to recognize the supremacy of their religious 

commitments over their secular and familial responsibilities. He notes how the canons of 

Toussaint recorded that the eleventh century count of Anjou, Fulk Nerra, had gone on pilgrimage 
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to the Holy Sepulchre in order  “’[to follow] the precept of the Lord where he said: If any man 

will come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.’”310 While such 

secular bonds could never be truly abandoned, the idealized sense of religious mission expressed 

in this reference to Mark 8:34 hints at the awareness of the laity of the hierarchical nature of their 

loyalties as Christian men and warriors. 

 It is important to remember that the glorification of manly persistence in the face of 

arduous physical conditions on campaign is a hallmark of chivalric idealism emerging in the late 

eleventh and early twelfth century. If one considers The Song of Roland, Sally North has 

contended that such early knightly tales often proclaim the willingness of epic heroes to endure 

extreme weather, starvation and other forms of bodily anguish in contrast to their enemies who 

collapse in the face of similar tests of willpower.311 Drawing upon a late eleventh century version 

she cites Roland’s proud chastisement of his compatriots at the battle of Roncevaux in which he 

states, “A man should bear great harm for his lord and endure fierce cold and great heat, and lose 

his blood and flesh for him.”312 For North, the reason why great literary heroes such as Cliges, 

Erec and Roland are such effective fighters is not only that they possess extraordinary physical 

prowess, but rather that they have the inner force of will and physical endurance to outlast their 

opponents in long brutal contests. There is a sense of durability and a capacity to maintain 

control over one’s impulses, even in the context of extreme deprivation. 
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 However physical deprivation would be recurring theme in some early crusader 

chronciles. The significance of crusader bodies, and the preservation of their integrity in the 

midst of possible sources of pollution, emerges at several points in the first generation of 

accounts produced by both clerical and lay authors in the early twelfth century. Mary Douglas’ 

seminal work Purity and Danger, first published in 1966, provides scholars of gender and 

sexuality with a theoretical framework that helps to explicate how body and sexual taboos were 

generated and maintained over time. Douglas shows how the human desire to create and 

maintain boundaries between the sacred and profane, pure and impure, informs how human 

beings conceptualize the link between the integrity of human communities and the body of the 

individual. Her work has influenced an entire generation of scholars who have continued to 

return to her work. Commenting upon Douglas’ ideas Paul Beaudette wrote:  

“she demonstrates the relationship between ideas and behaviours associated with 
purity and boundary questions associated with a given culture. The body is often 
used as a symbol of society, and when the group is threatened at its margins (e.g. 

through assimilation by a dominant culture), concerns about bodily purity come to 
the fore as a symbolic manifestation of this anxiety-and it seems, an effective 

means of dealing with it.”313 
 

Beaudette, like Douglas, observes that this anxiety over the sacred and profane has long 

dominated Christian thought since its inception as a distinctive belief system. Taboos regarding 

bodily and ritual purity expanded upon in Jewish texts and traditions resonated in later Christian 

formulations and influenced Christian debates regarding celibacy and priestly chastity. It should 

not be surprising that in the Levant this tendency for Christian communities to agonize over 

questions pertaining to bodily integrity and the linkage between corporeality and spirituality 

                                                        
313 Paul Beaudette, “’In the World but not of It’: Clerical Celibacy as a Symbol of the Medieval Church” in Medieval 
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would emerge once again in earnest. From the earliest patristic fathers and councils of the 

Church this preoccupation has shaped debates regarding the construction of the priesthood and 

the relationship of the clergy to the wider lay community. Mayke de Jong has attempted to 

explain the reasoning behind this particular fascination with sexual ethics from a Christian 

perspective. She asserts that, “holiness is wholeness, perfection, and unmixed apartness; impurity 

means disintegration, disorder, and a scandalous mixing of qualities which should remain 

separate. Along with blood, human sexuality was believed to be the most powerful and 

dangerous polluting force: it should be regulated, ordered, and kept away from the sacred.”314 De 

Jong suggests there is something uniquely combustible about human sexuality in the Christian 

imagination. It was positive in the sense that it was positioned at the heart of married life and the 

creation of offspring, and yet it similarly posed the most significant threat to real holiness in the 

lives of the saints and mystics. The unavoidable tension between body affirmation and body 

negation in the Christian imagination remains unreconciled.  

When one considers body taboos in the chronicles of the First Crusade there are 

numerous examples to study. However, one of the most notorious occurred after the events of the 

siege of Antioch and it informs this broader discussion of the clash between penitentialism, self-

mortification for Christ, and the threat of self-pollution on crusade. The siege of Ma’arra has 

long presented historians with a series of events that have proved difficult for historians to 

accurately interpret. During the course of the engagement the Crusader army succeeded in 

breaching the walls, and after initially accepting the surrender of the Muslim garrison, proceeded 

to butcher them and the rest of the population of the city. As the anonymous author of the Gesta 
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recounts, “and when it was dawn they killed everyone, man or woman, whom they met in any 

place whatsoever. No corner of the city was clear of Saracen corpses, and one could scarcely go 

about the city streets except treading on the dead bodies of the Saracens.”315 The massacre that 

ensued was horrific enough on its own terms; however, it was what came afterwards that seared 

their deaths into Christian memory. The crusaders left in the city quickly exhausted their 

supplies, and after a month men were forced into desperate measures. According to the Gesta, 

“they ripped up the bodies of the dead, because they used to find bezants hidden in their entrails, 

and others cut the dead flesh into slices and cooked it to eat.”316 Jay Rubenstein has argued that 

contemporaries, even given the extremity of medieval warfare, perceived this act of mass 

cannibalism as being extraordinarily provocative. From the perspective of Christian authors (no 

Arab historian mentions this incident of cannibalism) composing their chronicles in the aftermath 

of the crusade’s eventual sack of Jerusalem, this event was often shameful and difficult to depict 

in depth.317  

Such an act raised questions in the reader about the bodily integrity of the individual who 

consumes Muslim flesh. It offended prevailing views among lay and clerical Latin people 

regarding bodily and spiritual pollution and evoked deeply problematic mindsets about the kind 

of contamination suffered by one who knowingly ingested a pagan enemy. The significance of 

the bodily integrity of Muslim men and women, and the significance of their blood in contact 

with Christian men, however, becomes particularly salient in the context of the sack of Jerusalem 

ad the climax of the crusade.  

“Indeed, on the fourth and fifth day of the week we wonderfully attacked the city 
by night and day, from every part; but before we attacked it, the bishops and 
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priests ordered, preaching and reminding all, that they would make a procession 
around the city of Jerusalem celebrating God, praying and faithfully making 
fasts and giving charity. But on the sixth day of the week at the beginning of 

morning we attacked the city everywhere and were able to damage nothing, and 
we were stupefied and greatly afraid. But when of course the hour approached 
when our Lord Jesus Christ graciously suffered for us on the cross our knights 

were fighting strongly in the siege tower”318 
 

 The lay author of the Gesta Francorum’s decision to frame the final assault of Jerusalem 

against the affective imagery of the Crucifixion of Jesus presents the listener or reader with a 

number of implicit associations and connections. The laymen leading the attack, particularly the 

noblemen said to be forming the vanguard, were participating in a providential act of warfare and 

self-sacrifice spiritually and spatially connected to the redemptive death of the Christian messiah. 

As warriors sanctified through penance, fasting and performative self-negation they occupied a 

central place in this dramatic re-enactment. Like Jesus, their bodies were presented by the author 

as a sacrificial offering, placed in confrontation against the religious and political enemies who 

sought to assail the people of God. The difference was that the redemptive blood being spilled 

was not merely that of the Christian faithful. In conquest, Jerusalem was to be cleansed through a 

vast effusion of Muslim blood, a ruthless spectacle described in terms reminiscent of a flood.  

“And there was such killing that the blood of theirs was spilled, from our feet all 
the way to the ankles.” 

 
[Ibique talis occisio fuit, ut nostri in sanguine illorum pedes usque ad cavillas 

mitterent.] 
 

“In which they gathered, they gave for us a great battle throughout the entire 
day, so that their blood flowed throughout the entire temple [of Solomon]” 
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[In quo congregate, dederunt nostris maximum bellum per totum diem, ita ut 

sanguis illorum per totum templum flueret.] 319 
 

The language here is noteworthy: its tone and content contrasts with the concerns related above 

regarding the intimate and grisly encounter between the crusaders and the internal contents of 

Saracen bodies as the siege of Ma’ara. The author of the Gesta revels in the extent to which their 

blood and viscera drenched Jerusalem’s holiest places following its sacking by the Franks. The 

spilling of their blood, like that of Christ on the cross, was for the crusaders a holy moment of 

ecstatic, indeed fanatical, bloodletting. It was a dramatic crescendo to the years of physical 

hardship and anguish they had endured in which so many of their fellow pilgrims had died at the 

hands of their non-Christian enemies. However, David Hay argues that we must be careful in 

accepting this extreme language given the ideological interests that informed the depiction of this 

bloodshed. He asserts that “the medieval chroniclers’ natural tendency to exaggerate – whether 

due to misinformation or due to their own desire to praise the crusaders or captivate an audience 

– was exacerbated by the fact that most of the chronicles were written from ideological 

perspectives whose proponents would have benefitted significantly if the bloodshed were to be 

widely perceived as massive and indiscriminate.”320 

 Much like the Gesta, the account of Raymond D’Aguilers also identifies the principal 

causes of the fear and anxiety experienced by the Crusaders camped before the walls of the city 

in the days before its conquest. In his text, the men were in a dire state given that they were 

suffering from prolonged malnutrition and lack of access to fresh drinking water. The repeated 

attacks on foragers desperately seeking to resupply the crusader army had created an atmosphere 
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of hopelessness: “Each man was serving his mouth and stomach; what was worse, they did not 

even ask the Lord to free them from such great and manifold evils.”321 In such an untenable 

climate, it is not surprising that clerical preaching acquired a popular following. Adhemar’s 

influence, for example, was such that Raymond records him exhorting Peter Desiderius through 

a vision following his death. He reproaches those laymen, both noble and common, for their 

faithlessness and descent into what he perceived as morally reprehensible behaviour.  

“’You who have come from distant lands to worship God and the Lord of hosts, 
purge yourself of your uncleanliness, and let each one turn from his evil ways. 
Then with bare feet march around Jerusalem invoking God, and you must also 

fast…Likewise we are not careful to reconcile the Lord to us, for we offend Him 
in many ways and through our evil deed we have driven Him from us.”322 

 

 Raymond clearly considered the crusade to be in crisis. It was so close to its objective but 

it had allowed itself to become temporarily embroiled in internal disputes amongst the secular 

leader. These conflicts aggravated already frayed personalities suffering intense stress on a daily 

basis due to lack of supplies and the constant threat of Saracen ambush. Some leaders, such as 

Tancred and Baldwin, or Bohemond and Raymond, had allowed vendettas and short-term 

agendas to interfere with the expedition at various points. Given this record, the presence of 

someone like Bishop Adhemar was essential; he provided a moral and spiritual authority 

accepted by large numbers of lay crusaders as legate. As his remarks at Antioch indicate, 

Adhemar intended to wrench these men firmly back into a penitentialist mode. By calling them 

to a dramatic act of devotion, such as a procession en masse around the holy city, he provided a 

universal activity to occupy the minds of all the men in camp that could ascribe to their physical 

suffering an ennobling religious character. His preaching re-established a coherent communal 
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identity transcending the immediate feudal loyalties of individual groups, and he helped to curb 

some of the pugilistic and sexual male tendencies that were potentially damaging to their 

spiritual wellbeing. Once again, his words helped to frame suffering in a providential religious 

context as bodily suffering in such a holy a place called to mind the redemptive death of Jesus. 

As devout laymen, their commitment to fighting on Christ’s behalf to remove what he calls “the 

contamination” of Muslim control over Jerusalem. These penitential acts would make them 

worthy of God’s favourable intercession.  

  When his account turns to the taking of the city following the breaching of the Saracen 

defenses by Godfrey and Tancred, Raymond’s version concurs with the visual extent of the 

carnage. Such is his fervour in relating the extent of the slaughter that he expands the gory 

imagery of the Gesta, a text with which he was intimately familiar and used as a template. 

Hyperbolically, he states: “So let it suffice to say this much, at least, that in the Temple and 

porch of Solomon, men rode in blood up to their knees and bridle reins. Indeed, it was a just and 

splendid judgment of God that this place should be filled with the blood of unbelievers, since it 

had suffered so long from their blasphemies.”323 

 The most extreme account, however, comes from Ralph of Caen. While he was not an 

eyewitness to the deeds of the crusaders at Jerusalem in 1099, he was extremely close to two of 

its most important champions Bohemond and Tancred. Ralph served as Bohemond’s personal 

chaplain following the completion of the crusade, and thus he occupied a privileged position 

from which to glean important insights into the conduct of the campaign by those at its head. His 

account, the Gesta Tancredi, must be read very carefully given the passion and esteem he affords 

to his principal subjects; nonetheless it remains a valuable source. It demonstrates for scholars 
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today how intensely religious fervour shaped the presentation of crusade warfare, particularly at 

Jerusalem, and shows how central the masculine deeds of lay warriors were to the providential 

history of the Church. 

“Are you men of Francia? I do not think it dignified to give the name of French 
women to you who have feared to break these sheep pens and to slaughter the 

flock held within. Shake off your fear. Demonstrate the manliness of your 
homeland. I shall take up the first banner, let others follow me…”324 

 
[Vosne, viri Franci, sed nec quos dicere Francas esse nurus digner, trepidas qui 
frangere caulas inclusumque pecus jugulare diu trepidastis: Exuite ergo metum, 

patriasque resumite vires. En ego prima feram, me caetera signa sequantur] 
  

 In this passage Ralph of Caen utilizes emasculating taunts to motivate men to gather their 

courage. The speaker, Everard of Le Puiset, targets critical sources of male shame, such as the 

threat of cowardice and the degendering of a woman’s name to force these men into action. 

Rhetorically speaking it is an effective means of leveraging male pride and masculine 

insecurities, and it makes death seem preferable to the humiliation of publicly mockery The 

imagery of the bloodbath that follows occurs in a form comparable to that of the Gesta, which is 

then rapidly expanded and intensified. The men, having received an emasculating chastisement 

by the Latin champion Everard of le Puiset, sweep into the Temple of Solomon to exact a bloody 

revenge upon those clustered inside its walls. The imagery of the blood as a flood, or a torrent 

consisting of waves crashing throughout the space, again emphasizes the purgative aspect of this 

massacre. They restored the stolen patrimony of their seigneurial master, and figuratively 

cleansed the space through killing. However, the actions of Christian men here are not entirely 

presented as an extension of religious faith. As the speech at Clermont alluded to, the 

contemporary generations of Christian warriors lived within the shadow of the supposed glories 
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of their fathers and ancestors. Their deeds on crusade, and personal qualities, were a 

consequence of their stock and bloodlines. Energized by the blood of their ancestors, they 

believed they had inherited something of their masculine qualities and character. Furthermore, as 

heirs to such a proud martial tradition, they were consciously compelled by the threat of shame 

and dishonour. It was a non-negotiable aspect of their identity as lay warriors and mounted 

knights to lead their lives in such a way as to acquire honour through their noble achievements 

on the field of battle.  

The difference between these men and their ancestors was the particular character of their 

service. Their martial achievements were done within a penitential context utterly alien to that of 

their much-lauded Carolingian relatives. This was in effect a different sort of thing entirely, as it 

was not merely armed service against the confessional other; it was an act of collective penance 

that consciously applied the previously unholy vocational skill set of a set of persons towards a 

religiously meritorious aim. Thus the slaughter of the inhabitants of Jerusalem, hiding in terror in 

the Temple of Solomon related by Ralph of Caen, had a peculiar significance that was set upon 

by clerical and lay commentators of the period. It was a spiritual legitimation of the layman and 

his capacity for war when directed in a penitential context with notional behavioural constraints, 

and it showed that spiritual purification and a kind of lived spiritual warfare were devotional acts 

that were no longer confined to the clerical sphere. The crusader was a living part of a cosmic 

drama of Christianity against the demonic, and through his service he became a monk-like figure 

outside of the conventional structure of religious orders. What was so new about this lived male 

piety, this Christian martialism, was a vaguely conceptualized pan-Christian sense of collective 

identity that had the capacity to transcend feudal lines, combined with a repatterning of moral 

views regarding certain masculine behaviours. Obviously, this was a lofty religious ideal that 
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was frequently disregarded, and human weakness was a common feature of the lived experience 

of numerous crusading men. Yet these remained fundamental possibilities and desirable ideals 

that had a certain romantic appeal to contemporaries that can be seen throughout the extant 

accounts of the First Crusade.  

 

Shame and Cowardice 

 

Shame was a deeply entrenched feature of Latin Christian warrior societies that would 

play a significant role in shaping the legacies of those men who participated on the First Crusade. 

It was a weapon to be used against other men to demonstrate one’s power over another and a 

powerful motivator for young warriors seeking their place in a homosocial world where conflict 

was common. The historian Andrew G. Miller has studied this topic in depth and identified a 

number of ways in which acts designed to shame aspects of masculinity could be used to defame 

other men. From a gender perspective, one of the most interesting was the practice of tail cutting. 

This consisted of a knight mutilating another man’s animal by removing some portion of its tail, 

and was sometimes “accompanied by cutting off the mane, ears, and lips of the horse.”325 

Essentially this act served as a form of symbolic castration. It represented the “enfeeblement” of 

the disgraced man and served as a powerful means of public denigration.326  

The targets of this tactic were varied but could include knights or even members of the 

clergy. As it was in a sense symbolic, and perpetrated on the animal rather than the man, it did 

not immediately offend taboos regarding the direct assault of clerical bodies. It appears that it 
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was brought to England from France during the Norman Conquest of 1066 where it became 

popular amongst local knights and arms bearers. The first incidents in England are contested, but 

according to David Roffe there is some evidence that it was happening as early as 1071 when Ivo 

Taillebois mutilated he livestock of Coryland Abbey and cut off their ears and tails.327 As Miller 

explains, the horse was an obvious focus for this kind of gendered humiliation “because it 

accompanied him in the manly tasks of war and hunting, instead of labour.”328 As his property 

the act of cutting its tail represented an assault on the virility and masculinity of the owner.  

The association of the man with his mount meant that the tail took on phallic 

implications. Its removal was akin to a symbolic excising of the knight’s genitals. Miller notes 

that the practice was not constrained to Europe. There is evidence of horse mutilation occurring 

amongst Latin Christians in the Holy Land in the early twelfth century, although under rather 

different circumstances. In 1104 the Patriarch of Antioch Bernard of Valence was recorded 

fleeing the battle of Harran and found his mount was slowing due to its tail dragging in the mud. 

In a moment of desperation he called out for someone to cut the tail off his animal so that he 

would not fall behind.  

“‘Cut it off, I say. I shall not blush, while in this storm, to press the back of this 
animal after it has been cut free and lightened. . . . Just as God cuts away your 

sins, I absolve everything from those who cut it away.’ Many passed with closed 
ears, for a blind fear closed them, . . . [but] one fellow . . . accepted this remedy 
in exchange for the aforementioned remission [of sins]. Thus, two matters were 

absolved with one act.”329 
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While Bernard of Valence was a high ranking clergyman rather than a knight, he was still 

conscious of the gender implications of his request to have his animal mutilated in this fashion. 

In his appeal to passing knights he explicitly recognizes the potential shame of riding such a 

mount and yet justifies it given the extremity of the circumstances. That he felt the need to offer 

absolution as an incentive further testifies to the intense sensitivities surrounding a man’s public 

image.  

It is true that churchmen collectively modeled clerical masculinity in ways that differed 

markedly from their lay counterparts but shame and public slights to their dignity pressed just as 

acutely on their consciousness. Hugh M. Thomas has studied how clerical quarrels were 

similarly informed by masculinity and a fear of public shame. Thomas notes Peter of Blois’ 

exclamation during a literary dispute, “I will fill his face with ignominy!”330 For Peter the idea of 

ruining his opponent’s reputation was a fitting vengeance for perceived insults. It was a 

normative part of adversarial male discourse. These concerns over shame and reputation would 

be tremendously important for laymen and clergy who participated in the First Crusade and 

figure prominently in retrospective depictions composed throughout the twelfth century. They 

cared about how their deeds would be perceived by their peers and kin. Even a cursory look into 

crusader correspondence from this period shows how these men carefully managed their own 

image for those remaining back home.  

 Conor Kostick has studied the representation of male shame during the first expeditions 

and his account is critical for scholars endeavouring to understand the experience of those who 
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participated.331 By focusing on this feature of male life, we can see how authors retrospectively 

assigned infamy to the cowardly, and used the threat of shame as a pedagogical tool to impress 

the importance of martial courage upon the minds of future warriors. Such was the danger and 

hopelessness at various moments during the First Crusade that many men from every social class 

chose to break their oaths and flee for safety rather than stay and face the risk of starvation, thirst 

and death in battle. Conor identifies William “The Carpenter,” Lord of Melun, as being a 

particularly notable example of a nobleman who chose infamy rather than risk death at the walls 

of Antioch. For the lay author of the Gesta, his treachery was an unthinkable breach of manly 

responsibility and honour. The reaction attributed by the author to Bohemond and his other noble 

peers was utter disgust and communicated in the following terms: “O the misfortune and infamy 

of all of the Franks, the shame and misdeed of the Gauls, oh most unable of those whom the 

Earth endures, why did you flee so shamefully?”332 [O infelix et infamia totius Franciae, dedecus 

et scelus Galliarum, o nequissime omnium quos terra suffert, cur tam turpiter fugisti] It was the 

account of Stephen of Blois, however, which became the most salient example of what Carol 

Sweetenham has termed “the anti-exemplum.”333 His story is recounted below.  

For Kostick the power of these early narratives, particularly the lay-authored accounts, is 

that unlike those later versions produced by Benedictine authors who reworked these histories to 

accomplish particular religious and ideological objectives, these early texts provide us with a 

sense of how the army saw itself.334 There is an authenticity, a sense of the raw experience these 

people encountered that conveys on a more visceral level the emotions these men actually 
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experienced. We are presented with pride as well as shame and a more human sense of the 

pressures endured by laymen. These people endured the grinding physical toll of crusade and 

relied upon fleeting encounters with transcendent experiences to keep going. This colours the 

Gesta and other accounts with a sense of the surreal. It is as if they dwelled in a lived fantasy of 

the miraculous and demonic that seems to have strained individual comprehension. Theirs was a 

mental landscape where courage and faithfulness to God were conjoined and one’s actions 

informed divine providence. Cowardice was, therefore, an evil to be publically confronted 

because it had direct bearing on the collective. The consequences of such public infamy in the 

Latin Christian world were passed down generations through ancestral ties. To be related to such 

a man, to be one’s son or spouse, was a blot on one’s identity that could only be negated through 

tremendous acts of personal bravery or piety. Kostick contends that if one studies the popular 

literature of the twelfth century, particularly later works like the Chanson d’Antioche, illustrate 

how many of the principal personages have taken on rigid values as their stories were retold and 

reimagined. Figures like the aforementioned Stephen of Blois, have become by the end of the 

century, the embodiment of cowardice, serving as a negative source of comparison by which the 

virility and prowess of the Godfrey of Bouillon and Baldwin of Boulogne can be contrasted.335  

“And already at that time, together with all the chosen army of Christ, endowed 
with great valour by him, we had been continuously advancing for twenty-three 

weeks toward the home of our Lord Jesus. You may know for certain, my 
beloved that of gold, silver and many other kinds of riches I now have twice as 
much as your love had assigned to me when I left you. For all our princes, with 
the common consent of the whole army, against my wishes, have made me up to 

the present time the leader, chief and director of their whole expedition.”336 
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Despite Stephen’s unfortunate career as a crusader, first stained with the sad infamy of 

cowardice before dying in battle of Ramla in 1102, his letters provide an interesting glimpse into 

how lay nobles on crusade wished to preferentially present themselves to their wives, families 

and vassals. In a letter to his wife Adela in March of 1098 he provides an impressive list of 

martial triumphs and deeds and seeks to assure his wife and other potential readers of his 

apparent material success.337 From Nicaea to Antioch he describes the various emirs that he and 

his men purportedly defeated in battle and includes familiar formulations of his own courage that 

depicted his success and bravery as gifts bestowed upon him by Christ. As Barbara Rosenwein 

has observed, this letter is a classic depiction of medieval bravado that provides a deeply 

idealistic depiction of Latin Christian manliness.338 His vast accumulation of wealth through 

conquest, and his religious devotion and prowess in battle against the enemies of God, were 

common tropes that proved his merit as a Christian warrior and provided a record of deeds that 

could glorify his name and lineage for posterity. His social peers present his imagined leadership 

of the crusade, rather than being an example of extraordinary fictive self-aggrandizement as an 

honour unwillingly conferred upon him. The episode emphasizes his supposed status and worth 

as a great man to his dependents in France, in addition to providing a traditional emphasis upon 

personal humility. 

