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 Epic dichotomies – threat/desire, Islam/Christianity, Orient/Occident, fear/lust, 

self/other – have fundamentally shaped the conceptualizations, images, and imaginings of 

the interaction between East and West. The Holy Land was the locus of both sensations 

in the twelfth-century West. Islam, arisen from the Arabian Peninsula and spreading 

steadily, embodied the strongest threat to western Christendom that it had yet faced, both 

militarily and theologically. The vividly imagined “East,” particularly Jerusalem, was the 

locus of spiritual and material desire. These intertwined notions underlie the ideological, 

theological, and historical perceptions of the Crusades, in their own time as today.  

 This project seeks to explore the dual image of the East in the twelfth-century 

West through the prime dichotomy that has, both historically and presently, shaped 

Western perceptions of the dar-al-Islam:  the East as at once threat and object or source 

of desire. Both this dichotomy and the examinations of individual sites and objects in 

which it is expressed nuance and challenge earlier scholarly assertions regarding visual 

representations of Crusading, and posit new interpretations of iconographic traditions and 

their semiotic functions in the twelfth-century Aquitaine.  
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 This dissertation is arranged as a series of investigative essays into monuments 

and objects that express the presentation and development of these divergent ideas in the 

twelfth-century Aquitaine. The first half of is comprised of three interrelated 

examinations of material objects that illuminate Western concepts of Islam and Muslims. 

Various iconographic traditions, I argue, were created and modified to express the 

mechanisms by which Christendom attempted to define, and respond to, these evident 

threats to self and territory. The second half of this project focuses on the material 

manifestations of desire, primarily through the deployment of Orientalized architectural 

forms and the utilization of relics and objects related to the East. Although these trends, 

as my conclusion discusses, reached their true apex in the decades after the loss of 

Jerusalem in 1187, these early examples typify the range of cultural notions centered on 

the desire to possess and control the sanctity of the Holy Land.  
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 Introduction 

 

Balian of Ibelin:  What is Jerusalem worth? 
Saladin:  Nothing. [pause] Everything! 

 

 The above lines, a rhetorical couplet tacked on to the negotiations for Jerusalem’s 

surrender from Ridley Scott’s controversial 2005 film Kingdom of Heaven, embody and 

reference both an image and a perception.  The image contrasts Balian’s dusty, exhausted 

bravado with Saladin’s poised and confident stillness (Figure 1).1  Both men desire the 

city behind Balian, and each perceives the other as that which stands between him and the 

achievement of that desire. The perception – their symbolic significance – is of the West 

facing the East on a desert battlefield, the world in smoky ruin around them.  This 

perception, which overlooks the interpersonal dance Scott creates between these two 

characters, holds sway in the general imagination. We live in an era steeped in re-

imagined perceptions of the Crusades. Many of the elemental concepts of both image and 

perception were formulated and formalized during the first century of the Crusading era.  

This project seeks to explore the dual image of the East in the twelfth-century West 

                                                
1 Balian II of Ibelin, whose father, Balian I had taken the family name from a castle built 
by King Fulk of Anjou in 1141 and later granted to Balian by the Count of Jaffa, was 
charged with the defense of the city of Jerusalem against Saladin’s forces.  Although 
heavily fictionalized for dramatic purposes by Ridley Scott and the scriptwriters in 
Kingdom of Heaven, Balian II did knight a collection of “bachelor burgesses” during the 
city’s siege and negotiated the surrender with Saladin. Joshua Prawer, The Crusaders' 
Kingdom: European Colonialism in the Middle Ages (New York: Praeger Publishers, 
1972), 81, 133.  
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through a prime dichotomy that has historically shaped Western perceptions of the dar-

al-Islam:  the East both as threat and object and source of desire. 

 Epic dichotomies - threat/desire, Islam/Christianity, Orient/Occident, fear/lust, 

self/other – fundamentally shaped the conceptualizations, images and imaginings of the 

interaction between East and West. The Holy Land was the locus and focus of such 

notions in the twelfth-century West.  Islam, which arose from the Arabian Peninsula in 

the seventh century and spread rapidly across the Near East, North Africa and the Iberian 

Peninsual, posed the strongest threat to western Christendom, both militarily and 

theologically, that it had yet faced.  The vividly imagined ‘East’, in particular Jerusalem 

with its range of significances, was a prime source of fear and desire, both concrete and 

abstract. These intertwined sensations underlie the ideological, theological and historical 

perceptions of the Crusades, both in their own time and today.  

 To explore these dualistic tendencies, I have elected to arrange this dissertation as 

a series of investigative essays into monuments and objects that express the presentation 

and development of these divergent ideas in the twelfth-century Aquitaine.  This project 

is arranged according to the dichotomy of threat and desire noted above. Sensations of 

threat are incorporated into discussions and presentations of Islam and Muslims as a 

violent and heretical/pagan “Other.”  The desire for the East was, in twelfth-century 

France, largely centered on objects connected to the East and forms that evoked its 

sanctity and my exploration of these ideas is arranged likewise. 

 The first half of this dissertation is comprised of three interrelated essays and 

examinations of material objects that illuminate Western concepts of Islam and Muslims.  
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Various iconographic traditions, I will argue, were modified and created to express the 

mechanisms by which Christendom was attempting to define these evident threats to self 

and territory.  The second half of this project focuses on the material manifestations of 

desire, primarily through utilization of orientalized architectural forms and the utilization 

of relics and objects related to the East.  Chapter 4 explores the ornamental formulae that 

indicate a deliberate desire to relocate the sanctity of the Holy Land to France through the 

adoption and evocations of its physical appearance, real or imagined.  Chapters 5 and 6 

discuss how rulers in the Aquitaine and the Latin Kingdoms relied on the authority of 

Eastern objects to support and advance their own political identities and agendas. 

Although this trend, as my conclusion discusses, reached its true apex in the decades after 

the loss of Jerusalem in 1187, these early examples typify the range of cultural notions 

centered on the desire to possess and control the sanctity of the Holy Land not only in 

outremer, but within the boundaries of Europe as well.2  

 

 

                                                
2 Similar questions can be raised about the nature of such ideas in the Christian east or 
from the Islamic perspective.  Both, however, are outside of the range of this work.  As 
the Crusades were founded as and remained primarily a Western activity and as such 
impacted Western Europe ideologically in ways not seen in either the Byzantine Empire 
or the Islamic world, I have maintained the Western focus of this dissertation 
accordingly.  For more on the complex relationships between the Christian East, 
Crusaders, Latin Kingdoms, and Islamic world during this period see, for example, 
Christopher MacEvitt, The Crusades and the Christian World of the East: Rough 
Tolerance (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008); Ronnie Ellenblum, 
Crusader Castles and Modern Histories (Leiden: Cambridge University Press, 2007); 
Amin Maalouf, The Crusades Through Arab Eyes, trans. Jon Rothschild (New York: 
Schoken Books, 1989); Jaroslav Folda, "The Figural Arts in Crusader Syria and 
Palestine, 1187-1291: Some New Realities," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004): 315-33. 
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Aquitaine and the Crusades in the Twelfth Century 

  There are as many Aquitaines as there are historical periods,  
  if not historians.3 
 

 The period between 1095 and 1195 witnessed the explosion and contraction of 

Crusading activity. Ideological constructs developed rapidly during the years between the 

Council of Clermont in 1095 and the crusaders’ conquest of Jerusalem in 1099, and these 

notions and theories continued to develop throughout the twelfth century.  The loss of 

Jerusalem to Saladin’s forces in 1187 required rapid responses, both ideological and 

military, to the trauma induced by this sudden challenge to Western Christian dominance 

in the Holy Land.  Although crusading propaganda morphed at various moments after 

1187 to accommodate any number of developing conceptual and emotional needs and 

required rationales for the continued Christian failures in the East, the fundamental 

formulae of crusading and its attendant ideologies, developed in the twelfth century, were 

continually referenced in later periods.  This project’s timeline reflects the centrality of 

the twelfth century to crusading as both physical practice and intellectual/theological 

ideal. 

This project is centered on the Aquitaine for two very simple and concrete 

reasons.  One is the vast amount of Romanesque architecture and architectural sculpture 

extant in southwestern France.  The richness, scope and unique nature of twelfth-century 

                                                
3 Jacques Clémens, “Aquitaine,” The Encyclopedia of the Middle Ages, vol. 1 (Chicago: 
Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2000), 87-88. 
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Aquitanian material culture has been attested to by the scholarship of many, including 

Anat Tcherikover, Linda Seidel, Charles Daras, Elizabeth Mendell and Henri Focillon.4  

Although various restoration projects were undertaken in the region, particularly under 

Paul Abadie, student of Viollet-le-Duc and the architect of Paris’s Sacre-Coeur, many of 

the major sites and the majority of smaller sites remain largely intact.  This provides a 

wider corpus of available material than may be readily accessed in other regions.  

Although the surviving documentary record of the Aquitaine is often thin by any 

standard, in visual material its Romanesque richness is all but unparalleled.  

In addition, the territorial reaches and relative political stability of the Aquitaine 

in the twelfth century make it an appealing sample area of study. By the time William IX 

became duke around 1086, the duchy of Aquitaine greatly eclipsed the French crown in 

terms of territory. Through feudal rights or direct control, the Aquitaine ranged from the 

upper reaches of the Poitou across the Charente, incorporated huge tracts of the Périgord, 

and extended through Gascony to the Pyrenees (Figure 2).5 His son, William X, was 

approximately twenty-seven when he inherited his father’s vast domains, as well as his 

                                                
4 Henri Focillon, L'Art des sculpteurs romans (Paris: Librarie Ernest Leroux, 1931); 
Elizabeth Lawrence Mendell, Romanesque Sculpture in Saintonge (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1940); Anat Tcherikover, High Romanesque Sculpture in the Duchy of 
Aquitaine, c. 1090-1140 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); Charles Daras, La cathédrale 
d’Angoulême, chef-d’oeuvre monumental de Girard II (Angoulême: H. Corignan and J. 
Lachanaud, 1942); Charles Daras, L'orientalisme dans l'art roman en Angoumois 
(Angoulême: Imprimerie Ouvrière, 1937); Linda Seidel, Songs of Glory: The 
Romanesque Façades of the Aquitaine (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). 
5 Linda M. Paterson, The World of the Troubadours: Medieval Occitan society, c. 1100 - 
c. 1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1-2. 
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father’s tendency to war with the Church.6 His only son died in childhood, leaving his 

eldest daughter as his heir:  Eleanor of Aquitaine, future queen of both France and 

England.7  During Eleanor’s lifetime, the Aquitaine was incorporated first into Capetian 

France and then the Angevin empire, but never lost its unique character or particular 

artistic forms.  

 The second reason is equally pragmatic. Throughout the time period under 

investigation here, the Aquitaine was deeply connected to the Crusades. Clermont-

Ferrand, where Urban II first called the Crusade in 1095, is located within the borders of 

twelfth-century Aquitaine. William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, attended the council, and 

despite being currently embroiled in a dispute with the duke of Aquitaine over territories 

in Gascony, the pope made one of his largest recruitment progressions through the 

Aquitaine.  Urban II was in Limoges for Christmas in 1095 and spent January in the 

Poitou before turning north to Anjou.  He subsequently returned to the Aquitaine in 

March 1096 and preached his way across the duchy and into Toulouse until May, when 

he returned to Italy.8 The county of Toulouse was better represented among the baronial 

leaders of the First Crusade, but Aquitainians arrived on the stage shortly thereafter and 

played a central role in the history of the Latin Kingdoms. Raymond of Poitiers, the 

                                                
6 Micheline Dupuy, Les Grandes Heures de l'Aquitaine (Paris: Librarie Académique 
Perrin, 1973), 167-71. 
7 Marion Meade, Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Biography (New York: Hawthorn Books, Inc., 
1977), 24-25. 
8 Michel Dillange, Les comtes de Poitou, Ducs d'Aquitaine (778-1204) (Mougon: Geste 
Éditions, 1995), 165-66. 
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second son of William IX, was made prince of Antioch in 1136.9 Eleanor of Aquitaine, 

perhaps following in her uncle Raymond’s footsteps, famously accompanied her then-

husband Louis VII on the unsuccessful Second Crusade in 1145.10  

 Nor were the ruling family the only Aquitainians to affect the Crusades. 

Following the death of the leper Baldwin IV, King of Jerusalem, it was his sister 

Sibylle’s husband, Guy de Lusignan, who succeeded the infant Baldwin V to the throne 

in 1186.11  Guy had come to Jerusalem from his family’s holdings in Poitou at the behest 

of his older brother, Amalric, a court intriguer who saw the opportunity for advancement 

through marriage to Sibylle.12  Baldwin IV disapproved of the match, but Sibylle was 

evidently adamant. Having broken her engagement to Baldwin of Ibelin, she was wed to 

Guy in 1180.13  Guy de Lusignan’s rise to power was disastrous for the Latin Kingdoms.  

He bears no small responsibility for the tremendous defeat of the Latin armies by 

Saladin’s forces at the Horns of Hattin in 1183 and bears the ignominy of being king 

                                                
9 Linda M. Paterson, "Occitan Literature and the Holy Land," in The World of Eleanor of 
Aquitaine: Literature and Society in Southern France between the Eleventh and 
Thirteenth Centuries, ed. Marcus Bull and Catherine Léglu (Woodbridge: The Boydell 
Press, 2005), 85. 
10 Steven Runciman, A History of the Crusades, vol. 2 (New York: Harper & Row, 1952), 
278-80. 
11 Prawer, The Crusaders' Kingdom: European Colonialism in the Middle Ages, 107, 09. 
12 Although the family was at times as problematic for the dukes of Aquitaine as they 
would be for the fate of the Latin Kingdoms, the bastioned town of Lusignan still rests on 
a steep hilltop overlooking the rich valleys of the Haut-Poitou. For more on the history of 
the Lusignan family and its relationship with the ruling house of Aquitaine, see Sidney 
Painter, "The Lords of Lusignan in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries," Speculum 32, 
no. 1 (1957): 27-47; George T. Beech, "The Lord/Dependant (vassal) Relationship: a 
Case Study from Aquitaine c. 1030," Journal of Medieval History 24, no. 1 (1998): 1-30; 
Sidney Painter, "The Houses of Lusignan and Chatellerault 1150-1250," Speculum 30, 
no. 3 (1955): 374-84. 
13 Runciman, A History of the Crusades 2, 423-25. 
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when Jerusalem fell to Saladin in 1187.14 Aquitanian figures at work in the Latin 

Kingdoms may not have always come to glorious ends, but their activity in the crusader 

regnum was consistent. 

 Eleanor of Aquitaine’s political life continued the duchy’s connections with the 

Crusades.  After her marriage to the future English king Henry II in 1152, the Aquitaine 

became a weapon in their ongoing political and marital battles. The duchy was of critical 

importance to their children, particularly Richard I, called the Lionheart, their sole son to 

go on crusade. In June 1172, the fourteen-year-old Richard was formally invested as 

count of Poitou.15 Although his father retained the title duke of Aquitaine throughout his 

lifetime, the traditional seat of ducal authority had always rested in the Poitou and this 

political base began the experience that Richard would eventually use to both rebel 

against his father and wage his crusade.16 Eventually it was in no small part the wealth 

and skill of the Aquitaine that gave Richard the Lionheart the fiscal and military ability to 

face Saladin on the Syrian plains, and it was the treasuries of the Aquitaine that helped 

buy him out of German captivity after his return from the Holy Land. 

 From the years before Urban II unleashed the Crusades from a podium in 

Clermont to the moment Richard the Lionheart’s ship left port for France at the end of the 

                                                
14 Ibid., 436-65.  Later Lusignan rulers of the Latin Kingdoms did seem cursed to follow 
in Guy’s footsteps.  In the thirteenth century, the crown was transferred to the Cypriot 
line of Lusignans, who echoed their ancestor by again becoming the last Christian kings 
to hold the crown prior to the fall of Acre in 1291. The descendents of la fée Mélusine 
were generally not positive influences on the Levant. 
15 Ralph V. Turner, Eleanor of Aquitaine: Queen of France, Queen of England (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 189. 
16 Ibid., 13. 
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Third Crusade, the Aquitaine impacted the Crusades and in turn was equally affected by 

them.  Throughout this period, the Aquitaine was rife with discourse and debate on the 

nature of Islam, the threatening face of Muslims and the apocalyptic resonances of 

crusading combat. At the same moment, its unique architectural and decorative styles 

evoked the sanctity of Eastern structures, creating transformative and transportative 

spaces that held precious relics and objects of Eastern origin. Its rulers in turn used both 

the Crusades and Eastern goods to establish and promote their own identities and 

agendas.  How both Islam and the Holy Land were imaged and imagined in twelfth-

century Aquitaine will be discussed in the chapters to follow.  

 

 

Structural Dichotomies:  Threat vs. Desire, Self vs. Other, West vs. East 

In the European narration of the Orient, there was a 
deliberate stress on those qualities that made the East 
different from the West, exiled it into an irretrievable state 
of ‘otherness’. Among the many themes that emerge from 
the European narration of the Other, two appear most 
strikingly.  The first is the insistent claim that the East was 
a place of lascivious sensuality, and the second that it was a 
realm characterised by inherent violence.17 

 

 What is the value of a better understanding of how the West imagined and 

depicted Islam and the Holy Land at the time of the Crusades?  One answer was provided 

by Rana Kabbani, who wrote that “In attempting to document the Orient (the Other, the 

opposite, the enemy, the foil), as Edward Said has argued, the Occident came to 

                                                
17 Rana Kabbani, Imperial Fictions: Europe's Myths of Orient (London: Saqi, 2008), 24. 
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document itself.”18  It is through an examination of how a society or individual 

determines what is apart from itself, different and foreign and even abhorrent to, that one 

may best grow to understand that which it believes about itself.  The underpinnings of 

this lie in basic cognitive psychology, which informs us that we are not born knowing we 

are human, or anything else for that matter; we must come to that knowledge both 

through a discovery of what is ‘like’ us and what is ‘not-like’ or ‘other than’ us. Avner 

Falk noted that “Psychologically, each human group needs an enemy, a foreign group, 

against which it can define its own identity and maintain its internal cohesion.”19 There 

are perhaps no better indicators of the progression of this phenomena than that which we 

fear and that which we desire.  Identity is built in no small way from these two pillars.   

 A second answer would be, of course, a historicized one, in that this examination 

aims at clarifying certain cultural notions that have been regularly recycled and recast to 

serve new and ever-evolving political and ideological masters.  Political pundits and even 

historians often present the West’s image of and approach to the Islamic world as a 

fictionalized continuum.  One way to better understand these theoretical resurrections is 

to examine them outside of the crucible of modern world events, thereby gaining the 

breathing space of historical distance, as well as the advantage of long-range perspective.  

The West’s image of Islam has not been, as evinced by the subjects of this work, a 

consistent one.  Despite Samuel Huntington’s assertions to the contrary, the relationship 

                                                
18 Ibid., 30. 
19 Avner Falk, Franks and Saracens: Reality and Fantasy in the Crusades (London: 
Karnac Books Ltd, 2010), 26. 
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between Occident and Orient is historically one of fits and starts, of periods of clash and 

peace, trade and war.20 

 The study of orientalism as defined by Edward Said has focused on modern 

presentations of these notions.21  Extending his definition, orientalism can be seen as a 

trans-historical theory, which waxes and wanes in accordance with geopolitical and 

ideological trends.  When the West looks to the Islamic East, the dichotomy of threat and 

desire is regularly brought to bear.  Most often one sensation outweighs the other.  