“Inasmuch as you are our lord and as the kingdom of France is especially 
dependent upon your care, we tell to you, our father, the events which have 

happened to us and the condition of the army of the Lord. Yet, in the first place, 
although we are not ignorant that the disciple is not above his master, nor the 

servant above his lord, we advise and beseech you in the name of our Lord Jesus 
to consider what you are and what the duty of a priest and bishop is. Provide 

therefore for our land, so that the lords may keep peace among themselves, the 
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vassals may in safety work on their property, and the ministers of Christ may 
serve the Lord, leading quiet and tranquil lives. I also pray you and the canons of 
the holy mother church of Reims, my fathers and lords, to be mindful of us, not 
only of me and of those who are now sweating in the service of God, but also of 

the members of the army of the Lord who have fallen in arms or died in 
peace.”339 

 
 We have discussed the ever-present threat of shame to male warriors who had pledged 

themselves to crusade; however, there is another aspect to this question that has as yet been 

unexplored. This letter from Anselm of Ribemont to Archbishop Manasses II of Rheims brings 

attention to the feeling of helplessness experienced by certain members of the First Crusade who 

found themselves extremely far from home and were confronted with their inability to care for 

their loved ones and dependents left behind in the uncertain and dangerous landscape of Latin 

Europe. Many of these men had made arrangements before leaving home to ensure that their 

lands and loved ones were protected, often making contractual agreements with the Church or 

other members of their kinship networks to ensure their integrity and safety. Encamped such as 

they were, thousands of miles from home, these men lived in daily fear that their possessions, 

and the means of ensuring their livelihood, would be subject to the predation of other 

opportunistic individuals who sought to capitalize upon their sudden absence. Anselm’s concerns 

in this letter attest to this preoccupation, and underscore the extremity of the sacrifice undertaken 

by lay crusaders. The time considerations and massive expenses were well known amongst 

crusader families. Scholars, such as Giles Constable, Riley-Smith and others, have noted that 

such material considerations were often “crippling” and could be compounded by added costs 

such as ransoms which severely complicate the hypothesis that lay warriors volunteered for 
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crusade out of a desire for massive wealth.340 As such, we are dealing with a large body of 

laymen who voluntarily subjected themselves to extremely dangerous circumstances in which 

they would be utterly impotent to protect those to whom they were duty-bound. For men 

acculturated into a warrior culture and ethos that commanded the sacrifice of their own bodies in 

the defense of these people, this lack of agency to serve and shield their dependents would have 

been infuriating.  

“But passing over these things, let us return to what we promised. Accordingly 
after the army had reached Nicomedia, which is situated at the entrance to the 
land of the Turks, we all, lords and vassals, cleansed by confession, fortified 

ourselves by partaking of the body and blood of our Lord, and proceeding thence 
beset Nicaea on the second day before the Nones of May. After we had for some 
days besieged the city with many machines and various engines of war, the craft 
of the Turks, as often before, deceived us greatly. For on the very day on which 

they bad promised that they would surrender, Soliman and all the Turks, 
collected from neighbouring and distant regions, suddenly fell upon us and 
attempted to capture our camp. However the count of St. Gilles, with the 
remaining Franks, made an attack upon them and killed an innumerable 

multitude. All the others fled in confusion. Our men, moreover, returning in 
victory and bearing many heads fixed upon pikes and spears, furnished a joyful 

spectacle for the people of God. This was on the seventeenth day before the 
Kalends of June.”341 

Nicholas Paul’s assessment of this letter notes its primary purpose as relating core information 

about the current progress of the expedition and relating the various challenges faced by 

armsbearers in a foreign unknown land. Yet aside from these campaign details Paul, argues that 

Anselm’s principal concern, beyond those anxieties outlined above, is over those fellow men 

who were dear to him that had died over the course of the first stages of the expedition. He 

continues: 
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“I ask, moreover, that you and all whom this letter reaches pray for us and for 
our departed brethren. Those who have fallen in battle are: at Nicaea, Baldwin of 
Ghent, Baldwin Ghalderuns, who was the first to make an attack upon the Turks 

and who fell in battle on the Kalends of July, Robert of Paris, Lisiard of 
Flanders, Hilduin of Mansgarbio [Maxingarbe], Ansellus of Caium [Anseau of 

Caien], Manasses of Glaromonte [Clermont], Laudunensis. 

Those who died from sickness: at Nicaea, Guy of Vitreio Odo of Vernolio 
[Verne uil (?)], Hugh of Reims; at the fortress of Sparnum, the venerable abbot 

Roger, my chaplain; at Antioch, Alard of Spiniaeco Hugh of Galniaco. 

Again and again I beseech you, readers of this letter, to pray for us, and you, my 
lord archbishop, to order this to be done by your bishops. And know for certain 

that we have captured the Lord 200 cities and fortresses.”342 

This excerpt from the letter is genuinely moving; it reveals an authentic mournful tone on the 

part of Anselm, who laments the deaths of men who were clearly close to him. This section 

indicates the affective homosocial bonds that existed amongst men on campaign and the 

conscious internalization of this connection between men in written terms. This literary 

remembrance shows how the religious objectives and raison d’etre were justified on spiritual 

grounds and were communicated in the context of masculine service to Christ and broader 

Christendom. Anselm’s appeal that Manasses and his fellow clergy pray for the souls of his 

departed comrades speaks to the desire among lay knights from this period to seek spiritual 

support for their souls even after their deaths in order to help navigate the complex soteriological 

considerations surrounding lay sinfulness and the use of force. Moreover, in Paul’s view, this 

section of the text confirms the importance of creating and maintaining family histories amongst 

lay families. The recognition of these men’s sacrifices needed to be written down so that there 

was a formal record of their lives and a means of religiously validating the nobility of their 

sacrificial deaths. Letters like this allowed families to save for posterity an account of their 
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manly bravery, however truncated, and form an important aspect of the collective myth making 

and history making so important to knightly families into the twelfth century. 

The earliest chroniclers of the First Crusade represented these events in a manner that 

emphasized a set of ideals for lay behaviour. In each chronicle, lay and clerical authors repreated 

concerns about personal chastity, bodily pollution, and the merits of channelling lay aggression 

against non-Christians to further a religious cause. There is clear discursive evidence that these 

ideas resonated with writers in Europe and the Levant, and shaped the kinds of genedered 

anecdotes and emphases they included in their works. There is also some evidence that these 

ideas informed the actual attitudes and perspectives of some laymen. Based on lay texts like the 

Gesta Francorum and surviving letters written or dictared by crusaders there are some indicators 

that the religious ideas that had emerged in reformist circles of Latin Christian monasteries and 

the corridors of the institutional church left these spaces and informed the views of some lay 

participants. The values contained in these works and ascribed to laymen were not necessarily 

uniform. There are differences in how chroniclers frame these events and the kinds of behaviour 

they stress for their audiences. That said, there are important areas where meaningful 

intersections occur. Penitential devotion, a preferable commitment to religious warfare rather 

than the murder of fellow Christians, an awareness of the Christian metaphysics of sexual 

pollution, and membership in a trans-regional Christian community came to define these 

narratives and representations and helped define lay conceptions of the Christian warrior ethic 

into the twelfth century. Latin Christian masculinities on crusade were diverse and difficult to 

define monolithically, however there is no question that these principles and ideals were major 

constituent parts.  
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Chapter 4 

Policing the Behaviour of Latin Christian Laymen in the Holy Land 

Following the creation of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1099, secular and 

ecclesiastical authorities sought to assert their authority in the confessionally diverse region of 

the Levant. Newly established Frankish administrators were confronted with a Near Eastern 

landscape crowded with political, legislative and administrative challenges. Among the most 

pressing issue facing Latin Christian authorities was, the question of how to ensure the moral and 

spiritual integrity of Frankish communities in the Levant. Frankish armsbearers sought to build 

to build a Latin Christian enclave alongside their non-Catholic neighbours. According to largely 

clerical commentators who documented this vulnerable period of Franksh settlement, this 

nascent administration continued to express sincere concerns over the threats of sexual and moral 

decay that feature so prominently in the earliest accounts of the First Crusade. As crusader 

armies confronted repeated threats from regional powers, clerical authors emphasized the 

connection between the moral foundation of Christian manhood, built on chastity and pious self-

mastery, and divine support on the battlefield. These authors, such as Fulcher of Chartres, noted 

the additional sources of potential contamination posed by long-term settlement in the Holy Land 

alongside non-Christians. As such, the anxieties articulated during the First Crusade in these 

texts continue to resurface in their representation of settler dynamics and informed how they 

rationalized defeats and challenges. This chapter examines how Latin Christian written sources 

composed in the early twelfth century emphasize gendered themes about masculinity and 

moral/sexual integrity. It assesses how these documents built upon the gendered themes 
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discussed in Chapter Three that shaped their representation of lay masculinity during the First 

Crusade. Finally, it examines how these anxieties about male behaviour led to a remarkable 

example of lay and clerical collusion, the council of Nablus, in which Latin authorities sought to 

produce new legal tools to combat sexual and moral offences.  

The establishment of new Latin communities in the Levant alongside a autochthonous 

population consisting of both Christians and people of other faiths forced Catholic laymen and 

clergy to consider the kinds of boundaries that could or should exist between Christians and their 

neighbours. These boundaries were not merely the spatial creation of new borders and 

administrative regions; they were also physical and sexual. The possibility of miscegenation 

between Latin Christian men and women with their confessional neighbours was not simply a 

matter for interested commentators. It represented a real source of unease with religious and 

cultural valences that aggravated pre-existing lay and clerical concerns over Catholic sexual 

morality in this pluralistic world.  

The cultural and religious diversity of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and the crusader 

states exacerbated anxieties about Roman Catholic sexual mores. Living cheek by jowl, as it 

were, in a society with such pluralism engendered substantial trepidation in some quarters 

regarding the ethnic and religious integrity of Frankish communities. Authorities had to consider 

what options they had at their disposal to nurture a society in which the souls and morals of 

Christian armsbearers would be kept safe from threats to their virtue that could imperil their 

chances for success on the battlefield. This chapter will discuss the origins and consequences of 

the apprehensions experienced by Latin Christian laymen arriving in the Holy Land. Lay 

pilgrims in the Levant, at the beginning of the twelfth century, were cognizant of how they 

differed from their new neighbours. They wore different clothes, spoke different languages, lived 
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in different communities and worshipped in different spaces. They also lived with a penitential 

ethos: laymen embarked for the Holy Land “as a penance for [their] sins”343 or “In view of the 

multitude of my sins and of the piety, gentleness, and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ.”344 To live 

in the Holy Land, therefore, meant that laymen had to consider how they were going to take 

steps to retain their distinctive religious identities and behavioural standards as they mingled and 

navigated the cultural diversity of the newly established Crusader states.  

According to chronicles and legislative innovations produced during these first two 

decades of Latin settlement, some Franks in the Holy Land believed that the bodies of the 

Christian faithful were danger of moral and religious contamination. Men like Fulcher of Chartes 

asserted that morally problematic behaviour, including cross-confessional fraternization and 

sexual miscegenation, were not uncommon among some settlers and pilgrims. Others, such as 

Walter the Chancellor, contended that some Franks were unable to resist the physical tempations 

to be found in the Holy Land. These fears of an emergent moral crisis were amplified by military 

defeats, which were rendered in accounts like Walter’s as proof of divine condemnation. As a 

consequence of these anxieties, new legal canons, such as those produced during the council of 

Nablus, indicate that mixed marriages or casual intercourse between Christians and Muslims 

took on a new seriousness. They were a continuation of anxieties expressed by chroniclers and 

pilgrims during the First Crusade, and they took on an additional sharpness as the crusader states 

fought to establish themselves. James Brundage has described how contemporary chroniclers 

expressed these anxieties and noted that from the beginning of Latin Christian settlement in the 
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Levant it was not uncommon for Crusader armsbearers to form relationships with women from 

local communities.345 Members of different faith communities regularly interacted following the 

creation of the crusader states. Hadia Dajani-Shakeel notes “joint communal celebrations were 

common, and continued at the popular level, despite the religious upheavals that were associated 

with the crusades.”346 As Fulcher of Chartes recalls, “While one settler might have his own home 

and household, as it were by paternal and hereditary right, another might marry a wife not from 

his own stock, but a Syrian or an Armenian or even a Saracen woman who had obtained the 

grace of baptism.”347 Brundage contends that this trend, combined with periods of extreme 

danger and political uncertainty, exacerbated tensions between confessional communities along 

sexual and religious lines. The Council of Nablus in 1120 was, in his view, an extension of this 

insecurity.  

These efforts to regulate sexual behaviour were also informed by a deeper Latin Christian 

cultural hostility towards Muslim men that pre-existed the First Crusade. There was a long 

history of Western anti-Islamic literature that had attempted to associate Muslim men, including 

the Prophet Muhammad, with derogatory character traits and sexually deviant or abusive 

behaviour.348 These traits were frequently highlighted by Latin sermons and preaching in the 

eleventh century, and numerous examples can be found in the eyewitness accounts of Urban’s 

remarks at Clermont as noted in Chapter Two. These works indicate that views of Muslims 

continued to be sexualized during the first years of Latin settlement, and may have informed the 
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particular focus given to Muslim sexual behaviour with Christians contained in the canons of the 

council of Nablus.    

The council is particularly noteworthy because different spheres of Latin Christian 

society in the Levant took the opportunity at Nablus to use the authority of secular lords and the 

Church to reinforce boundaries between confessional communities. These men targeted the 

sources of social, sexual and religious contamination and endeavoured to put coercive threats in 

place that would shape the thinking of laymen. These processes had real consequences for the 

lived experiences of men and women living under Latin rule in the Levant, and informed how 

they saw themselves and their behaviour relative to God’s desires.  

The concerns articulated by these men, both lay and clerical, did not arise purely from an 

abstract theological consideration of cross-confessional interaction and settlement. Rather, it was 

their experience of political instability, intraconfessional rivalry and misbehaviour, and a 

pendulous military record against their non-Christian neighbours that raised concerns among the 

elite regarding the apparent apathy or indifference of Christ towards his own people in the Holy 

Land. Prominent voices among the Catholic faithful came to be convinced that God himself was, 

as it were, punishing Christendom for its sinful excesses and willingness to transgress the 

behavioural and moral constraints notionally imposed upon those who travelled to the Holy Land 

as penitential pilgrims. We should recognize that Latin settlement in the Holy Land was tenuous 

from the very beginning of the institution of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. As Joshua Prawer 

notes, the earliest chronicles indicate that the number of Latin Christian fighting men in the 

kingdom was dangerously limited following the culmination of the First Crusade in 1099. The 

consensus figure he cites is roughly three hundred knights and twelve hundred sergeants in 1100, 
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which was a tremendously small figure given the needs of the realm during this period.349 

Moreover, Prawer reminds us that these men were not scions of the great families and houses of 

Europe who had participated in the first expeditions to Jerusalem. These armsbearers had 

returned home to their lands immediately after the completion of their pilgrimage oaths; instead, 

the majority of those who remained were either “vassals of the house of Bouillon or men who 

had entered into the service of that family during the First Crusade.”350 Due to the frequency of 

conflict in these early years the survival of the Frankish settlements could only be maintained 

through the continual reinforcement of new arrivals from Europe. These were needed to replace 

losses regularly incurred on the battlefield. There was, however, a great deal of interest in doing 

so despite the expenses involved and a great deal of funding available from lay donors for the 

reconstruction efforts launched by Latin authorities in the Holy Land to restore the regions 

holiest sites.  

 Bernard Hamilton, in his exhaustive study of the Latin Christian Church in the Holy 

Land, has observed that in the first half century following the creation of the Kingdom of 

Jerusalem, Latin authorities embarked on a massive building and reconstruction program 

throughout Jerusalem. They had claimed a city that was “the greatest relic in Christendom” as it 

had been sanctified by the presence and death of Christ himself;351 however, at time of the 

crusader conquest in 1099 the principal Christian sites and shrines of the city had either been 

destroyed or fallen into disrepair. The restoration of the city’s Christian treasures, therefore, 

required enormous capital, time and labour, which could not be supplied by the crusader states 

alone. Interestingly, it was the Frankish aristocracy who stepped in and took on the greatest share 
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of the financial burden to ensure these sites were completed. While Hamilton recognizes that aid 

for these projects did come from across the Catholic world he argues alongside Jean Richard that 

the efforts of the French were so disproportionate that “almost the entire burden of supporting 

the Catholic establishment and the elaborate church building program was borne by the 

Franks.”352 These men apparently felt a sense of responsibility for these sites given the blood and 

effort expended by their fathers to possess them. The Frankish aristocracy felt a special affinity 

for the Holy Land that was bolstered by their role in the success of the First Crusade. In the first 

decades of the twelfth century these families recognized that they and their ancestors were the 

ones who had wrested the city back through force or arms. They desired to maintain an enduring 

role as custodians of the holy places and viewed these investments as material expressions of 

their Christian piety. That their contributions were so pronounced relative to their European 

neighbours should give us pause and draw attention to what was clearly an impassioned Frankish 

lay community that had deep pockets to match. This enthusiasm among the nobility substantiates 

the authenticity of devotion during this period among the lay elite from the territories of Francia 

and is compelling proof of their willingness to back up their words with hard cash.  

Upon arrival in the Holy Land lay pilgrims and armsbearers faced a difficult transition. 

From the beginning of Latin Christian settlement in the Levant the experience of Frankish 

pilgrims and new settlers was defined by their close proximity to recently defeated “pagan” 

enemies and the ever present fear of being thrown back once again into the sea. With the creation 

of the nascent crusader states, laymen found themselves living alongside men and women from a 

plurality of religious, ethnic and cultural backgrounds, to whom they needed to make 

connections as a matter of course and survival. While many of these men continued to see 
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themselves as pilgrims, they also began to establish long-term roots. This transition from pilgrim 

to settler complicated their self-image as members of a penitential movement, and this process of 

settlement raised new questions. How should a Latin Christian man live in the Holy Land? With 

whom could they cooperate, socialize, or engage in commerce? With whom could they marry 

and cohabitate?  

These difficult questions for Latin Christian settlers and pilgrims, and how integrated 

these persons ultimately became with respect to local autochthonous communities, has remained 

a longstanding historiographical dispute. Some scholars, such as Joshua Prawer and R.C. Smail, 

writing in the wake of the Second World War and the collapse of French colonialism, contested 

the positive characterization of Frankish settlement espoused by earlier French historians such as 

Rey, Dodu and Madelin. They contended that scholars such as these had regrettably tended to 

allow a triumphalist colonial mentality to inform their presentation of Frankish society in the 

Levant that portrayed Latin Christian rule as a benevolent exercise in prudent French medieval 

imperialism.353 Ronnie Ellenblum has summarized Smail’s position as being essentially a critic 

of this colonial historiography, who argued vigorously alongside Prawer against the so-called 

“special genius” of French colonial administration and the corresponding notion that Frankish 

settlement was indeed a manifestation of this particular “genius.”354 Together their scholarship 

formed what Ellenblum termed “the existing model” and sought to counter strongly any notion 

of substantial Frankish integration, be it structural, cultural or in terms of geographic settlement. 

They offered a segregated depiction of Levantine society in which Frankish settlements were 

confined largely to urban areas with little direct engagement or settlement alongside indigenous 
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rural communities. The extent to which Frankish settlers adopted local dress, diet, and other 

external accoutrements was believed to be in their view a superficial embrace of local Near 

Eastern culture that was not indicative of more nuanced or significant engagement with 

autochthonous communities.355  

Within the last twenty years, however, these different views on settler-colonialism 

regarding the representation of Frankish society in terms of segregation and minimal engagement 

with the non-Latin rural population has been challenged by new archaeological research into 

Frankish settlement patterns and more recent historiography. The picture suggested by critics 

such as Ellenblum and others has revealed a much more closely embedded pattern of Frankish 

settlement than previously allowed, and though generally restricted, it appears to indigenous 

Christian communities rather than their Muslim neighbours. Ellenblum has however noted that 

the examination of Frankish settlement during this period is complicated by common 

assumptions and potentially misleading use of terms.356 Ellenblum asserts, “it is not easy to 

define a Frankish “city” or a Frankish “town” and it is even harder to define an “urban society” 

of the twelfth century, the difficulties emanating from the absence of clear criteria, and the lack 

of any parallel to so dramatic a process of urbanization.”357 

While Latin settlers established roots alongside Eastern Christians, Jotischky contends 

that close interaction was somewhat constrained by enduring ethnic differences, while still 

permitting practical collaboration over necessities such as agricultural work and the sharing of 

local resources. Indigenous churches were also opened up to double use, allowing for Latin 

Christian clergy to attend to the spiritual demands of the Frankish settler community and the 
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performance of Catholic liturgy.358 Such arrangements were often extremely complicated and 

resulted in problematic interactions between local religious groups; nonetheless, they represent 

examples of real pragmatic cooperation and religious charity. Therefore contrary to earlier post-

war scholarship, which stressed a thesis promoting an exclusively exploitative and ghettoized 

relationship between Frankish settlement and their non-Latin neighbours, contemporary 

reappraisals of the extant archaeological and textual evidence appear to complicate this narrative. 

There remain a number of enduring questions. We still do not know the extent to which 

legislative efforts enacted by the secular and religious architects of Nablus in 1120, were 

representative of wider Latin settler concerns over how Frankish laymen should relate to their 

indigenous neighbours. Similarly, we do not know exactly how taboos and purity concerns 

informed how laymen viewed sexual, social and aggressive behaviour directed towards their 

non-Christian neighbours.  

Latin Christian anti-Muslim rhetoric was constant feature of post-conquest life in the 

Levant and could complicate interactions between religious communities despite the need for 

pragmatic cooperation. Such religious and cultural friction was particularly acute amongst new 

arrivals from Europe who expected to find themselves in a foreign land defined by religious war 

but instead found individuals of different faiths living and trading alongside one another. The 

twelfth century chronicler Usamah ibn Munqidh recorded in his work The Book of 

Contemplation a remarkable story in which a Frankish pilgrim, recently arrived from Europe, 

assaulted a Muslim man at prayer. According to ibn Munqidh, Templar knights intervened on 

behalf of the man being attacked and escorted the offender away. He wrote that the Templars 
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then apologized to the Muslim man for what had occurred and informed him that as a recent 

arrival his assailant had never seen someone pray in such a manner before.359 These issues of 

ignorance and confessional hostility were particularly acute amongst new arrivals. Latin 

Christian settlers who had lived in the region for some years recognized that it was in their 

interest to create constructive relations with their neighbours. As Latin settlers spent more time 

in the Levant they began to assimilate and adopt some cultural norms from their neighbours. 

As stated above, French historians writing in the midst of decolonization after the 

conclusion of the Second World War contended that French settlers lived in isolated 

communities and interacted infrequently with local peoples. Fulcher of Chartres, however, 

suggests that there was substantive interaction and that the process of assimilation was quite 

rapid. Latin settlers developed an intimate knowledge of the language, mores and culture of the 

region and this familiarity was often quite jarring for new arrivals. For Ellenblum this was not 

analogous to the “apartheid” state envisioned by Prawer and Smail.360 Fulcher suggests that Latin 

settlers began changing and adopting new cultural practices almost right away through their 

cooperation and interaction with local communities. The following excerpt from Fulcher, though 

quite long, is worth consideration in its entirety given his references to assimilation and 

miscegenation: 

“Consider, I pray, and reflect how in our time God has transferred the West into the 
East. For we who were Occidentals now have been made Orientals. He who was a 
Roman or a Frank is now a Galilean, or an inhabitant of Palestine. One who was a 

citizen of Rheims or of Chartres now has been made a citizen of Tyre or of Antioch. 
We have already forgotten the places of our birth; already they have become 

unknown to many of us, or, at least, are unmentioned. Some already possess here 
homes and servants, which they have received through inheritance. Some have 
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taken wives not merely of their own people, but Syrians, or Armenians, or even 
Saracens who have received the grace of baptism.”361 

 
[quomodo tempore in nostro transvertit Deus Occidentem in Orientem nam qui 

fuimus Occidentales, nunc facti sumus Orientales qui fuit Romanus aut Francus, 
hac in terra factus est Galilaeus aut Palestinus qui fuit Remensis aut Carnotensis, 

nunc efficitur Tyrius vel Antiochenus iam obliti sumus nativitatis nostrae loca, iam 
nobis pluribus vel sunt ignota vel etiam inaudita hic iam possidet domos proprias et 

familias quasi iure paterno et hereditario, ille vero iam duxit uxorem non tantum 
compatriotam, sed et Syram aut Armenam et interdum Saracenam, baptismi]  

  
 Fulcher’s depiction of Latin Christian life in the Levant is intriguing because it suggests a 

remarkable degree of collaboration, economic success and social intermingling. The account is 

generally enthusiastic and openly praises the kinds of material opportunities awaiting pilgrims 

and settlers, however, as the introductory lines intimate, there is some trepidation as well that 

seeps into this sanguine depiction of life in the Holy Land. Fulcher claims that pilgrims have 

“forgotten our places of birth” and that these former homes are now “unknown to many of us.” 

This appears to be a lament; there is a feeling of cultural disconnection that settlers have 

experienced. These Latin pilgrims are becoming aliens to the European societies of their fathers 

although “faith unites those whose forefathers were strangers.” Fulcher claims that a sense of 

Christian identity supersedes earlier cultural and community identities. For him pilgrims and 

settlers from across the continent have divested themselves of previous worldly and political 

affiliations and come together to form a unique society based on the European universality of the 

Catholic faith. Obviously this was not the case. Men residing in the Levant retained the familial 

and political ties that tied them back to Europe. However Fulcher’s writing, however, is 

nonetheless extremely valuable because it provides a valuable clerical perspective on the kind of 

society that was being formed in the crusader states in the early twelfth century. Fulcher seems to 
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believe that the settler communities were participating in a social experiment in which godliness 

and Latin Christian identities could abrogate the petty and worldly attachments that propelled so 

much of the endemic warfare across Europe. Clearly, there were lingering anxieties, as his 

comments about “places of birth” suggest, but these concerns about forgetting the past and the 

disconnection from Europe also clearly offered some positive Christian outcomes as well. There 

is a tension here that he is unable to completely resolve.  

Latin Christian writers did at times express interest in converting Muslims to the faith, 

however this did not intensify until the end of the twelfth century. Spiritual mystics like Joachim 

de Fiore predicted a wave of mass conversion to the Christian religion among the Muslim 

faithful in the late twelfth century, and the rise of the mendicant orders in the early thirteenth 

century gave new impetus to Christian missionary efforts to Muslims.362 These efforts were 

supported through particular incentives offered to certain potential converts willing to apostatize 

from Islam. Marwan Nader has observed that for Muslims living in cities who happened to be 

designated slaves in the service of Frankish overseers, the opportunity was made available to 

them to convert to the faith of the Roman Church and receive manumission following their 

baptism.363 The process of attaining freedom was often somewhat more complicated in practice 

as Nader demonstrates in the 1264 will of Saliba, a wealthy burgess from Acre. He notes in his 

will that two of his slaves, Ametum and Sofia, still required legal recognition of their free status 

despite having already embraced the Christian faith.364 Impediments existed that could make the 

process of receiving confirmation of manumission a complicated matter for those at the mercy of 
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the Frankish legal system. Yet, alongside these offers made to certain particularly vulnerable 

members of the Muslim community, the grand narrative was one of antagonism and vilification. 

For many Latin Christian men residing in the Holy Land, they existed in a sea of idolatry. They 

were confronted on all sides by Muslim powers who they legitimately believed were polytheists 

and/or pagans. Indeed, in his account of the fall of Jerusalem, Raymond D’Aguilers triumphantly 

proclaimed that the killing of Muslim inhabitants of the holy city was so comprehensive that “I 

further state that this day ended all paganism, confirmed Christianity and restored our faith.”365 

Fulcher of Chartres expresses a similarly typical condescension of Islamic worship and writes 

how in the Temple, “The Saracens had practiced their rule of idolatry there with superstitious 

rite.”366 Within this worldview, Muslims in the Latin imagination were burdened with the 

addition of Christian intellectual baggage; this associated them with a long line of religious foes 

stretching back to Roman antiquity where non-believing authorities had sought to destroy the 

Christian faith in its infancy. They became conflated with the moral and sexual dissidence that 

Christians had historically associated with the unconverted pagan “other”. This pejorative 

connection with paganism hardened the connection between Muslims and the kinds of violent 

and sexual behaviour that most scandalized Latin Christian authorities. The contrast with the 

notional ideals ascribed to chaste Christian manhood could not be starker. By conflating Muslims 

as a global religious community with the amorphous category of “paganism” Latin Christians 

could contend that the struggle of Christian men against unbelief and its associated evils was not 

new. For Latin Christian chroniclers like Fulcher and Raymond, the crusade can be seen as a 

continuation of the spiritual warfare that Christian men have fought since antiquity, both 
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internally against the appetites and desires of the flesh, and externally against the enemies of the 

faith.  

 
Benjamin Kedar has asserted that Latin Christian pilgrims travelling to Jerusalem during 

the First Crusade did not bring with them a systematic series of laws or practices with which to 

enforce justice and good behaviour amongst participants. It appears that the numerous factions 

comprising the Latin armies utilized a range of their own local customs and traditional 

punishments to police transgressive behaviour deemed unacceptable to secular and religious 

authorities. As outlined in Chapter Three, chroniclers like Albert of Aachen reports that those 

men and women guilty of adultery within the crusader camp were subject to savage public 

penalties. In some cases they were even beaten in front of the assembled soldier-pilgrims and 

camp workers and driven from the camp.367 The problem, from the perspective of religious 

leaders and nobility at the heart of the expedition, was that the vast numbers of women and 

attendants who had flocked to join the crusade distracted them from their ostensible spiritual 

duties and commitments. Their recourse was to ensure that those traditional or ad hoc 

punishments meted out, whichever they were, were sufficiently public and severe enough to be a 

significant deterrent against engaging in sexual behaviour destructive to morale or the 

hypothetical facilitation of a general atmosphere of collective piety. 

In Benedictine chronicles the penitential character of the expedition was repeatedly 

emphasized in order to more closely associate the knights and lay combatants of the expeditions 

with a monastery on the move. William Purkis has noted the discursive emphasis upon this 

connection and notes that the coenobitic rules and rhythms of monastic daily life and prayer 

seem to be intentionally mirrored in the accounts of Frankish knights operating in the Holy Land. 
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Purkis compares two twelfth century authors, Otto of Freising and Baldric of Bourgueil, who 

discuss this reordering of lay Christian life along apostolic lines. In his Chronica, Otto writes,  

“All [religious] alike spend their lives on earth in purity of living and conscience, 
and in chastity like that of the angels in heaven. Having but one heart and mind they 
dwell as one in monasteries or churches, they sleep at the same time, they rise with 

one mind for prayer, they take food together in one house, [and] they devote 
themselves to prayer, to reading, and to work by day and night with inexhaustible 

vigilance.”368 
 

This shared spiritual fraternity and communal nature of monastic life was, for Purkis, 

closely associated with the lay spiritual life of the first crusaders and settlers and their 

involvement in penitential pilgrimage partially nullified the rigidity of the Frankish political and 

class hierarchy.369 He cites the following from Badric’s Historia: 

“In that expedition, the dukes themselves were fighting, and the dukes themselves 
were keeping watch, so that one could not tell a duke from a knight or a knight 

from a duke. Moreover, so many things were held in common that scarcely anyone 
could say that anything was his own; in fact, just as in the primitive Church, nearly 

all things were held in common.”370  
 

Accounts like Baldric’s depicted the creation a new category of men in the Holy Land who were 

capable of approximating the purity and single-minded intensity of the vita apostolica. This 

emphasized the overlaying of monastic qualities of fellowship and collectivity upon the 

community of believers. Lay armsbearers became pilgrims, and created a synergistic form of 

manhood predicated upon both Christian virtues and strength in arms. For Baldric such a 

mystical reordering of Frankish life necessitated that one submit to real moral expectations and 

behavioural policing that compounded the monastic parallels he sought to emphasize. 
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Many of the most important noble and clerical men responsible for establishing the 

institutions of Latin Christian governance, legislation, and religious life in the first years of 

settlement bore with them the memory of traumatic experiences they had suffered in the fighting. 

Questions about the impact of vice on social and religious cohesion, the dangers of 

interconfessional interaction, and performative responsibilities necessitated by their pilgrim 

vows, all continued to inform the thinking of those most responsible for these fledgling states. 

The stability and long-term viability of Frankish possessions in the Holy Land were open 

questions for some Latin observers in the first decades of settlement and are well attested to by 

contemporary sources.  

The account of Walter the Chancellor, completed shortly after the Field of Blood, 

provides us with a portrait of Christian men in the Holy Land that is rife with moral indignation. 

He blames the indignities and afflictions endured by these communities, witnessed in numerous 

natural disasters and Muslim military campaigns, on what he perceived to be endemic sinfulness 

and moral lassitude. For Walter, the character of these men was such that God himself chose 

such harrowing threats as the means of his divine retribution. They were to be, in effect, 

ungraceful cudgels by which these men and women would return to a properly chaste, 

abstemious and moderate form of Christian life.  

“For certain men who hated fasting and loved lavish banquets, slaves to gluttony 
for enticing foods, were eager to copy the life and life-style not of those who live 
well but of those who eat well. Some indeed were influenced to unchastity and 

frequented houses of ill-fame, they strove even to pollute the respect of the public 
audience with shameless words, sowing doubt, and they were reckoned rather 

disgusting and scandalous…they paid craftsmen to have coverings carefully made 
in Arabian gold and a manifold variety of precious jewels for their shameful parts, 
not to clothe the appearance of their shame or to restrain the flame of lust, but so 
that that which was forbidden might inflame more hotly those people who did not 
desire legitimate pleasures. Since they were willing to excite their lust in this way, 
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and set out to bedizen [sic] women and to exploit them, as we have indicated 
before, they added crime upon crime.”371 

 
What is so immediately striking about this account is the sense that some contemporaries 

believed that Frankish men were highly susceptible to the temptations and physical decadence 

rampantly on offer in the cultural nexus of the Holy Land. Surrounded such as they were by 

Muslim, Jewish and Eastern Christian communities, which they viewed with often-profound 

suspicion, moral crises abounded; these endangered the integrity of the body of Christ and 

threatened to erode the noble character of good Christian men. What is required, according to 

Walter’s text, is confidence, “manly boldness” and a daring willingness to force the enemy into 

the kind of open honourable combat most appealing to the knightly ethos of his period.372 It was 

the responsibility of the lay warrior to honour at all times one’s “sacred Christian oath” to the 

king, and to cultivate a sense of “brotherly love.”373 Moreover, the need to maintain one’s 

discipline in the field necessitated that one subordinate the desire for personal material gain for 

the good of the collective. In these dangerous circumstances priests continually reminded 

armsbearers of the penalties awaiting them for abandoning their primary duty to destroy the 

enemy in favour of pursuing spoils and individual prizes. The promotion of this Christian warrior 

ethos was a complicated business and a source of constant angst for secular and religious 

authorities that sought to enforce military discipline.  

 The critiques of foreign material goods and clothing are also quite intriguing. Walter 

expresses disdain for coverings, “carefully made in Arabian gold and a manifold variety of 

precious jewels for their shameful parts, not to clothe the appearance of their shame or to restrain 
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the flame of lust.”374 The imagery here is striking because it calls to mind the threat of 

effeminacy. These luxuries are not merely clothing that can communicate personal status and 

taste; they are indicators of vice and one’s descent into exotic signifiers of vanity. He ties them to 

lust specifically, and claims these goods are crafted to “inflame more hotly” the desires of the 

flesh. This connection is highly instructive. It shows that in Walter’s mind those men who 

slipped into one form of self-gratification were liable to fall victim to another. Luxury and sexual 

decadence were intimately related, and men were often quite conscious of how best to use the 

status afforded by conspicuous consumption in the politics of seduction.  

The fact that these Latin communities desperately required able Latin men to serve in 

their defence meant that such a threat to the integrity of Frankish manliness and physical mettle 

could prove to be a calamity, a fact conclusively proved before Walter’s very eyes in 1119. The 

consequences of the catastrophic defeat at the Field of Blood were, as we will see in the coming 

pages, profound and prompted a period of spiritual introspection that would shape the discussion 

of male behaviour and manly integrity into the 1120s. The introduction of new moral legislation 

to police the sexuality and conduct of laymen, in addition to their association with people of 

other faiths, were certain products of these apprehensions driven home once again through 

collective military humiliation.  

“For the women, to be sure, nothing was sacred, nothing serious in their pursuit of 
wickedness: for the silly women, having scorned their husbands’ beds, served 

unchastity in the lewd brothel; they lay in wait day and night with special drinks on 
street corners and where three or four roads meet; they put themselves about in the 

streets and the squares, lascivious in the way they looked and walked, and they 
stood where they would catch the eye of passers-by; they were available for a price 
whatever the weather and would lie down with anyone who wanted. Moreover, they 

scarcely allowed those who were unwilling, those whom they were unable to 
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provoke to their own level of lewdness, to escape, even when they paid the asking 
price.”375  

 
Another aspect of this perceived moral crisis is Walter’s partial offloading of the 

responsibility for lay licentiousness to women through antifeminist language. In the above 

excerpt, he firmly condemns the role of morally destitute women, both single and married, in 

contributing to a culture of licentiousness. Walter accuses them of using their feminine charms 

and sexual magnetism to exacerbate the sinful state of corrupt men and other impressionable men 

susceptible to this temptation. This kind of antifeminist language, with its misogynistic tendency 

to castigate women for the moral frailty of laymen and clergy, is extremely common to clerical 

and lay-authored literature from this period. R. Howard Bloch has provided an excellent 

monograph on this topic in which he explores the genesis of antifeminist tropes and themes from 

the writings of the patristics through the courtly literature and poetry of the high medieval 

period.376 As he writes, “Man is associated with intelligence – mens, ratio, the rational soul – and 

woman, with sensus, the body, the animal faculties, appetite. According to Philo, she is allied 

with the serpent, which symbolizes pleasure.” He goes on to remark that, “For all of these men, 

the male-female dualism becomes assimilated into a distinction between the mind and the senses 

according to which woman, in the phrase of Rosemary Ruether, assumes the burden of ‘carnality 

in the disorder of sin.’”377 

Attempts were being made in the early days of the First Crusade by prominent secular 

and religious voices to govern certain behaviour amongst lay participants. These tendencies did 

not dissipate following the institution of the crusader states. Illicit sexual activity in particular 
                                                        
375 Ibid, 79 
376 R. Howard Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1991) 
377 Ibdi, 30. See also Carolyn Walker Bynum, “…And Woman His Humanity”: Female Imagery of the Religious 
Writing of the Later Middle Ages,” Gender and Religion: On the Complexity of Symbols, ed. Carolyn Walker 
Bynum, Steven Harrell, and Paula Richman (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986). 



 

 

209 

was morally destructive to the spiritual integrity of Christian society. This was particularly true 

in the accounts of Albert of Aachen and Fulcher of Chartres, but this theme would be repeated in 

the early histories of the crusader states produced by chroniclers like Orderic Vitalis and William 

of Tyre as is demonstrated below. According to these texts, people remained wary of 

destabilizing behaviour that could have a potentially pernicious impact on Latin communities in 

the Levant, and continued to see the same connection between sexual/moral weakness and the 

threat of divine chastisement in the form of Saracen armies. 

Latin Christian clerical observers frequently blamed laymen and immorality for tragic 

events, and this link is quite common throughout the twelfth century. Interestingly, some authors 

tried to explain the significant setbacks and defeats by decrying the entire idea of crusading. 

According to this logic, laymen and clergy alike were steeped in sin and self-delusion, and the 

crusade itself was a manifestation of the demonic. Rather than being an occasion where pious 

men were using their embodied virtues and abilities to further the cause of Christendom, the act 

of penitential pilgrimage was madness. One text of note comes to us from the anonymous 

annalist of Wurzburg who reflected upon the will of God in the wake of the Second Crusade’s 

ignominious defeat at the gates of Damascus. The annalist described his thoughts on God’s will 

and the problematic nature of the Crusade:  

“God allowed the Western church on account of its sins to be cast down. Thereupon 
there arose certain pseudo-prophets, sons of Belial and witnesses of Antichrist, who 
seduced Christians with empty words. Through preaching they compelled all sorts 
of men to set out against the Saracens in order to liberate Jerusalem…they were so 

influential that the inhabitants of nearly every region by common vows offered 
themselves up for common destruction.378 
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According to the annalist, even men like the famous Cistercian monk Bernard of Clairvaux were 

part of a sinful Church in need of violent correction. For the annalist, the unfolding of recent 

military history in the crusader states was a form of divine revelation. Taking up arms to fight 

Muslim powers of the Levant was an act of sacrilege that had been justly punished by the Lord 

through the continual humiliation of the great German and Frankish princes of the period. 

According to the annalist, the creation of a new form of Christian knighthood and Christian 

martialism for laymen was ultimately demonic rather than holy. The preachers who had 

spearheaded recruitment were knowingly or unknowingly serving the Devil himself by creating 

the conditions in which more Christian men could be slaughtered in the vain and futile attempt to 

oppose for the forces of Islam. This text suggests that Muslim armies were ironically fulfilling 

the will of God and served as the earthly means by which divine punishment for Christian 

sinfulness could be realised. The annalist’s chronicle is a compelling counterpoint to other works 

from this period, which often celebrate the pious and masculine characteristics of lay 

participants. There may be similar themes in terms of connecting sin to defeat and humiliation 

but ultimately the crusade is a positive expression of Christian piety. For the annalist that was 

emphatically not the case, but rather a “revolt inspired by the Devil against God’s righteous 

punishment of the world.”379 This text is a shockingly blunt example of theological dissent that 

places those laity who heeded the call for Crusade in a precarious position. It indicts the validity 

and legitimacy of the cause as a whole and denies the permissibility of warfare carried out in the 

name of Christ due to his belief that in a sense they were actually fighting against him. 

Siberry has studied other examples of Crusade critiques composed by clerical authors 

during the mid twelfth century that also focus on the sinful nature of the laity. Gerhoh of 
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Reichersberg was a provost of an Augustinian house who had direct access to local bishops and 

nobility who had participated in the Second Crusade.380 In a manner reminiscent of other 

chroniclers previously mentioned, Gerhoh places the responsibility for Christian defeat firmly at 

the feet of the crusaders themselves and the sinful nature of the Christian inhabitants of the 

Kingdom of Jerusalem. For Gerhoh it was the general tendency towards corruption among the 

Christian communities of the Levant that had doomed the expedition.381 He perceived a general 

tendency towards moral frailty among both crusaders and citizens and identified bribery and 

avarice as being endemic issues that had jeopardized the realm earned the ire of God. Lay and 

clerical weakness was the problem; in contrast to the warrior ideals, piety and restraint that had 

become gradually associated with the great heroes of the First Crusade, they had yielded their 

willpower in the face of material incentives. Gerhoh reasoned that the failure of crusade 

expeditions of the mid twelfth century was thus a means by which this broader tendency towards 

moral depravity would be checked and reformed. The loss of so many Christian men on the 

battlefield was a pitiless validation of this divine judgment, and it was his will that men would 

continue to be deceived by clerical preachers to embark on further missions that would result in 

their deaths.382  

The texts produced by annalist of Wurzburg and Gerhoh of Reichersberg are important 

reminders of the theological diversity that surrounded Crusading by the mid twelfth century. 

Following the establishment of the crusader states, success had quickly turned into a 

disconcerting pattern of military failure that had shaken the confidence of observers both inside 

and outside the Levant. These voices of dissent show that clerical commentators were very 
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comfortable offloading responsibility for setbacks and defeats upon their lay counterparts and 

judged such condemnations to be theologically defensible on the grounds of God’s unbounded 

sovereignty. These denunciations dovetail neatly with broader calls for a revival of lay morality 

and reify the association between the contravention of Christian ideals and the suffering of 

laymen on the battlefield. 

Anxieties about personal moral failings and sexual debauchery had a habit of erupting 

into view following particularly traumatic episodes in the early history of the crusader states. 

Contemporaries often blamed laymen for their immorality or lasciviousness following defeats 

and setbacks. However, the most important example of this self-criticism, the tendency to 

critique a deficiency in Christian manhood, can be seen following the military disaster known as 

the “Ager Sanguinis” or “Field of Blood.” Fulcher of Chartres, William of Tyre and Walter the 

Chancellor collectively explore the persistent theme of metaphysical pollution inherent in 

fornication account in their accounts of the disastrous defeat of 1119. In this calamitous 

engagement, the regent of Antioch, Roger of Salerno, along with his entire Latin army comprised 

of an estimated three thousand soldiers and nobility, were massacred by the Turkish leader 

Ilghazi, temporarily sending the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem into disarray.383 The destabilizing 

impact of this battle would have a tremendous impact on the structure of the Latin aristocracy, 

for as Natasha Hodgson notes, there were so many deaths among the core of the lay nobility that 

many women were compelled to take up the responsibilities of their husbands or male relatives 

and serve directly as interim feudal lords.384 She writes that in Orderic Vitalis’ account of the 

aftermath the widow of Roger of Salerno, Cecilia of le Bourcq, was under such tremendous 
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pressure to construct a makeshift defence of Antioch that she had to take on several military 

roles. She ordered squires to be knighted in order to assemble a force capable of holding the city 

and endeavoured as best she could to organize a viable defense.385  

In Fulcher of Chartres’ account of the massacre, it is clear that the event was difficult for 

contemporaries to accept. It was a profoundly problematic affair theologically and politically. 