Nineteenth-century Europe, one could argue, was much more fascinated by the material 

products of the East than threatened by the fading Ottoman Empire, and the titillating 

tales of harem escapades certainly brought the sexualized tone of Western desire for the 

Eastern world to the fore.  The orientalism that Said explored is based in a modern set of 

conditions, however.  Said argues that the West’s perception of the East is always 

grounded in a sense of cultural and technological superiority, and that the East is 

therefore reduced in Western eyes and scholarship to a dark, filthily erotic and alien 

barbaric other contrasted with the crisp linen and firearms of colonial European 

whiteness.22 The imagined East produced by the West as a foil for its own self-

investigation is a potent element in medieval Western approaches to and theories of the 

East, as this dissertation will explore.   

 However, as Lucy Pick has noted, Said’s examinations of medieval materials in 

his opus are faulty.  Said redistributes the modern forms of Orientalist thought 

                                                
20 Samuel P. Huntington, "The Clash of Civilizations?," Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3 (1993). 
21 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
22 Ibid., 3-9, throughout. 
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backwards, asserting a continuum that does not allow for substantive emotional, 

ideological and geopolitical differences between the modern world and the medieval 

one.23 As Sharon Kinoshita argued, the fixity and absolutism of Said’s arguments 

regarding medieval perceptions of Islam as an entirely internal dialogue without external 

input or influence denies the very real reactions of the medieval West to its increasing 

contact with and exploration of the Islamic East.24 The fear of Islam developing in the 

medieval West in the eleventh and twelfth centuries was not limited to the salon frissons 

of the comfortably ensconced who know the monsters in the tales are not truly lurking 

behind the window curtains.  Islam presented the single greatest challenge, both militarily 

and theologically, that medieval Christendom had yet faced.  This was no mere fancy, but 

geopolitical reality, and that reality challenges and changes the very underpinnings of 

Said’s argument that the West viewed the Islamic East as a passive, imaginary Other, 

both defenseless and barbaric.  The domestication of the Islamic East in late medieval 

romance is not settled in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and, as Geraldine Heng has 

argued, does not spring from the colonial confidence of the victor but the compensatory 

imaginings of the defeated.25 The twelfth-century West was scrabbling for the surety that 

Said takes for granted.  Moreover, the very real nature of the fear of Islam and the desire 

for the products connected to the Holy Land were deeply integrated into medieval 

                                                
23 Lucy K. Pick, "Edward Said, Orientalism and the Middle Ages," Medieval Encounters 
5 (1999): 265-69. 
24 Sharon Kinoshita, "Deprovincializing the Middle Ages," in The Worlding Project: 
Doing Cultural Studies in the Era of Globalization, ed. Rob Wilson and Christopher 
Leigh Connery (Santa Cruz: New Pacific Press, 2007), 76-81. 
25 Geraldine Heng, Empire of Magic: Medieval Romance and the Politics of Cultural 
Fantasy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 1-62, 181-306. 
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Western responses to both, as this dissertation will argue.  Historical occurrences of this 

level of integration between these two opposite sensations seem relatively rare. A major 

historical and cultural series of events in the twelfth-century both allowed for and 

supported the intertwined dichotomy under discussion here.  

 The Crusades, particularly the first, are perhaps unique in their total enmeshment 

of threat with desire. Bloody, fierce and complex, the Crusades profoundly shaped the 

history of Western Europe. Men, women and entire cultures found themselves altered and 

enmeshed in the ongoing collision of worlds and armies that are perhaps too casually 

swept together under the simple epithet of ‘Crusades.’ When Urban II stood before the 

gathered members of the Council at Clermont and called for the First Crusade on that 

fateful Tuesday in November, 1095, the spark that would ignite a series of interlocked 

changes and events fell on a European society prepared to catch fire.26 Political and social 

unrest, religious reform, post-millennial religious fervor and more all contributed to the 

radical military movements aimed at conquering the Holy Land for Christianity.  

 What we refer to as the Crusades, or the crusading era or period, was a series of 

major military actions launched by Western Europeans against those seen as enemies of 

the Church. Originally, the Crusades were construed as a variant of the already well-

established idea of pilgrimage. Crusaders were, at the beginning, simply those who “took 

up the Cross” or “took the cross” at the behest of Church leaders to participate in what 

was seen in some ways as an armed pilgrimage. An official crusade required papal 

                                                
26 H. E. J. Cowdrey, "The Genesis of the Crusade: The Springs of Western Ideas of Holy 
War," in The Holy War, ed. Thomas Murphy (Columbus: Ohio State University, 1976), 
9-32. 
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sanction and declaration, and it was then preached across Europe to encourage nobles and 

knights to take up arms in support of the communal goal of conquering Jerusalem. The 

Crusades to the East approached the Holy Land via a number of routes, but few actually 

reached Jerusalem. Despite the Crusades’ wavering success, the ideal of a Christian-

dominated Holy Land, particularly the city of Jerusalem, remained the primary focus of 

crusading propaganda and ideology.  

 Jerusalem had slept peacefully in Muslim hands for nearly four centuries prior to 

the Council at Clermont in 1095.  In 691, Umayyad Caliph Abd al-Malik built the Dome 

of the Rock, his gloriously triumphant declaration of Islam’s succession of Judaism and 

Christianity.27  Various popes tried to engage Western interest in capturing the Holy Land 

at different moments prior to 1095, but all primarily failed.28  Something was materially 

or culturally different by the time that Urban II launched his predecessor’s vision of an 

armed pilgrimage to claim the terrestrial kingdom of Christ.  But what?29   

                                                
27 Oleg Grabar, The Dome of the Rock (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2006), 3-4. 
28 Papal calls for action against Muslims on the Iberian peninsula, particularly those made 
by Alexander II in 1063/1064, had been more successful, and in many ways established a 
template for the later baronial crusades to the East. Some historians have sought to align 
these actions, and other pre-1095 papacy-endorsed military actions against Muslim 
territories, with the later Crusades to the Holy Land in an attempt to term these earlier 
expeditions as crusades as well.  I remain largely unconvinced by these arguments.  
Throughout this dissertation, I assert that the first Crusade of 1095-1099 marked a 
definitive shift in the West’s concept of Holy War, its relationship with Islam, and 
approaches to the Holy Land.  Georges Duby, France in the Middle Ages, 987-1460, 
trans. Juliet Vale (Cambridge: Basil Blackwell Ltd., 1991), 107-11. 
29 Matthew Gabriele, “Fight the Muslims (Please?): The Rhetoric of the 1010, 1074, and 
1095 Papal Calls to Action.”  Unpublished paper given at Global Encounters: Legacies of 
Exchange and Conflict, a conference held at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
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 Some historians have argued that the First Crusade was motivated by the damage 

done to the Holy Sepulchre in the early eleventh century.30  Others have linked the 

Western movement to a diplomatic desire to assist the Byzantine empire after its defeat 

and subsequent territorial losses at the battle of Manzikert in 1071.31 Crusading sermons 

and songs targeted at the military classes refer to the Holy Land as Christ’s rightful fief, 

territories which had been stolen away from their rightful owner by the infidel, and the 

recovery of which was the sworn duty of all Christians as servants and vassals of Christ.32 

When these concepts are considered, going on crusade became an action rationalized not 

only by personal religious dedication but by sociopolitical tradition as well.  

 Complicating any investigation of the motivation behind the First Crusade is the 

large role apocalyptic theology played in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and its 

subsequent influence on and inclusion in crusading propaganda.33 Understanding the 

significance of Jerusalem to the crusaders is crucial to any attempt at explaining why so 

many people from all levels of society took the cross and headed off on the long and 

                                                                                                                                            
Hill, 16-17 November 2008.  I sincerely thank Professor Gabriele for both his kind 
permission to cite his paper in this work and his generous advice and counsel. 
30 Robert Ousterhout, "Rebuilding the Temple: Constantine Monomachus and the Holy 
Sepulchre," The Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 48, no. 1 (1989): 69-
70. 
31 Thomas Asbridge, The First Crusade: A New History (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004), 97. 
32 Colin Morris, "Propaganda for War: The Dissemination of the Crusading Ideal in the 
Twelfth Century," Studies in Church History 20 (1983): 94. 
33 Bernard McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 88-89, 90-93. 
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dangerous journey east.34 It is not possible to comprehend the Crusades without 

recognizing that its roots do lie in a tradition of pilgrimage, making Jerusalem not only 

the goal of the journey but also the reason for going. If Jerusalem was always the goal, 

what, then, was Jerusalem? Certainly in the Middle Ages Jerusalem was more than just 

home to the Holy Sepulchre and other sacred Christian sites. Medieval European 

concepts of Jerusalem were multifaceted, combining elements of scriptural historicity and 

spiritual metaphor.  

 One of the notable features of most medieval mappamundi is the centrality of 

Jerusalem.  Situated on the divide between the three continents of Europe, Africa, and 

Asia, it is to Jerusalem and not Rome that all roads lead.  This privileged position is 

rooted in Ezekiel 5:5: “Thus saith the Lord God: This is Jerusalem, I have set her in the 

midst of the nations, and the countries round about her.” Thus the centrality of Jerusalem 

in medieval maps is not merely a matter of cartographical convention or geographical 

confusion, but a constant reiteration of the place and significance of Jerusalem in the 

lifespan of all that surrounds it.  In Biblical terms, Jerusalem is not merely a city:  it is the 

origin point and the terminus, the hourglass through which all human time is measured 

out and counted down.  As an entity, Jerusalem exists in three worlds, each with their 

own temporal reality:  the Scriptural past, the physical present, and the celestial future.  It 

does not move through these realities, but coexists in each of them concurrently. The 

                                                
34 Norman Housley, "Jerusalem and the Development of the Crusade Idea, 1099-1128," 
in The Horns of Hattin, ed. Benjamin Z. Kedar (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
1992), 27-40; Adriaan H. Bredero, "Jérusalem dans l'Occident médiéval," in Mélanges 
offerts à René Crozet, ed. Pierre Gallais and Yves-Jean Riou (Poitiers: Société  d'Études 
Médiévales, 1966), 259-71. 
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three temporal and spatial natures of the city are indivisible, and therefore its meaning at 

any one moment or in any one place is tempered and shaped by this multidimensional 

reality.   Medieval Jerusalem is a tesseract; an object of the temporal fourth-dimension 

that exists in the spatial third. 

 One of the more metaphysical aspects of Jerusalem’s significance was the belief 

that the physical Jerusalem was a prefiguration of the New Jerusalem, or Paradise. The 

new Jerusalem would arise in the time after Christ’s return, when the faithful were 

rewarded and the sinful punished. More than merely an earthly city, Jerusalem was, to 

paraphrase Dante, the earthly reflection of Heaven, and as such had a vast ideological 

importance. Nor was this a merely exegetical interpretation. The Apocalypse centers on 

the New Jerusalem as Christ’s kingdom on Earth at the end of scriptural time. For 

twelfth-century Latin Christians, to own Jerusalem was to own the site of paradise itself, 

a concept that will be discussed further throughout this dissertation.   

 Eschatological and metaphorical reasons were not the only fuel for the Western 

attraction to the East. The desire for East also took more material forms.  The Crusades 

flung open trade routes to the East and allowed a flood of precious spices, silks and 

jewels to enter European markets.  Islamic objects had long been prized in the West, both 

for their intricate beauty and potent sense of material conquest.  Ivory pyxes from the 

Iberian peninsula, once jewel cases for Moorish ladies, became converted into reliquaries. 

Islamic textiles, the most precious available in Europe, draped the queenly figure of the 

Virgin Mary in images like Giotto’s Madonna and Child (1320/1330), now held at the 

National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.  Rock crystal vessels, like that which forms 
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the base of the Eleanor of Aquitaine vase discussed in chapter 5, glimmered and shone in 

medieval church treasuries.  The more access the West had to the luxuries of Eastern 

markets, the more its appetite for such objects expanded.  The goods that flowed across 

the Mediterranean along trade routes expanded and secured during the Crusades were 

rarely everyday, menial objects.  The exotic products of the East gave birth to a new term 

in French – de luxe – used to denote glorious objects that were not strictly needed but 

were hotly, violently desired.  

 Nor were such desires purely materialistic.  Theological principles also played a 

great role in the Western desire for products and elements of the East. The deeply rooted 

desire for the Holy Land, and for Jerusalem, that underlies much medieval writing of the 

Crusading period both nuances and subverts the notion of the Crusades as either a purely 

militarily reactive/defensive or economically motivated (colonial) act.  As much as the 

Crusaders may have been moved to ‘liberate’ the Holy Sepulchre from the hands of the 

Saracens, the desire to possess the site for themselves was equally evocative.  Ownership 

of and domination over Jerusalem was no mere material enterprise; he who owned 

Jerusalem owned the terrestrial image of Heaven itself and would sit as vassal in the 

rightful kingdom of Christ the King.35 As a large percentage of the participants in the 

First Crusade returned home, the desire to relocate these sites and the visual essence of 

the East increased, the visual expressions of this desire to transfer the sacred power of 

Jerusalem to Europe are discussed in chapter 4.  

                                                
35 Morris, "Propaganda for War," 91; Colin Morris, The Sepulchre of Christ and the 
Medieval West: From the Beginning to 1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
139-53. 
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 All the elements mentioned above combined to form a multifaceted mental 

construct that has been referred to as ‘crusading ideology,’ although this phrase implies a 

conceptual singularity that is troublesome. Defining the ideology that encouraged 

thousands of Europeans, noble and peasant alike, to set out for the East is difficult. No 

ideology can be seen as monolithic. What we call an ideology is, in fact, a compilation of 

various elements, what Jean-Pierre Deconchy has termed “a complex system of 

representations, explanations, or calls to action.”36 While there is no doubt that the 

elements Deconchy lists as part of any constructed ideology were in place during the 

Crusades, answers to questions regarding the universality or homogeneity of these 

elements remain incomplete, even elusive.37 In analyzing the religious ideology 

thoroughly enmeshed within the militarism that promoted and advanced crusading, 

careful delineations between political/military goals and religious ones must be 

preserved. Yet modern historians often struggle to do this, in no small part because there 

was likely very little separation between these ideological concepts in the minds of 

medieval Crusaders.38  

 As Marcus Bull has noted, there are myriad justifications for the First Crusade 

presented in twelfth-century chronicles, histories and documents, but “the reasons why 

                                                
36 Jean-Pierre Deconchy, "Religious Belief Systems: Their Ideological Representations 
and Practical Constraints," The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion 1, 
no. 1 (1991): 6. 
37 Jean Flori, "Ideology and Motivations in the First Crusade," in Palgrave Advances in 
the Crusades, ed. Helen Nicholson (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 15-36. 
38 Jonathan Riley-Smith, "The State of Mind of Crusaders to the East, 1095-1300," in The 
Oxford History of the Crusades, ed. Jonathan Riley-Smith (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 111-14. 
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men went on the First Crusade were overwhelmingly ideological.”39   Whether the desire 

to respond to a perceived threat drove the ideological formulae inspiring the Crusaders 

more than a spiritually and apocalyptically informed longing to possess the holy city of 

Jerusalem, or vice versa, is impossible to pinpoint.  The two notions are deeply 

interrelated, and regular references are made to each in contemporary Crusading 

literature. In the twelfth century, however, both premises were utilized as calls for action, 

and it is action, after all, that most emphatically defines the Crusades. 

 It may seem anachronistic, even dangerous, to theorize the Crusades as being 

motivated, at least in part, by responses to a perceived (or imagined) threat and a deeply 

ingrained, religiously and culturally motivated desire. Art historians often decry the lack 

of any systematic medieval theory of art, for example, although the elegant works of 

Madeline Caviness have shown that such theories may yet be uncovered.40  Historians 

often struggle with the less tangible elements of medieval ideology, potentially in part 

because of an occasional refusal to accept that the Crusading leadership could have 

believed in the ideas they both manipulated and espoused.  Awkward attempts are made 

to separate ‘popular’ – meaning uneducated and/or peasant – beliefs and those of the 

                                                
39 Marcus Bull, Knightly Piety and the Lay Response to the First Crusade: The Limousin 
and Gascony, c. 970 - c. 1130 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 5. 
40 See Madeline H. Caviness, ""The Simple Perception of Matter" and the Representation 
of Narrative, ca. 1180-1280," Gesta 30, no. 1 (1991); Madeline H. Caviness, "Images of 
Divine Order and the Third Mode of Seeing," Gesta 22, no. 2 (1983). 
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clerical and political hierarchies, as if one could not make effective and affective use of 

existing belief structures if one shared those beliefs.41   

 To ‘theorize’ the Crusades requires no truly anachronistic endeavor. The Crusades 

theorized themselves.  The elaborate and intricate series of biblical allusions, religious 

concepts, social traditions and feudal structures were all brought together and forged into 

a flexible, highly functional system of exegesis, explication and justification.  The 

numerous careful constructions of reasoning and rationale given to us by medieval 

chroniclers and churchmen and expressed in numerous works of medieval art are 

themselves coherent and intentional expressions of theory in its purest sense.  They have 

provided us with their windows; we need simply learn to look through them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
41 One memorable example came from a lauded young medieval historian who, while 
discussing his work on Apocalypticism in the Crusade, stated that he could not accept 
that the leadership actually believed in any of it.  This refusal also lies at the heart, I 
believe, of certain stubborn iterations of economic motivations for the first crusaders, 
despite the historical evidence that only a very small few ever financially benefited from 
crusading and many more were bankrupted by the process. I sincerely doubt that modern 
ideologues-cum-leaders – men like Vladimir Lenin, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, 
Mao Tse-Tsung, and Adolf Hitler – did not fully believe in and embrace the theories and 
concepts they promoted even while making use of those beliefs to serve political aims. 
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Chapter One: 
 

Babylon’s Fall:  
Warring Discourses and Predetermined Triumph in  

Western Christendom’s Twelfth-Century Wars Against Islam 
 

 
Imagine that leader of all the enemy, in that great plain of 
Babylon, sitting on a sort of throne of smoking flame, a 
horrible and terrifying sight. Watch him calling together 
countless devils, to dispatch them into different cities till 
the whole world is covered, forgetting no province or 
locality, no class or single individual.  
– Saint Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) 

 
 
 
 Western Christendom was engaged in two wars with Islam in the twelfth century.  