What possible reasons could explain why God would allow so many prominent men to go to 

their deaths? How could contemporaries reconcile their defeat with the sovereignty of the 

Christian God? For Fulcher, the obvious target was Roger of Salerno himself, whose 

questionable tactical decisions were widely seen as a deciding factor in the engagement.386 Using 

Roger as a convenient scapegoat, Fulcher engaged in a relentless series of character attacks in his 

chronicle that indict Roger’s personal morals and inability to resist temptation outside of his 

marriage. In his text he cites an inflated figure of seven thousand men slain and comments:  

“Nor is it to be wondered at that God permitted Roger and his men to be 
confounded, since revelling in riches of all kinds, they in their sin did not respect 

God or man. The prince himself shamefully committed adultery with many 
others while living with his own wife. He deprived of his inheritance his own 
lord, the son of Bohemond, then living in Apulia with his mother. He and his 

leading men, living in pride and luxury, were guilty of many other sins. To them 
that verse of David may be appropriately applied: “Their iniquities came forth as 
it were from their fatness” [Psalm 72:7]. For moderation was scarcely observed 

in the midst of copious delights.”387 
 

[nec mirandum si permiserit eos Deus confundi, cum in divitiis multimodis 
maxime abundantes, nec eum timebant nec hominem in peccando reverebantur, 
nec iuxta uxorem suum ipse princeps cum pluribus allis adulterium impudenter 

committebat, dominum suum Boemundi filium in Apulia cum matre sua 
morantem exheredabat, et multa alia tam ipse quam procures sui vivendo, 

superbe et luxuriose agebant, quibus competit versus iste Daviticus dici: Prodiit 
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quasi ex adipe iniquitas eorum, vix enim inter delicias adfluentes modus 
servabatur.] 

 
 This document is a provocative denunciation of the sinful habits of the Latin nobility. It 

blames their lack of Christian willpower and inability to exert masculine control over their bodily 

appetites. A number of the Antiochene armsbearers that were massacred were posthumously 

maligned for their decadence and gluttony, and this is particularly true for the elites who led 

them. To these men had been entrusted a great responsibility; their wealth and abundance, 

termed “divitiis multimodis maxime abundantes”, carried with it a Christian obligation to put 

one’s riches to good moral uses. The Gospels could not be clearer, as the Parable of the Talents 

demonstrates in Matthew 25. From the perspective of some Latin observers, these men were 

defeated because they had been utterly corrupted by this wealth and power, and let their bodies 

fall into decline. Their “fatness” or “adipe” has arisen from their “iniquitas” and it essentially 

inscribed on their bodies the kind of spiritual degradation that lurked beneath. Roger and his men 

may have once been great warriors but they allowed themselves to descend into a life of self-

gratification in contravention of God’s laws. They were guilty of the sins of  “superbe” and 

“luxuriose”, as well as “multa alia”, and God had chosen Turkish swords to punish the faithful 

for this corruption of Christian values. This text helps to absolve Christ of his apparent failure in 

averting this catastrophe. By shifting the blame to the immoral conduct of the Antiochene elite 

and the wages of lay sinfulness, this account affirms the dominion of the Christian God. The 

Lord is portrayed as a righteous divine agent in complete control, whose act of retribution, while 

tragic, is nonetheless deserved given the character flaws of the men in question. By punishing 

those who did not meet the masculine and religious standards necessitated of Christian men in 

this penitential milieu, such a bloodbath was further proof of the necessity for lay warriors to 

maintain a rigid adherence to a lifestyle of physical purity and sanctity.   
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Roger of Salerno’s role in this disaster would become fuel for a number of other 

contemporary historians, such as William of Tyre and Orderic Vitalis. These chroniclers would 

cited his complete lack of legitimacy as a claimant to the regency of Antioch and posthumously 

dismiss him as an unworthy successor to the legacy of Tancred.388 Orderic Vitalis’ depiction of 

Roger’s demise is short but it too cites his moral and personal failings, however obliquely. He 

writes that the man was known for being “unsound and stubborn and rash”, which as a form of 

criticism coheres closely with the themes described in Fulcher and William of Tyre’s work.389 

Orderic was suggesting that Roger was a man who lacked wisdom, who could not control his 

own passions. He was impulsive, and subject to his body rather its master.  

William of Tyre provides a more comprehensive examination of Roger as a person but he 

too is blunt in his characterization. “However it is said that this same prince Roger was a morally 

depraved man, unchaste, scanty/ungenerous, and a public adulterer.” [Dicitur autem hic idem 

princeps Rogerus, homo fuisse perditissimus, incontinens, parcus et publicus adulter]390 This is 

quite a compelling critique because it corroborates the details of Fulcher’s account and it also 

provides a catalogue of the most provocative accusations that could be leveled against 

armsbearers by clerical commentators. For William of Tyre there was no question that God had 

punished Roger for his life of decadence. Not only was he a glutton and lothario, he was a cheap 

one, and these words reify this connection between the lack of personal control over the body’s 

appetites and the threat of extreme spiritual and earthly consequences. These are biting insults 
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that show the contours of how Christian masculinity could be discussed and policed in a literary 

context.  

 Other contemporary sources, written during the years immediately following the Field of 

Blood, shed additional light on this tendency for Latin chroniclers to indict the masculinity and 

Christian willpower of fallen warriors in explaining their defeat. One of the most significant of 

these is Walter the Chancellor’s Antiochene Wars, composed over roughly three stages by a man 

who was an eyewitness for much of what he described. Thomas Asbridge and Susan Edgington 

have observed that given Walter’s station as chancellor he likely had a very close relationship 

with Roger of Salerno and could speak with some authority to his deeds and alleged character 

flaws.391 According to these scholars, it is nearly certain that he was also present at the Field of 

Blood and witnessed the mass slaughter of the Antiochene field army.392 His exact personal 

background is somewhat murky, although the historical consensus is that he was a churchman, 

particularly given the idioms and allusions scattered throughout his work that draw heavily from 

biblical and classical sources. Yet, despite his likely background as one of the clergy, he exhibits 

a keen interest in the strategic complexities of warfare and has a real familiarity with the details 

of campaigning. As a witness, Walter is a valuable source for scholars seeking insights into the 

military and political situation of Antioch during the first two decades of Latin settlement and 

speaks to the ways in which contemporaries digested these traumatic events.  

Walter’s work illuminates how Latin Christians understood the causal mechanisms that 

governed victory and defeat. Earlier scholars, such as Heinrich Hagenmeyer, believed that 

Walter likely drew upon Fulcher’s text in forming his own narrative. However, while it is 

possible that Walter consulted Fulcher’s work, Asbridge and Edgington believe this would be 
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unnecessary given his comparative closeness to many of the significant events in question. 

Unlike Fulcher, who provides only a brief depiction of the traumatic Antiochene defeat at the 

Field of Blood, Walter was actually there and observed the event with his own eyes.393 His 

intimate knowledge of the men who participated in these events, in addition to his likely 

familiarity with the Prince himself given his own position as chancellor, gives him particular 

value as an independent source on the mores, fears and anxieties experienced by Latin men 

during this turbulent period in crusader political history. 

“…he prayed for all of them with fatherly compassion, that they might reform 
their behaviour by his attention; as to those deeds which were to be done, he 

proclaimed those things that were going to happen and exhorted his listeners not 
to boast of their virtues, but to reform their behaviour, keeping the law of the 

churches, having returned or engaged to return at a suitable time. Thereby they 
would have the righteousness of the clergy and all the Christian people on their 
side, and by behaving well in these ways and others, by resisting sins and guilty 
passions, they might begin to become warriors of God, so that indeed, fortified 
by the weapons of faith in the conflict against the infidels, they could be called 

both Christians and soldiers of Christ.”394 
 

[paterno adfectu omnibus supplicando, ut illas intuendo mores corrigerent; de 
gerendis, praedicendo future et exhortando, ut non suis viribus inputando, sed ad 
correctionem morum, conservato ecclesiarum iure, redditoque vel pacto reddere 
tempore competenti, cleri ac totius Christiani populi iustitia comitante, his modis 
et aliis bene agendo, vitiis voluptatibusque noxiis resistendo, bellatores Dei fieri 

inciperent, quatenus in conflictu contra perfidos armis fidei praemuniti et 
Christiani et Christi milites ex re dici potuissent] 

 
In Walter the Chancellor’s account, Bernard of Valence, the first Latin Christian Patriarch of 

Antioch, predicts the inevitable defeat of Roger at the hands of Il-ghazi. Walter believed that the 

Muslim victory could never be indicative of the superiority of Islam, or the failure of the Lord to 

grant success to his people. The defeat had to conform to a rationale based on the Christian 
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God’s unshakeable governance of the universe. The fault was not Christ, but rather his people 

who had so debased themselves with their appetites and sinfulness that they had called forth 

God’s vengeance upon themselves. For Bernard of Valence this was a failure of Christian 

masculinity rather than God. Antiochene armsbearers were in peril because they had simply 

failed to live up to the standards of decency and morality demanded of them by the Lord and 

paid for their character flaws with their lives. Survival in the face of determined enemies of the 

faith could only be found if they “mores corrigerent” and “conservato ecclesiarum iure”. This 

required constant vigilance against the desires of the flesh, “vitiis voluptatibusque noxiis 

resistendo”, and that men consciously strengthen themselves through spiritual cultivation and 

holy behaviour, “armis fidei praemuniti”. 

The Antiochene defeat and death of Roger of Salerno at the Ager Sanguinis was a shock 

for Latin Christian contemporaries in the crusader states. The fact that Baldwin II and the Latin 

Patriarch of Jerusalem convened the Council of Nablus a mere six months after the battle of the 

Field of Blood suggests that religious and secular authorities still believed there was a connection 

crusader defeat on the battlefield and the sinfulness of the Christian faithful. Such an idea was, 

after all, not new. We can see it in the chronicles of the First Crusade produced in the first two 

decades after the conquest of Jerusalem as documented in chapters two and three. This 

intellectual connection between sin and defeat endured in 1120. As demonstrated above, 

accounts like Walter the Chancellor’s communicate the horror felt by contemporaries after the 

Field of Blood, and testify how the massacre left a deep impression on the Latin nobility and 

ecclesiastical hierarchy. He clearly cites the alleged licentiousness of Roger of Salerno in his 

explanation of why it occurred. He laments that the prince did live righteously, “by resisting sins 
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and guilty passions, they might begin to become warriors of God.”395 Walter was unambiguous in 

his assertion that his death was a consequence of his own failure to live according to the 

standards of behaviour demanded of Christian men. He wrote that before his death the prince had 

confessed his sins and admitted to having lived a life distant from what God desired. Walter 

wrote that “he did not blush to confess his sins, whereby he lived steeped in worldliness” [quibus 

in mundi ludibrio infectus vixerat…confiteri non erubuit.]396 This language is striking, as Walter 

makes an explicit connection between his death at Muslim hands and the dissolute manner of 

living to which he confessed before others. The terms are deeply carnal. Through his bodily 

transgressions he has infected himself at a fundamental level; he has become tainted as it were by 

the sins of the flesh and an excessive care for pursuits in this world rather than the hereafter. 

Fulcher of Chartres reiterated the same charge. “The prince himself shamefully committed 

adultery with many others while living with his own wife… He and his leading men, living in 

pride and luxury, were guilty of many other sins.”397 These events forced crusader elites and 

clergy to reflect upon potential causes, and it is not a coincidence that the Council of Nablus 

occurred only a few months thereafter. The First Crusade had been fuelled by an intense 

penitential ethos. Men in crusader charters stated that they became pilgrims out of guilt for past 

sins, and they expressed the desire to reconcile themselves to God through atonement and self-

sacrifice.  

In the accounts of men like Walter the Chancellor and Fulcher of Chartres, the fulfillment 

of these goals required that men reform their behaviour. They needed to performatively show 
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their contrition to God through their deeds and did so through crusade and penitential pilgrimage. 

This emphasis upon personal behaviour took on an additional dimension during the First 

Crusade. At crucial moments, such as the siege of Antioch, the policing of male behaviour 

became tied to the success or failure of the crusade itself. Sinfulness, particularly male surrender 

to lust and the temptations of the body, had metaphysical ramifications that could result in their 

destruction. This theology survived in the imagination of Latin Christians living in the crusader 

states and informed their thinking in the wake of the Field of Blood. In this devastating defeat 

armsbearers and clergy saw the same connection between the surrender of men to base male 

desires and God’s wrath, and they felt this to be a pressing moral issue that was corrupting 

Christian society. We know this for at least three reasons. First, the canons that this council 

produced so soon after the defeat explicitly focus on the enduring problems posed by sexual sins 

committed by pilgrims and settlers in the Holy Land – the same moral issues cited since the 

chronicles of the First Crusade used to explicate Latin Christian military difficulties. The 

language is categorical that these actions had to be policed through concrete legislative 

innovation and the courts of the realm. Second, the council was an example of unprecedented 

collaboration between secular and religious authorities, which worked together to confront these 

pressing moral issues. While the clergy undeniably played a primary role, led by the Patriarch 

Warmund, the council also involved the direct participation of the armsbearing elite. These 

laymen similarly recognized the causal link between the integrity of Christian manhood and the 

threat of divine retribution. The accounts of the First Crusade make this abundantly clear: the 

bodies of laymen, with their morally problematic desires and impulses, needed to be subject to 

external coercive authorities when they lapsed into sinful behaviour like prostitution and 

miscegenation prohibited by Christian standards. The text of the Council of Nablus shows us that 
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there were values that needed to be inculcated into the culture of crusader society in the Holy 

Land, and these gendered expectations about what men could or should do with their bodies had 

to be supported and given formal structure by the architecture of canon law. The clergy were also 

known to engage in their own prohibited dalliances with Saracen lovers as we can see in the 

unflattering account of Raymond d’Aguilers. In Raymond’s chronicle, Arnulf, the predecessor of 

Patriarch Warmund and chaplain of the Count of Normandy, had been accused by certain 

authorities of engaging in a sordid personal life that had earned him a colourful reputation among 

many in the Kingdom.398 Raymond, far from mincing words, accuses him of being an outright 

philanderer, the origin of “smutty stories,” and one who shamelessly sought to profit from his 

ecclesiastical office.399 If we are to take this portrayal seriously, which seems to be corroborated 

by William of Tyre’s account,400 the fact that the highest ranking clergyman had publicly fallen 

victim to carnal temptations seems to have been yet another reason why Patriarch Warmund was 

so adamant about convening the council so soon after his election in 1118. From both secular 

and religious perspectives there were pressing issues of public morality, specifically tied to 

failures in male willpower and the governance of physical appetites, that existed at every level of 

Christian society. This was a gendered problem regarding male standards of behaviour and the 

regulation of the body that provoked a spiritual crisis. The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem believed 

that it required new legislative tools to address these concerns in the courts and it provided them 

at Nablus.  
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As Benjamin Kedar notes in his article on the origins of the Council of Nablus, little 

scholarly attention has traditionally been paid to the significance of this early ecclesiastical 

legislation in twentieth century historiography. Prior to Kedar, it seems that the German Crusade 

scholar Hans Eberhard Mayer was the only historian to have produced an entire article on the 

Council’s significance, and much like the work produced by historians Joshua Prawer, Jean 

Richard and John Boswell, his intentionally narrow analysis focused on the impact of a small 

selection of the twenty-five canons rather than endeavouring to provide a more comprehensive 

evaluation of the Council in its entirety.401 Indeed, for any historian who wishes to investigate the 

development of legal measures that address issues pertaining to sexuality, the family, or 

infidelity, Hans Mayer’s text is unfortunately of limited value. His analysis largely concerns 

canons one through three, measures primarily concerned with the management and control of 

ecclesiastical tithes, and he restrains his focus to a provisional inquiry into the interrelationship 

between legislation at Nablus and the unresolved investiture controversy in Europe.402 As for 

other scholars such as Prawer, Richard, and Boswell, their contributions to the study of the 

Council of Nablus are similarly limited in scope and are restricted to relatively brief references 

contained within works aimed at addressing a much wider analytical focus. Their work is 

indicative of the narrow historiographical attention that much of the council has received.  

Kedar’s study provides us with the first substantial investigation into the probable legal 

origins of the Council by engaging in a comprehensive comparative analysis of Byzantine 

legislation from several different imperial reigns. In his text, Kedar uses the accounts of Guibert 

of Nogent and Albert of Aachen to prove that Latin Christian authorities had not formulated 

much of the legislation that would be incorporated into the Council of Nablus in the early days of 
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the Crusade.403 Instead, Kedar argues that these policies materialized in the decades following the 

sack of Jerusalem. They were a reaction to emerging insecurities regarding the “calamities” that 

had befallen the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem caused by lapses in Christian morality and 

miscegenation.404 Kedar asserts that crusader authorities drew from external sources, such as 

Byzantine legislation, to formalize their approach to these issues because earlier punishments 

used by crusader leaders were often ad hoc in their execution. To take an example, in Guibert 

and Albert’s chronicles of the siege of Antioch, two lovers allegedly caught in the act of adultery 

were led naked through the crusader camp while being whipped and derided by onlookers.405 

This was not a well-ordered expression of military discipline, but rather a form of public 

shaming that was possibly drawn from cultural practices employed in Europe. These 

chastisements were both a punitive exercise for the individual offender and a form of moral 

instruction for other armsbearers. The freeform nature of these methods, which were decided 

upon spontaneously by leaders in the camp, suggest an initial lack of consensus regarding how 

Christian morals should be policed. There was, however, consensus that the behaviour of male 

pilgrims was a source of profound concern – as was the behaviour of women in so far as it 

endangered the conduct of men. The question was how to establish a set of enforcement 

procedures that would create a climate of behavioural conformity to Christian standards of 

chastity.   

The punishments established by the council of Nablus were corporeal and permanent. 

Canons 4-7 address the issue of adultery, and state that offenders who are found guilty of illicit 

sexual activities outside of marriage should be mutilated. The punishment of rhinotomy was 
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mandated for women [enasetur], which consisted of the slashing of the nose or its complete 

removal.406 Male offenders would be castrated [eviretur], thereby ending their capacity to further 

their bloodline.407 Same-sex physical intimacy was similarly a point of focus for the canonists at 

Nablus, and punishments for these persons are outlined in canons 8-11. Men guilty of sodomy, 

who were of adult but not advanced age, were to be burned to death. This was true for both 

“active” and the “passive” men in anal intercourse. Canon 8 reads in part, “so that the active as 

well as the passive would be burned” [tam faciens quam paciens comburator].408 Children and 

the elderly implicated in these acts did not necessarily merit such a sentence given their 

comparative inability to resist a person who may have sexually assaulted them. The 

establishment of these punishments strongly suggest that the canons of Nablus could not have 

emerged from earlier Latin Christian practices on crusade since to my knowledge there are no 

recorded precedents that are remotely similar. Crusader responses described in Latin texts were 

often arbitrary and comparatively minor nature. The Byzantines, however, offered Latin 

Christian authorities with severe legislative solutions. In the wake of traumatic events such as the 

Field of Blood in 1119 it appears that Frankish authorites were eager to consider more aggressive 

tools to promote public virtue and incorporated corporeal mutilation to further that objective. 

Hans Eberhard Mayer asserts that the legislative ambiguity preceding the Council of 

Nablus was likely informed by the fact that little legislative development had occurred during the 

early years of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. During Baldwin I’s reign there had been no 

universal standard for sentencing among judges, as each seems to have punished offenders 
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according to the customs and practices utilized in their individual regions of origin.409 Kedar 

contends that Latin Christian authorities therefore turned to Byzantine legal concepts as a way of 

establishing an acceptable form of compromise among jurists. There are number of reasons why 

this may have been the case. The Byzantines had a long history of legal precedent that had 

confronted the kinds of moral and sexual crimes concerning Latin Christian authorities since the 

sixth century. Moreover, Ronnie Ellenblum has observed in his research on the Latin settlement 

practices in the Holy Land that when the Franks began their process of acculturation in the 

Levant, they were known to strongly favour Greek Orthodox communities for their places of 

residence.410 As the preeminent Christian power of the period, with deep ties to the region and 

the Latin Christian nobility that governed it, it is not surprising that participants at Nablus in 

1120 would utilize the rich body of Byzantine legal precedent that was immediately at their 

disposal. However, it would be a mistake to conclude that crusader authorities developed a 

concern for sexual dissidence and male concupiscence as a result of their engagement with 

Byzantine legal sources. Their concerns about the susceptibility of men, even pilgrim men, to 

sexual temptations was a longstanding concern that can be seen in the chronicles of the First 

Crusade and accounts of the first decades of Latin settlement. The only change is one of law and 

method. The concerns and anxieties were not new, the enforcement mechanisms were.  

Kedar provides us with a compelling explanation for the multitude of parallels between 

the canons of Nablus and several Byzantine legal compilations. If one considers the treatment of 

adultery, for example, some of the most obvious legislative influences can be seen in the Ecloga, 
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the Isaurian law code promulgated by Leo III and Constantine V in 741.411 In this compendium 

the penalty for this offence is stipulated as rhinotomy for both participants412, mirroring canon 5 

to a certain extent, but ultimately failing to take the additional step to impose castration for the 

male offender. Also, given the nature of the punishment itself, Kedar notes that rhinotomy was a 

sentence that was closely associated with the Byzantines and apparently was not typical of Latin 

Christian legal codes before this time.413 Indeed, if we consider Piers Mitchell’s work on the 

history of medicine in the context of the crusades, it seems that there is a fair amount of evidence 

that suggests corporeal mutilation of this kind was very common in the Levant as a form of 

punishment. He notes that the Turks had mutilated members of local Christian communities in 

this fashion in the 1090s shortly before the First Crusade.414  

 It is difficult to know the extent to which the canons of the Council of Nablus were 

formally enforced in the crusader states throughout the twelfth century. Given the limited 

numbers of Frankish settlers relative to the local population and the difficulties faced by this 

fledgling administration it would be reasonable to assume that it was near impossible to police 

such matters on any considerable scale. It is worth noting, however, that some of these canons 

did have some degree of longevity since they were repeated in later legal texts and compilations 

into the thirteenth century. The emphasis upon miscegenation, for example, certainly continued. 

The scholar Marwan Nader has noted that the Livre de la Cour des Bourgeois for use in Acre 

repeated the Council of Nablus assertion that “opposing faith was an impediment to marriage.”415 
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Latin settlers, soldiers and pilgrims would need to ensure that their future spouse did not adhere 

to another faith if they desired to enter into a lawful union. The fact that such a canon appears in 

a legal text more than a century later in Acre suggests that the ideas articulated at Nablus did not 

fall on completely deaf ears. The regulation of sexual activity and the contracting of new 

marriages remained an ongoing concern even after the collapse of the Latin Kingdom of 

Jerusalem. The moral constraints advocated during the First Crusade did not disappear entirely as 

some crusader men made the transition to settler life. Some became family men and others 

members of the new baronial and knightly classes. Others went home. Nonetheless, the 

regulation of male bodies based on Latin Christian standards continued.  Issues such as 

miscegenation with non-Christians, adultery, and the solicitation of prostitution remained 

sensitive moral and sexual issues that authorities continued to condemn.  

Other forms of transgressive male behaviour provoked moral indignation in the crusader 

states during the first decades of the twelfth century. By the early 1120s same-sex intimacy was 

singled out for special attention and denounced at the council of Nablus. Like the Byzantines, 

who condemned participants in same sex-intimacy in both the Ecloga and the Codex Justinianus 

to death, the council of Nablus in canons 8 and 9 decreed that offenders be burned alive.416 Latin 

Christian authorities took this particular offense so seriously for a number of reasons. The 

sodomite in the Latin Christian imagination was a gender traitor. He, and it was indeed men who 

were uniquely subject to extreme punitive measures, was a monster of grammar as Alain de Lille 

noted in the Plaint of Nature. The natural order has given men the capacity to be the active 

participants in sexual unions. As the penetrative partner men were meant to occupy a dominant 
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position in an emphatically unequal gendered hierarchy between men and women. The man who 

surrendered this capacity to voluntarily become the penetrated stepped outside of the natural 

order and represented something grotesque and scandalous. They divested themselves of 

something precious given to their sex, and stood in opposition to the dominant values of 

masculinity ascribed to Christian manhood. The belief that such behaviour could provoke divine 

chastisement in tangible real-world forms had been established since at least the sixth century. 

Natural disasters like “famines, earthquakes and pestilences” were characterized in articles of 

Justinian’s law code as being visible evidence of God’s displeasure with the widespread 

homosexual promiscuity.417  

In the Latin West there was certainly an awareness of the particularly strident opinions 

regarding same-sex relationships found in the writings of the Church Fathers. The theological 

treatises of men like St. John Chrysostom would have a profound impact on the development of 

eleventh century doctrine, particularly that which was composed by reformers within the 

Catholic Church like St. Peter Damian and Ivo of Chartres who encouraged patristic revival. 