The first was a series of military engagements waged across the Holy Land and on the 

Iberian Peninsula, all of which may be roughly united under the terms crusade and/or 

Reconquista.  The second was theological, waged by monks with pens rather than knights 

with swords.  Both shared a common goal: total Christian conquest and defeat of the 

Muslim foe.  Both relied heavily on metaphor, allegory and interpretations of biblical 

texts as central weapons in their respective ideological arsenals. One of the main facets of 

this conflict, reiterated in the texts produced by both secular and spiritual warriors, was 

the notion that Islam was in some sense already defeated, that Christian victory was 

predetermined and guaranteed by biblical history and Apocalyptic prophecy. In this 

chapter, I will discuss visual modes of representing this predetermined defeat, and the 

texts and exegetical writings that may have inspired them.  
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  The general approaches toward Islam implemented by twelfth-century writers 

and theologians were not, in most cases, dramatically different from those established 

initially to refute both Judaism and classical paganism.42 Line 1015 of the Chanson de 

Roland succinctly summarizes the central presumption at work in both medieval 

Christian definitions of other faiths and the attendant theological defenses for actions 

taken to address, through various means, adherents to those faiths: “Paien unt tort e 

chrestïens unt dreit.” [Pagans are wrong and Christians are right].43  The early Christian 

meaning of the term pagan as defined by Saint Augustine became more flexible in the 

Middle Ages and was therefore applicable to all those who did not follow the tenets of 

Christianity.  By the twelfth century, Muslims were the group most regularly indicated by 

the utilization of the term, but the iconographic traditions associated with the defeat of 

paganism did not dramatically alter despite encompassing this new group. The inclusion 

of alleged Islamic idols named Apollo or Jupiter in texts and narratives served to further 

                                                
42 The specificity of refutations of Judaism had a unique tone from very early in Christian 
writings on other faiths.  Traditionally, Judaism was generally held apart from and seen 
as something different than the faiths defined as forms of paganism. Although texts 
address Jews as well as pagans, Arians, Saracens, etc. there is a sizable body of polemics 
aimed specifically at refuting and condemning Judaism. By the twelfth century, 
specifically Jewish iconographic formulae and types were also already in use, and their 
use expanded in the thirteenth century.  Some images, like the pairing of Eccelsia and 
Synagoga, were precise references to Judaism from their inception.  Others, like the 
modes of representing individual Jews, often relied on general negative attributes that 
became more regularly associated with Jewish figures throughout the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, like Phrygian caps, hooked noses, and ugly or even bestial faces.  
Debra Higgs Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 95-155. 
43 Gerard J. Brault, trans. and ed., La Chanson de Roland (University Park: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1984), 64-65. The phrase is reworded in line 1212, 
“Nos avum dreit, mais cist glutun unt tort.” [We are in the right and these wretches are in 
the wrong].  
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the conflation between Islam and classical paganism.44 This association both explains 

ongoing depictions of the Christian triumph over paganism centuries after the 

disappearance of Roman paganism and the continued need for such declarative and 

predictive imagery. The ideological value of the presentation of a foe as already defeated 

was certainly significant in the era of the Crusades. 

   

Islam as the ‘New’ Paganism 
 
 

Muhammad’s monstrous life, more monstrous sect, and most 
monstrous end is manifestly found in his deeds. He, inspired by the 
evil spirit, founded an abominable sect, one suitable for fleshly 
indulgences, not disagreeable to the pleasures of the flesh; and 
therefore these carnal men, allured by his sect, and humiliated by 
the errors of various precepts, have died and continue to die 
miserably; the people call them with the usual appellation Saracens 
or pagans.  
– Alan de Lille (d. 1203), Contra Paganos45 

 
 
 Medieval Christian views of Islam fluctuated between two definitions:  Islam as 

paganism and Islam as heresy.  As John Tolan has examined, the two terms did not form 

a continuum, wherein one definition made way for another, but rather coexisted, each 

label being utilized in different ways for various purposes.46 Although theologians 

                                                
44 John V. Tolan, Saracens: Islam in the Medieval European Imagination (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2002), 105-09; Suzanne Conklin Akbari, Idols in the East: 
European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-1450 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2009), 200-03. 
45 Quoted by Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 189. 
46 Tolan, Saracens, 1-3. 
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seemed to focus more on Islam as heresy, as exemplifed by Peter the Venerable, in 

popular works like the chansons de geste the term pagan is more regularly utilized.   

 This division was not fixed, however, along a lay vs. monastic divide.  In 

romances and theological treatises or polemics, both terms appear. Each term serves 

different needs, and the authorial use of each label seems dependant on the aims and 

goals of the specific text.47 Defining Islam as a heresy allowed authors to focus more 

polemical attention on Muhammad as the founder of the fallacy.48  This definition also 

gave the authors a way to deal with the inclusion of figures like Jesus and the Virgin 

Mary in the Qur’an, especially as it became better known in the West.49 Using the term 

heretic, however, also has certain ideological challenges that the blanket term pagan does 

not.  Heretics are, by their very nature, deviant and yet within; they are part of the 

existing order and the body of the Church even while by action and belief they divorce 

themselves from perfect communion with it.  As Walker Wakefield and Austin Evans 

noted, heresy was viewed as a dangerous contaminant in the Middle Ages, a rot that, if 

not addressed, risked poisoning the entire Christian collective. Theologically, it was 

defined as a repeated adherence to erroneous beliefs despite being offered orthodox 

corrections.  Simply put, “heresy was treason to God, the worst of offenses against 

                                                
47 Akbari, Idols in the East: European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-
1450, 202-03. 
48 Tolan, Saracens, 135-70. 
49 Thomas E. Burman, "Polemic, Philology, and Ambivalence: Reading the Qur'an in 
Latin Christendom," Journal of Islamic Studies 15, no. 2 (2004): 181-82. 
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Christian society, a challenge to every duly constituted authority.”50 When theologians 

like Peter the Venerable address Islam as a heresy,  they were in some way recognizing 

the connections between Islam and Christianity in a way that the term pagan does not. 

The term may have been, from a medieval theological view, more correct in terms of 

understanding the characteristics of the two faiths and especially the Christian elements 

incorporated into the Qur’an, but it also implies an inclusion, however warped and 

troublesome, of Islam into the Christian body.  The term heresy maintains the dangerous 

nature of Islam to Christianity, but implies a closer relationship than may have been 

always ideologically satisfactory.  

 In contrast, by labeling Muslims as pagans, authors brought Islam into a 

predefined collective of non-Christian Others. Although the term may be theologically 

less accurate, it is decisively exclusionary.  A pagan could, through conversion, be made 

part of the body Christian, but he is not already part of it. Therefore his ability to 

contaminate is somewhat more limited than that of the internalized heretic. Referring to 

Muslims as pagans makes a much less ambiguous statement about their relationship to 

Christians, the Church, and, by extension, Western Christendom.  It is a term that allows 

for a much more elaborate utilization of the systems of exclusion developed to cope with 

such externalized enemies during the Middle Ages. Negative, non-Christian practices 

purportedly engaged in by Muslims, Jews and even heretics, all of whom are at times 

included under the umbrella term pagan, are often presented as an almost codified list. 

                                                
50 Walter L. Wakefield and Austin P. Evans, Heresies of the High Middle Ages, ed. 
Robert Somerville, Records of Western Civilization (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1969; reprint, 1991), 2. 
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Non-Christians indulge in deviant or lascivious sexual behaviors, worship and elevate 

idols, participate in odd blood rites and occasionally lapse into cannibalism.51   

 During the Crusades, these differences and accusations became more heavily laden 

with ideological associations beyond a simple alignment of Islam with the old defeated 

paganism. As Ruth Bartal noted,  

The profound contrast between Christians and Saracens in 
the epics, and the analogies made between the wild man 
and the Moor in medieval romances define the Saracens as 
belonging to an inferior civilisation. Their worst fault, 
however, is embodied in their pagan faith which serves to 
irrevocably connect them with Satan. The battle against the 
Saracens is thus perceived as a just, moral and spiritual war 
against demonic aggressors and idolaters.52   

 

Isidore of Seville, the seventh century Iberian bishop whose Etymologiarum sive 

Originum was widely influential throughout the Middle Ages, defined pagan in Book 

VIII of the Etymologies as coming from those gentiles in Athens who “set up groves and 

idols.”53 It is unsurprising, then, that descriptions groups named as pagans in the Middle 

Ages often focus on the nature, names and types of idols they utilize. The alleged Muslim 

idols are named in several instances.  Most common are bastardizations of the name 

Muhammad into idols named Machomet, Mahumet and Mathome.54 Depictions of the 

‘idol’ are often presented as a portrait of the Prophet, who is shown with numerous 

                                                
51 Tolan, Saracens, 105-09.  
52 Ruth Bartal, "The Image of the Saracen in Romanesque Sculpture: Literary and Visual 
Perceptions," Assaph 8 (2003): 85.  
53 Priscilla Throop, ed., Isidore of Seville's Etymologies: The Complete English 
Translation of Isidori Hispalensis Episcopi Etymologiarum sive Originum Libri XX, vol. 
1 (Charlotte: MedievalMS, 2005), VIII.10.1. 
54 Tolan, Saracens, 116-18.  
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negative markers, including as having a monstrous form, as is the case in the fish-like 

“Mahumeth” depicted in the margins of a twelfth-century Clunaic manuscript of De 

generatione Machumet (Figure 3).55 The Pseudo-Turpin Historia Karoli Magni et 

Rotholandi states that 

The Saracens had a tradition that the idol Mahomet, which 
they worshipped, was made by himself in his lifetime; and 
that by the help of a legion of devils it was by magic art 
endued with such irresistible strength that it could not be 
broken.  If any Christian approached it he was exposed to 
great danger; but when the Saracens came to appease 
Mahomet, and make their supplications to him, they 
returned in safety.  The birds that chanced to light upon it 
were immediately struck dead.56 

  

 Muhammad variants are not the only named Saracen idols.  The Chanson de 

Roland, for example, lists a Saracen trio of gods named Mahomet, Tervagant and 

Apollin.57 Framing the alleged idols into a demonic trinity reflects a common medieval 

presentation of Islam as the negative, or erroneous, reflection of the Christian truth. This 

inversion had propagandistic value.  Michael Camille noted: 

One way in which propaganda functions is by naturalizing 
the Other, dressing him in deviations of our own 
convention to form a travesty we can understand.  It thus is 
no surprise to find in Western accounts, as early as the First 
Crusade, a Muslim equivalent to the Roman Catholic 

                                                
55 Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, MS Arsenal 1162, fol. 11. 
56 Dana Carleton Munro, "The Western Attitude toward Islam during the Period of the 
Crusades," Speculum 6, no. 3 (1931): 331. 
57 Bernard Hamilton, "Knowing the Enemy: Western Understanding of Islam at the Time 
of the Crusades," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 7, no. 3 (1997): 374.  
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Trinity, a counter Trinity consisting of Muhammad, 
Tervagant, and Apollo.58  

 

Constructing an image of the Saracen Trinity made use of the Christian inclusions in 

Islam and clearly presented the faith as practicing and promoting a perverse inversion of 

Christian dogma. At the same time, charges of idolatry aligned Islam with the polytheist 

Roman pagans against whom Augustine and Ambrose of Milan had pitted themselves. 

The utilization of the classical deity Apollo makes this connection to pagan antiquity 

complete. 

 Nor were the accusations of idolatry limited to mere poetic tropes.  Raoul of Caen 

wrote of the discovery of a so-called statue of Muhammad in the Al-Aqsa mosque in the 

Gesta Tancredi, written after 1131.  Raoul wrote that Tancred of Caen and his followers 

entered the mosque on 15 July 1099, and were astounded to discover a massive silver 

statue: 

There stood on high above the throne a molten effigy made 
of heavy silver, such as six skilful and strong men would 
hardly be able to move or ten to lift it. When Tancred 
beheld it: “For shame! Quoth he, who should this be, whose 
is this lofty image, what does this image mean? Wherefore 
these jewels, this gold? What is the purpose of the purple? 
Muhammad was, indeed decked all over with jewels and 
purple, resplendent in gold.  Maybe this effigy is of Mars or 
Apollo, perhaps even Christ’s? Yet Christ’s insignia – the 
cross, the crown of thorns, the nails, the transfixed flank – 
are not there.  Thus it is not Christ: Why should it not be 
the pristine Antichrist, Depraved Muhammad, pernicious 
Muhammad? Oh should his associate, the one to come, 
appear presently. May my feet instantly destroy the 

                                                
58 Michael Camille, The Gothic Idol: Ideology and Image-Making in Medieval Art 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 142. 
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Antichrist, For shame! God’s house is possessed by the 
inhabitant of the abyss. Pluto’s slave parades as God in 
Solomon’s house! Let him fall down quickly, forthwith let 
him come down! Insolent effigy, by now has he almost 
defiled us? Scarcely has the order been issued as you shall 
see it executed. The warriors executing [sic] this order 
more willingly than any other. The statue is snatched, 
dragged, torn to pieces, beheaded.59 

 

 As a glimpse into the medieval assessment or ‘decoding’ of images, this passage 

is invaluable, but it also contains two intriguing points related to crusading ideology and 

the medieval image of Islam.  First, the crusaders’ association of Muhammad with the 

Antichrist, the ultimate Apocalyptic enemy of Christ, is made clear. The repeated 

mention of the imperial color purple acts as an indicator of the Antichrist as a political 

power, a concept also developed in the legends of the Last Emperor. Second, the litany of 

Roman gods associated with both this statue and Muhammad supports the medieval 

interpretation of Islam as a new and dangerous form of paganism.  That Mars, god of 

war, and Pluto, god of the underworld, are mentioned in addition to Apollo heightens the 

connections between Islam and classical paganism.  The inclusion of the god of war also 

strengthens the sensation of an armed Islamic threat that underlies many of the depictions 

of Muslims in medieval romance, while the reference to Hades connects smoothly with 

the theological presentation of Muslims as damned heretics, destined to spend eternity in 

hell.  Ideologically, the references to both war and hell nuance the equation of 

Muhammad with the Antichrist, thereby deepening the connection between crusader 

action and apocalyptic cosmic warfare.  

                                                
59 Ibid., 143-44. 



32 

 Such patterns are at work both in chronicles and histories as well as the chansons 

de geste, as discussed by C. Meredith Jones:  

…despite the almost meticulous accuracy with which the 
poets describe medieval Christian practices, they have 
adopted for everything that pertains to the customs of their 
adversaries a series of conventions so palpably false that 
we find difficulty in believing that they ever could have 
been accepted as truthful representations of the people of 
Islam. But the fact that they were so accepted is confirmed 
by the similar portraits found in the more serious Christian 
chronicles and histories.60   

 
The availability of more precise and realistic information did not seem to alter the 

perceived image, either prior to or after the Crusades. Oral and written traditions that 

carried more accurate portrayals of Muslim belief and practice seem to have been less 

ideologically valuable than the elaborate constructions presented in romances like the 

Chanson de Roland.  

 

Charlemagne and Roland: Types for French Triumph 

 Several figures are regularly associated with the triumph over paganism in 

medieval art.  The formula best examined, particularly in the work of Linda Seidel, is the 

mounted figure of Constantine/Charlemagne.61 The two historical emperors are often 

treated as a conflation due to the strong element of iconographic tradition that underlies 

and influences the pose and posture of such equestrian figures. Mounted depictions of 

Constantine/Charlemagne, likely based on images of Marcus Aurelius, often show the 

                                                
60 C. Meredith Jones, "The Conventional Saracen of the Songs of Geste," Speculum 17, 
no. 2 (1942): 201.  
61 Seidel, Songs of Glory, 35-69. 
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emperor triumphant over a twisted victim whose body is trampled under his horse’s 

hooves. Even when the victim is not displayed, the victorious nature of the figure is still 

implied, as with the small ninth-century bronze statuette of Charlemagne or Charles the 

Bald currently held at the Musée du Louvre in Paris. Seidel discussed the utility of this 

formula during the Crusades, noting that the conflation of Charlemagne and Constantine 

also allowed for the immediate association between the Muslim foe faced by the former 

and the classical pagans defeated by the latter.62  

 In medieval France, the figure of Charlemagne likely held greater significance 

than the Roman Emperor after whom these depictions were modeled.  As Linda Seidel 

noted, Charlemagne himself sought to emulate Constantine, and later rulers in France and 

Spain modeled themselves after Charlemagne, as “his adventures were more immediate 

and ideologically more vital than the geographically and intellectually distant conquests 

of the fourth-century convert.”63 If Constantine’s role as a victorious champion for 

Christianity was assured by the Edit of Milan, Charlemagne’s role as militant defender of 

the faith was reinforced not only by his role as Holy Roman Emperor, but, in the twelfth-

century, by his role in literature.  

 The Chanson de Roland narrates the contest between Charlemagne and his heroic 

warriors against the Muslims forces on the Iberian Peninsula. Few doubt the existence of 

a Roland legend in France and elsewhere prior to the composition of the Chanson de 

Roland. This text is often dated to around 1100, as a compromise between parties 

                                                
62 Ibid., 81-82. 
63 Linda Seidel, "Constantine 'and' Charlemagne," Gesta 15, no. 1/2 (1976): 238. 
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debating whether it was composed prior to or after the First Crusade (1095-99).64 The 

oldest extant text is the Oxford manuscript Digby 23 that is generally dated between 1130 

and 1170.65  The historical references of the Chanson de Roland bear many similarities to 

the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, which exists in several redactions.  The earliest of these, 

the Johannes text, may date to around 1122.66  It is in these narratives and by virtue of his 

legendary dealings with Harun-al-Raschid, reported by his biographers Notker the 

Stammerer and Einhard, that Charlemagne’s role as proto-crusader was most aptly 

developed. As Matthew Gabrielle has noted, the significance of Charlemagne as both 

political role model and idealized Christian military leader in the twelfth century can 

hardly be overemphasized.67 Charlemagne’s role as the new Constantine allowed for the 

trammeled pagan presented in visual and textual imagery to take on a new identity: 

Muslim.  Linda Seidel has explored the visual representations of Charlemagne in the 

medieval Aquitaine in connection with the battles against Islam, reiterating that the very 

ahistorical nature of the figures allows for them to be easily modified for use in changing 

social and political contexts, noting that “the Song of Roland can be read as an armed 

fight of good and evil in which the Franks are the personification of Christian virtue and 

the Muslims are the embodiment of pride, greed and treachery.”68 In other words, when 

                                                
64 Brault, La Chanson de Roland, xvi-xviii. 
65 Ibid., xviii. 
66 Ronald N. Walpole, The Old French Johannes Translation of the Pseudo-Turpin 
Chronicle: A Critical Edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 3-13.  
67 Matthew Robert Gabriele, An Empire of Memory: The Legend of Charlemagne, the 
Franks, and Jerusalem before the First Crusade (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 139-59. 
68 Seidel, Songs of Glory, 55. 
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Charlemagne is needed particularly as a vanquisher of Muslims, the literary and visual 

record both allow him to be read as one.69  The non-specific nature of the pagan enemy, 

however, also allows for any number of potential alignments with an undesirable group 

as the viewers’ needs change.  The pagan, in the era of the Crusades, may be Muslim, 

while in later periods the figure may be more readily associated with the current greatest 

enemy of Christian orthodoxy, be that heretic or Muslim or even Jew. This flexibility 

may well account for the continued popularity of this otherwise static iconographic 

formula.      

 

 

Discourse and Refutation 

 Charlemagne was not the only historical figure to be re-shaped to serve as 

inspiration for crusading authors and warriors, although he was among the most popular.  

Creating a convincing case for the predestined defeat of Islam, and for the universal 

spread of Christianity, also demanded other types of figures.  One tradition developed by 

twelfth-century polemicists involved placing the direct or implied refutation of a non-

Christian faith in the mouth or form of one of that faith’s adherents.  Such motivations 

may have influenced works like Peter Abelard’s debate between a Christian, philosopher 

and Jew and may certainly be felt in Petrus Alfonsi’s account of his own conversion, 

which he constructed as a debate between his current Christian self and former Jewish 

                                                
69 Ibid., throughout; Linda Seidel, "Holy Warriors: The Romanesque Rider and the Fight 
against Islam," in The Holy War, ed. Thomas Murphy (Columbus: Ohio State University, 
1976), 33-77. 
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personality.70 These texts are often spectacular examples of twelfth-century dialectical 

reasoning.  Their potential or perceived value for persuading non-Christians towards 

conversion was certainly a substantial part of their appeal.  The utilization of a non-

Christian mouthpiece often served to provide a sense of authenticity or authority to the 

work.  Such is certainly at work in Petrus Alfonsi’s text.  In other contexts, the non-

Christian participant in the discourse provides a testing ground for the arguments of the 

Christian author. Odo of Cambrai, writing in the early twelfth century, reported having a 

series of conversations with the Jew Leo to prepare himself to write a text on the doctrine 

of the incarnation, noting that if his argument could convince a Jew it would certainly be 

effective on a Christian audience.71 

 Turning this discursive tool to the Muslim problem required more innovation.  