Their appreciation of Chrysostom’s fourth century fears and warnings regarding the potential 

dangers to Christian youth presented by effeminacy and sodomitical acts comes through with 

remarkable clarity in their surviving texts.418 In fact in St. Peter Damian’s case his work The 

Book of Gomorrah, which had been completed in 1051, contained such a lengthy and vociferous 

critique of contemporary sexual practices among both the laity and the religious that Pope Leo 

IX would temporarily suppress it.419 His accusation that clerics who were guilty of these offences 

had been confessing to priests who were similarly living in sin was unsurprisingly scandalous, as 
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was his suggestion that all such men should be removed from clerical office.420 Boswell’s 

plausible suggestion that Leo IX’s decision to ignore many of the document’s main ideas had 

been motivated by a desire to maintain stability within the ecclesiastical hierarchy due to the 

potentially large number of priests who could have been affected is potentially indicative of how 

widespread such activities were within the medieval Church.421  

As for Ivo of Chartres, while Chrysostom and a multitude of others similarly influenced 

his writings, his treatises on homosexuality bear the unmistakable influence of St. Augustine. 

Ivo’s repetitive fixation on acts which went “against nature” is unmistakably Augustinian in 

origin422 and form the theological basis for the critiques he used to express his profound 

revulsion with the illicit behaviour he perceived amongst the ecclesiastical elite in France. His 

chief concern that the same-sex relationship among two of his fellow clergymen, Archbishop 

Ralph of Tours and his clerk John, would result in John’s ascendency to the bishopric of 

Orleans423 apparently infuriated Ivo and led him to believe, perhaps correctly, that the highest 

echelons of Catholic power in France were being increasingly populated by men known to 

engage in homosexual behaviour.  

While polemical theological treatises of this kind were indeed being published in the 

eleventh century preceding the events of the First Crusade, it is crucial to remember that these 

represent the isolated opinions of a narrow number of intellectuals who are often retrospectively 

afforded a great deal of agency in the historiography that they simply did not have in their own 

times. In both cases, St. Peter Damian and Ivo of Chartres’ efforts to establish strict new 
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ecclesiastical measures in the eleventh century against those who were engaging in same-sex acts 

failed,424 which in itself is arguably evidence of the relative tolerance, or at the very least apathy, 

on the part of the early Medieval Church towards homosexuality. Indeed, in the case of Ivo, his 

objections to the homosexual relationship of two of his fellow bishops seem to have been 

fundamentally motivated by political concerns rather than their alleged “deviant” sexual 

conduct.425 As for St. Peter Damian, his writings were also not only ignored by the Pope himself, 

but the Lateran Synod of 1059 also responded to his treatise by issuing a range of canons that 

addressed each of the issues that he had raised, except for those pertaining to same-sex 

behaviour.426 Moreover, the comparative tolerance that we see in Europe for homosexuality is 

likewise true for other significant heterosexual offences such as adultery. Quite unlike the harsh 

physical punishments imposed by the Council of Nablus, legal treatises produced in the early 

twelfth century, by churchmen such as Ivo of Chartres, advocated that men who returned home 

to find that their spouse had been unfaithful should either forgive them and resume cohabitating, 

or simply refuse to have any further contact with them.427 Thus, if we consider this apparent 

reluctance by the medieval Church to legislate against homosexuality and other sins like 

adultery, the institution of reactionary canons at the Council of Nablus was an immensely 

significant event in which Latin Christian responses towards sexual behaviour they deemed 

aberrant sharply diverged from traditionally mild forms of legal and religious sanction practiced 

in mainland Europe and took on a distinctly draconian character. Latin Christian authorities took 

extreme measures because they felt there were sufficiently grave moral crises throughout Latin 
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Christian society and Byzantine legal precedents offered severe new tools to address these moral 

offenses.  

The first decades of Latin Christian settlement led to an intensification in Latin Christian 

anxieties regarding miscegenation, sexuality, sin, and the policing of lay behaviour. Defeats on 

the battlefield and the challenges posed by interreligious socializing and sexual partnerships 

strengthened the connection between illicit behaviour and divine condemnation for some Latin 

authorities. These anxieties were revealed discursively in chronicles and religious texts, and also 

in new legal tools that had the notional power to police dissident behaviour. Lay masculinity had 

to be channelled into permissible contexts that supported this new society. For men like Fulcher, 

Guibert or Walter the Chancellor, the sexual and moral behaviour of armsbearers was a hugely 

combustible source of collective sin that could endanger the entire project of Latin settlement. 

The desire to preserve a “pure” Frankish enclave amidst the ethnic, linguistic and religious 

diversity of the Levant prompted some concerted responses in legislation and public policy 

drawn from a variety of intellectual sources, including Byzantine legal precedents. The adoption 

by Latin canonists of some Byzantine principles was an significant and severe measure to curb 

behaviour deemed to be threatening to desirable standards of Christian manhood. Yet it is 

important to see these processes as symptomatic of how Latin Christian sensitivities regarding 

physical purity and lay behaviour were exacerbated by political challenges emerging during this 

period. By choosing to borrow such punitive aspects of Byzantine legislation Latin authorities 

were endeavouring to mitigate the spiritual and political threats facing the crusader states. Lay 

morals were a particular focus of these efforts. Policing Christian manhood in a multi-

confessional environment was far from simple. Living side by side with such a diverse 

autochthonous community presented real moral, sexual, legal and religious challenges to Latin 
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Christian men that were never resolved. Conceptions of boundaries between communities and 

the policing of these borders became important following the establishment of the crusader states 

but it is an open question as to how these polities could hope to police these matters on any 

significant level.  
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Chapter 5 

The Echoes of Crusade Masculinity in Twelfth Century Literature 

The principles of manhood and warrior virtue produced in the wake of the First Crusade 

strongly informed literary representations of Christian armsbearing well into the twelfth century. 

The values ascribed to the first crusaders by early chroniclers, with their distinctive blend of 

warrior prowess and pious self-discipline, resonated in chansons de geste and romanticized 

depictions of the warrior elite. As early chivalric ideas began to take shape in the mid twelfth 

century, the memory of crusade and crusader knights played a significant role in legitimating the 

class and religious identities of this ascendant class of lay warriors.  

These depictions of Christian manhood and crusader warriors did not completely change 

Latin Christian society or the culture of warfare that endured in Europe. These ideas did not 

triggered a transformative period of moral awakening that made laymen appreciably less warlike 

towards their Christian neighbours. It is true that many men who participated in the First Crusade 

came home and returned to their past lives of warfare against fellow Christians and the long list 

of sinful behaviours associated with these local conflicts. However, it is also beyond dispute that 

armsbearers and lay audiences appear to have taken these moral principles seriously as 

commendable ideals in the decades immediately following the conquest of Jerusalem. They 

produced and patronized new tales, often set in an imagined Carolingian past, in which the great 

ninth century paladins of the court of Charlemagne were represented as proto-crusaders in the 

vein of Bohemond and Godfrey. The warrior heroes in these texts were worthy sources of 

emulation, and were capable of inspiring young men as they matured and entered warrior 
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communities. In the twelfth century this literature, and the court culture that was developing in 

the Latin West, allowed laymen to create their own distinctive ethics and morals that were in 

dialogue with clerical sources but not beholden to them. In these artistic representations the 

warrior culture of armsbearers possessed its “own mythology, erudition and rituals which gave 

tangible expression to its ‘ideology of honour.’”428 In an effort to glorify themselves, their 

families, and the broader class of warrior elites, they were active patrons of works that represent 

Christian armsbearing as a noble expression of the Christian life. These works created a nebula 

of different masculinities and ideas about pious armsbearing. They produced a set of values 

about Christian manhood that were clearly informed by the crusade and the representation of 

crusade masculinities in the first chronicles produced in the first two decades of the twelfth 

century. This chapter assesses the extent to which popular literature produced and patronized by 

lay audiences in this period utilized and built upon the representation of lay masculinities 

articulated by largely clerical chroniclers of the First Crusade. There were certain clearly 

identifiable themes from these works that were repurposed and repeated in chansons de geste 

such as the Chanson de Guillaume. Writers emphasized confessional violence as the summit of 

armsbearing, the parallels between Christ’s suffering at Calvary and the wounds sustained by 

warriors fighting in his name, and the promise of paradise and salvation for those who died 

fighting for Christendom. In their use of these themes, popular literature composed during this 

period indicates that the crusade resonated strongly in the imagination of lay communities well 

into the twelfth century, and informed how manhood was constructed in Christian terms.  
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Laymen did not always create images and representations of themselves completely in 

line with the kinds of principles outlined by clerical writers and theorists. Self-negation, 

willpower and chastity certainly had their place in the tales of some Christian paladins, but so too 

did the swashbuckling allure of courtly knights eager to win the affections of married and 

unmarried women. This tension between different emphases, the uneasy balance between the 

pious and the worldly, could manifest in a number of ways. Poets and troubadours alternately 

reflected and challenged clerical narratives and emphasized piety and self-mastery alongside the 

great feats of arms performed for personal glory and material reward. Lay piety in this context 

was discursively difficult to pin down. It could exist outside the boundaries of the institutional 

Church, among forest hermits and shrines, and could find solace and spiritual inspiration in 

unexpected places. These literary depictions are indicative of a growing class-consciousness 

among knightly families and a desire for greater social differentiation and authority. Cultural 

representations of knighthood were quickly taking on a new confidence into the twelfth century, 

and this was particularly the case in France where authors began to conflate knighthood with 

nobility. Conor Kostick has observed, “It seems, in fact, that around 1110, especially in the 

history of Guibert de Nogent, the two concepts, knighthood and nobility, were already closely 

linked…The testimony of the crusading sources is not that there was a new knightly nobility on 

the First Crusade, but only that the terms milites, equites and equestres were becoming fastened 

to the activities of a social layer who might well have seen themselves as both knights and noble 

for some time, perhaps for as long as a hundred years in parts of France.”429 

This chapter will consider how lay warrior identities and gender were communicated in 

Latin Christian popular literature and chansons de geste of the early twelfth century. The very 
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early depictions of chivalric ideas and knightly heroes that appear in works such as The Song of 

Roland, Guillaume, Fierabras, and the Old French Crusade Cycle, testify to the kinds of 

idealized traits and behaviours ascribed to lay Christian manhood in the years and decades 

immediately following the birth of armed penitential pilgrimage. In these texts we can see Latin 

Christian authors grappling a sense of lay warrior identity that is more concretely rooted in the 

glorification of warfare against the confessional other. In their piety, courtliness and martial 

bravery these literary representations clearly evoke the kinds of values associated with the great 

heroes of the First Crusade. The echoes of their achievements are adapted and reimagined in new 

contexts, leading to the formation of a lay warrior consciousness engaged with, but not 

completely subject to, reformist ideas. Their negotiation with lofty ideals propagated by 

churchmen and chroniclers can be selective and often highly imaginative. Given the voluminous 

nature of the body of literature produced by Latin Christian authors during the late eleventh and 

early twelfth century, it is impossible to give proper recognition to all of the works worthy on 

inclusion in this study. This chapter will nonetheless endeavour to provide a selection of works 

that most directly touch upon these questions of Christian masculinity and manhood. In the wake 

of the First Crusade, lay patrons wished to portray their class status and an ancestral association 

with the greatest holy warriors in the history of France. They reworked old Carolingian tales and 

infused history with crusade themes and a new sense of lay self-confidence and knightly 

idealism. The crusade itself became a literary platform for lay self-aggrandizement. Works like 

the Chanson d’Antioche provide theatrical descriptions of how lay warriors wished to see 

themselves during this period, and the kind of men and male traits they most respected. 

The popularity and celebration of early knightly literature reflects a view of lay Christian 

manhood among noble and knightly audiences that was inspired by, but not entirely beholden to, 
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the pious idealism of the institutional church. Effectively, by the mid-twelfth century, the 

succession of narratives regarding lay knighthood that had been inspired by reformist principles 

and the penitentialism of the crusade movement begin to be complicated by a new canon of 

popular representations. These are driven by lay patrons, and selectively embrace previous moral 

preaching and sacred history to position their lay subjects in ways that similarly emphasize a 

Christian masculinity, but one arguably less beholden to clerical validation. This is not to suggest 

that there was a negation or a rejection of reformist values and penitentialism. We simply 

observe a greater willingness into the mid twelfth century for representations of armsbearing to 

celebrate a vision of the laity that was less constrained by some of these reformist principles. 

These latter portrayals were closer to the experiences and culture in which lay warriors lived. 

They allowed for a jubilant celebration of lay male prowess and romantic virility, while retaining 

pious warfare against the non-Christian periphery as a central theme. This sense of lay manhood 

was still deeply motivated by Christian themes and ideas; however, they are in some respects 

more self-directed.  

 

The Appeal of the First Crusade in Latin Christian Memory 

 

“to regard the foundation stories as simply ‘bad’ history would be to miss the 
central point that they were creative exercises whose authors sought to project the 

ideals and concerns of the institutions in which they were writing back into an 
earlier age, in order to confer legitimacy and status on their present-day 

circumstances. In other words, the past was not a neutral quantity preserved for its 
own sake; it was, rather, a tool which could be used selectively and carefully in the 

fashioning of institutional identities.”430 
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 For the descendants of those men who participated in the armed penitential pilgrimages 

of the First Crusade expeditions the question of how to honour and preserve their legacy was a 

pressing one for family members. Sources like The Chronicle of the Counts of Guines and the 

Lords of Ardres attest to a preoccupation among the Frankish nobility with conserving the 

achievements of their blood relatives who had served.431 Having a crusade relative afforded the 

family, by extension, an additional sense of respectability and helped to associate their genealogy 

with a distinctive religious legitimacy much desired among the lay aristocracy. To have a male 

ancestor who possessed an impressive or noteworthy history of proud military service was an 

oft-quoted feature of much dynastic history used to elevate the posthumous reputations and 

legacies of dead male relatives. To have a crusader, particularly one attached to the events of the 

First Crusade, which came to be retrospectively depicted by contemporaries as one of the most 

significant events in Christian history, took such martial accolades and elevated them to new 

heights. Nicholas L. Paul has recently provided a thoughtful study on this matter in his 

monograph To Follow In their Footsteps. In it he explores the composition of dynastic history 

produced in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and the myriad ways in which crusader legacies 

were represented and constructed by families seeking to celebrate specific visions of a glorious 

and progressively mythologized past.432  

 Intriguingly, Paul writes of the functions such literature was meant to serve, and how 

more than the creation of historical memory, these texts were meant to be instructive lessons for 

male formation in a rigorously martial context. He writes of how dynastic history helped fashion 

new archetypal images of Christian manliness meant to serve as exemplars for future generations 
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of noblemen and their children. The Chronicle of the Counts of Guines and the Lords of Ardres 

by Lambert of Ardres is a notable example of this kind of crusade literature produced in the later 

twelfth century. Its recent translator, Leah Shopkow, has noted that this text has remarkably 

received little recent attention despite being identified by scholars in the nineteenth century as a 

valuable resource for the period.433 In her introduction, she explained the text’s relatively 

unknown status by writing: 

“It is a record which, if it ever brings us across the chief men, the chief events, even 
of its own age, does so rarely and incidentally. It deals mainly with persons neither 
of the highest rank nor of the highest personal importance. Its scene is not laid in 
any of the great cities of the earth, or in any of the decisive spots of the world’s 

history.”434 
 

The growing scholarly recognition of this text and its value for historians is a welcome 

occurrence, as it has much to offer regarding how laypeople thought about armsbearing and 

Christian manhood. In Paul’s assessment of the chronicle that recounts the illustrious crusading 

career of Arnold II of Ardres, he observes that Lambert’s work is actually quite a pointed 

critique in some sense of Arnold’s heir, Arnold II of Guines. Paul argues that the depiction of 

Arnold II as a principled knightly figure known for moderation was meant to be a none-too-

subtle dig at his noble audience who had amassed a reputation for frivolity and excess.435 Paul 

cites the following excerpt of the chronicle as a telling example of this criticism: “the wisdom 

and strength of his knighthood were known and attested by all. Although one bean, as they say, 

in this Antiochene army cost a gold bezant, and an ass’s head sold for five shillings of Byzantine 

gold nevertheless he always remained strong and robust.”436 
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Material suffering on Crusade emerges as a common trope in much of the Crusade 

literature produced in the wake of the first expeditions. As a narrative device it was useful 

because it combined several interlinked aspects of Christian manliness, which relate to ideas 

about self-mastery and physical resilience. To be a Christian warrior on crusade was to be a 

pilgrim and a warrior. A warrior who experienced the physical deprivation of a military 

campaign, who suffered in the desert in a manner reminiscent of Christ himself, entered into a 

spiritual and mental space where their pain took on a deeper religious significance. Lambert’s 

positive depiction of Arnold’s endurance in these gruelling conditions strengthens his legacy as a 

Christian warrior through these kinds of connections. In this text Arnold possesses the capacity 

to discipline his appetites and body in the face of extreme peril and starvation. He also develops 

a more intimate understanding of the purifying power of Christian suffering common to the 

martyrs and to Jesus himself. Consequently, his depiction in Lambert’s work solidifies the 

connection between the trials of the body and the nurturing of the spirit.  

The boundary between the physical and the spiritual was also thin for contemporaries. 

Latin chroniclers were keen to establish a connection between lay warriors on the ground and the 

broader celestial hierarchy of the heavenly realm. The assemblies of saints, angels and martyrs 

were not merely theological abstractions who inhabited the world to come. These beings formed 

a critical part of a spiritual superstructure encompassing physical reality. Angels and saints were 

believed to participate in the butchery on crusade battlefields alongside their living human 

counterparts. Consider the following: 

“Solimon of Nicaea said: ‘Emir, listen to us. If I did not tell you this, you would 
find it out anyway. Out in front of the Christians were four soldiers on their own. 

One was St. Demetrius with the brave St. Denis; another was the immensely valiant 
St. George; and the fourth was St. Michael, who was in charge of them. They are 
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deadly enemies of our men, let me make that totally clear, and resolutely 
determined to destroy pagans.’”437 

 
 This account, ascribed to Richard le Pelerin, shows how some authors sought to 

emphasize the porousness of the boundary separating this world from the heavenly realm. The 

world of the saints and the hereafter had the capacity to intrude directly into the lived 

experiences of combatants fighting in Christ’s name. The question, however, that followed was 

why they did not always do so. Clergy, nobles and armsbearers had to reconcile themselves with 

defeats suffered at the hands of Muslim adversaries who proved to be formidable opponents in 

the early years of Crusade warfare. They had to imagine how God and his saints could permit the 

massacre of good Christian men by Muslim armies. As noted in Chapter Four, some men like 

Water the Chancellor, believed that God possessed the capacity to intervene, but would only do 

so when his people were sufficiently conscious of their moral obligations. God was quite 

comfortable using the swords of Saracen knights to chasten those laymen whose pride or 

lasciviousness had compromised their integrity.  

In this text we can discern a celestial power that was believed to exist alongside Christian 

armies. The ranks of the saints were seen to be extensions of the divine order, which fought 

alongside the great living heroes of the age. They were sent to be God’s proxies on the field of 

battle against the infidel and help further his providential plan for the reconquering of the Holy 

Land. Their involvement in crusade texts is curious because it shows the adoption of warrior 

saints by crusaders who typified the most desirable aspects of Christian manhood. These celestial 

warriors were holy men permitted to be close to God in the heavenly court, yet they were able to 
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combine these pious characteristics with frightening physical abilities. They were a fantastical 

synthesis of the paladin-esque virtues celebrated by the lay armsbearing elite.  

In the first decades of the twelfth century, the impact of the expeditions of the First 

Crusade can be seen in the rapidity with which Benedictine monks digested the first chronicles 

produced by eyewitnesses and reworked them into grander eschatological narratives of Christian 

triumph over a nefarious foe imagined as an extension of pagan antiquity. The popularity of the 

Benedictine account of Robert the Monk, a “bestseller” of the period, attests to the clear interest 

on the part of the Latin Christian nobility for glorious tales of their ancestors filled with knightly 

prowess and Christian ideals. Marcus Bull and Damien Kempf have observed that over eighty 

manuscripts of Robert’s account exist, in addition to numerous vernacular translations and 

editions.438 Nor are they clustered in one particular geographic area. It is noteworthy that 

numerous editions are also found in Germany, where the very “Frankocentric” narrative enjoyed 

massive popularity at the court of Frederick Barbarossa, the Holy Roman Emperor.439 It was 

these early accounts of the events of the First Crusade that would become the foundation of 

another genre of literature that enjoyed massive popularity in the twelfth century, the chanson de 

geste.  

Despite scholarly reservations about the periodization of this particular series of texts and 

related continuations, we are in possession of a collection of early chansons de geste that 

conclusively date from the early and mid-twelfth century. These early representations of lay 

masculinity in a post-First Crusade intellectual milieu give us glimpses into the kinds of values 

that captured the imagination of lay audiences. They present the modern reader with invaluable 
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depictions of early chivalric idealism as it developed in its first decades and attest to the 

influence of the first crusaders on the minds of their families, descendants and communities. 

There are numerous examples of this kind of ideological inspiration on contemporary authors, 

but the works comprising the Cycle of William of Orange no doubt serve as a logical starting 

point in its comprehensive re-imagination of Carolingian warrior culture into a proto-Crusading 

framework.  

The Chanson de Guillaume, Le Couronnement de Louis, Le Charroi de Nimes and La 

Prise d’Orange all form early parts a grand cycle known as the Cycle of William of Orange. The 

textual history for these works is complicated and the process by which these works came to be 

part of a coherent cycle is unclear. Bennett has asserted that early versions of these cycles 

depicting the fictionalized events of William’s glorious chivalric career would no doubt have 

existed prior to 1200, but that it would be somewhat later before they would develop into a more 

fully realized form.440  

“The group of poems which constitute the epic cycle most commonly known under 
the name of Guillaume d’Orange, who is the central hero around which the whole 

edifice revolves, is the most elaborately structured of the three cycles which 
Bertrand de Bar-sur-Aube, author of the poem Girart de Vienne, identifies as 

constituting the corpus of Old French epic poetry in his day.”441 
 

This cycle depicts a wonderfully colourful, and indeed fantastical, history of the Carolingian 

period through the eyes of Christian authors immersed in the romanticism and pageantry of early 

crusade. In their portrayal of Carolingian heroism in a Crusade mould, they present a version of 

Latin Christian warrior masculinity that is saturated with religious devotion and semiotics. The 

person of William, sometimes known as “the hooknose”, embodies the flavour of Christian 
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militancy that had swept through France in the wake of the First Crusade. While these 

expeditions were not without their complications, the popular appeal of armed penitential 

pilgrimage and martial service against the enemies of Christ rapidly developed an inarguable 

allure amongst the Frankish warrior elite. Within these works, Guillaume emerges as a paragon 

of Latin Christian manliness. He is an exemplary retainer to his lord Charlemagne and someone 

who is committed to honour his feudal obligations no matter the personal risk. Moreover, he is 

presented as a man who is always vigilant with respect to the external threats and unfailingly 

loyal in his service to the crown.  

William of Orange is the personification of early chivalric perfection. His bellicose 

personality and character are marked by his almost fanatical commitment to his personal code of 

honour. He is a formidable warrior with a classically hubristic self-confidence in his own 

abilities. His exploits against monstrous foes and legions of enemies invite the audience to 

consider the moral legitimacy of military service and its role in protecting Christendom from 

internal and external threats. The influence of the Crusade on these texts is obvious. In some 

tales, such as Le Couronnement de Louis, the Pope himself recruits William to defend the 

boundaries of Christendom against the pagan menace.442 Over the course of his narrative arc 

William not only becomes a formidable holy warrior, he develops into a proto-crusader 

individually charged with the salvation of France and Italy from repeated Muslim invasions. This 

connection between the supreme head of the Catholic Church and William is not simply one of 

desperation, nor is it merely transactional. The Pope’s words serve to rhetorically glorify the 

bloody deeds that follow and reify the critical role of the laity in protecting the Church on Earth. 