There were Jews and heretics enough in medieval Europe to allow for at least the 

perception that such debates could take place outside of crafted texts.  With the exception 

of Spain, however, no such Muslim presence allowed for these sorts of imagined 

conversations.  A lack of Muslims would challenge the potential authenticity of the 

imagined discourse, but the value of placing refutations of Islam in Muslim mouths was 

still appealing. As will be discussed in chapter 3, crusading chroniclers often created 

conversations in which Muslim characters doubt their own faith or the chances of their 

ultimate military success. In the thirteenth century, a textual tradition developed in which 

                                                
70 David Berger, "Mission to the Jews and Jewish-Christian Contacts in the Polemical 
Literature of the High Middle Ages," The American Historical Review 91, no. 3 (1986): 
583. 
71 Ibid.: 582. 
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Muslim philosophers, including the influential Avicenna, were claimed to secretly deride 

and reject Islam.72 In the twelfth century, Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny, chose 

instead to attack Islam using the material most available to him, namely Muslim sacred 

texts. 

 Having visited Spain in 1142-43, Peter the Venerable assembled a collective of 

translators to take on the task of creating a complete, annotated Latin version of the 

Qur’an and translations of other Muslim texts from Arabic.  His translators also rendered 

a Latin version of a ninth- or tenth-century Arab Christian polemic tract, called the 

Risâlat al-Kindî (The Apology of Al-Kindi).73 An English member of Peter’s team named 

Robert of Ketton, who may have had the assistance of a Muslim named Muhammad, was 

the primary translator of Lex Mahumet pseudoprophete (The Religion of Muhammad the 

Pseudo-Prophet), as the heavily paraphrased Latin Qur’anic translation was known.  In 

his preface, addressed to Peter the Venerable, Robert acknowledges Peter’s drive to 

refute what he calls the “death dealing religion” and claims that his goal was to provide 

the abbot with raw materials for his task. Robert’s translation became the most widely 

read in Europe; it survives today in twenty-five medieval and early modern 

manuscripts.74  The paraphrased aspect of the translation noted above is significant.  The 

Lex Mahumet pseudoprohete is not a word-for-word translation, but a heavily annotated 

and explicated Latin version of the original Arabic text. Robert of Ketton’s self-

                                                
72 John V. Tolan, Sons of Ishmael: Muslims through European Eyes in the Middle Ages 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2008), 113-32. 
73 Thomas E. Burman, Reading the Qur'an in Latin Christendom, 1140-1560 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 15. 
74 Ibid., 15-16. 
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proclaimed decision to alter the text, which he claimed was done “only for the purpose of 

understanding,” led to his reliance on Muslim exegetical material throughout his 

translation, the end result being a text that often incorporates ideas or elements not 

actually part of the Arabic Qur’an.75  

 Using these materials as his sources, the abbot subsequently produced two 

polemics of his own. The first, composed for a Christian audience, was the Summa totis 

haeresis Saracenorum.  He then completed a work addressed to a Muslim audience.  His 

Contra sectam siue haeresim Saracenorum “attempts to refute Islam in its own terms” 

and may owe a debt to the formulations of discourse used by Petrus Alfonsi in his 

refutation of Judaism discussed above.76 Although these works represent his first formal 

textual sallies against Islam, Peter had previously addressed the potential influence of 

Muslim beliefs on certain brothers in his Letter to Peter of Poitiers against those who 

claim that Christ never openly called himself God in the Gospels. Composed around the 

same time as Peter’s visit to Spain, the letter claims to address the concerns of certain 

brothers brought to him via his secretary, Peter of Poitiers.  The letter implies that Peter 

the Venerable feared that exposure to Muslim beliefs may lie at the root of the brothers’ 

confusion: 

Since Satan has occupied almost half the earth with his 
Saracens, he teaches them to preach that Christ is better 
than all men and the best, so that they nevertheless deny 
that he is God…the Corruptor of human nature with this 

                                                
75 Ibid., 15, 36-39. 
76 Tolan, Sons of Ishmael, 46-47. 
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poison tainted and infected those whom I mentioned, the 
Saracens of modern times.77   

 
This perceived corruption of Christian monks by exposure to Islam may have added to 

Peter the Venerable’s reasons to gather his team of translators and compose his formal 

refutations of Islam.  

 Western theological refutations of Islam may have also arisen from a perceived 

need to prevent Christians from converting to Islam. Joachim of Fiore (1135-1202) was 

an influential abbot and author who met with numerous leaders, including those involved 

in the Crusades like Richard the Lionheart. In his writings on the Apocalypse, Joachim 

did not conflate Muhammad with the Antichrist, but he does describe a powerful swell in 

Muslim forces directly before the rise of the Antichrist. He also asserts that the coming 

Antichrist will align himself with the leader of the pagan army, identifying Saladin, the 

Muslim leader who led his forces against Richard the Lionheart during the Third 

Crusade, as the potential pagan warlord. 

 After that wound [to the sixth head of the dragon] 
which has already in some part begun, there will be a 
victory for the Christians and joy for those who fear the 
name of the Lord at the casting down of that head of the 
beast over which the sixth king reigns and at its being 
brought almost to destruction and annihilation.  Then after 
a few years its wound will be healed, and the king who is 
over it (whether it be Saladin if he is still alive or another in 
his place) will gather together a much larger army than 
before and will wage general war against God’s elect.  
Many will be crowned with martyrdom in those days. 
 In that time the seventh head of the dragon will also 
arise, the king who is called Antichrist and a multitude of 
false prophets with him.  We think he will arise from the 

                                                
77 Tolan, Saracens, 52. 
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West and will come to the aid of the king who will be at the 
head of the pagans.  He will perform great signs before him 
and his army, just as Simon Magus did in the sight of 
Nero…the Lord will shorten those days for the sake of the 
elect so that they will not be longer than forty-two 
months.78 

 

If Joachim’s vision of a Western Antichrist in league with a Muslim military force was 

widely shared, then the need to prepare monks and preachers to refute Islam and damage 

its potential appeal to a Western audience would have been keenly felt.  It was bad 

enough for medieval church leaders and theologians to deal with Jews in their midst, but 

Jewish communities in Europe were politically disenfranchised and incapable of 

presenting a military threat.  Muslims, however, as continued crusading conflicts in the 

East substantiated, could be another matter entirely. Were the enemy to gain a foothold in 

northern Europe, either through military incursion or spiritual conversion, the fate of 

Christendom could be seriously challenged.  

 There may have been some fear that returning crusaders from the East might have 

been influenced by contact with Islam.  Certainly within the Latin Kingdoms this became 

a trope of contest between the Latin leaders.  The close proximity of many Christians to 

their Muslim neighbors or allies in the Latin Kingdoms led to various forms and periods 

of positive contact.  Some Christians used and preferred Muslim doctors and took part in 

hunting excursions with their Muslim neighbors.79 Fears that close relationships with 

Muslims may have led to acts of treason, or the loss of divine favor for the Crusades, 

                                                
78 McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages, 147. 
79 Munro, "The Western Attitude toward Islam during the Period of the Crusades," 335-
36. 
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certainly resonated through crusading literature, particularly after the loss of Jerusalem in 

1187.  The charges of heresy levied against the Templar order by Philippe IV of France 

in 1307, for example, contain language that indicates a perception (however conveniently 

forged) that the Templars had adopted certain heretical practices associated with 

Muslims, particularly their alleged veneration of the idol Baphomet.80 It would not have 

been a far stretch for twelfth-century western theologians, already concerned with issues 

of Christian solidarity and identity, to foresee just such an occurrence.  The need to 

discredit the faith and practice of Islam was a defensive gesture. Refutations of Islam 

were needed in advance of any possible conversionary activity within the body of 

Europe.  

 What textual refutations lack, however, is the ideological tidiness of an enemy 

presented as defeated by scriptural precedent. Peter’s disputation of the Qur’an and 

accusations of Islam as a heresy lack the direct and simple potency of the charge of 

paganism.  The connections between Islam and paganism likely continued in the twelfth 

century because their lack of ambiguity was comforting.  However, Peter the Venerable’s 

attempt to address and persuade a Muslim audience directly may have influenced the 

inclusion of Muslim figures in certain church sculptural programs centered on the 

message of Christian supremacy or universal conversion, as will be discussed below.  

Whether Peter’s texts were themselves widely known is difficult to ascertain, but the 

developing pattern of incorporating figures connected (or connectable) to Islam into the 

                                                
80 Malcolm Barber, The Trial of the Templars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1978; reprint, 2000), 54-98, 178. 
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collection of non-Christian representatives present in such programs is certainly due, at 

least in part, to the increasing use of discourse and refutation against Islam in theological 

circles.  

 Focusing on images of Muslims engaged in idolatry creates one effective 

representative form of the concerns and critiques of Islam voiced in romance and 

theological treatises.  What is still lacking in such images, however, is the potent voice of 

the Other, the figure whose acknowledgment of his faith’s innate failures can serve as a 

compound image of predetermined Christian victory. Scripture, the readiest source for 

such figures, provided innumerable Jewish figures that could be creatively converted to 

Christian use.  Islam, however, postdates Christianity, and so the Bible fails to present 

any Muslim figure available to be neatly dismissed by an allegorical re-interpretation of 

scripture.  What the Bible does provide, however, is a fabulously wealthy, powerful and 

exotic Eastern enemy, presented in both the Old and New Testaments as the negative foil 

and greatest threat to the children of God:  Babylon.  As luck would have it, the tales of 

Babylon herself provide a figure who foresees, through divine intervention, the eventual 

demise of his city’s vain and earthly power, who bemoans the total destruction of 

Babylon’s glories at the hands of God.  Nebuchadnezzar, the doomed king of Babylon, 

whose destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem is decried in the book of Jeremiah and 

whose dreams of Babylon’s destruction are reported in the book of Daniel, served as the 

perfect scriptural image of all that Christendom had to fear from Islam:  its wealth, 

power, immensity, material glory and military strength.  
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Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon:  Conversion and Contest 

The atmosphere of the Book of Daniel is full of dreams, 
like the Song of Solomon, but these are very different sorts 
of dreams. This time we're in a sort of Arabian Nights 
environment, fabulously powerful kings who live in 
oriental splendour, cruelty, triumph, victory, disaster. But at 
the same time this is a story about the unlikely victory of 
the simple faithful over the great potentates of the world.  
– Dr. Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury81 
 

 The façade of Notre-Dame-la-Grande in Poitiers is a progressive declaration, 

peopled with a carefully orchestrated cast of characters who testify to the legal, prophetic, 

natural and eternal victory and superiority of Christ (Figure 4).  His mandorla isolated in 

the center peak of the façade, Christ himself is the apex, the highest moment; above him 

is only the arching blue canopy of heaven. The middle register is divided into two parts.  

In the six upper arches are Saints Hilary (Hilaire) and Martin and four of the Apostles.  

The other eight Apostles are seated in their own individual niches in the register below.  

The lowest range of figural sculpture above the portals, perhaps based on the eleventh-

century Ordo Prophetarum (Order or Drama of the Prophets), alternates prophetic and 

legal figures with scenes from Christ’s infancy (Figure 5). United, these elements forge a 

comprehensive and clear case for Christ.  His fulfillment of prophecy, marked by the 

                                                
81 Quoted from a series of BBC Radio Four addresses made in celebration of the 
anniversary of the King James Bible, January, 2011. 
http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/1203/feature-the-king-james-bible, 
accessed 13 July 2011. 
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figures of Daniel, Isaiah and Jeremiah, is reinforced by his embodiment of the new 

covenant that overturned Judaic law, represented by Moses.  

 The Ordo Prophetarum is an interesting drama, which was performed during 

Advent throughout the Middle Ages.  Variants of the piece from the twelfth to sixteenth 

centuries survive from Arles, Saintes, Limoges, Laon, Rouen and Salerno.82 The original 

version, credited to Saint Martial of Limoges, survives in a manuscript from the abbey of 

the same name, dated to around 1100 and held at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France.83 

Like the sermon on which it was based, the Ordo Prophetarum is a polemical text that 

speaks to both Jews and Gentiles, although the largest part of the short play is dedicated 

to addressing Jews and their error in failing to recognize the sanctity and nature of Christ.  

These arguments are presented by a series of Old Testament figures, supplemented by 

those from classical literature, including Virgil and the Sibyl.  The New Testament 

figures of John the Baptist and his mother Elizabeth also appear. The drama consists of a 

series of calls and responses between the precentor and this cast of characters, each of 

whom provides their own testimony to Christ. These figures appear in the following 

order:  Israel, Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, David, Simeon, Elizabeth, John the 

                                                
82 The variances in the texts are subtle, and generally are limited to the addition of other 
figures to the litany present in the original Limoges version. Karl Young, The Drama of 
the Medieval Church, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarenden Press, 1933), 125-71. 
83 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS lat. 1139. Edward Noble Stone, A 
Translation of Chapters XI-XVI of the Pseudo-Augustinian Sermon against Jews, Pagans, 
and Arians, Concerning the Creed; Also of the Ordo Prophetarum of St. Martial of 
Limoges (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1928), 209; Young, The Drama of the 
Medieval Church, 138. 
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Baptist, Virgil, Nebuchadnezzar.  The final figure is the Sibyl, who asks “O Judaea, 

unbelieving, why dost thou shameless yet remain?”84 

 On the church façade, there are some discrepancies between the lower tier figures 

and those who play a role in the Ordo Prophetarum. From left to right, the scenes and 

figures of the lower tier at Notre-Dame-la-Grande run as follows:  the Temptation of 

Adam and Eve, Nebuchadnezzar, four prophets (identified as Daniel, Jeremiah, Isaiah 

and Moses), the Annunciation, Jesse, an unidentified figure with dotted legs and a 

smashed torso, the Visitation, a cityscape of Bethlehem, the Nativity, Christ’s first bath, 

which shows the infant seated in a large chalice shaped font, and a pair of wrestling or 

embracing figures (Figure 3-9, 11-13). Comparing the figures on the façade to the list of 

characters in the play, Israel, David, Simeon, John the Baptist, Virgil and the Sibyl are all 

absent.  Additionally, the pattern of the figures fails to follow the order established in the 

play.85 Nebuchadnezzar is regularly the penultimate figure to appear in the play, yet at 

Notre-Dame-la-Grande he appears directly after the Temptation, which does not appear 

in any preserved version of the text (Figure 6).  His placement cannot be explained by 

scriptural order, either, as Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel all precede the Babylonian 

king’s appearance in the Bible.  

 The figures of the four prophets, by contrast, are iconographically odd but do 

follow the pattern laid out in the Ordo Prophetarum (Figure 7). Only the two outermost 

                                                
84 Stone, A Translation of Chapters XI-XVI of the Pseudo-Augustinian Sermon against 
Jews, Pagans, and Arians, Concerning the Creed; Also of the Ordo Prophetarum of St. 
Martial of Limoges, 213. 
85 Robert C. Lagueux, "Sermons, Exegesis, and Performance: The Laon Ordo 
Prophetarum and the Meaning of Advent," Comparative Drama 43, no. 2 (2009): 210. 
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figures hold scrolls, the standard attribute for Old Testament prophets in medieval art.  

The central pair hold codices.  Scrolls and codices alike bear inscriptions, but they are 

quite deteriorated.  The inscriptions were noted by Lecointre-Dupont, however, and 

match up with the phrases uttered by the four figures in the drama.  Daniel’s scroll reads 

“Cum venerit sanctus sanctorum,” Jeremiah’s “post haex in terris visus est et cum 

hominibus conversatus est,” Isaiah’s “egreietur virga de radice Jesse, et flos de radice 

ejus ascendet,” and Moses’ “prophetam dabit vobis de fratribus vestries et non estima.”86 

Isaiah’s reference to the tree of Jesse explains his appearance after the Annunciation, 

which is the first of the four scenes of the advent and nativity of Christ (Figure 8).87 That 

the prophets appear before these scenes connects with the play’s use during Advent, but 

still does not explain the placement of Nebuchadnezzar. However, Nebuchadnezzar’s role 

in the Ordo Prophetarum and within the abbreviated variant presented on the façade may 

shed light on the reasons for and significance of his particular placement. 

 In the Ordo text, the precentor challenges Nebuchadnezzar, stating 

“Nebuchadnezzar, with a prophecy confirm the author of all things.” The king replies, 

saying “When I returned to see the three whom I had sent into the flames, then saw I, 

joined unto those righteous ones all unconsumed, the Son of God. Three men into the fire 

                                                
86 John Philip Colletta, "The Prophets of Notre-Dame-la-Grande at Poitiers: A Definitive 
Identification," Gesta 18, no. 2 (1979): 27-28. 
87 The figure tucked into the curve beside Jesse has not been identified in any source 
available to me.  Seated on a low stool, the figure is turned towards Jesse.  The body is 
bent sharply at the waist, and its clothing is decorated with regular drill-carved dots.  The 
lacey garment is split above the knee and falls open to reveal a slice of thigh, yet it is 
impossible to tell if this figure is meant to be male or female. This ambiguity also makes 
any tentative identification of this figure as one of those mentioned in the Ordo 
Prophetarum impossible.  
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I sent, but in the fourth God’s offspring I behold.”88 The reference is to the third chapter 

in Daniel, when the enraged Nebuchadnezzar orders three men cast into a furnace for 

failing to worship the golden statue he had erected.89 The three men, when brought before 

the king, challenged him: 

Sidrach, Misach and Abdenago answered and said to king 
Nabochodonosor: We have no occasion to answer thee 
regarding this matter. For behold our God, whom we 
worship, is able to save us from the furnace of burning fire, 
and to deliver us out of thy hands, O king.  But if he will 
not, be it known to thee, O king, that we will not worship 
thy gods, nor adore the golden statue which thou hast set 
up.90 

 
While in the furnace, the three men praise God repeatedly.  Daniel’s companion Azarias 

appears in the flames.91 Standing and praying, he proclaims the sinful natures of the 

would-be martyrs and begs for God’s forgiveness and protection. Praising God, he calls 

on all of creation to exalt him. Nebuchadnezzar, startled, notices the fourth figure and 

asks a noble: 

Did we not cast three men bound into the midst of the fire? 
They answered the king, and said: True, O king.  He 
answered, and said: Behold I see four men loose, and 

                                                
88 Stone, A Translation of Chapters XI-XVI of the Pseudo-Augustinian Sermon against 
Jews, Pagans, and Arians, Concerning the Creed; Also of the Ordo Prophetarum of St. 
Martial of Limoges, 213. 
89 Daniel 3.  The response is drawn from Daniel 3:92. 
90 Daniel 3:17-18. 
91 The names of these four figures are complicated.  The pattern of naming them changes 
in the text of Daniel, moving from Sidrach, Misrach, and Abdenago, as noted here, to 
Ananias, Azarias, and Misael in verse 88. It is difficult to say if Azarias is meant to be 
calling out to his companions not in the furnace or if the litany of names is changing for 
other purposes. Gleason Archer’s 1958 translation of Jerome’s commentary on Daniel 
offers no clarification on the alternating names. Gleason L.  Archer, Jerome's 
Commentary on Daniel (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1958), 635-38. 
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walking in the midst of the fire, and there is no hurt in 
them, and the form of the fourth is like the Son of God.92  

 
 
By witnessing the appearance of the fourth figure and his similarity to Christ, 

Nebuchadnezzar takes on the prophetic role appointed to him in the Ordo Prophetarum.  

 The three Hebrews in the fiery furnace can be interpreted as types for Christian 

martyrdom.  More generally, however, they are read typologically as examples of how 

God can work miracles to protect the faithful from persecution at the hands of their 

enemies.  The Hebrews themselves do not appear on the façade at Notre-Dame-la-

Grande, but a nave capital at Saint-Lazare at Autun typifies their representation in 

medieval art (Figure 9).  Nebuchadnezzar and the four prophets after him do seem to 

represent an abbreviated version of the Ordo Prophetarum.  However, Nebuchadnezzar’s 

role in medieval art and his prophetic nature are not limited to the one incident 

highlighted in that text.  The events that lead up to the casting of the three Hebrews into 

the furnace are repeated in Daniel, in which an immense version of his golden idol 

appears in one of Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams.  

 The biblical narrative of Nebuchadnezzar begins with the first line of the first 

chapter of Daniel:  “In the third year of the reign of Joakim king of Juda, 

Nabuchodonosor king of Babylon came to Jerusalem, and besieged it.”  One of the 

Babylonian invader’s first tasks was to send his eunuchs out among the people of Israel, 

under orders to collect some of the noble children of Israel, “Children in whom there was 

no blemish, well favoured, and skilful in all wisdom, acute in knowledge, and instructed 

                                                
92 Daniel 3:91-92. 
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in science, and such as might stand in the king’s palace, that he might teach them the 

learning, and the tongue of the Chaldeans.”93  

 Daniel was one of these children.  The eunuchs renamed him Baltassar, but he 

held himself removed from the temptations of the king’s table and wines.  The prince of 

the eunuchs, concerned over his job, begged Daniel to eat meat, saying that his lean face 

would betray his habits and thereby enrage the king.  Daniel negotiated ten days of 

vegetarian food for he and his fellow Israelites, at the end of which “their faces appeared 

fairer and fatter than all the children that ate of the king’s meat.”94 Pleased with the 

results, the eunuch, Malasar, allowed this diet to continue. In exchange for their 

dedication to ritual purity, “to these children God gave knowledge, and understanding in 

every book, and wisdom: but to Daniel the understanding also of all visions and 

dreams.”95  A few days later the children were called before the king, and Daniel and his 

companions shone forth. “And when the king had spoken to them, there were not found 

among them all such as Daniel, Ananias, Misael, and Azarias: and they stood in the 

king’s presence. And in all matters of wisdom and understanding, that the king inquired 

of them, he found them ten times better than all the diviners, and wise men, that were in 

all his kingdom.”96  So the future prophet remained at court. 

                                                
93 Daniel 1:4 
94 Daniel 1:15 
95 Daniel 1:17 
96 Daniel 1:19-20 
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 In the second year of his reign, “Nabuchodonosor had a dream, and his spirit was 

terrified, and his dream went out of his mind.”97  Scared and unable to recall, much less 

interpret his dream, he called together his wise men, diviners and magicians, and 

commanded that they discover the nature of his dream and provide him with an 

interpretation on pain of death. The Chaldeans responded that he asked the impossible, 

“For the thing that thou askest, O king, is difficult; nor can any one be found that can 

shew it before the king, except the gods, whose conversation is not with men.”98 Enraged, 

the king sent out an order than all the wise men in the kingdom be put to death.  The wise 

men were slain, and orders were made to include Daniel and his companions in their fate.  

Daniel was made aware of the order, and the reasons for it, and went first to the king to 

ask for time to solve his problems.  Returning to his companions, Daniel asked them to 

pray for divine assistance in discovering this secret and thereby save their lives.  God’s 

reply came in the form of “a vision in the night.”99  Praising God, who “changeth times 

and ages: taketh away kingdoms and establisheth them, giveth wisdom to the wise, and 

knowledge to them who have understanding,”100 Daniel returned to the king.   

 Like Joseph with Pharaoh, Daniel then preceeded to tell the king both what he had 

dreamed and what it meant.  Informing the king that in his dream he had witnessed the 

violent destruction of a great statue made out of gold, silver, brass and iron, with feet of 

clay, Daniel interprets the dream in an apocalyptic fashion.  Telling the king that he was 

                                                
97 Daniel 2:1 
98 Daniel 2:11 
99 Daniel 2:19 
100 Daniel 2:21 
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the golden head, Daniel notes that the other metals throughout the body represent the 

kingdoms to follow Nebuchadnezzar’s, and their subsequent destruction.   

Thus though sawest, till a stone was cut out of a mountain 
without hands: and it struck the statue upon the feet thereof 
that were of iron and of clay, and broke them in pieces. 
Then was the iron, the clay, the brass, the silver, and the 
gold broken to pieces together, and became like the chaff of 
a summer’s thrashing floor, and they were carried away by 
the wind: and there was no place found for them: but the 
stone that struck the statue, became a great mountain, and 
filled the whole earth.101  

 

The statue, a symbol of Babylon’s power and Nebuchadnezzar’s idolatrous refusal to 

follow God, is vanquished. As it falls, Daniel reasons, so too shall the might and glory of 

Babylon. Images of the destruction of the golden statue are common in the Spanish 

Beatus manuscript tradition, which often includes the text of Saint Jerome’s commentary 

on the Book of Daniel.  Folio 40v of the Morgan Beatus shows the great statue being 

struck in the leg by the stone with the dark wavy form of the mountain in the background 

(Figure 10).102  This narrative, and that of Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Jerusalem 

which saw the holy city taken from the Israelites and put under the domination of Eastern 

pagans, was widely known in the twelfth century. 

 A visualized theological treatise, the façade of Notre-Dame-la-Grande, like the 

Ordo Prophetarum, speaks evangelically, particularly through the inclusion and voices of 

the non-Christian figures who join in the argument for Christ’s (and through him, 

                                                
101 Daniel 2:34-35 
102 New York, Morgan Library M. 644, c. 940-945. 
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Christianity’s) superiority.103  These forms of discourse are similar to those used in the 

discursive polemical tracts discussed earlier in this chapter. The Old Testament and 

Jewish figures included in the façade, from Daniel to David, are regular participants in 

visual forms of this medieval debate. The figure of Nebuchadnezzar, nestled on his 

throne, is a less usual inclusion (Figure 11). Judaism is well represented in both the Ordo 

Prophetarum and the façade.  The classical pagans from the play are missing from the 

façade.  However, when the polemic tradition of referring to Islam as the new form of 

paganism discussed above are considered, the reasons for Virgil’s absence from the 

façade and Nebuchadnezzar’s placement may become clear.  Virgil is not needed, 

because the form of paganism that most interested twelfth-century theologians was not 

Roman, but Eastern.  Nebuchadnezzar may act here both as a character who provides a 

prophetic justification for Christ and as an emblem of paganism. That may explain both 

his position on the façade and why, although the four prophets are shown in conversation 

with one another, he is resplendent in his solitude.    

 Pre-Christian history in the façade’s timeline terminates above the left-hand arch.  

Placing the prophets closest to the Annuciation makes theological and visual sense, as 

does commencing this timeline with Adam and Eve.  In terms of scriptural placement, 

then, Nebuchadnezzar is in the only logical space. It is the place where pagans belong in 

this narrative structure. The arrangement of the scenes on the façade can also be read as a 

series of related pairs. Reading across the façade’s lower tier as a whole, moving in from 

                                                
103 Yvonne Labande-Mailfert, Poitou roman, trans. Pamela Clarke, 2nd ed., La nuit des 
temps (Yonne: Zodaique, 1962), 63-67.  



53 

both left and right, reveals a series of allegorical associations.  Adam and Eve are in this 

way paired with the wrestling or embracing couple, sometimes interpreted as 

personifications of Justice and Peace (Figure 12). Nebuchadnezzar meets up with the 

image of Christ’s bath. The four prophets are then paired with the Nativity, and, as is 

often seen, the Annuciation and the Visitation become a related group.  Nebuchadnezzar 

and the scene of Christ being bathed in a font are the most unusual of all of the façade’s 

images. The scene of Christ’s bath and the Eucharistic and baptismal allusions of his 

chalice-shaped font, can be read as a short, sacramental testament to the power of 

Christian salvation (Figure 13).  Through Christ’s life, presented by his body, the new 

covenant of Christianity, represented by baptism, and the ongoing presence of his 

sacrifice on earth through the Eucharist, all Christians come to salvation.104 The 

counterpoint to this image, then, would be one of ultimate damnation and lasting 

separation from God.  That is the fate of Babylon Nebuchadnezzar witnessed in his 

dreams, as well as the destiny of all those who choose to follow the Babylonian king 

rather than bear witness to the supremacy of Christ.   

 The presence of this Babylonian king, whose dreams foretold the fall of all earthly 

powers before God in the end of days, seems to include Islam in the façade’s overall 

message of Christian supremacy. The overall evangelical tone of the façade supports this 

secondary interpretation. That no Muslims would have ever, in all probability, seen the 

façade, and therefore been converted by its arguments, was likely not a matter of serious 

                                                
104 Pamela A. Patton, "Et Partu Fontis Exceptum: The Typology of Birth and Baptism in 
an Unusual Spanish Image of Jesus Baptized in a Font," Gesta 33, no. 2 (1994): 84-88. 
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concern.  Like Peter the Venerable’s texts purportedly written for a Muslim audience, the 

potential impact of such dialogues on actual Muslims seems to have been less important 

than their value as internalized dialogues that provided a sense of theological security to a 

Christian readership. 

 Babylon and Persia were both regularly referenced in connection with Islam in 

Crusades-era texts, and images of Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams were quite widespread in the 

twelfth century.  Saint Augustine of Hippo, in his masterwork Civitas Dei, defines the 

world of the faithful in contrast to the world of the corrupt through the metaphorical 

comparision of the cities of Jerusalem (paradise) and Babylon (the world). In the book of 

Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar, having received word of the impending destruction of his city, 

walks into the palace of Babylon.  

Is this not the great Babylon, which I have built to be the 
seat of the kingdom, by the strength of my power, and in 
the glory of my excellence? And while the word was yet in 
the king’s mouth, a voice came down from heaven: To 
thee, O king Nabuchodonosor, it is said: Thy kingdom shall 
pass from thee.105   

 

As a symbolic prefiguration of the desired capture of the Holy Land and defeat of the 

Muslim rulership by the crusaders, Nebuchadnezzar would have been particularly potent.  

 Nebuchadnezzar is shown crowned and enthroned on the façade at Notre-Dame-

la-Grande, much as he appears on a cloister capital from Moissac (Figure 14).106 In both 

                                                
105 Daniel 4:26-28 
106 Meyer Schapiro, The Sculpture of Moissac (New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1985), 
54, figure 74. 
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cases, these images seem to represent the king after his period of madness, when in 

penalty for his rejection of God’s authority, he was cast out into the wilderness.  

The same hour the word was fulfilled upon 
Nabuchodonosor, and he was driven away from among 
men, and his body was wet with the dew of heaven: till his 
hairs grew like the feathers of eagles, and his nails like 
bird’s claws.  Now at the end of the days, I 
Nabuchodonosor lifted up my eyes to heaven, and my sense 
was restored to me: and I blessed the most High, and I 
praised and glorified him that liveth for ever: for his power 
is an everlasting power, and his kingdom is to all 
generations.  And all the inhabitants of the earth are reputed 
as nothing before him: for he doth according to his will, as 
well as the powers of heaven, as among the inhabitants of 
the earth: and there is none that can resist his hand, and say 
to him: Why hast thou done it? At the same time my sense 
returned to me, and I came to the honour and glory of my 
kingdom: and my shape returned to me: and my nobles, and 
my magistrates sought for me, and I was restored to my 
kingdom: and greater majesty was added to me.  Therefore 
I Nabochodonosor do now praise, and magnify, and glorify 
the King of heaven: because all his works are true, and his 
ways judgments, and them that walk in pride he is able to 
abase.107  

  

The entire structure of the narrative presented in the portal sculpture of Notre-Dame-la-

Grande could be read as an allegory for the crusading belief that Western Christian 

dominion over Jerusalem was God’s will, and that those who stood in opposition to the 

achievement of this goal (read: Muslims) were acting against God himself, and not 

merely his appointed terrestrial combat force. Recognition of this ultimate reality could, 

in the minds of some crusading theologians like Peter the Venerable of Cluny and 

                                                
107 Daniel 4: 30-34 
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Bernard of Clairvaux, result in the widespread conversion of Muslims to Christianity.108  

Odo of Deuil noted that the pope’s instructions to the crusaders were “to visit the Holy 

Sepulchre and to wipe out our sins with the blood or the conversion of the infidels.”109   

 The addition of Nebuchadnezzar, his earthly power and territories now returned to 

him, to the theological treatise at work on the façade of Notre-Dame-la-Grande may be 

read in much the same terms as Debra Strickland’s argument concerning the Saracen 

included in the tympanum at Beaulieu that will be discussed in chapter 2. 110 Strickland 

posited that this figure represented the ultimate conversion of Muslims and Jews to 

Christianity at the end of days.  Moving from a generic Saracen figure to 

Nebuchadnezzar emphasizes the political and theological concerns of France in the 

aftermath of the First Crusade. Here, the utilization of a high-profile biblical king of 

Babylon, who attests to the glory of God in his own voice from within the text of Daniel, 

can be seen as an aspirational model for the Muslim rulers against whom the crusaders 

were engaged in the Holy Land. Were the rulers to convert, and submit themselves to the 

will of God as the crusaders understood it, then their territories would come with them. In 

this way, as Linda Seidel explored with the conflation of Charlemagne and Constantine 

and the uses of both during the Crusades, the figure of Nebuchadnezzar at Notre-Dame-

la-Grande allows for a twelfth-century Aquitianian audience to presume that the threat 

posed by this new ‘race of Persians,’ as Urban II called them, will be turned neatly aside, 

                                                
108 Virginia Berry, "Peter the Venerable and the Crusades," in Petrus Venerabilis, 1156 - 
1956: Studies and Texts Commemorating the Eighth Centenary of His Death, ed. Giles 
Constable and James Kritzeck (Rome: Herder, 1956), 144-47. 
109 Ibid., 146. 
110 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 160-61. 
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defanged and made irrelevant. Their empire will become part of the spreading victory of 

Christianity, perhaps even resulting in the Crusade ideal of a global Latin Christendom. 

The façade seems to speak to these distant rulers, asserting that their only hope for the 

preservation of their thrones is to accept, as Nebuchadnezzar did, the ultimate authority 

of Christ.  Thus the threat of the new Babylon – Islam - is turned away and negated 

through the connections forged between it and its scripturally defeated precedent.  
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Chapter Two:  
 

‘Facing’ the Enemy: Imaging Muslims in Twelfth-Century Aquitaine 
 

 
One of the articles of belief among them goes this way: The 
Saracen religion arose through the sword of Mohammed and will 
fall through the sword which will be God’s, that is to say, it began 
through the sword and through the sword will end.  There is another 
argument to the same point. Another article says: The Jews had 
their time and state and fell, and so also the state and realm of the 
Saracens will fall; but the belief and state of the Christians will 
endure until Christ again descends from heaven where he now lives, 
makes all things straight and level, and slays the Antichrist.  
– William of Tripoli, De statu Sarracenorum111 
 

  
  
 Upon his return from the Crusades, Gaston IV, viscount of Béarn, called ‘le 

Croisé’ (the Crusader) donated a substantial sum towards the construction of a new 

cathedral dedicated to the Virgin Mary in Oloron-Sainte-Marie.112  Gaston, who had 

fought alongside Raymond of Toulouse and Godfrey of Bouillon during the siege of 

Jerusalem in 1099, was part of a veritable dynasty of regional lords who had been 

involved in battles against the Umayyad caliphate in Spain and the Crusades to the 

East.113 His donation to the church, which may have been motivated by gratitude for his 

survival, likely impacted the sculptural program selected for the new central double 

portal (Figure 15).    

                                                
111 Quoted in McGinn, Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the Middle Ages, 
154. 
112 Ruth Bartal, "Le programme iconographique du portail occidental de Sainte-Marie 
d'Oloron et son contexte historique," Les Cahiers de Saint-Michel de Cuxa, no. 18 
(1987): 96-97. 
113 Steven Runciman, A History of the Crusades, vol. 1 (Cambridge: 1951; reprint, 
Penguin Books, 1991), 281-83. 
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 Created around 1120-50, the main tympanum is carved with an elaborate version 

of the Deposition.114 The two smaller tympanums show Daniel among the lions and a 

standing male figure with his hands wrapped around the throats of a flanking pair of 

winged lions. The two archivolts are filled with a larger set of the twenty-four Elders of 

the Apocalypse above a narrower collection of laborers, shepherds and fishermen.  At the 

base of this inner archivolt are two almost freestanding sculptures that jut out from the 

façade to confront entering visitors.  On the right is a triumphant rider whose horse is 

standing squarely on the twisted, trammeled figure beneath its hooves.  On the left, the 

elaborately garbed legs of a man twist out of the fanged maw of a lion.  At the base of the 

trumeau, directly beneath the crucified form of Christ, are two chained atlas-like figures, 

whose twisted faces and awkwardly bent arms testify to the weight of the structure above.   

 Turbaned and exotically garbed, the grimacing Saracens from the trumeau of the 

cathedral of Sainte-Marie in Oloron-Sainte-Marie are chained together in misery (Figure 

16).115 The duo has much in common with the hard-riding Muslim warriors in the 

frescoes of the mid-twelfth century Templar chapel of Le Dognon at Cressac (Sud-

Charente), discussed later in this chapter. Both images are constructions, attempts to 

literally ‘face’ the foe that appears in crusading sermons and chansons de geste.  In an 

age when mimetic representation was less important in figural presentations there was 

still a need to immediately and directly differentiate between Christians and Muslims, the 

                                                
114 Bartal, "Le programme iconographique," 96. 
115 For the history of the cathedral, see Pierre-Louis Giannerini, La cathédrale Sainte-
Marie d'Oloron (Saragossa: Artes Gráficas, 2002); Bartal, "Le programme 
iconographique." 
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‘us’ and the ‘Other.’  Both ideologically and visually, this seems to have posed a complex 

problem in the twelfth century. 

 Earlier scholarship on the image of Muslims in Western medieval art has focused 

primarily on thirteenth-century or later examples.  Debra Strickland, whose book 

Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art sought to explore a wide 

range of visual modes of Othering, limited her investigation of depictions of Muslims 

largely to those that most closely correspond to the image of Muslims found in medieval 

romances and other texts.  Although her work highlights some of the attributes I will 

discuss here, she uses very few early examples of such imagery.  Nor does she speculate 

on why the face of Islam seemed so challenging for medieval artisans who were capable 

of creating definitive systems of symbolic identification. In this chapter, I will discuss 

several modes of representation used to portray Muslims in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries and how these formulae functioned in the few twelfth-century Aquitainian 

images of Muslims. These images often run counter to both medieval textual 

presentations of Muslims and scholarly expectations of visual imagery based on such 

sources. I argue that the dualistic definition of Islam as a faith, discussed in Chapter 1, 

complicated medieval attempts to depict Muslims. In addition, the active role of Muslims 

in both the Crusades and crusading ideology made it difficult to subject Muslims to the 

same tropes of passivity and subjugation seen in contemporary depictions of Jews. The 

‘face’ of Islam in the twelfth century was as divided and complex as the ideological and 

theological definitions of Islam.  
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 Very few identifiable French twelfth-century images of Muslims are extant in any 

context.116  In general, medieval depictions of Muslims seem to appear in one of three 

contexts: as portraits or illustrative figures, as with the marginal portraits of the Prophet 

Muhammad in some medieval chronicles; as part of a narrative scene, as in the Cantigas 

de Santa Maria, or, as described by Ruth Bartal, as tropes in images of Christian triumph, 

as with the Saracen pair from Oloron-Sainte-Marie.117  This last category seems to be the 

least common, while the second narrative category is considerably more usual.    