Because of this close association, William’s deeds as a warrior are sanctified and achieve 
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additional sacred merit. He emerges as a legitimized servant of the church that can serve her 

interests in war while adding to his own fame and glory. For the authors who composed his 

fictionalized history, these narratives present William as the leader of what is essentially a new 

Crusade:  

 “…if you undertake this feat of arms today on his account [St. Peter], my lord, then 
you may eat meat every single day for the rest of your life and take as many wives 
as you have a mind to. You will never commit any sin however wicked (so long as 
you avoid any act of treason) that will not be discounted, all the days of your life, 

and you shall have your lodging in paradise.”443 
 

Through his deeds, William becomes a warrior hero who evokes the deeds of Bohemond 

and Godfrey. He receives religious honours directly from the Pope and is rewarded for his 

exploits against non-Christian champions. Interestingly, his deeds afford him special privileges 

that are sexual in character. When drawn to the extreme beauty of a young maiden after one such 

series of exploits, the Pope himself encourages William to take her as a reward for his service to 

Christendom.444 He is given licence to indulge his sexual appetites with a number of female 

partners in these texts and the suggestion is that there is nothing problematic about his lust. 

According to this text, the gift of an attractive woman and the promise of sex was a fitting 

reward, “No man of flesh, no pilgrim or palmer, who has oft journeyed on horse or on foot, has 

ever seen a more beautiful maid…Would you like to hear of her great beauty? No man of flesh, 

though he be well-traveled, shall have known a more beautiful maiden.”445 Indeed, given his 

deeds the idea that William should tend to his sexual appetites and seek a female companion was 

entirely appropriate.  
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The religious politics of marital partnerships in twelfth century chivalric literature, like 

the Cycle of William of Orange, are heavily influenced by the themes of religious struggle and 

sexual taboos. In the case of William of Orange it is striking that this great Christian hero 

chooses a Muslim woman to be his wife in La Prise d’Orange. William Burgwinkle and others 

have noted that the theme of Christian warriors seducing Saracen princesses is a well-known 

topos in romance and epic literature composed in this period.446 Latin Christian authors 

repeatedly acknowledge the orientalised allure of the beautiful religious other and fantasize about 

impressing Christian norms upon them. The late twelfth century tale of Aucassin and Nicolette is 

another such example, in which issues arising from interfaith love and devotion throw the central 

protagonists into crisis.  As in the Cycle of William of Orange the noble hero effects the 

conversion of his beloved, a Muslim princess from a foreign land. Yet unlike William it appears 

that Aucassin finds his attraction for her is so intense that it robs him of his warrior spirit. His 

affection for this woman has unmanned him, and made him unable to defend his father’s lands. 

“Mais si estoit soupris d’Amor, qui tout vaint, qu’il ne volait ester cevalers, ne les armes prendre, 

n’aler au tournoi, ne fare point de quanque il deust.”447  [“But love, the sovereign master, was 

holding him to such an extent that he did not want to be made a knight, nor take up arms, nor go 

to tournament, nor to accomplish any of his duties.”] 

This theme of warrior negligence, engendered by the excessive regard for one’s beloved, 

is not uncommon. Near contemporary writers like Chretien de Troyes, popularized it in Erec and 

Enide in the vicinity of 1170, reflected upon the threat to armsbearing posed by love and the 
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married life.448 Yet this trope is complicated in Aucassin and Nicolette by the religious identity of 

the beloved. Her foreign origin and identification with the Muslim faith communicate a sense of 

additional risk. Ultimately, the narrative resolves itself with the happy marriage of the 

protagonists, but the author does seem to suggest that the exotic allure of such a person could be 

too much for some young men. They might risk their entire careers or neglect their duties to fight 

for Christendom against its enemies if they came under their spell. However, despite these 

implicit warnings, the conversion of the Saracen princess legitimates this union in the long term. 

By the end of the chantefable the realm is secured, the succession is ensured and everything at 

the end is as it should be. The temptation was real, as was the risk, but Aucassin has shown 

himself capable of balancing his responsibilities and accepted the role required of him as 

successor.  

The author of Aucassin is something of a special case. His extraordinarily transgressive 

tone has been well noted by historians such as Roberta Krueger.449 Consider the infamous 

monologue in which Aucassin states,  

“In Paradise what would I have to do? I am not looking to enter there…But it’s in 
Hell that I wish to go, because it’s in Hell that the handsome clerks and handsome 
knights dead in tournaments or the brilliant wars, the valorous men at arms and the 
nobles: It’s with those that I want to go. There go also the beautiful ladies, courtly 

enough to have two or three lovers in addition to their spouses.”450 
 

 The text is playfully irreverent; it critiques the moral implications of courtliness and 

seduction but it still employs a narrative progression typical of chivalric romances from the later 

twelfth century. The celebration of the knightly deeds and conventional arenas for proving one’s 

masculine dominance in this monologue illustrate the provocative confidence of lay writers 

                                                        
448 Chretien de Troyes, Erec and Enide, trans. Ruth Harwood Cline (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000). 
449 Roberta Krueger, “Beyond Debate: Gender in Play in French Courtly Fiction” in Gender and Debate From the 
Early Middle Ages to the Renaissance ed. T. Fenster and C. Lees (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 79-96. 
450 Jean Dufournet (ed.), Aucassin et Nicolette, 59. 



 

 

248 

crafting tales for lay audiences. Christian identity remains central, as the conversion of Nicolette 

suggests, but the idea of clerical dominion over the moral sphere is roguishly contested. How 

boring the clerical life is, and how tedious the idea that the hereafter will resemble the austere 

lives they lived on Earth. For the anonymous author of this text the life of a warrior or noble 

stands in stark contrast. Aucassin’s story is something different and more joyful; his life is an 

imaginative space in which non-Christian maidens become Christian wives and lovers, and men 

rise to heroic deeds to take what is theirs. Once again, this is not a rejection of Christian virtue 

per se, rather it is a renegotiation of Christian mores in which the lives of armsbearers and nobles 

are celebrated outside of traditional clerical strictures. The impact of the crusade on this writing 

is intriguing to tease out. Miscegenation is addressed both in terms of the risks for young men, 

but also in terms of the appeal of conversion and the triumph of the Christian faith. The author 

rejoices in the chivalric adventure and battles to be found abroad in the strange lands on the 

borders of Christendom. He celebrates the unique masculine pleasures enjoyed by the laity, and 

pokes fun at the austerity of clerical life. As a work of literature, this text’s mischievous tone 

critically engages with Christian and interreligious issues. It does so in a European intellectual 

landscape marked by crusading, journeys across the Mediterranean to the Levant and North 

Africa, and the ongoing project of confessional warfare. Moreover, it uses the centrality of 

interfaith faith and conversion to celebrate a form of Christian manhood that is adamantly lay-

centric and self-confident.   

It is also not difficult to see why this theme of spousal conversion and interfaith love 

might be an attractive idea for Christian audiences writing in a crusading context. The idea that 

William of Orange or Aucassin would seek to marry a beautiful Muslim woman willing to 

convert to Catholicism accomplishes a number of important ideological objectives from a twelfth 
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century Christian perspective. Her acceptance of the Christian religion reifies the author’s views 

regarding the supremacy of Catholicism over Islam; her husband’s faith abrogates her own. 

Guiborc is constitutionally remade as a person, and through her conversion she becomes an 

acceptable focus for Christian love and sexual desire. She changes her name from Orable to 

Guiborc as a sign of this transformation, and bears him the children he needs to continue his line. 

The alliteration of her new Christian name with William’s (Guillaume), recognized by scholars 

such as Finn Sinclair,451 emphasizes the degree to which she has become his. Such a coupling of 

persons from different backgrounds allows William of Orange to perform his Christian 

masculinity in a commendable marital context. He demonstrates his virility as a man by siring 

children, and his marriage to such a woman represents a form of conquest. She belongs to him as 

his spouse and it is through his deeds in war that she has become his wife and accepted the 

salvation offered by the Christian faith. Her conversion and symbolic renaming negate any 

potential anxieties surrounding miscegenation and the contamination of the Body of Christ 

through sex with the Muslim other.  

William’s Christian manhood changes and adapts as he ages. As an older man he displays 

new interest in religion and develops a deeper commitment to spiritual contemplation. In her 

assessment of masculinity in chanson de geste, Helen Nicholson has shown us that manhood is 

performed by armsbearers in very different ways depending upon the social context in which 

they find themselves.452 Hegemonic standards of masculinity are significantly different in secular 

and the religious contexts, and, in that sense Nicholson echoes the work of Jo Ann McNamara 
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and so many others.453 This is all the more true when armsbearers move from the lay sphere to 

the realm of professed religious. In order to explicate this difference she cites the twelfth century 

Le moniage Guillaume. She notes that William’s transition from warrior to monk is something of 

a rocky process. He is accustomed to direct confrontation and the use of force, but in religious 

life he must learn that the proper disposition of the Christian monk is defined by a fundamentally 

different masculine posture. His initial recourse to fighting does not sit well with his brothers. He 

is instructed to not respond to bandits with aggression but the episode only further shows how 

the masculine traits he has developed as a warrior cannot be easily suppressed. The anecdote 

descends into a humorous confrontation in which William scorns the other monks as lazy and 

feeble creatures. From his perspective their comfortable and overweight lives are far removed 

from the knightly glory of holy war. The story is slightly long but worth including in its entirety:  

“When William heard this, he was enraged. ‘Master,’ he said, ‘the rules of your 
Order are too harsh. Such an Order could come to a bad end; may God burden the 

person who set it up! The Order of knighthood is much more worthwhile: they fight 
against the Turks and pagans, and allow themselves to be martyred for love of God. 

They are often baptized in their own blood, in order to conquer the Kingdom of 
Right. Monks only want to drink and eat, read and sing and sleep and snore. They 
are cooped up like hens, fattening up, daydreaming in their psalters.’…William 
said: ‘May God bring shame on this Order, and Jesus curse whoever set it up, 

because he was a bad man and full of cowardice. The order of knighthood is more 
worthwhile because they fight the Saracen race, take their lands and conquer their 
towns, and convert the pagans to our law. Monks only want to stay in the abbey, 

and eat and drink wine to the dregs, and go to sleep when they’ve said 
compline.’”454 

 
For Nicholson, William is the summit of early chivalric thinking.455 He embodies the 

collective traits ascribed to knightly idealism during this transformative age. His physicality, 
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feats of arms, appetites, and largesse to those around him build William into an archetype of 

Crusade era virility. William is deeply pious and proud of his life as a warrior and retainer. His 

conduct is penitential, chaste, and belligerent, but his enemies are carefully chosen to accord 

with post-Crusade emphases. They are wicked, non-Christian or both.  

William’s fictionalized narratives demonstrate the success with which armsbearing 

developed a set of masculine characteristics that could be held over the heads of the clergy. Jo 

Ann McNamara has shown how celibacy and an inability to replicate the military feats of the 

secular knighthood left the male identities of clergy in a vulnerable position that stretched into 

the twelfth century.456 For how could the cleric present himself to lay society and merit respect 

outside traditional modes of male identity construction that necessitated bloodletting or the 

celebration of male sexual virility? Others have taken up this argument. As Ruth Mazo Karras 

has argued: “medieval people would have assumed that the desire for women came from a 

masculine body and, in itself, constituted masculine behaviour. For them, sexuality was not 

separate from sex and gender…”457 Thus, for all the notional theological privileges enjoyed by 

the clergy, laity possessed distinct practical advantages in a reformist vision of Christian society 

in terms of making their masculine worth readily visible to other male peers. 

Yet, despite his predictability, when placed in circumstances that test his honour, he 

retains a tempestuousness that makes his character more than simply a one-note chivalric 

automaton. This passion serves a number of purposes for both authors and audiences: first, this 

character trait naturally allows the authors of these epics to interject an additional degree of 

drama and pathos to their narratives. This can emphasize the righteousness of William’s wrath 

                                                        
456 Jo Ann McNamara, “The Herrenfrage: the restructuring of the gender system, 1050-1150,” in Medieval 
Masculinities, ed. Clare A. Lees (Minneapolis, 1994), 3-29 
457 Ruth Mazo Karras, Sexuality in Medieval Europe: Doing Unto Others (New York: Routledge, 2005), 6 



 

 

252 

when provoked by enemies. Second, it positively contributes to their depiction of William’s 

distinctive proto-crusader warrior masculinity. He is a human tinderbox who at the best of times 

seethes with the desire to unleash his ferocious physical prowess on some perceived antagonist. 

He is perpetually preparing for conflict, and, when required, proves himself to be an 

inexhaustible campaigner for his seigneurial lord. These traits, repeated again and again in this 

body of literature, craft William into an intimidating warrior who represents the totality of what 

early Latin Christian conceptions of chivalry could or should be.  

William is not an uncritical participant in his political world. He is often a fictionalized 

means by which common frustrations about irritating sovereigns could be articulated for the 

benefit of lay audiences. The tension and outright conflict between King Louis and William is a 

fascinating glimpse into how grudges amongst powerful noble personalities at court could 

jeopardize the stability of the realm. William is content to fight and die for his king in the most 

suicidal of circumstances, but he nonetheless possesses a keen awareness of what he is owed in 

recompense for his efforts. Poetic works like Le Couronnement de Louis or La Prise d’Orange 

speak to the concerns of Frankish nobles. The beginning of the Charroi de Nimes recounts 

William’s moral outrage over the king’s failure to reward him adequately for protecting his 

accession to the throne described in Le Couronnement de Louis.458 He had served faithfully in the 

fight to protect the Papacy against the invasion of Muslim armies and had defeated Frankish 

opportunists from the nobility who sought to seize the crown for themselves. From the 

perspective of the audience, William deserved the spiritual and material rewards conferred by the 

Pope. These tales celebrate the desire of armsbearers to seize what is rightfully theirs when 

unfairly offended. The idea that Louis would slight this man, given his exemplary conduct on 
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behalf of Christendom, underscores the awareness on the part of the authors of the Cycle of 

William of Orange regarding the significance of these snubs. In these works Christian men 

should fight on behalf of God and their sovereigns, but they should also expect to be rewarded 

materially for their efforts. Such an emphasis upon remuneration of some kind shows how 

laymen contributed to the development of warrior idealism along Christian lines in this post-

Crusade context. There was nothing shameful about insisting upon wordily considerations. The 

spiritual and the secular did not have to be mutually exclusive. 

The concept of chivalry, as has been stated previously, was still in its infancy during the 

decades immediately preceding the First Crusade and the beginning of Latin settlement in the 

Levant. There was no pan-European sense of cultural mores or practices that was shared amongst 

the collective martial elite during this period. Effectively, the real demarcation between the realm 

of knighthood and their less noble counterparts was simply the capacity to train and fight on 

horseback. As such, these men merited a greater place within the social hierarchy due to the 

wealth required to pay for mounts, armour and weapons, and formed a discrete class of warriors 

whose battlefield effectiveness would continue to increase into the next century. This is not to 

say, however, that we cannot point to certain essential qualities that even in the earliest days of 

chivalric development were already beginning to be crystalized.  

 In the twelfth century, the Church had become progressively involved in the process of 

knighting. Their litanies stressed idealistic components of knightly morality still being 

established in the decades immediately following the sacking of Jerusalem. In one particularly 

instructive example, a clerk in the Rhineland articulated the values of knighthood as follows: 

“He is to use his wealth carefully, choose his company well, go frequently to 
church. Courage and readiness for battle are praised; he should not care too much 
for hunting, and ‘should be interested in noble horses and also his sister’s honour’, 
avenging insults to himself as well. Above all, he should seek knightly deeds and 
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‘seek whole victories’. The most interesting passage is that on love: ‘A young 
knight should woo a noble woman, whom one can recognize as such by her noble 

bearing. He knocks at her door until she opens. He talks with her before the 
chimneypiece; she wants to talk away the sorrow from her heart. Whoever becomes 

too deeply in love and cannot tear himself away, loses his soul.’…Its distinctive 
character is supported chiefly by the Church’s idea of it as an order with moral 
obligations towards society which supports it, combined with the adoption of 

knightly descent as a test of nobility.”459 
 

As Kaeuper asserts in his monograph, Chivalry and Violence in Medieval Europe, one 

important methodological question concerns how historians should most usefully grapple with 

romance literature as well as chivalric biography, chansons de geste and chivalric manuals.460 

Some questions to consider include the extent to which these works disseminated amongst 

laymen of the period and how seriously they were taken by the armsbearers who listened to 

them. Were these part of a larger dialectical conversation about medieval masculinity? Were they 

typically one-directional and didactic in orientation? Kaeuper’s view is unequivocal. Romance 

literature, such as that which became so enormously popular in the second half of the twelfth 

century in the hands of Chretien de Troyes and others, in addition to the other genres alluded to 

above, formed core constitutive parts of the mental landscapes of lay warriors and strongly 

informed their representations and conceptions of manhood. “Imaginative literature” of this kind 

was eagerly devoured by laymen, as evidenced by the notable wear seen in particularly popular 

manuscripts.461 Thomas Kelly has noted that it was actually very common for knights to own this 

literature, including romance, and circulate them amongst their peers.462 Further complicating 

matters is the fact that romance literature drew upon these other genres and vice versa, 
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contributing to the blurring of the line between seemingly discrete literary categories.463 Clearly 

the concepts, content, and heroic values embodied in the principal protagonists captured the 

imagination of lay contemporaries and informed the ways in which lay warriors perceived 

themselves and the ways they wanted to have their deeds represented in memory.  

In the context of this early period in chivalric development, we can perceive a small 

number of core masculine ideals that can be consistently identified in works of this kind. In 

chansons de geste produced in this period, one consistently finds that the values of physical 

prowess, physical beauty, courage, loyalty, and personal piety are repeatedly emphasized to 

ennoble the representations of lay male heroes. These qualities would become essential parts of 

the heroic paradigms emerging in the chivalric literature of the mid and late twelfth century. In 

offering an overview of some of these particular qualities I will likewise heed the model of Sally 

North, who counselled that a rough outline rather than a finished portrait of male heroism is a 

sensible goal given the scale of such an endeavour.  

Il passé avant; quant il fu rebracié, 
Le poing senestre li a mellé el chief, 
Hauce le destre, enz el col li asiet, 

L’os de la guile li a par me froissié; 
Mort le trebuchet devant lui a ses piez464 

 
[He stepped forward, when he had rolled up his sleeves, he seized his head with his 
left fist, raised his right, and landed it in his neck; he broke his jaw bone in half, and 

felled him dead at his feet.] 
 

The Charroi de Nîmes, from which the above passage is drawn, is a chanson de geste 

written in the first half of the twelfth century. The work is a humorous epic telling the story of 
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the trials and travails of the young knight Guillaume as he navigates the complicated politics of 

aristocratic inheritance in the court of Louis VI. In its dramatic narrative of military expeditions 

against the Muslim lords of Andalusian Spain, complicated by the drama of complex family 

dynamics stemming from a quarrel with his own father,465 this text touches upon some of the 

central theme of sanctified military service and Christian manhood that this dissertation seeks to 

illuminate. In this work, the protagonist’s virility and masculine prowess is repeatedly identified 

through a parade of heroic anecdotes and a characteristic capacity to fell his foes in singularly 

powerful blows. As Sally North writes, “The repetition of Guillaume’s epic blow from one poem 

to another, in a form very like that of the epic repetition known as laisses paralléles, suggests 

that this, too, was an action which stirred passionate admiration. It was an essential, almost an 

emblematic, attribute of Guillaume’s, described in phrases which every jongleur knew by 

heart.”466  

The use of this kind of imagery has a long history in medieval epic literature. Dramatic 

scenes, involving theatrical blows of this kind where an enemy is killed or cut in two in a single 

mammoth stroke, can be seen in the early accounts of The Song of Roland in the tenth century.467 

The dominance that these blows convey to the audience, their distinct primal quality, seems to 

have captured the imagination of lay people. In essence, Guillaume’s worth as a man, his very 

function as an instrument of seigneurial power and coercion, is realized through his capacity to 

transcend the physical limitations of other men through individual feats of extreme aggression. 

What is interesting however, is not necessarily the use of such anecdotes as a practical means of 
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quickly building a hero’s masculine prestige. It is the narrative thrust of the story itself and its 

pointed use of heroic lay attributes to further a legitimate religious objective. The use of force in 

this tale, written in the decades immediately following the institution of the Latin Kingdom of 

Jerusalem, exists as both an essential heroic trait needed to buttress the manly credentials of a 

knightly 468protagonist, but also as a rehabilitated expression of the vocation’s martial utility for 

the furtherance of Christendom itself.  

In keeping with an increasing concern amongst both secular and religious authorities 

towards the importance of the maintenance and preservation of social order, the character of 

Guillaume finds himself redirecting his “violent resentment” from his own feudal and familial 

antagonists towards an external foe. The point being that through his involvement he could 

participate in a divinely legitimized application of his own physical gifts while simultaneously 

addressing his own comparatively earthly difficulties.469 It is important to note that these 

objectives could indeed be complementary in the minds of those laymen engaged in penitential 

or religiously motivated warfare and were not necessarily seen as something that was inherently 

theologically problematic.  

We should be mindful of the nature of these texts. They are meant to entertain and to 

appeal to the tastes, appetites and fantasies of the lay martial classes. The interjection of these 

gifts, and their associated physical pleasures, in concert with their legitimation by such an 

authority, allows for sexual fantasy to be excused beneath a thin sacral veneer. They cater to the 

dreams and penchants for extravagance common to the secular elites who devoured these tales 

while still nodding to proper moral and religious authorities. There is after all a cheerful 
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brutishness to William that is emphasized at various moments in the cycle, and it is often 

packaged in such a way as to temper some of its moral ambiguities.  

“It is not very long since we all left France; if only we had a thousand girls here, 
attractive and charming, the lords here would be disporting themselves and I myself 
would be courting them also, which would please me. We have plenty of fine swift 
horse, good hauberks and gleaming swords with hilts of silver, bread and wine, salt 
meat and corn. God confound the Saracens and Persians who do not attack us from 
across the sea, for I am bored with handing around here and not being able to prove 

my courage!”470 
 

This excerpt speaks to the tension between the conventional moral and pious qualities 

discussed above, and the desire for certain writers to subvert these virtues on occasion to reflect 

the realities of lay male desire and the inner fantasies of their audience. Certainly, the depictions 

of William in Le Couronnement de Louis or the Chanson de Guillaume emphasize his qualities 

as a pious warrior; he is essentially a proto-crusader in the reimagined milieu of ninth century 

Carolingian wars against Muslim powers. Something of this paladin-esque portrayal no doubt 

can be found in La Prise d’Orange as well, yet the tone can often be markedly different. In the 

text above we see a depiction of this hero that male contemporaries may have perceived as being 

more congenial and relatable. For one, it is a vision of knightly masculinity that is less concerned 

with religious sentiment.  Its language caters to the mug-slinging proclivities of rowdy male 

gatherings and drinking bouts, and casually celebrates William’s physical virility and seductive 

prowess. 