 One of the more unexpected issues facing those who look for a set of concise 

iconographic formuale that could be directly interpreted as crusading references is the 

relative sparsity of twelfth-century representations Muslims and of crusaders and 

Muslims at war.  From the thirteenth century on, numerous manuscript cycles, like those 

of the Grandes Chroniques de France, show any number of a series of historical – or 

historicized – images of crusaders in battle.  Crusading ideologies and ideals seem to 

have been most often presented allegorically in the twelfth century, which in turn 

emphasizes how theologians and chroniclers were striving to fit the Crusades into the 

pre-existing worldview. Three of the best documented fresco cycles with potential 

crusading allusions (Berzé-la-Ville, Le Puy and Santa Maria in Cosmedin) fall into this 

                                                
116 More Romanesque examples do exist in Spain, as explored by Ruth Bartal. Bartal, 
"The Image of the Saracen," 93-97. 
117 On images of the Prophet Muhammad, see Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 
189-92. On the appearance of Muslims in Romanesque images of Christian triumph, see 
Bartal, "The Image of the Saracen," 86-89.  
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category and do not present any images of battle, Muslims, or Christian warriors.118 

Elements of crusading ideology or justification so present in twelfth-century texts, such 

as allusions to the battles of the Apocalypse or the re-creation of Old Testament figures 

as proto-crusaders, forged a view of history and the present that allowed for the Crusades 

to fit in as an integral, even expected, part of the unfolding of scriptural time.   

 Such flexibility in incorporation is notable in twelfth-century art and texts and the 

attitudes that shaped them. As Jeanne Fox-Friedman noted, “…the Church attempted to 

interpret current events, such as the Crusades, within the context of scriptural historia.”119   

In this sense, the physical reality of the battles as historical events were perhaps seen as 

less significant than their interpreted meaning, at least from an ideological perspective.  

Perhaps another challenge in crafting historicized images of crusading battles is that of 

presenting Muslims themselves as people and soldiers on a field, rather than symbolic 

units of a perceived demonic or cosmic force. Twelfth-century artisans were tasked with 

facing, literally, the enemy most of them had never seen. 

 As crusaders faced the enemy on the Syrian plains, European artisans were 

presented with the challenge of creating a physical face for Islam. The communicative 

nature of public works of fresco and sculpture required readability or the development of 

iconographic formulae that would render the subject recognizable to the average viewer.  

                                                
118 See Anne Derbes, "Crusading Ideology and the Frescoes of S. Maria in Cosmedin," 
The Art Bulletin 77, no. 3 (1995): 460-78; Anne Derbes, "A Crusading Fresco Cycle at 
the Cathedral of Le Puy," The Art Bulletin 73, no. 4 (1991): 561-76; Elizabeth Lapina, 
"The Mural Paintings of Berzé-La-Ville In the Context of the First Crusade and the 
Reconquista," Journal of Medieval History, no. 31 (2005): 306-26. 
119 Jeanne Fox-Friedman, "Cosmic History and Messianic Vision: The Sculpture of 
Modena Cathedral at the time of the Crusades" (Columbia University, 1992), 96-97. 
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This process was likely complicated by the developing set of ideological connections 

between Muslims and the Antichrist and the forces of the Apocalypse.  A cosmic enemy 

should be vast, fearsome, potentially deadly; how could an artisan impart this sensation 

while depicting an equestrian warrior?  Does ideology take second seat to figural images, 

or can the two be effectively merged? How should one depict and denote Muslims?  

What is the face of Islam? 

 Just as there was no one theological definition of Islam, there was no one face of 

Islam in twelfth-century art.  Nor were the developing iconographic markers necessarily 

based in the natural or daily world.  As Debra Strickland noted, “Just as the medieval 

Christian image of Jews bore little resemblance to actual Jews, so the medieval Christian 

view of Muslims bore little resemblance to actual Muslims.  Just as we might speak of an 

‘imaginary Jew,’ so we can refer with equal confidence to an ‘imaginary Muslim.’”120  In 

many ways the development of a physical face for Islam echoed the mechanisms at play 

in literary and textual explanations of the practices of the faith, wherein no amount of 

accurate information seemed to shift the desired and heavily repeated misrepresentations. 

As may be witnessed in many aspects of Western medieval art, no mimetic demand 

overrode any perceived ideological necessity when it came to representing the foe.  

   

Assigning Attributes 
 
 Attributes, or small symbolic elements added to a figural depiction, were the tools 

most regularly used by medieval artisans to enable their viewer to rapidly identify the 

                                                
120 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 165. 
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character(s) depicted.  The majority of these attributes were readily codified, such as the 

Magdalene’s pot of ointment or the carding comb of Saint Blaise.  In depictions of saints, 

these elements often refer to moments from their vitae.  The Magdalene’s ointment jar, 

for instance, refers to her cleansing and caring for the physical body of Christ after his 

crucifixion. In the case of martyrs, who are often also shown carrying palm fronds as a 

symbol of their martyr status, the implements of their martyrdom often became their 

personal identifying markers. Saints who held certain positions within the church 

hierarchy, like Saint Blaise, are regularly shown in their official garb. This combination 

acts as a specific symbolic set of identifiers, hence a bishop martyr with a carding comb 

is Saint Blaise.  Facial likeness is unnecessary; the symbols provide all the pertinent 

information required for an informed viewer to recognize this particular saint. 

 This symbolic shorthand method of identification was also implemented to 

identify those who stood outside the Christian community.  Scholars like Debra 

Strickland and Sara Lipton have identified an assortment of physical characteristics or 

attributes regularly associated with ‘bad’ people.121  Images of Jews in particular seem to 

utilize a fairly codified set of iconographic and physical markers, although variances do 

regularly occur.  Attributes like pointed or Phrygian caps, wild unruly hair, forked full 

beards and odd or elaborate clothing worked alongside a panoply of physical 

deformations, like humped backs, exaggerated or hooked noses and darkened skin.122  

What Strickland has termed a “full pictorial mode of rejection” incorporated a range of 

                                                
121 Ibid., throughout; Sara Lipton, Images of Intolerance: The Representation of Jews and 
Judaism in the Bible moralisée (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999). 
122 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 95-101. 
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negative signs and situational depictions.123 Already at work in the twelfth century, as can 

be seen in the figure of Caiaphus on the infamously polemical mid- century ivory 

Cloisters Cross, these visual formulae of exclusion and derision continued to develop and 

codify throughout the Middle Ages.  

 These visual signs of otherness are not limited to attribute-like markers but do 

seem to form the primary models of this visual code of rejection. As Debra Hassig noted, 

“this code is a largely semiotic one, and is not limited to specific attributes, such as exotic 

headgear and badges, but also involves careful manipulation of line, color; directionality, 

relative positioning, opposition, and repetition.”124 The expectation has often been that a 

similar set of consistent pejorative attributes or physical markers associated with 

depictions of Jews would be present in the developing image of Muslims throughout the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries.  This does not, however, seem to have occurred, and 

what iconographic patterns can be seen in twelfth-century images became inconsistent in 

later periods.  

 One identifying marker that does seem to appear fairly regularly in twelfth-

century depictions of armed Saracens both in the Aquitaine and elsewhere is a round 

shield. Eastern exempla were likely sources for this attribute. In Byzantine icons, like the 

tenth-century ivory plaque icon of Saint Demetrios held by the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, soldier saints carry round shields (Figure 17). There are also Islamic prototypes for 

                                                
123 Ibid., 96. 
124 Debra Hassig, "The Iconography of Rejection: Jews and Other Monstrous Races," in 
Image and Belief: Studies in Celebration of the Eightieth Anniversary of the Index of 
Christian Art, ed. Colum Hourihane (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 26. 
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the attribute from the Iberian Peninsula. Muslim and Christian warriors both bear round 

shields on the panels from an Andalusian carved ivory box made at Cuenca, Spain, in 

1026 (Figure 18). The utilization of round shields in Eastern and Islamic art seems to 

have been rooted to some degree in actual practice. David Nicolle noted that kite-shaped 

shields were more commonly used by Europeans while both Byzantine and Muslim riders 

generally carried a round leather or wooden shield in the tenth- to thirteenth- centuries.125 

This military reality may not only have inspired the selection of a round shield as a 

Muslim attribute in twelfth-century European works but also have added a sense of 

Eastern authenticity to such depictions.  

 Although not specifically identified as a Muslim, black ‘le Fel’ bears an 

ornamented round shield in a floor mosaic from Vercelli in Piedmont, made around 1148 

(Figure 19). Roland, standing guard over his dying horse, faces a monstrous warrior who 

bears an arrow-like spear and a round shield on a choir capital from the twelfth-century 

church of Notre-Dame at Cunault (Figure 20).126 The Saracen Ferragut bears a round 

shield in his combat with Roland on the façade of the ducal palace at Estella in Navarre 

from between 1150 and 1165.127 An exception to this pattern is the Chanson de Roland 

frieze on the façade of Saint-Pierre in Angoulême.  There, the Muslim warriors battling 

                                                
125 David Nicolle, Medieval Warfare Source Book: Christian Europe and its Neighbors 
(London: Brockhampton Press, 1998), 37, 76, 112. 
126 Maine-et-Loire, founded fourth century, nave completed around 1170, exterior by the 
thirteenth century. Rita Lejeune and Jacques Stiennon, The Legend of Roland in the 
Middle Ages, trans. Christine Trollope, vol. II (New York: Phaidon Publishers, Inc., 
1971), figure 60. 
127 Ibid., figure 63. 
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with Roland and Oliver and the Christian knights all bear round shields (Figure 21).128 

Round shields are also borne by the frescoed Muslim warriors at the Templar chapel of 

Le Dognon, who will be discussed in greater depth later in this chapter.  

 These twelfth-century examples seem to indicate a relative stability in the use of 

the attribute in that period. In the thirteenth century, the same pattern appears, but with 

much less consistency. The Muslim warriors charging towards Adémar of Le Puy in a 

thirteenth-century manuscript illumination of the battle of Antioch bear round shields 

(Figure 22).129 So, too, do the warriors battling Saint George in the thirteenth-century 

frescoes from the ambulatory chapel of Saint George in the cathedral of Clermont-

Ferrand (Figure 23). Round shields are also used in the miniatures of a late thirteenth-

century manuscript of the Chanson d’Antioche, now held at the Bibliothèque nationale de 

France in Paris.130  Folio 173v shows crusaders engaged in battle (Figure 24).  The 

                                                
128 Bartal, "The Image of the Saracen," 88. Bartal notes that the headgear is different 
between the two forces at Angoulême; however, this observation is debatable.  The 
conical helms worn by the majority of the Muslim figures are not consistently different 
from those worn by the Christian protagonists, with the sole exception of the crown worn 
by Charlemagne.  
129 Thirteenth-century manuscript of William of Tyre’s Histoire d’Outremer, possibly 
created in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem. British Library MS Yates Thompson 12, fol. 
29. 
130 Bibliothèque nationale de France, français 786.  French, fourth quarter of the 
thirteenth century, Artois or Hainault. This manuscript contains a calendar and the 
illuminated texts of two Alexandrian romances (Roman d’Alexandre, Pris de Defur) 
along with the Chanson d’Antioche. Much of the Old French Crusade cycle is present, 
including the Chevalier au Cygne, Fin d’Elias, Retour de Cornumaran, Chetifs, and the 
Chanson de Jerusalem. All date from the same period, perhaps indicating that this 
compendium was created for a former Crusader or at the very least a patron vastly 
interested in the narratives of the early Crusades. According to Nigel Thorp, the 
manuscript may well have been written at Tournai by a single scribe in the second half of 
the thirteenth century.  Nigel Thorp, Emanuel J. Mickel, and Jan A. Nelson, eds., La 
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central knight, possibly Baldwin of Boulogne (Bauduin in the rubric) his kite shield 

quartered in red and blue and emblazoned with a rearing white lion, is shown driving his 

sword through the back of a crumpled warrior who slumps over the bowed head of his 

gray horse. Advancing towards the crusader force is a warrior whose face has been 

eradicated.  On his bent right arm, he presents a round crimson shield decorated with a 

white scalloped line circling a central stud or boss. In an illumination of the combat of 

Godefroy de Bouillon and Marbrin on folio 265v from the Chanson de Jerusalem in the 

same manuscript, Marbrin is shown carrying a large round shield, this time in blue, but 

again marked with a scalloped or floral white pattern around the central boss  

(Figure 25). 131  

 These examples should be enough to substantiate round shields as a Saracen 

attribute. However, any assertion that round shields might have been used as a 

consistently Muslim attribute is complicated by this very manuscript.  The same shield 

borne by Marbrin appears on the leader of the Christian force in the miniature of the siege 

of Jerusalem on folio 246, in which an armed force is gathered before the city. Round 

shields are shown in the miniature of the siege of Antioch on folio 178, held by a pair of 

Muslim defenders.  Standing in a window, the defender on the left is looking down 

morosely on the Christian besiegers, one of whom also bears a round shield (Figure 26).  

                                                                                                                                            
Chanson de Jerusalem: Volume 6 of the Old French Crusade Cycle (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1991), 11.  The same theory is presented in Jan A. Nelson, 
ed., La Chanson D'Antioche: Volume 4 of The Old French Crusade Cyle (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 2003), xii. 
131 Also last quarter of the thirteenth century, French, Artois or Hainaut. 
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 These miniatures create enough ambiguity about the use of round shields as an 

identifier in the thirteenth century that any assertion that these shields are always meant 

to denote a Muslim warrior, and only a Muslim warrior, is conditional at best.132 While 

the frescoes at Le Dognon and the other earlier examples mentioned previously may 

suggest that a greater consistency in the use of a round shield as a Muslim attribute 

existed in the twelfth century, by the thirteenth century it was evidently no longer fixed. 

This may imply that the extant twelfth-century models had limited influence, or that, as 

with the shifting theological definitions of Islam discussed in chapter 1, constructing one 

set image of Muslims was complicated for twelfth- and thirteenth-century Europeans.  

 The lack of consistent Saracen attributes is not limited to the armory. Turbans and 

headscarves are often assumed to bear a direct connection with Saracens, but as Ruth 

Mellinkoff has noted, this was not always the case.   

The turban, too, appears as a multivalent headdress in the visual 
arts, usually to characterize the exotic foreigner, the individual 
from afar—distant in time, distant in place, or distant in customs 
and religious belief.  As early as the twelfth century the turban 
appears as a headcovering for ancient biblical Jews (Israelites), as 
represented by a turbaned figure marking the Tau in the 
Klosterneuburg Altar…In later works of art a host of fanciful, 
elaborately designed turbans appear as a headgear for a variety of 
types: the magi, Old Testament Jews, Ishmaelites, Saracens, 

                                                
132 It is also worth noting that one of the most commonly depicted eastern/Byzantine 
standard shield shapes is round.  Round shields are seen regularly in Byzantine icons of 
the warrior saints, for example, as well as eastern mural paintings, like those of Saint 
Sergios at Mar Musa al-Habashi in Syria.  Byzantine heavy infantry shields were 
generally oval, but foot soldiers regularly carried small round shields. Bearing this in 
mind, the round shape could simply be meant in some cases as an indication of a 
warrior’s Eastern origin, and again not be faith-specific.  Ian Heath and Angus McBride, 
Byzantine Armies 886-1118 (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 1979), 8. 



70 

pagans, allegedly evil New Testament Jews, and…some pious and 
virtuous New Testament Jews.133 

  

 In twelfth-century imagery, turbans often mark figures meant to be understood as 

bad and may serve to conflate the wearers with Muslims.  A panel from the 1175-85 

Limoges enameled reliquary of Saint Valerie, now held at the Hermitage Museum in 

Saint Petersburg, shows the martyred saint being decapitated by a turban-wearing soldier 

(Figure 27). In versions her vita, Valerie is beheaded at the behest of her scorned fiancé, 

Duke Stephen, the first duke of Aquitaine.134 By the eleventh century, the Duke Stephen 

of the legend is also described in the vita of Saint Martial as “the master of all Gaul who 

participates with the apostle [Saint Martial] in the conversion of his lands.”135 At no point 

in the legend does any connection between Stephen, his forces and Islam appear, yet the 

executioner wears a turban.   

 The figure of Dives, the wealthy man from the parable of the beggar Lazarus 

recorded in the gospel of Luke, is depicted in a turban on the north wall of the choir of 

the mid-twelfth century church at Vicq.136 In the gospel account, the wealthy man “was 

clothed in purple and fine linen; and feasted sumptuously every day,” yet he ignores the 

                                                
133 Ruth Mellinkoff, Outcasts: Signs of Otherness in Northern European Art of the Late 
Middle Ages, vol. 1 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 60-61. 
134 Daniel F. Callahan, "Eleanor of Aquitiaine, the Coronation Rite of the Dukes of 
Aquitaine, and the Cult of Saint Martial of Limoges," in The World of Eleanor of 
Aquitaine: Literature and Society in Southern France between the Eleventh and 
Thirteenth Centuries, ed. Marcus Bull and Catherine Léglu (Woodbridge: The Boydell 
Press, 2005), 31-32. 
135 Ibid., 31. 
136 Marcia Kupfer, Romanesque Wall Painting in Central France (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993), figures 207-12. 
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suffering of Lazarus, who lay outside his gate.137 The wealthy man dies at the same time 

as the poor bedraggled Lazarus, but while Lazarus awakens in heaven, the rich man is 

taken to hell.  In his torments he cried out to Abraham, saying: 

Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that 
he may dip the tip of his finger in water, to cool my tongue: 
for I am tormented in this flame. And Abraham said to him: 
Son, remember that thou didst receive good things in thy 
lifetime, and likewise Lazarus evil things, but now he is 
comforted, and thou art tormented. And besides all this, 
between us and you, there is fixed a great chaos: so that 
they who would pass from hence to you, cannot, nor from 
thence come hither.138 

 

Denied this comfort, the wealthy man then begs to be allowed to return to warn his five 

brothers of the fate that awaited them should they follow in his footsteps, but again 

Abraham denies his request, saying “if they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will 

they believe, if one rise again from the dead.”139 

 Interpretively, there can be little doubt that the rich man marked for damnation is 

being conflated with Saracens and the other enemies of Christ marked by a turban, but 

again, this headgear does not seem to designate only Saracens.  At Vicq and on the 

Valerie reliquary, the turban is an exotic and amorphous symbol of Otherness that 

delineates those apart from the Christian norm, but it is not solely reserved for Saracens.  

This amorphousness, as noted by Mellinkoff, could also explain the developing tradition 

of marking the three Magi as exotic or ‘Eastern’ by means of their headgear, as with the 

                                                
137 Luke 16:19. 
138 Luke 16: 24-26. 
139 Luke 16:31 
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elaborately capped figures on a capital from Saint-Lazare at Autun, now housed in the 

chapter house.140  

 There are, of course, many medieval images in which the turban or another form 

of cloth headgear (scarf or knotted head wrap) is meant as a Saracen attribute.  Such is 

doubtless the case with the chained pair of Saracens from Oloron-Sainte-Marie, discussed 

above. Interestingly, however, a corresponding chained pair of trumeau figures from 

Sainte-Foy in Morlàas do not wear turbans, although it is also unclear if they are meant to 

represent Saracens (Figure 28). The figure of a Saracen wearing a knotted headwrap 

appears beside a Jew, denoted by a peaked Phrygian cap, on the tympanum of the abbey 

church of Beaulieu, constructed around 1130 (Figure 29). Debra Strickland has argued 

that the tympanum at Beaulieu represents the “eschatological ramifications” of the 

success of the Crusades, noting that the position of the Saracen and Jewish figures in 

relation to Christ indicates their prophesied – or desired – conversion to Christianity on 

Judgment Day.141 Strickland noted that “the presence of the Muslim among the Beaulieu 

elect gives the Last Judgment scenario a contemporary interpretation, and reassures 

viewers that the Christian conflict in the Holy Land will reap spiritual rewards for all.”142 

In contrast to the exempla of turbans worn to add a negative slant onto non-Saracen 

figures discussed above, this image is an identifiable Muslim whose inclusion in the 

overall program is actually part of a positive declaration.   

                                                
140 Linda Seidel, Legends in Limestone: Lazarus, Gislebertus, and the Cathedral of Autun 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 125-26, 35-36, figures 72-74. 
141 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 160-61. 
142 Ibid., 161. 
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 In later images, the turban also appears on both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ figures. In an 

early 1280s manuscript of Gautier of Coinci’s Miracles de Notre Dame, a white-skinned 

Saracen is shown kneeling before an image of the Virgin.143 The Saracen wears a 

delicately peaked and intricately swirled low turban that flows into the lines of his curling 

hair.  Again, the turban here appears to be used as a specifically Saracen identifier, even 

within a positively charged image of conversion. 

 In other situations, the turban and/or headwrap is part of a package of obviously 

negative markers, intended to increase the savage or frightening appearance of a figure or 

armed force.  Such is the case with the scimitar-waving force of dark-skinned and head-

wrapped Saracens charging into battle against the French in a fourteenth-century copy of 

William of Tyre’s Histoire d’Outremer (Figure 30).144 Again, it is difficult to determine 

whether the headscarf is a particularly Saracen attribute or a marker of an exotic other 

here being worn by a gathering of Saracens.  It is certain, however, that particularly when 

combined with black skin the headwrap is meant to operate as a significant element in the 

miniature’s overall presentation of the Saracens as a threatening force of Eastern and 

exoticized Others. Both the headscarves and the figures’ blackness operate as negative 

markers that combine to present a clear statement of racial/religious difference. 

 
Blackness and the Saracen Body 
 
 Theories as to what Muslims should look like abounded in the Middle Ages. 

                                                
143 Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS fr. 1533, fol. 100v (detail). Ibid., 168. 
144 Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS fr. 22495, fol. 154v, detail. Ibid., 181. 
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Natural histories and medical texts, which emphasized a regional explanation for the 

various temperaments and physical types of the world, formed the basis for any number 

of geographical assumptions about race, physiognomy and behavior.145  There is, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, a strong consistency between the depiction of the inhabitants of various 

areas of the world in such texts and the descriptions of Saracens found in romances and 

other medieval writing. As Debra Strickland noted, “the descriptions in the chansons de 

geste are instrumental in promoting the notion of physically striking Saracens. Most are 

dark-skinned, some are ugly, and nearly all possess extraordinary size and strength.”146 

Jean Devisse’s lengthy exploration of blackness and its attendant racial markers in 

medieval art may have contributed to a scholarly set of assumptions about the role – or 

regularity – of blackness in the visual materials of the Crusading era.147 

 The regularity of these textual descriptions has created a set of expectations about 

the physical and/or racial face of the Saracen in medieval art.  Jeffrey Jerome Cohen 

wrote that “Although Christians were aware of the wide differences in dermal 

pigmentation among Muslims, fantasies of the Saracen body generally imagined flesh as 

dark as the classical Ethiopian.”148 Although Cohen’s argument seems limited to the 

                                                
145 Akbari, Idols in the East: European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-
1450, 42-48, 140-54. 
146 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 173. 
147 David Bindman and Henry Louis Gates, eds., The Image of the Black in Western Art, 
Volume II: From the Early Christian Era to the "Age of Discovery," Part 1: From the 
Demonic Threat to the Incarnation of Sainthood (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2010), throughout. 
148 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, "On Saracen Enjoyment: Some Fantasies of Race in Late 
Medieval France and England," Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31, no. 1 
(2001): 119. 
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textual descriptions noted above and he does not investigate visual material as part of his 

argument, the totality and absolutism of such statements is troubling.  Similar 

expectations have also influenced scholars examining medieval images of Muslims. 

Alberto Bagby, writing on the thirteenth-century Cantigas de Santa Maria declared that 

“in the pictorial representation it is easy to distinguish the Moors from the Christians in 

the battle scenes, for the Moors are all ugly with long black beard,” although the 

miniatures display two physiognomic types of Muslims and neither seems totally in line 

with his abrupt judgment.149 Debra Strickland, struggling to interpret the multiplicity of 

Saracen image types in light of such repeated textual assertions, offers that: 

…dark skin is an identifying attribute to such an extent that 
a claim has been put forward for what amounts to a 
Saracen/Ethiopian “hybrid”, especially among crusaders, 
who distinguished between white and black Muslims. 
However, context and other identifying attributes, such as 
headgear and weaponry, make most Saracen identifications 
quite straightforward and clearly distinguishable from 
Ethiopian portraits.150 

 

 The subject of Strickland’s study was more the visual language of pejorative 

markers at work in medieval art than the overall image of the Saracen itself and so her 

selection of sample images stresses the significance and utilization of dark skin as a 

marker of ethno-religious identity. Since the publication of Strickland’s book, scholarship 

                                                
149 Alberto I. Bagby, "Some Characteristics of the Moor in Alfonso X’s ‘Cantigas.’" The 
South Central Bulletin 30, no. 4 (1970): 165. In all fairness, Bagby’s interpretation of the 
“ugliness” of these figures may well be influenced by his sources.  The phrasing of his 
article seems to speak to a lack of personal exposure to the miniatures, relying instead on 
the reproductions by José Guerrero Lovillo (164, n. 4).  
150 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 173. 
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on the idea and nature of race and blackness in the medieval West has expanded, and 

often nuances and occasionally problematizes some of Strickland’s initial forays into the 

visual record of such notions.151 As Geraldine Heng has noted, the very concept of race, 

its connections to religious identity and its meanings in the Middle Ages are far from 

simplistic.152  As with many discussions of race in the Middle Ages, Strickland’s 

discussion focuses more on the thirteenth-century and beyond, when, perhaps arguably, 

such ideas had taken greater hold and were/are more readily investigated.  Certainly again 

the scarcity of pre-thirteenth-century images of Muslims complicates any earlier 

examinations of the matter. The majority of the examples of black Saracens included in 

Strickland’s book were created after the twelfth-century, like the hook-nosed, grimacing 

black-faced Saladin being toppled by Richard the Lionheart’s lance in a bas-de-page 

jousting scene from the fourteenth-century Luttrell Psalter.153 From a cursory survey of 

such images, it seems it was in thirteenth-century and later chanson de geste manuscripts 

that the depictions most regularly match up with the textual descriptions of Saracens.   

 However, even in thirteenth-century imagery there is a marked divergence 

between the textual Saracen of the chansons de geste, redolent of Ethiopia and monstrous 

                                                
151 See, for example, D. Fairchild Ruggles, "Mothers of a Hybrid Dynasty: Race, 
Genealogy, and Acculuration in al-Andalus," Journal of Medieval and Early Modern 
Studies 34, no. 1 (2004); Siobhain Bly Calkin, "Marking Religion on the Body: Saracens, 
Categorization, and "The King of Tars"," The Journal of English and Germanic 
Philology 104, no. 2 (2005); Paul T. Levin, "From "Saracen Scourge" to "terrible Turk": 
Medieval, Renaissance, and Enlightenment images of the "Other" in the narrative 
construction of "Europe"" (Ph.D., University of Southern California, 2007). 
152 Geraldine Heng, "The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages I: Race 
Studies, Modernity, and the Middle Ages," Literature Compass 8, no. 5 (2011): 315-31. 
153 Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 180. 
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blackness, and the artistic or visual Saracen, which is much less regularized and fixed. 

None of the Muslims presented in the manuscript of the Chanson d’Antioche and 

Chanson de Jerusalem mentioned previously have black skin.  The only possible 

exception is the upright Muslim rider from folio 173v (figure 24), although a large streak 

of dirt or dust that runs down the page also crosses the face of this figure, making it 

difficult to tell if his dusky appearance is pigment or simply soil on the manuscript itself.  

His tumbling comrade has white skin. Such images point to more than one visual ‘type’ 

for Saracen/Muslim at work.   

 In twelfth- and thirteenth-century images of an armed Islamic force, depictions of 

Muslims of various racial ‘types’ occur.  Such is the case in the Rico Codex of the 

Cantigas de Santa Maria mentioned previously. Here, perhaps with the aid of Islamic 

manuscript models, the illuminators present two clearly distinguishable Muslim types. 

The first type is what I have termed the ‘Arab’ type.154 This type has blank parchment 

skin, a thick beard of brown, black, white, or red and a distinctively swirled turban. Here 

the Saracens display no notable facial disfigurations and the features are not dramatically 

different from those of the Christian figures. The second type, black-skinned Muslims, is 

more complicated.  The decision to present a Saracen as black as opposed to the Arab 

type seems to be somewhat dependant on the role of the Saracen in the tale being 

presented and is perhaps also influenced by the social class of the figure.  The Arab type 

                                                
154 I use the term “Arab” based on similarities to Islamic manuscript types and do not 
mean to imply any ethnic or geographic association. 
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predominates in the armed forces depicted in the Rico Codex, although black-skinned 

Muslims are occasionally present as well, as in the Cantiga 99 miniatures (Figure 31). 

 Such heterogeneity is noted in some crusading chronicles, which again regularly 

break away from the imagined Saracen of romance.  The anonymous author of the Gesta 

Francorum, a narrative account of the First Crusade, lists a multiplicity of enemies faced 

by the Franks: “There were three hundred and sixty thousand Turks, Persians, Paulicans, 

Saracens and Agulani, with other pagans, not counting the Arabs, for God alone knows 

how many there were of them.”155 The image presented in the Gesta Francorum is what 

Norman Housley called an “enemy that conflated the scriptural, classical, and historical 

worlds.”156 Suzanne Conklin Akbari noted the various racial/ethnic types of Muslims 

described in medieval romance, stating that “because ‘Saracen’ identity, like ‘Jewish’ 

identity, is depicted in medieval texts as being the product simultaneously of religious 

and ethnic difference, it partakes in both the binarism of religious alterity and the 

spectrum of bodily diversity.”157  

 Akbari posits that such portraits of racial difference may be influenced by the 

structure of the narrative in which these figures appear.  Muslims capable of assimilation, 

like the Saracen princess, or those desirable for conversion/assimilation, like the noble 

Muslim warriors of the Chanson de Roland, may depicted as fair-skinned in the text as an 

                                                
155 Quoted by Norman Housley, "The Crusades and Islam," Medieval Encounters 13 
(2007): 196. 
156 Ibid. 
157 Akbari, Idols in the East: European Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-
1450, 161. 
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indication of their potentially mutable nature.158  Those figures too monstrous or barbaric 

to be brought into the body of Christianity are permanently marked as apart by their black 

skin. Such textual visualizations may also account for the change of skin color from black 

to white noted in some baptisms of Muslims in medieval romances, like the dramatic 

transformation of the King of Tars.159 Again, however, visual art seems to stand apart 

from these textual delineations of racial identity and blackness-as-sign. Perhaps this lack 

of symbolic consistency noted above in the Cantigas de Santa Maria, the Chanson 

d’Antioche, and the Chanson de Jerusalem represent an attempt not to present the 

imagined Saracen, but rather to depict the historical Muslim.  When the context in which 

such images appear is considered, these images of a heterogeneous militant force, like 

that described in the Gesta Francorum, seem more comprehensible. 

 
 
A Muslim Force at War:  The Case of Le Dognon 
  

 The ethnic diversity of Muslim forces noted in the Rico Codex corresponds with 

that shown in the mid-twelfth century Templar commandery chapel of Le Dognon. A 

grandiose cavalry charge sweeps across the north wall (Figures 32-33).  This scene may 

well be unique. As discussed in my Master’s thesis, this is one of a very few twelfth-

century image cycles to represent Muslims in combat and is also the only French example 

                                                
158 Ibid., 157-66. 
159 Cohen, "On Saracen Enjoyment: Some Fantasies of Race in Late Medieval France and 
England," 121. 
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known to me that was created in the sacred space of a crusading monastic order.160 The 

upper register has often been interpreted as a visual record of a specific battle, and 

attempts to read these scenes as records of actual historical events, particularly the defeat 

of Nur al-Din at Krak des Chevaliers in 1163, have greatly influenced scholarship on the 

chapel.161 

 The north wall frescoes are divided into two registers and bordered by three 

different decorative bands of brownish red ochre and warm, off-white unpainted plaster. 

The upper register, not including the decorative bands, is 1 meter 30 (~ 4.26 feet) tall, 

while the lower register is slightly narrower at 1 meter 15 (~ 3.77 feet). The total height 

of the north wall to the springing of the barrel vault is 3 meters 7 (~10 feet). The frescoes 

begin just below the vaulting, placing the lower register at shoulder height. Several areas 

of the frescoes are damaged, mostly in patches roughly a foot or so in length. One 

massive area of damage is towards the east end, which all but obliterates one of the 

scenes in the lower register and leaves only small elements, like the head of one Muslim 

rider, visible in the upper register. 

 The upper register depicts a group of mounted Christian warriors, identified by 

flanged crosses on their surcoats, pennants and shields. Repeated fleur-de-lys are 

scattered across the background. The knights are outside a city or fortress, giving chase to 

                                                
160 There are images of a Templar force in the commandery chapel at San Bevignate, in 
Umbria, Italy. 
161 Malcolm   Barber, The New Knighthood: A History of the Order of the Temple 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 202; Paul Deschamps, "Combats de 
cavalerie et épisodes des Croisades dans les peintures murales du XIIe et du XIIIe siècle," 
Orientalia Christiana Periodica 13 (1947): 470; Charles Daras, "Commanderies et 
chapelles des Templiers dans la région charentaise," Archeologia 27 (1969): 42-49. 
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mounted Muslims who, identified by their round shields and pointed helms, are riding 

into another cityscape at the far east end of the register. This one continual chase gallops 

across the entire register, and there is no indication that the scene should be read in 

segments, in contrast to the more complex narrative of the images below. 

 The north wall’s lower register presents a series of distinct events without blatant 

spatial divisions. Paul Deschamps described it as an encampment of soldiers taking part 

in a tourney or training skirmish.162 However, I argue that what Deschamps read as a 

single scene, similar to the upper register, is actually a series of four or five vignettes 

combined into a more complex narrative structure. The series seems to represent 

moments of Christian/Muslim interaction in the Holy Land. The encampment noted by 

Deschamps is a cluster of tents in the center.   It is flanked to the left by a two scenes of 

Christian knights and what is likely a sortie or pair of battle scene to the right, although 

the final scenes are difficult to analyze because of the extensive damage to this area. 

 Eight Muslim riders appear in the upper register, although damage has all but 

eradicated five of them (Figure 32). A small trumpeter also appears, perched on the 

crenellated top of the tower rising out of the city into which the Muslim force is fleeing. 

Only three of the remaining Muslim figures, including the trumpeter, have black or 

darkened skin. These figures are more visible in a series of watercolors of the north wall 

                                                
162 Deschamps, "Combats de cavalerie et épisodes des Croisades dans les peintures 
murales du XIIe et du XIIIe siècle," 133-34. 
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frescoes made by Eugène Sadoux in 1872 and now housed in the collection of the Musée 

d’Angoulême (Figure 33).163  

 Although damage has also made much of the lower register panels difficult to 

decipher, the heterogeneous depiction noted in the upper register persists.  The scenes, 

which present an as-yet unidentified narrative, also contains a mixture of black and fair-

skinned figures, none of which appear monstrous.  The troops riding out from the cluster 

of pavilions bear round shields, and there are two dark-skinned figures among the tightly 

clustered mass. The scene continues with a tall, sword wielding Muslim who is leading a 

second figure by the wrist out of the cluster of tents behind him. This could be a prisoner 

exchange, although the actions immediately following may indicate something more 

sinister. The force riding west, on the far side of the pavilions, also contains a single 

dark-skinned rider. Composed of five knights with their swords drawn, followed by three 

foot soldiers, this group is charging towards an opposing armed force.  

 Damage has obliterated the rest of the group riding from the east, although 

logically they most likely represent a Christian force. On the far side of the damage, a 

projecting set of forefeet indicate another group, placed back to back with the missing 

Muslim force. Facing this second obliterated group, is a vast army of knights bearing 

black and white quartered oblong shields. At least twenty-three separate heads are visible. 

Considering the minimal numbers of figures seen across the register, one may assume 

                                                
163 Images of recreations of Sadoux’s watercolors by Yvonne Giraud-Hanriot are 
available through the website of the Ministère de la culture – Médiathèque du patrimoine, 
http://www.culture.gouv.fr/public/mistral/mdp-
etudes_fr?ACTION=CHERCHER&FIELD_98=AUTOR&VALUE_98=%20Yvonne&D
OM=All&REL_SPECIFIC=1, accessed 21 October 2010. 



83 

that they are meant to be representative of larger forces. If this assumption is true, then 

the army riding out from the corner must represent a vast force indeed. Throughout all 

these depictions, however, there are no turbans or dramatic facial differentiations to 

distinguish the Muslims riders from their Christian counterparts.  

 These images do not need to represent one specific historical event in order to be 

interpretable as historicized, or meant to reflect the physical forces the brethren of the 

Templars at Le Dognon faced on a regular basis in the Holy Land. The less allegorical, 

more representational imagery here may well have served the ideological needs of the 

brethren, particularly when contextualized within the rest of the chapel’s fresco program.  

As will be discussed further in chapter 3, the image of Saint George in combat with a 

dragon on the west wall of the chapel relates directly to the dragon pennant borne by the 

last Muslim rider in the upper register on the north wall, visually and conceptually 

linking this terrestrial force with the cosmic allusions of crusading warfare presented by 

the warrior saint.  

 Despite this allegorical connection, however, the Muslim force at Le Dognon 

reflects the same diversity and lack of monstrosity noted in the Chanson de Roland frieze 

at Saint-Pierre in Angoulême.  There are also notable similarities between the mixed 

force at Le Dognon and that depicted in the Rico Codex.  In all three instances, a case 

could be made that either patrons or artisans had experienced direct contact with Muslim 

forces, which may in turn have influenced the mode in which they chose to have their 

adversaries depicted.  It could also reflect the thread of respect for the power and skill of 
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Muslim warriors often found in crusading textual histories as well as the Chanson de 

Roland.  