 

 The Christian Manhood of ‘Pagan’ Converts 
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Other epics and chansons from the mid twelfth century attest to the enduring allure of 

crusade, holy war and the embodiment of Christian principles of warrior identity. Perhaps one of 

the more interesting examples is composed in the first decades of crusade. Like these other texts 

it depicts the role of Christian religiosity in lay identity construction, but approaches this 

question from an alternative perspective. This tale represents a significant deviation from 

traditional narrative emphasis in chanson de geste literature on devout Christian warriors striving 

bravely against fearsome Muslim adversaries. Instead, this tale from roughly 1170 depicts the 

ninth century climate of Carolingian warfare from the fictionalized perspective of a Muslim 

warrior who eventually converts to the Christian faith. In the beginning of this tale, we are 

introduced to the Saracen champion Fierabras, who is described as a warrior who has played a 

central role in achieving a proven record of Muslim military victories against the forces of 

Christendom. What is so fascinating about this character is the extremity of the sins he has 

committed against Christian communities. Fierabras is not simply a great knight who has slain an 

impressive catalogue of Christian heroes. This is a man who has participated in the sacking of 

Rome itself, the spiritual centre of Latin Christendom. Over the course of the narrative contained 

in the Hanover manuscript, it is revealed that Fierabras was instrumental in the wholesale 

massacre of the city’s inhabitants and ordered the killing of men and women, lay and religious. 

At his feet are laid the bodies of countless innocent lives including nuns and priests, and the 

recitation climaxes with the admission that Fierabras killed the Pope himself.  

“He wished by force to stay in Rome and turn all those who live there into his 
serfs. But the people of Rome did not wish that. Therefore he had them killed 
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and St. Peter’s destroyed. He had killed the Pope and treated monks and nuns 
with violence, and he took away the Crown of Thorns.”471 

 
Purely from a Latin Christian literary perspective, this is a disturbing and sacrilegious history to 

ascribe to this chanson’s central character. However, this polarizing introduction does 

nonetheless serve an effective narrative purpose. As stated above, the arc of this story hinges on 

the eventual dramatic conversion of Fierabras to Roman Catholicism. Through the direct 

intervention of God himself, seen here in the form of the Holy Spirit poetically personified as a 

dove descending from the Heavens, this deeply proud individual comes to experience a life-

changing moment of religious awakening. This miracle allows for Fierabras to jettison his old 

life and beliefs; he casts aside his old allegiances and is made anew through the grave of God 

visualized here as a celestial light.472  

With this miraculous experience of Christian divinity, Fierabras becomes a transformed 

man dedicated to fighting against the enemies of the true God. Building upon the earlier 

scholarship of Paul Bancourt the historian Marianne Ailes observes that in this moment Fierabras 

is moulded into a new Paul.473 In his early life, he was a destroyer of Christian communities and 

an infamous persecutor of the faithful; now, with this conversion, he has experienced a medieval 

analogue of the Road to Damascus and can take the embodied gifts he possesses and use them 

for the benefit of Christianity. Ailes notes that this selective celebration of Saracen personages 

becomes increasingly common in chanson de geste literature. In her article, Ailes cites the 

research of Bernard Guidot who has shown that the only Saracen men who possess chivalric 

                                                        
471 Fierabras, ed. A. Kroeber and G. Servois (Leichtenstein: Krauss, 1966), lines 56-60. See also Marianne 

Ailes, “Chivalry and Conversion: The Chivalrous Saracen in the Old French Epics Fierabras and Otinel” in Al-

Masaq 9/1 (January, 1996), 1-21.  
472 Fierabras, ed. A Kroeber and G. Servois, lines 1491-1493.  
473 Marianne Ailes, “Chivalry and Conversion,” 10-11. See also Paul Bancourt, Les Musulmans dans les chansons de 
geste du cycle du roi, volumes I-II (Aix-en-Provence: Université de Provence, 1982).  
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traits are those destined to embrace the Christian faith. Fierabras, despite his appalling crimes, 

also appears as a person with a chivalric sense of justice. He can be merciful; he values single 

combat and fair tests of individual prowess. A clear line exists here, linking the realm of personal 

virtue and confessional identity. For Fierabras to be complete as a man, to become a true 

chivalric hero, he must achieve a more profound realization in the religious dimension. His flaws 

and imperfections, his incompleteness, are derived from his false and unseemly confessional 

identity rendering him initially a monster beyond the pale. His prowess and intermittent ability to 

comport himself properly in war according to idealized chivalric standards of behaviour are not 

enough to render him an unquestionable knightly exemplar. He must adopt a belief in the truth of 

Christianity because it is only though this spiritual self-discovery that he can direct his feats of 

arms in the proper direction. His violence becomes holy and meritorious through his conversion, 

and, consequently, he becomes worthy of acceptance within the heroic pantheon of the Christian 

warrior tradition.  

The “pagan” menace of Islam remains at the forefront of these texts. Be they Moors or 

Arabs, Muslim warriors are depicted as being a constant threat to the security of the Christian 

world. Despite their heterodoxy these men are acknowledged as fearsome enemies that possess 

an undisputed martial prowess. Their manly prowess relative to their Christian counterparts is 

not in doubt, but it is rendered in a comparatively bestial or base manner. However, a certain 

sense of Christian nobility is lacking in these portrayals from the perspective of their authors. 

The significance of this admission would appear to be twofold. First, it is an honest 

acknowledgment after decades of interconfessional warfare that Muslim warriors were 

formidable. Countless Christian warriors had been lost in bloody expeditions against the 

religious periphery during the years preceding the composition of the Cycle of William of 
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Orange. As a consequence, Christian writers had been forced to recognize the military 

capabilities of their enemies. We need only look to the difficulty European recruitment efforts 

experienced following the collapse of the Second Crusade at the walls of Damascus to see the 

cumulative impact of this tumultuous military history on Christian morale.474 Clearly, Latin 

Christian observers throughout Europe viewed these events with some trepidation and, in the 

early to mid twelfth century, demonstrated a hesitancy to gamble considerable resources and 

lives on campaigns that were ruinously expensive and extraordinarily dangerous. They were 

anxious to have their names and those of their illustrious forebears recorded for posterity among 

those who fought and served on Crusade for the glory of God,475 but had to contend with 

practical realities and the hard won lessons of previous disasters.  

The Latin Christian willingness to perceive potential good in certain Muslim warrior 

protagonists can be seen in other twelfth century texts. In early versions of Gormont et Isembart 

the authors are demonstrably eager to note the laudable physical prowess and martial skill of 

Gormont despite his association with the pagan faith. Even though he serves as the tale’s primary 

antagonist, a Muslim king endeavouring to destroy the army of King Louis at Cayeux, he 

possesses certain virile traits that nonetheless appeal to the sensibilities of the authors’ knightly 

audience. He carries himself with a sense of nobility, and, despite his foreign origins as a Muslim 

invader, he appreciates and reciprocates early chivalric norms of behaviour observed by Frankish 

knights in the opposing camp. As Phyllis Gaffney has observed, Gormont is conscious of rank 

and age and is discerning in the knightly opponents with whom he chooses to test his mettle.476 
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He is not simply a bloodthirsty cliché but exhibits a more complex personality and sense of 

honour.  

“Fui de sur mei, garz pantener! 
Jeo sui de lin a chevalier, 

de riches e de preisiez; 
n’i tocherai oi esquier.”477 

 
[Out of my sight, useless knave! I come from knightly stock, from rich and 

venerable kin; I’m not dueling with a stable lad today.”] 
 

For Gormont, the thought of accepting a challenge from Gontier, the nephew of Hugelin, 

would be a form of debasement. To kill such a person would have the effect of legitimizing 

Gontier at the expense of his own rank. He would attain no glory from such a victory given the 

youth and inexperience of the young man who stood so far beneath him in the chivalric 

hierarchy. The audience of this text would have understood Gormont’s discretion and recognized 

the internal rationale that motivated his decision. It is hardly surprising that “foreign” characters 

were depicted through the lens of customs known to the authors themselves; they possessed no 

sophisticated understanding of Islam, let alone the cultural mores of particular Muslim peoples. 

They were describing the world as they knew it and used language and customs that were 

familiar and common to their audience. What is significant, however, is that this commonality 

has the consequence of creating an affinity between certain Muslim warriors and their Christian 

counterparts. These narratives reveal a closeness between great warriors on either side of the 

confessional divide that is not fundamentally irreconcilable. The clear suggestion in Gormont et 

Isembart, as we see repeatedly in the Cycle of William of Orange, is that certain commendable 

Muslim antagonists to accept the Christian faith and renounce their “pagan” gods, they would be 

similarly capable of achieving the level of personal distinction and excellence exhibited by the 
                                                        
477 Alphonse Bayot, Gormont et Isembart, fragment de chanson de geste du XII siècle, Les Classiques Français du 
Moyen Age (Paris, 1914), vv. 356-359. Trans. Phyllis Gaffney. 
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great Christian heroes of the genre. Religious error is the principal obstacle inhibiting their 

development into truly great men, with conversion offering an opening into a new world of 

chivalric possibilities.  

The connection between the Christian religion and the demonstration of admirable 

masculine character traits lacks subtlety in this literary comparison. These Muslim warriors are 

exemplary precisely because they embody Latin Christian principles of chivalric honour and 

martial prowess. These characters are not lauded because they exhibit faithfulness to their own 

culturally constructed codes of behaviour and a deep sense of Muslim piety, rather they are 

commended from a Christian perspective because of their atypical possession of capabilities and 

character traits that mirror their Frankish enemies. They are, in a sense, imperfect or potential 

Christians, whose personal merit is demonstrable but nevertheless inhibited by their birth into a 

pagan milieu. The implication is that through reason and the example of their Christian foes, men 

such as Gormont could complete this transformation into the Christian knights so idolized 

throughout chanson de geste.  

There are a multitude of other examples of this theme. The fearsome warrior Rainouart, 

who appears frequently in the Cycle of William of Orange, also descends from a Muslim family. 

Like his sister Guibourg, Christian convert and wife of William of Orange, he grew up in the 

Muslim faith before travelling to France and the kingdom of Louis. As we see in accounts of the 

Third Crusade, certain extraordinary Muslim figures like Saladin were similarly presented by 

European authors and chroniclers as embodying core Latin Christian warrior values. The Ernoul 

text, for example, originally attributed to a squire of Balian of Ibeliin in the late twelfth century 

recalls “a great act of courtesy that Saladin did for the ladies of Jerusalem” during his conquest 
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of Jerusalem.478 He is merciful towards the conquered in contradistinction to the past deeds of the 

first crusaders who showed no such quarter to the civilian occupants of the city. Ernoul contains 

a genuine sense of respect for the man and acknowledges his comparative generosity towards the 

Christian faithful.479 The Saladin of these works acts in a manner that is more or less in step with 

the kinds of virtuous standards expected of Christian men at war. For these Christian writers, 

Saladin, despite his cultural and religious “otherness,” nonetheless exemplified particular 

chivalric qualities. Generally speaking, the critical factor was always conversion. If the hero in 

question could cross confessional lines and accept the Christian faith, then they would instantly 

ascend to another tier. That is not to say that there were not other forms of bigotry that 

complicated this process. “Medieval sculptures and paintings also portray Saracen idolatry in 

nearly identical visual terms as classical Roman idolatry: often the acolyte’s dark skin and turban 

are the only characteristics that allow the viewer to distinguish him as a Saracen.”480 While some 

openly racist language can be found in early chansons, it does not appear to be the case that race 

was an insurmountable impediment to acceptance into the Latin Christian fold within these 

chivalric fables.  

 

The First Crusade as the Standard of Early Chivalric Idealism 

 

Few other works could better demonstrate the extent to which the ideas of the First 

Crusade continued to echo in the lay imagination well into the twelfth century than the Chanson 
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d’Antioche. While a late work relative to this study’s focus on the early twelfth century, its 

portrayal of crusading and the mindsets of lay warriors continues to fascinate scholars interested 

in how Latin authors came to understand the successes of the First Crusade after decades of 

subsequent defeat. The chanson is included here because it indicates how the proto-chivalric 

imagery of earlier texts came to crystallize over the course of the following decades. The 

author(s) effectively combine sincere expressions of warrior piety with the knightly desire for 

personal fame and glory. From this mix of bubbling interests and anxieties, many of which 

would generally be in tension, the author(s) produced a synergistic vision of knighthood that 

often achieves a sense of balance between the worldly and the numinous. This version of 

Christian masculinity, privileging the lay perspective over the clerical, attains in this text a 

structure and coherency that would enrapture contemporaries far removed from the conquest of 

Jerusalem into the thirteenth century.  

Unfortunately, analysis of this work is complicated since the authorship is in dispute. The 

manuscripts that we have date from thirteenth century editions and were allegedly composed and 

edited by the author Graindor of Douai.481 Nevertheless, as Susan B. Edgington and Carol 

Sweetenham have persuasively argued, the textual history of the Old French Crusader Cycle is 

tremendously convoluted.482 We know very little about its earliest purported author, or indeed 

authors, despite the original attribution of the Chanson d’Antioche to a particular crusader named 

Richard le Pèlerin. It has been suggested that the version produced by Graindor was not crafted 

from a single coherent storyline, but may have been the synthesis of a number of early tales both 

written and orally propagated, which had spread around the continent through their immense 
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popularity. It is thus extremely difficult to know the extent to which the existing manuscripts, 

reworked by Graindor of Douai, reflect the original vision of the First Crusade, supposedly 

circulated during the lives of participants in the early twelfth century. Scholars, such as Jean 

Flori, have suggested that there may be a practical way of managing this intricate problem. He 

notes that the monk Albert of Aachen utilized a version of Richard le Pèlerin he had access to as 

a substantial influence for his own account of the First Crusade; this has provided historians with 

confidence that there was a real and essentially complete work in existence attributed to Richard 

le Pèlerin in the early decades of the twelfth century. Flori therefore contends that, “Partout 

ailleurs, lorsque Albert d’Aix et la Chanson d’Antioche se rejoignent, on pourrait considérer que 

nous sommes en présence de la Chanson d’Antioche primitive, celle de Richard le Pèlerin, 

conservée par Graindor.”483 Drawing upon the work of Suzanne Duparc-Quioc, Flori repeats her 

assertion that it was Albert who copied Richard’s earlier draft, not the converse,484 and that from 

Albert’s text we can find sections of Richard’s particular formulation of Crusade history, 

preserved and later repeated by Graindor in his early thirteenth century edition. According to this 

argument, one should not consider the text lost to history but rather something that can be 

partially reconstituted through a close reading of its related texts.  

This view has been questioned by other scholars, such as Robert F. Cook, who contended 

that the chanson was a creation of the late twelfth century, and that the historicity of Richard le 

Pelerin was dubious, due to a lack of supporting evidence for his existence.485 Moreover, Cook 

observed that the character of Richard le Pelerin may simply have been an epic literary 

convention used to give eyewitness authority to details the poet wished to present as genuinely 
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historical.486 Paraphrasing his objections, Edgington and Sweetenham have noted his frustration 

with scholars who have consistently tried to prove its value as a legitimate primary source for the 

First Crusade, when, in his view, it is clearly a created work that itself is largely a synthesis of 

Robert the Monk and Albert of Aachen’s versions and which has little factual value to scholars 

seeking additional sources for these events. Edgington and Sweetenham, however, have 

contested this reading on the basis that were the poet, Graindor or otherwise, to have based his 

work more or less exclusively on these sources, it is rather baffling he would have been so 

selective given the colourful selection of episodes that he failed to include in his final 

manuscript.487 After reviewing the textual history of the Chanson d’Antioche, Edgington and 

Sweetenham summarized their findings with the following:  

“We have no extant Crusade chanson de geste in French or Occitan that can be 
dated to the twelfth century. However references in Latin chronicles suggest that 
by the early twelfth century there was some kind of recognized body of material 
that centred around Antioch and used the conventions of the chanson de geste to 

describe Saracen activities. There is evidence that such a chanson de geste 
existed in Occitania by the start of the thirteenth century…and might in some 

form date back to the early twelfth century; in parallel Bechada produced a poem 
in the early twelfth century although there is no evidence this was a chanson de 

geste…Some form of chanson de geste about the Crusade clearly did exist by the 
end of the twelfth century, and elements of it may be near contemporary with the 

First Crusade.”488 
 

It is crucial to take these textual considerations seriously if one is to use this series of 

early chansons de geste responsibly. The temporal distance from the original sources is 

significant, and hence the conclusions drawn from their analysis need to be carefully considered.  

Nonetheless, this epic provides another valuable source that furnishes a lay perspective on the 

events in question and their romantic development in popular culture. Even if one is adamant that 
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the Chanson d’Antioche is worthless as an additional verifiable historical account of the First 

Crusade and tends towards the thinking of scholars like Robert Cook and his supporters,489 the 

text nonetheless offers a compelling look at how popular conceptions of the First Crusade, and 

Crusading more broadly, had crystallized among Frankish arms-bearers by the mid to late twelfth 

century. “As a literary and secular text, it is important for the insights it provides into the milieu 

in which it was read and performed – that is, the world of the arms-bearers of Picardy. It tells us 

a great deal about the attitudes and ideals of its intended audience.”490 This text may have a 

penchant for embellishment and fantasy, but it offers an authentic glimpse into the actual values 

of armsbearers from the territories of Northern Francia in the twelfth century.  

The representation of Christian armsbearing in this text offers a more fully developed 

chivalric ethos. This is not the rough sense of warrior fellowship communicated by sources in the 

late eleventh century. This is a more systematized conception of lay conduct steeped in decades 

of post-Crusade refinement and embellishment. What remains, however, is a dramatic account 

that still retains the capacity to surprise. The version of the First Crusade offered by the Chanson 

d’Antioche certainly trades in standard clichés, but at other points it reveals a sense of Frankish 

masculinity that is human and vulnerable. There are moments of real human frailty here, amidst 

the superhuman deeds, which help to add texture to an otherwise typical depiction of Latin 

Christian virility. Men shake with fear, they show hesitation, and, when wounded, they lament 

their loss or impotency.491 These characteristics evoke a sense of pathos for the reader and 

listener and help to emphasize the enormity of the entire military enterprise. Brave men in this 

context are all the more brave because they retain their convictions and will to act while other 
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great men are collapsing or shaken. Scenes of this kind add texture to the endless progression of 

battle-scenes and acts of heroism that structure this work. The men who manage to lift 

themselves in their deeds to these great acts of often-suicidal gallantry, in such dangerous and 

uncertain circumstances, testify to a synthesis of religious commitment and the desire for earthly 

glory in front of one’s male peers. From the perspective of the characters in this chanson, deeds 

are performed both for God and also the here and now. They rightly glorify the individual in 

their lifetimes and become an honoured inheritance to pass on to posterity. There is no conflict 

here between one and the other; the former never overshadows the spiritual dimension. Christ 

and Christo-mimetic piety are constantly bubbling beneath the surface and demonstrate how 

strongly the religious and military significance of this Crusade resonated in the decades 

following the establishment of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem.  

In a speech to the troops, the chanson depicts the papal legate Adhemar of Le Puy calling 

upon the assembled Christian armsbearers to avenge their aggrieved lord. In his sermon, he 

connects their willingness to stand in battle for Christ with a series of images drawn from 

Christian eschatology, which depict the end of the world. Their crusade is seen as part of a larger 

providential struggle against evil and the unfolding of God’s design on earth: “I take all your sins 

on myself, the great and the small. Anyone who dies here can be absolutely sure that his soul will 

rise to paradise and find a place reserved among the Innocents.”492 Adhemar frames this battle as 

a culmination of sorts in the spiritual and physical lives of these laymen. For Adhemar, men’s 

bodies are expendable features that can be sacrificed for God in penitential warfare. While they 

may be killed, these armsbearers ensure their salvation for sins committed, and are promised an 

honoured place in the celestial hierarchy.  
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The association of the righteous dead of the Crusade with the “Innocents,” those who had 

been killed by Herod in his search for the infant Christ, demonstrates the extent to which these 

men were venerated by the late twelfth century. The first crusaders are not only warriors; they 

are paladins in the tradition of Charlemagne and the twelve peers. In their performance of armed 

pilgrimage these men who were sinful and flawed, according to principles advocated by 

reformist clergy, were transformed and purified. Their failures and moral frailties are wiped 

away. This is a recurring and curious feature of the representation of male bodies in this chanson. 

The author(s) oscillate between rendering their Latin Christian heroes as more or less the 

personification of divine vengeance in their superhuman feats, while following these episodes 

with poignant depictions of men at their most vulnerable.  

The suffering and torture of Rainalt Porcet is a moving example of this kind of fragility: 

“They lashed him with knotted leather cords…He beat his breast in penitence and called on 

God’s mercy. The wicked Saracens grabbed Rainalt Porcet. They flung him across the table in 

the shape of a cross, tying him hand and foot. They charred his claves…they seared his veins in 

his arms and heels too.”493 Even following his injuries Rainalt’s spirit is undiminished. He 

rebukes his captors and predicts their eventual destruction at the hands of his comrades. His 

body, however, is truly broken. The most important features of his physique that allowed him to 

perform feats of knightly bravado earlier in the chanson have been literally burned away by the 

Saracens. Through the intentional use of Christological parallels, Rainalt’s body becomes a re-

imagining of Christ’s passion and scourging. His enemies stretch him out in the shape of the 

cross to emphasize his ordeal as a martyr for the faith.  
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Unlike the Incarnation, this young warrior lacks any power to achieve victory through 

death and suffering. He is robbed of his capacity to act and impose his will on others as a man. 

He cannot inflict his will on his enemies, and is left to suffer as a transitive object mutilated by 

pagan hands. Rainalt depends upon his comrades to avenge him, and tragically, he is said to be 

aware of his new circumstances and how much he has lost. As he remarks to his fellow knights, 

“do not give as much as a penny for me. They have burned my legs and I shall never be use 

again…There is no point in my living any longer because I can do nothing to help myself.”494 In 

the loss of his abilities through the damage to his body, Rainalt believes he has been deprived of 

his real value as a man and as a warrior. His self-worth is contingent on his capacity to fight 

alongside his companions. The capacity to serve in war is the core constitutive element of his 

vocational identity. It is his raison d’etre. His faith and will are similarly essential aspects of his 

identity, but, as a warrior left alive after such an ordeal, he feels that at a fundamental level he is 

no longer complete or whole as a man. To be rendered lame and unable to wield a sword 

destroys his sense of self. He has become impotent, and this impotence has changed him in front 

of his peers. Both he and his comrades recognize it, and this sense of loss manifests itself in their 

grief.  

The terrible cost of holy war for men committed to the service of God surfaces elsewhere 

in this text. From the perspective of the modern reader, perhaps one of the most bewildering 

examples of this can be seen in the actions and testimony of the Turkish convert Datien, the man 

who would eventually betray the city of Antioch into Christian hands. Introduced as a caring 

Muslim father, whose child is captured during the fighting, Datien is presented to the 

reader/listener as a complex individual. First described as a fortunate Muslim citizen of 
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considerable wealth, Datien’s worldview is shaken through a set of transcendent experiences that 

irrevocably change his life and allegiances. One of the most compelling aspects of this 

character’s narrative arc is that his conversion experience to the Christian religion triggers a 

shocking reappraisal of his priorities and values. In order to be a Christian man, Datien feels he 

must internalize a new set of principles that privilege the spiritual over the worldly. He must 

subordinate his love for those he holds dear, both family and friends, to the needs of the 

Christian God. For the author(s) of this chanson, the importance of family members is actually 

central to Datien’s life. As a man and pater familias he possesses an ethical responsibility to 

account for their wellbeing. Yet, with his entrance into the Christian faith, these earthly duties 

are rendered secondary to the unfolding of the Crusade and Datien’s obligation to serve within 

that providential process.  

Within the space of a few pages Datien embraces Christ and the Frankish cause. He 

agrees to assist the crusaders in breaching the city and, afterwards, walks lost in thought across 

the battlements reflecting on recent events. Over the course of his contemplation he happens 

across his spouse who angrily confronts him, insisting that he confess everything that he has 

agreed through his correspondence with the enemy. Their conversation is brief, but he does not 

deny that the reality of his conversion. He testifies to his belief in the tenets of the Christian 

religion and his wife is aghast:  

“The blood drained from her face. ‘Ha!’ she said. ‘I knew something was up, 
you coward! Well, you cannot conceal your wicked intentions any longer. You 

will regret the day you uttered those words. You will be torn limb from limb.’ At 
this Datien swung round towards her and seized her arms, beside himself with a 
blind fury. He flung her down off the ramparts. Her neck snapped and her body 
was smashed and shattered into 20 pieces. Devils carried off her soul; her body 

was broken beyond repair.”495 
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In this encounter Datien and his wife exchange conflicting declarations of loyalty with tragic 

consequences. From her perspective his apostasy has nullified any loyalty she might have had to 

him; he has, after all, entered the service of the Franks and embraced their God. He had become 

an enemy agent that plotted the destruction of her people and her religion. Similarly, in this scene 

he comes to reconcile himself with the fact that his new fidelity to the crusader cause has 

jeopardized his own personal loyalties. As a husband he was bound to her; he had a 

responsibility for her protection. Nevertheless, in allying himself with the Christians these bonds 

are torn asunder and it becomes his “proper” responsibility to be her murderer. In attempting to 

make sense of this action it may be instructive to consider Christ’s exhortation in the Gospel of 

Luke concerning the importance of the family. “If any man come to me, and hate not his father, 

and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he 

cannot be my disciple.”496 Obviously Datien’s decision to kill his spouse is motivated in part by a 

practical concern for his own safety and a desire to ensure that his plot to hand over the city to 

the Franks is not discovered by others in the city.  

In addition to these understandable concerns, there is a clear religious dimension at work 

that is reframing Datien’s sense of obligations as a man and as a husband. This is a Christian 

layman and a Muslim foe, no matter their familial connection, and his actions are presented as 

licit precisely because they are done in the service of God and the furtherance of crusade. 

According to the author(s) of this text, her soul is emphatically not innocent; she is an enemy 

member of a demonic other that necessarily stands in opposition to Christendom. This 

“otherness” is further attested by the imagery of her death that depicts her being seized by 

“devils” and carried to damnation. According to the authors’ perspective, she deserves Hell for 
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her sinful life and allegiance to such a belief system, while Datien is rendered blameless and 

entirely justified in taking her life. His motive is, in a sense, “virtuous” precisely because he is 

willing to abandon his family in order to follow Christ no matter the personal cost.  

Sacrifice and personal abasement in the service of God take other sinister forms in this 

tale. Perhaps one of the most curious examples can be seen in a sub-group of crusaders known as 

Tafurs. They are first recorded in Guibert de Nogent’s chronicle as an eccentric band of 

impoverished pilgrims that walked barefoot, carried no weapons and were forbidden from 

carrying money.497 They lived in abysmal circumstances and travelled ahead of the main army, 

living off what they could forage from the land. According to Guibert, their leader was a former 

knight who had lost his former status and descended into penury. This enigmatic figure took the 

title “King Tafur” and has a prominent role in the Chanson d’Antioche. It is not difficult to see 

why the author(s) of the chanson would wish to set upon this fellow in their dramatic reworking 

of Crusade history. Their otherness in appearance and demeanour sets them apart as a group of 

people meriting special attention, and in their alarming and perhaps even frightening 

idiosyncrasy they afford the author(s) a number of useful opportunities.  

Certainly, the Tafurs provide undeniable shock value. They have the ability to stir an 

audience with their dramatic and, in some cases, horrifying acts of depravity. According to the 

Chanson d’Antioche they are associated with a lengthy record of extreme behaviour including 

but not limited to repeated acts of cannibalism. They are so unpredictable and dangerous that the 

leaders of the Crusade amongst the nobility fear to go near them. Yet, for all of their theatrical 

madness and cruelty, which at times can be almost reminiscent to the modern reader of the 

nihilistic cruelty of Titus Andronicus, one of their most important functions in the chanson is to 

                                                        
497 Conor Kostick, The Social Structure of the First Crusade (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 82. 
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serve as a convenient scapegoat to offset the excesses of the expedition. In their ferocity and 

presentation of animalistic traits, they serve as a means by which the immoral extremes of the 

Crusade can be discharged upon a convenient other, absolving the nobility and central cast of 

heroes of any real culpability. Contemporaries in the twelfth century, familiar with the history of 

the First Crusade through chronicles and popular representations, would likely have been aware 

of the repeated instances of mass slaughter, rape and cannibalism that had occurred at one time 

or another on the march to Jerusalem. This presented a real problem to troubadours, poets and 

chroniclers who wished to present the narrative of the Crusade in a defensible glorious light. 

Thus, the Tafurs offered the author(s) of this chanson an invaluable opportunity to absolve the 

central noble cast of heroic protagonists of responsibility for many of these more problematic 

episodes. Since the first chronicles the Crusade was, at its core, about pious service, righteous 

vengeance, self-sacrifice, imitatio Christi, penance and all the other lofty principles hitherto 

enumerated. Such ideas needed to remain central to validate the ideological and religious nature 

of the Crusade. Those who did not fit into this vision of noble Christian manhood needed to be 

set clearly aside in class and comportment so that they could be more clearly disavowed. These 

were not so much men as beasts; although they intermittently served a valuable military function 

they were not meant to be seen as representative of the godly lay warrior mentality that was so 

obviously being glorified.  

To give a vivid example of the extent of Tafur iniquity, one need only review their 

conduct during the initial sack of Antioch following its betrayal by the Turkish traitor Datien. 

Entering the city the Tafurs encourage Bohemond and the rest of the Frankish crusaders not to let 

any of the Turks escape. In the midst of the swarm the King of the Tafurs proclaims, “I am going 

to give you on a plate all those who are sniping down at you from this vaulted palace, dead or 
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alive.”498 True to his word, the chanson goes on to depict their massacre of the remaining 

“pagans” left in the city, however, the section ends on a deeply controversial note. In the midst of 

the chaotic melee the Tafurs proceed to rape all the “highly attractive Saracen women. This 

displeased Jesus, King of Paradise.”499 The summary killing of so many people after breaching of 

the walls was not, in itself, terribly surprising given contemporary expectations and mores. 

Indeed, even the mass rape of female inhabitants was a normative part of medieval siege warfare. 

In this crusading context, however, in a chanson dedicated towards the retrospective glorification 

of its chief protagonists and leaders, these kinds of actions were very transgressive. According to 

the author(s) of this text, sexual violence perpetrated by Frankish laymen on Saracen women was 

an act of blasphemy on such a holy pilgrimage. While traditional standards of lay pilgrim 

behaviour were changing with the inclusion of weapons and a willingness to use them, these acts 

represented an even more fundamental distortion of pilgrim ideals. These victims were not 

warriors who had been defeated in open combat. Killing on the battlefield may have been 

permissible to restore Christ’s patrimony; it was a breach of the peace, but it had a meritorious 

objective. Sexual violence, on the other hand, was an act of male predation that served no higher 

purpose. The acts of rape perpetrated by the Tafurs represented an entirely different species of 

violence that was beyond the pale for chroniclers and later twelfth century literary depictions. 

The crimes committed by the Tafurs were a surrender to base appetites and served only to gratify 

the self; they represented a violent assertion of physical dominance over other human beings to 

indulge the male ego. In essence, these acts distorted the power and virility of Frankish men into 

a means of indulging sadism and sin. The women in question have no identities or other defining 

characteristics in this text, and are simply described as being beautiful. They exist in this story as 
                                                        
498 The Chanson d’Antioche ed. and trans. Susan B. Edgington and Carol Sweetenham, 253. 
499 Ibid., 253-254. 
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nameless and faceless objects that are acted upon by male assailants. This is a serious problem, 

not merely for us as modern readers but also for contemporaries grappling with these stories and 

the kind of literary legacy they wanted to construct for the Crusade decades after the fact. The 

complicity of the rank and file in extensive sexual violence substantially complicated the 

theoretical commitment of laymen to pilgrimage, self-control and renunciation, and penitential 

reflection.  

The scholar Kathryn Gravdal has studied the representation of rape in twelfth century 

literature. In her discussion of the work of Chretien de Troyes she writes, “as a social marker, 

rape distinguishes the nobility from other classes: most of Chretien’s would-be rapists are of 

inferior social origin, while all female victims of assault or abduction are of noble birth…Finally, 

rape or raptus can be troped as an aesthetic marker of and testimony to physical beauty. In a 

violent twist, the heroine is subjected to the threat of assault in poetic demonstration of her 

attractiveness.”500 The transferral of moral responsibility for these crimes against women should 

therefore be seen as part of a wider literary inclination that was informed by obvious elements of 

class and status due to the nature of these writers’ relationships with their eminent patrons. It 

was, therefore, natural that authors like Chretien would contribute to the courteous falsehood that 

only men of low birth could have lowered themselves to this level of dishonour. No doubt the 

individual or individuals who composed the Chanson d’Antioche was/were similarly concerned 

with representing their patrons in a favourable light and took pains to airbrush their historical 

legacy. Nonetheless, the treatment of rape in the chanson, and its recognition rather than 

exclusion as a historical reality, reveals the concern that contemporaries had regarding its 

occurrence on Crusade. Such incidents could have been omitted from this version in their 
                                                        
500 Kathryn Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens: Writing Rape in Medieval French Literature and Law (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), 44. 
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entirety. They conflicted with the chivalric idealism that dominates the centre of the narrative. It 

is noteworthy that they do receive a degree of carefully amended recognition, while being 

relegated to the periphery of the story and ascribed to the ranks of animalistic fanatics meant to 

be unrepresentative of pious Christian men. These incidents can remain because they do have 

didactic value; they speak to the kinds of moral and religious issues that were so deeply felt by 

crusader men and the deep anxiety some seem to have felt when they occurred in the Holy Land. 

This chapter has endeavoured to explain how ideas and representations of the first 

crusaders emerging in the early twelfth century shaped the representation of Christian manhood 

and armsbearing more broadly in popular works during the twelfth century. In the first decades 

of Latin Christian settlement in the Holy Land, the celebration of the First Crusade and the pious 

masculine traits ascribed to its lay heroes came to exert a powerful influence on the 

representation of knighthood and Christian martialism in Latin Christian literature, and in 

particular chansons de geste. The impact of these ideas on popular memory was profound, and 

ensured that depictions of lay warrior culture often reflected the pious masculine integrity 

assumed of crusader knights. The echoes of these dramatic events continued to resound in the 

imagination of authors throughout the twelfth century as the legacies of its principal heroes 

slowly crystalized. The human identities of Godfrey and Bohemond were buried beneath fantasy 

and myth. They became abstractions and exemplars of knightly excellence, rather than flesh and 

blood people. The works of the Cycle of William of Orange, Fierabras, the Chanson d’Antioche 

and other chansons from this period testify to this enduring fascination with crusade and 

Christian manhood at war. This was a form of romantic masculinity informed by clerical reform 

that reflected the lay desire for glory, self-determination and adventure. This was a masculine 

ethos that was deeply pious, but often on its own terms. It selectively valued chastity and self-
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restraint while occasionally pushing back in favour of seduction and lust. It was a complex thing 

that looked different depending upon the author or voice in question. Collectively, these sources 

celebrate an emerging class-consciousness amongst lay warriors that used the memory of the 

First Crusade to celebrate the virtues of Christian manhood at war. 
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Conclusion 

 In clerical and non-clerical documents, composed from 1095-1120, the birth of crusading 

and the religious reform movements of the eleventh century left deep impressions on how 

armsbearers and clerics thought about, represented, and discussed lay masculinity in Christian 

terms. Complex social and religious initiatives created a climate of penitentialism that reshaped 

how some laymen and clergy conceptualized performative aspects of masculine behaviour. 

These movements altered how some Latin Christian laymen thought about gendered behaviour 

such as military service and human sexuality, and shaped how clerical and lay writers 

discursively represented morally complex actions in chronicles, popular literature, and other 

documentary sources.  

 There were numerous reasons that drove European men to participate in armed 

penitential pilgrimage. Our sources indicate that many laymen spoke of the need to reform 

aspects of their behaviour out of a sense of guilt or existential dread. Men revealed that they were 

becoming pilgrims in order to save their souls and atone for past sins. By the mid-twelfth century 

these ideas gained further detail and coherency. In some cases they developed into a Christo-

mimetic form of spirituality where contemporaries spoke of the desire to imitate the Incarnation 

by living where he lived and suffering as he suffered. The fears articulated by these warriors 

were sincere. They lament having failed to live as good Christian men or live in accordance with 

divine law. They fear what might happen to their souls in the hereafter if they were to die beyond 

God’s grace. The Crusade allowed these men to participate in a mass religious movement that 

channelled destructive urges to the non-Christian periphery. They could channel that which was 

sinful into a pathway for reconciliation.    
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 The term “Christian manhood” has been utilized repeatedly throughout this study to 

describe how laymen integrated, or were said to integrate, emergent Roman Catholic ideas about 

warfare, sexuality and the appetites into their own conceptions of masculinity and performativity. 

It signifies here a set of religious ideals articulated by Latin Christian thinkers, both clerical and 

lay, which informed how laymen attached religious and moral values to certain masculine 

behaviours. In chronicles, letters, charters, last wills and testaments, legal canons, popular works 

and other documentary sources men reflected upon the moral implications of their actions. The 

psychological and spiritual weight of war, theft, rape, and raiding emerge repeatedly in these 

documents and seem to have haunted those men who opened themselves up to the reformist 

religious currents developing in the eleventh century.  

Men who were sympathetic to these ideas militated for the reorientation of warfare away 

from fellow Christians towards the confessional periphery. In a Latin Christian context these 

ideas about public order, Christian bloodletting, and the reform of core constituent parts of 

maleness and male behaviour become particularly pronounced in the eleventh century amidst a 

combustible climate of political disruption and local conflict. Interest in Christian manhood was 

fuelled in part by the historical precedent of the Peace and Truce of God movements and the 

writings and sermons of reformist clergy and it was greatly expanded by the birth of armed 

penitential pilgrimage in the late eleventh century. The First Crusade helped to rehabilitate 

armsbearing and Christian manliness into a form that was increasingly palatable by churchmen 

who had traditionally condemned homicide in military service as fundamentally sinful. 

Alongside the founding of the crusader states, reformist ideas concerning Christian manhood 

travelled with Latin Christian pilgrims to the Hold Land. There these ideas shaped how 

chroniclers represented laymen and the manner in which they lived in religiously diverse local 
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communities. They also influenced their depictions of how these persons interacted with non-

Christians both socially and sexually.  

Periodization for this inquiry is difficult because any attempt to compress these events 

into a comprehensible chronology inevitably compresses these lengthy historical processes for 

the purposes of narrative coherency and manageability. This dissertation has focused on a 

roughly twenty-five-year period, from the council of Clermont to the council of Nablus. It has 

also bookended this core temporal focus with additional literary and historical context as needed 

in order to better explicate the etiology of the ideas and events in question. This temporal focus 

was selected due to the transformative nature of this period, which witnessed the beginning of 

crusade in a Latin Christian world still grappling with clerical reform movements, and the origins 

of Latin settlement in the Holy Land. This study ended with the council of Nablus to emphasize 

how the ideas and anxieties of Christian manhood produced during this period were not merely 

descriptive; they also crystallized into law and concrete policy initiatives that may have had real 

consequences for persons subject to them. These decades present an enormously rich period for 

the study of masculinity and manhood given the anxieties and commentaries about gender 

communicated in contemporary sources. This inquiry is also necessarily trans-regional in scope, 

and involves the flow of ideas and people from Latin Christian communities in Europe to the 

Levant. It is tightly focused on the Latin Christian perspective on these events and ideas, and 

approaches the topic of masculinity from exclusively male primary sources. The perspective of 

medieval women on lay masculinity and manhood during this period has been omitted given the 

apparent lack of good eleventh and early twelfth sources from that vantage point.  

This study has endeavoured to communicate how laymen negotiated with ideas 

pertaining to Christian manhood in their own creative ways. Men serving as armsbearers and 
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retainers did not simply heed the strictures and exhortations of clerical reformers. They directly 

participated in ideological deliberations regarding the moral and ethical ramifications of core 

constitutive aspects of lay behaviour. Some men did so privately in correspondence to family 

members or through their penitential reflections on sin recorded by monks. Others did so 

publicly in their patronage of literature that glorified the culture of the warrior elite and deeds of 

crusader ancestors. In Europe and the Levant armsbearing was rehabilitated by lay and clerical 

writers who came to view warfare as being morally and spiritually permissible in specific 

contexts. This discursive change in chronicles and written sources, together with preaching and 

policy measures aimed at policing sexual mores and behaviour through moral legislation, 

indicates that cultural mores regarding Christian manhood were being pushed in a new direction. 

This trend was distinctly penitential, introspective and self-critical. It nurtured the regulation of 

the appetites and the guarding against human concupiscence, and advocated that laymen use their 

military skills in the service of God. The birth of crusading and the propagation of reformist 

ideas about apostolic purity manifestly encouraged the development of a Christian self-

consciousness that re-patterned core constitutive aspects of male behaviour.  

This dissertation is hugely indebted to the earlier work of scholars such as John Boswell 

and Jo Ann McNamara. Their research, along with their contemporaries interested in the 

intersectionality of sexuality and religion like James Brundage, helped to lay the foundation for 

the modern study of medieval gender and sexuality in the 1970s and 1980s. These scholars 

worked to disentangle the intricate historical processes that led to the creation of hegemonic 

gender norms throughout the Latin Christian West, and helped to focus scholarly attention on 

gay and lesbian persons, women in secular and religious societies, and the fragility of 

masculinity in a clerical context. In recent years this work has been taken up by a new generation 
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of historians who have greatly expanded the breadth of scholarly inquiries in this field. Ruth 

Mazo Karras has offered penetrating studies of medieval masculinities, sex work, and the nature 

of sex itself in the medieval imagination. Karras’ study of masculinities, which explored the 

topic in a late medieval context in a variety of homosocial domains, has been a particular source 

of inspiration for this dissertation. She and other scholars like Sarah Lambert have demonstrated 

the importance of looking at masculinity and manhood from a variety of class and occupational 

perspectives, and has persuasively argued that medieval masculinities were diverse in their 

construction and expression while retaining some meaningful similarities.  

This dissertation’s examination of lay masculinity and manhood has necessarily 

privileged clerical perspectives, elite armsbearers and members of the secular aristocracy in 

order to maximize the number of sources and perspectives that could be brought to bear on this 

topic. It has not been able to equal the range provided by scholars such as Karras given their 

tendency to work in the source rich decades of the late medieval world. In so doing this study has 

relied on the body of scholarship on proto-chivalric norms and behaviour emerging in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries produced by scholars such as Richard Kaeuper, Marcus Bull and 

Matthew Strickland. These historians have shown how the culture and values of armsbearers and 

homosocial warrior communities developed from the banditry that plagued Latin Christian 

Europe for centuries.  

A single dissertation is insufficient to examine all of the potential lines of inquiry 

suggested in this study. The provisional conclusions and observations offered by this inquiry 

must be must be refined and challenged by additional scholarship given the limited nature of lay 

documentary sources from this period. The study of gender and sexuality in premodern Europe is 

an area of historical inquiry fraught with epistemological concerns given our temporal distance 
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from these persons and texts. These issues are compounded by the tendency for modern scholars 

to unconsciously or consciously project their own contemporary sensibilities and expectations 

upon premodern persons. Some have done so unintentionally, whereas others have knowingly 

distorted documents to fit a modern political or ideological agenda. The brilliant but flawed work 

of the late John Boswell testifies to these recurring difficulties. Scholars must continue to 

navigate the interpretive challenges posed by these source limitations, the narrow demography of 

medieval authorship, and the disproportionate influence of clerical voices. They must resist the 

impulse to overly psychologize medieval persons at vast temporal distances, or speculate with 

high degrees of specificity about the mental processes and personalities of individuals who died 

centuries before their birth. The evidence is often too thin, and sometimes we have a tendency to 

expect too much of it.  

These issues are all the more significant when one’s research subjects are laymen in the 

eleventh and early twelfth century. While sources composed by laymen exist in his period, they 

are often small in number, strongly skewed towards the nobility, and frequently mediated by 

clergy and monks who recorded their words as scribes. The laymen contained in contemporary 

chronicles or chansons de geste are often swaddled in panegyric language that can obscure the 

human beings beneath. On occasion it is also difficult to know if scribes or writers edited these 

texts after the fact in order to convey particular didactic or moral teachings. Charters conveying 

the wishes and motivations of laymen were often written by monks and may contain formulaic 

language. It can often be difficult to know the extent to which monks interjected their own ideas 

or used standardized formulae in their composition of these documents. Similarly, letters written 

by laymen may communicate how they wanted to be seen by others, and these persons may 

consciously misrepresent their actual views to recipients. These are valid concerns and 
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epistemological considerations as we interpret these documents. It is important to take these 

caveats seriously while considering the assertions advanced by this dissertation. These sources 

are the best we have to work with, but it is likely that these interpretive concerns will never be 

entirely resolved.  

 Nonetheless, this inquiry has endeavoured to be mindful of these issues and communicate 

potential problems to the reader. It also places a particular emphasis upon how gendered 

questions were discursively represented in texts rather than in objective social realities, while 

still endeavouring where possible to suggest observations about the latter when sources permit or 

justify those assertions. This investigation of lay masculinity has not postulated a complete 

transformation of Latin Christian values, nor has it attempted to argue that these religious 

movements stimulated sweeping changes that affected laymen everywhere. This study has 

repeatedly stated that the kinds of discursive and real world changes to masculinity and manhood 

that have been suggested were not universal. They were messy, conflicted and often confused. 

This should surprise no one given the enormous numbers of people involved and the obvious 

limitations posed by the demographic constraints of our sources. In charters and wills from the 

period composed for crusaders these men came from a variety of socio-economic and regional 

backgrounds and viewed these events and ideas very differently. They had diverse life stories 

and personal failings that shaped how they viewed the idea of pilgrimage and penitential warfare. 

However despite their diversity there is nonetheless a body of evidence that suggests religious 

reform and the birth of Crusading did have an impact on how some laymen conceptualized 

manhood and masculinity from a Christian perspective. There does appear to have been a 

tendency for lay documentary sources, chronicles and popular literature to represent war, 

sexuality and idealized maleness in ways that appear to be in dialogue with the ideological 
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principles embedded in these movements. Men regularly cited the need to reform past behaviour 

for the good of their souls. They expressed concern over sins and sought to atone for these 

misdeeds by reorienting themselves away from morally problematic behaviour. These men 

participated in pilgrimage, frequented monasteries, listened to sermons, donated property, 

policed their sexual behaviour, engaged in spiritual contemplation, and volunteered for military 

campaigns against the non-Christian periphery.  

There is no doubt that there was a shift in the clerical representation of lay manhood and 

masculinity. These authors, motivated by reformist ideals and steeped in an elite set of 

theological ideas, clearly felt that Christian manhood was shifting in a more penitential direction. 

Moreover, it does appear that some laymen from across the Latin Christian world began to 

explore new pathways for performing gendered values of maleness that were informed by 

emergent Christian principles propagated by reformers and Crusade preachers. Whether clergy 

were successful in inculcating these ideas into the minds of laymen or not, the influence of these 

two sets of historical processes on the cultural and creative life of Latin Christian communities in 

the early twelfth century is beyond doubt. We need only consider the repetition of crusading 

themes in popular literature as outlined in Chapter Five. The disconsolate crusader at Antioch 

agonizing over adultery and the bravura abstraction of machismo found in the tales of William of 

Orange both bear the impression of these ideas in their communication of maleness and 

masculinity, even if their end results look quite different. They were still navigating the same 

principles. They still display an awareness of these forms of male idealism offered by clergy and 

sympathetic laymen even if they ultimately construct male exemplars that is a tension between 

them in some respects. Others may contest the reading of the evidence in this work, or contend 

that there are instances in which sources have been misinterpreted to fit the social and religious 
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changes of interest to this study. These critiques are welcomed. However, this dissertation has 

attempted to approach these processes and ideas from a number of different perspectives, both in 

terms of sources and people. Hopefully, the evidence and commentary provided has provided a 

case that is worth reading and encourages further scholarly consideration.  
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