Baligant mounted his war-horse 
Marcule of Outremer held his stirrup. 
The brave man has a very large crotch, 
He is slender in the hips and wide in the sides, 
His chest is wide, it is handsomely moulded, 
His shoulders are broad and his face is very clear. 
His look is fierce, his head covered with curls, 
It was pure white as a flower in summertime; 
He has often proved his courage. 
God! what a brave knight if only he were a Christian!164 

 

The text of the Chanson de Roland describes the Muslim knight Baligant as beautiful and 

white-skinned, perhaps in literary homage to his desirability as a convert.  If such texts 

were used in conjunction with knowledge of the real ethnic diversity of Muslim forces in 

the Near East, however, reading skin tone in twelfth-century images of Muslims becomes 

complicated.  Although the Muslim force at Le Dognon is shown being effectively routed 

by Christian knights, and their spiritual condemnation is assured by their correlative 

association with the dragon battling Saint George, the Muslim riders themselves are 

depicted in greater accordance with ethnic and historical realities than any codified 

system of pejorative markers. Here, as with the ‘Arab’ Muslims shown in the Rico 

Codex, the difference in shield types can be explained as an identifier, but the racial 

identification with Ethiopians discussed by Debra Strickland is simply not present. 

 Whether this resulted from a desire for representational accuracy that would better 

connect the Templar brothers in France with their militant members in the East or simply 

                                                
164 Brault, La Chanson de Roland, 193. 
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the same lack of representational consistency in twelfth-century depictions of Muslims 

discussed above is uncertain.  The sole consistency is this troublesome inconsistency, 

which may in turn reflect a central problem for medieval artisans creating images of 

Muslims in the twelfth century and beyond.  To some degree, the formuale of pejorative 

depiction seem to require a conceptualization of the Other as passive or capable of being 

subjected to Christian artistic whim as well as Christian power.  A definitive set of 

representational markers requires, at some level, a definition of that which one desires to 

mark.  Militarily, conceptually and theologically, the medieval West struggled to define 

Islam in much the same way crusaders struggled against Islamic forces in the Holy Land.  

   

 
Passive vs. Active, Definite vs. Undefined: The Problem with ‘Facing’ Muslims 
 
 
 Not all the images discussed in this chapter can be directly explained by 

ideological needs.  What they may reflect, however, is the ideological complexity facing 

both artisans and crusading propagandists in the twelfth century.  To no small degree, 

defining the ‘face’ of Islam requires some form of definition of Islam itself;  a problem 

that remained largely debated and unresolved throughout the twelfth century.  

In this chapter, I have discussed both twelfth-century images of Muslims as well as 

several miniatures from a late thirteenth-century compendium of crusading epics and 

thirteenth-century Alphonsine Cantigas de Santa Maria. The relatively late dates of these 

manuscripts are pertinent to this study when one considers the almost rigid codification 

of attributes of Otherness associated with other groups, particularly the Jews, by this 
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period.  Images of Jews from the Bible Moralisée, created in the 1220s and ‘30s, are all 

but archetypal.165  Grotesque faces, menacing deeply shadowed eyes and caps so pointed 

they resemble the Tin Man’s funnel topper are all negative markers at work in this ornate 

manuscript.  The system of pejorative identifiers under development in the twelfth 

century is both fixed and fully functional by the time the Bibles Moralisées were crafted.  

Jews and other negative figures are clearly identifiable without any need for textual 

assistance.  That we cannot pinpoint a single consistent and definitive Muslim marker in 

the Chanson d’Antioche and the Cantigas de Santa Maria does not indicate a failure in 

the ability of medieval artisans to make use of the widely available symbolic and visual 

vocabulary of Otherness.  What it may indicate, then, is an issue with the idea of 

‘Muslim’ itself.  

 As discussed in chapter 1, debates over the nature of Islam were rife in the twelfth 

century.  Whereas the perceived failures of Judaism in its rejection of Christ were readily 

defined and established well before the increase of anti-Jewish polemical texts and 

images in the middle ages, Islam was not so simply iconographically or theologically 

described.  Blind Synagoga (Synagogue) acted quite effectively as a personification of 

Judaism’s rejection of the Christian truth represented by her counterpart Eccelesia.166 

There is no equivalent version of a Muslim Synagoga.  Even polemical images and 

                                                
165 Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek cod. 1179 and cod. 2554. See Lipton, 
Images of Intolerance: The Representation of Jews and Judaism in the Bible moralisée, 
throughout. 
166 Christopher G. Hughes, "Art and Exegesis," in A Companion to Medieval Art: 
Romanesque and Gothic in Northern Europe, ed. Conrad Rudolph (2006), 173-92; 
Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 98, 102, 06, 41, 63, 204. 
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notions attached to the Prophet Muhammad in medieval art and texts are not as 

definite.167 The lack of a definitive image seems merely evidence of the lack of a single 

definition of Islam in the Christian West. 

 As explored by John Tolan, the range of approaches taken by various Christian 

writers from Byzantium to the Iberian Peninsula to Western Europe varied extensively.  

Classically inspired ecclesiastical writers steeped in an Augustinian worldview recast the 

Saracen threat as a new version of the old pagan enemy.168  As discussed in chapter 1, 

chroniclers and commentators from the Iberian Peninsula tended to focus on the glorious 

materiality of the Umayyad caliphate and constructed elaborate links between the biblical 

Babylon, with its apocalyptic connotations, and their ongoing militarized struggles. 

Eastern Christian writers defined Islam as a heresy, a theory revisited in the medieval 

West by Peter the Venerable of Cluny.169 Perhaps frustrated by the failures of his 

conversionary efforts, Peter was also among a body of Christian writers who set forth 

tales of Muslim writers and theologians who themselves saw the error of their ways and 

the failures of their faith.170  This notion was also picked up by crusading chroniclers and 

forms the basis of such vignettes as Kerbogha’s conversation with his mother prior to the 

                                                
167 See, for example, Stefano Mula, "Muhammad and the Saints: The History of the 
Prophet in the Golden Legend," Modern Philology 101, no. 2 (2003); Svetlana 
Luchitskaja, "The image of Muhammad in Latin chronography of the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries," Journal of Medieval History 26, no. 2 (2000); Alberto Ferreiro, 
"Simon Magus, Nicolas of Antioch, and Muhammad," Church History 72, no. 1 (2003). 
See also Strickland, Saracens, Demons, and Jews, especially 159, 66, and 89-92. 
168 Tolan, Saracens, 105-34. 
169 Ibid., 50-64. 
170 John Tolan, "Saracen Philosophers Secretly Deride Islam," Medieval Encounters 8 
(2002): 193-94.  
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siege of Antioch in the Gesta Francorum.  His mother does not profess herself a 

Christian, but she does intimate that she believes that God fights on the side of the 

crusaders and fears for the death of her son should he continue on with the siege.171 

 Such theological determinations did nothing to stop the troubadours and romance 

authors from regularly referring to Saracens as pagans, however.  Nor did it alter other 

ongoing ideological connections between Islam and a whole host of scriptural, historical 

and theological enemies of Christianity.  Muslims are associated with the Philistines who 

faced David, the Babylonians who enslaved Israel, and arch-heretics Arius and Manes.  

Guibert of Nogent wrote “the Eastern regions were lands cursed on earth in the work of 

its teachers, bringing forth thorns and prickly weeds for those working it.”172  He himself 

justified crusading warfare in Augustinian terms, shaping it as a war in defense of 

orthodoxy.173 “What should I say about the Eunomians, the Eutychians, the Nestorians, 

how can I represent the thousands of hideous groups whose frenzy against us was so 

relentless, and against whom victory was so difficult, that the heresies seem to be 

beheaded not with swords by with sticks?”174  Guibert’s frustration in this preface to his 

account of the First Crusade is palpable, as is his conviction that the Crusade will result 

                                                
171 Natasha Hodgson, "The Role of Kerbogha's Mother in the Gesta Francorum and 
Selected Chronicles of the First Crusade," in Gendering the Crusades, ed. Susan 
Edgington and Sarah Lambert (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 167-69. 
172 Guibert de Nogent, The Deeds of Gods through the Franks: Gesta Dei per Francos, 
trans. Robert Levine (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1997), 30. 
173 Augustine first proposed the use of force, in the form of Roman troops, as a solution 
to the problem of Donatist heretics. Frederick H. Russel, The Just War in the Middle Ages 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 21-29. 
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in the ultimate and final resolution of these challenges to Latin Christian supremacy and 

authority. 

 Unlike the Jews, whose presence in Western European communities was an issue, 

albeit a contained one, Islam was an uncontained threat, both theologically and militarily.  

As Stephen Kruger wrote:  

Jews and Muslims…stand in particularly crucial relations 
to medieval Latin Christianity. Neither the national and 
ethnic confreres of Western Christians, as were European 
"heretics," nor, like Brahmans or Tartars or Africans, so 
distant from the Latin West as to have largely legendary 
status, Jews and Muslims stood in simultaneous proximity 
to and distance from Western European Christians? that is, 
in positions that guaranteed them a certain ideological and 
emotional significance within the processes of Christian 
self-definition. While Islam stood largely outside European 
Christianity, the fact of its "occupation" of Jerusalem, 
coupled with the sense that it might easily violate -- and 
had in fact (in Spain, France, Italy, the East) violated -- the 
borders of Christian Europe, made for a vivid belief in 
Islam's dangerous proximity, expressed most intensely in 
the repeated enterprise of crusading. By contrast, Judaism 
stood at least largely within Christendom, and Christian 
anxieties about Jews -- expressed in accusations of ritual 
desecration, clandestine murder, and the poisoning of wells 
-- were largely ones of proximity. The identification of 
Jews as different through clothing and "the badge," their 
isolation in ghettos, an economy of expulsions from and 
readmittances to Christian lands all express the strong 
desire to negate proximity, either by encapsulating the 
Jewish community and thus neutralizing its "power" or by 
excising it from the body of Christianity.175  

 
 The social controls enacted on Jewish populations in Western Europe were not 

infallible, and so textual and visual reminders of the threat were regularly repeated in the 

                                                
175 Steven F. Kruger, "Medieval Christian (Dis)identifications: Muslims and Jews in 
Guibert of Nogent," New Literary History 28, no. 2 (1997): 186. 
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Middle Ages.  The population was conditioned through these tales and images to 

anticipate, even expect, acts of Jewish subversion and treachery.176 This process of 

segregation, degradation and control could not be implemented in the case of Islam. 

Where Islam existed in Europe, it acted as a present and active threat, both theologically 

and physically.  The caliphal forces in Iberia could be pushed against, but not contained.  

Jerusalem could be taken, but that action did not enable Christendom to encompass, 

surround and subdue Islam as it had the Jewish communities in the West.   

 The Crusades, despite Guibert’s confident assertions, did not result in a Christian 

domination over Islam.  They had, in fact, the opposite effect on the Western impression 

of Islam.  The crusaders reached Jerusalem and looked East, across a vast sea of endless 

enemy territory.  Islam could not only not be ghetto-ized, it could not be conceptualized 

as a fixed and passive entity.  It was too vast, too dangerous, too challenging to both 

Christian territorial expansion and theological sense of self-security.  The best security 

theologians and apologists could offer the Christian West was to align Islam with other, 

previously defeated enemies, like the classical pagan foes of antiquity, or with those 

predestined to be defeated, like the destructive but ultimately fallible forces of the 

Antichrist from the Apocalypse. Alternatively, one could hope for and anticipate the 

eventual conversion of Islam and its incorporation into the body of Christianity, as 

presented on the tympanum of Beaulieu.   

                                                
176 David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle 
Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 18-42, throughout; R. I. Moore, The 
Formation of a Persecuting Society: Power and Deviance in Western Europe, 950-1250 
(Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 1987), 27-44. 
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 In all cases, however, Western Christian writers and artisans were not dealing 

with a passive force, but an active one.  Islam elicited great fear but also at times a 

grudging respect.  Peter the Venerable, examining Muslim beliefs through his copy of the 

Qur’an, must have experienced a sense of looking at Christianity’s distorted mirror 

image.  Prior to the Crusades, Europe north of the Pyrenees had not faced an equal, or 

equally dangerous, enemy.  Islam presented both a physical and spiritual threat. This 

active threatening aspect of a multi-regional militarized force of religious Others 

contributed to the difficulty in establishing one face for Islam and for Muslims in twelfth-

century art.  The subject was simply too vast and too uncontrolled to be easily subdued 

by the systematic application of negative semiotic markers.  Christian reactions to Islam, 

as noted above, were also complicated and became increasingly so throughout the 

Crusading period.  A greater awareness of Islam brought on by proximity and political 

necessity in the Latin Kingdoms filtered through the art and text of medieval Europe.  

Although the tropes established in the chansons de geste were much less mutable than 

such exposure may imply, with greater awareness came even greater challenges to the 

Western ability to easily define, delineate and encompass Islam.  It is this ongoing and 

increasing complexity, sense of threat, and perception of challenge that resulted, I argue, 

in the presence of multiple Islams – and multiple Saracens – in medieval art and text.  

The desire to ‘face’ the threatening enemy and there by visually define it was as complex 

as the developing theological and popular notions of Islam in the twelfth-century.   
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Chapter Three: 
 

‘And the Dragon Fought’: Muslims, Malecide, and Saint George’s Dragon 
 

Fairy tales, then, are not responsible for producing in 
children fear, or any of the shapes of fear; fairy tales do not 
give the child the idea of the evil or the ugly; that is in the 
world already.  Fairy tales do not give a child his first idea 
of bogey.  What fairy tales give the child is his first clear 
idea of the possible defeat of bogey.  The baby has known 
the dragon intimately ever since he had an imagination.  
What the fairy tale provides for him is a Saint George to 
kill the dragon.177 

 

 Medieval representations of saints are perceived to be quite stable.  Precisely 

formulated, the often hagiographically inspired images were constructed to inspire a 

pious devotional response.  Presentations of Saint George are rarely an exception. A nave 

capital at the late eleventh- and early twelfth-century abbey church of Saint-Pierre at 

Airvault shows George, mounted, in the act of spearing a dragon (Figure 34). This 

formula is that most common in Georgian imagery:  the saint on horseback is poised 

above the dragon that is already pierced by the saint’s spear and so subdued or slain.  At 

Airvault, the princess, solid and placid, appears behind the horse, her hands clasped in a 

patient gesture. In this capital, all the iconographic requirements of the dragon-slayer 

narrative are met, and the saint is clearly shown as victorious, his enemy decidedly 

vanquished before him.  

                                                
177 G. K. Chesterton, Tremendous Trifles (Mineola: Dover Publications, Inc., 1909; 
reprint, 2007), 86. 
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 This triad of dragon, woman and saint is codified, and in total accordance with 

hagiographical texts, such as Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend.  If one looks at 

medieval iconographic formuale as a form of semiotic, or meaning-bearing code, then 

this symbol was established in the twelfth century, at which point its significance should 

also be considered fixed.  The dragon is slain, evil defeated, and the fair maiden – and by 

extension, the general populace – is saved from a terrible fate. Such images seem to 

proliferate most rapidly in the wake of the First Crusade. The Western cult of George was 

reinvigorated by contact with the saint’s cult in the East, and George’s legendary 

appearance among Frankish forces at the Battle of Antioch in 1098 doubtless helped fuel 

this increase of devotional imagery.  Most significant for our purposes is the 

metamorphosis of George from passive martyr to active warrior during the crusading era. 

 It is at approximately this stage that the now-standard topos of George versus 

dragon arises. However, as noted by Jonathan Evans, the moment a code or symbol is 

established, it is also able to be manipulated, altered in ways that may notably modify the 

intended message.178  A variant of this standardized depiction existed in the twelfth 

century that has hitherto received very little focused attention.  In this variant, 

occasionally referred to as George combating the dragon (but without any attendant 

assumption of a difference in significance or meaning) the saint, on foot, faces an 

unwounded dragon of equivalent or larger size that is actively fighting back. This 

reconfiguration of the triad, I will argue, presents a shift in its symbolic value.  Modifying 

                                                
178 Jonathan D. Evans, "Semiotics and Traditional Lore: The Medieval Dragon 
Tradition," Journal of Folklore Research 22, no. 2/3 (1985): 90, 97-98.  
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the image to represent a moment of combat, rather than conquest, indicates an intentional 

alteration of the presumptive meaning.  

 In a handful of twelfth-century images George appears fighting a living, 

unwounded dragon. By the conclusion of the Crusading era, however, this variant 

disappears, and the image of a victorious saint posed over a vanquished dragon becomes 

the sole standard. Although this variant seems to be limited, and to have both arisen and 

vanished within a century, the potential significance of this alternative formula, in 

connection with contemporary events and their relationship to the changing cult of Saint 

George in the West during the Crusading era, may shed light on some of the more 

dynamic and complex cultural ideologies at work in twelfth-century Aquitaine. This shift 

in action and the disappearance of an earlier variant focused on struggle rather than 

victory suggests an ideological identification with George as the personification of 

Christianity facing an active and potentially deadly foe.  

 In this chapter, I will argue that images of Saint George and the dragon that fights 

back are deeply rooted in crusading ideology. These images assert a metaphorical 

connection between Islam and the cosmic evil of the Apocalypse, unite human crusaders, 

warrior saints, and the divine armies led by the Archangel Michael into one cohesive 

force riding forth under the banner of the cross, and help to elevate crusading action from 

terrestrial skirmish to part of the eternal Christian war against evil.  
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The Variant 

 On a nave capital from the 1120-40 Haut-Poitou church of Saint-Pierre d’Aulnay, 

a mail-clad warrior faces a roaring, winged monster, slightly larger than himself (Figure 

35).179 On the left-hand lower register on the façade of the Church of Saint-Pierre, Pont 

l’Abbé d’Arnoult the saint appears guarding an elegant female, his shield up and facing a 

rearing dragon (Figure 36).180  At the mid-twelfth-century Templar chapel of Le Dognon 

in Cressac (Sud-Charente) discussed in the previous chapter, George appears again on 

foot. Here the princess shelters behind George, whose shield is defensively presented and 

sword raised as he engages a great fire-spitting dragon, its claw extended as if to strike 

(Figure 37). This formula also appears on a nave capital in the church of Sainte-

Radegonde in Talmont-sur-Gironde, founded in 1094 (Figure 38). The variant is repeated 

on a capital from Saint-Pons-de-Thomières that is now held by the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art in New York.181 The saint also appears on foot facing an active dragon on a 

                                                
179 Rémy Prin, Aulnay: d'ombre et de lumière (Saint-Jean d'Angély: Editions Jean-Michel 
Bordessoules, 2009), 169-70. 
180 A similar pair appear in a fresco at the Baptistere de St-Jean in Poitiers, although in 
this instance, the saint depicted is accompanied by a tituli that identifies him with 
Maurice (Mauritius).  Such a depiction may indicate the ongoing conflation of the warrior 
saints, their attributed acts, and devotional or symbolic roles.  Jacobus de Voragine’s 
version of Maurice’s legend, for example, has no mention of any combat with a dragon, 
but his potency as a military saint is certainly evident in the text. Jacobus de Voragine, 
The Golden Legend, trans. William Granger Ryan, vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 188-92. 
181 St-Pons-de-Thomières, founded 936, destroyed 1170, Languedoc-Roussillon. For 
more on the capitals, that are now divided between the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, the 
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Romanesque sculpted console in the nave of the church of Saint-Pierre at Saint-Pierre-de-

l’Ile.182 English images of this variant also survive.183  

 A particularly striking alternate form of this variant appears on a nave capital at 

the famed Benedictine and Cluniac abbey church of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine at Vézelay, 

Burgundy, dedicated in 1104. Of the French sculptural versions noted here, this is the 

only one in which the two combatants are directly physically engaged.  The dragon’s 

claws grasp the saint’s garments, while he clutches the dragon’s jaw and raises his sword 

to strike (Figure 39). The “wrestling” posture of the figures on the Vézelay capital is akin 

to that of the combatants on a Mosan school enamel plaque, dated 1150-60, now held at 

the Louvre.  On the plaque, a soldier, his kite-shaped shield swung around his shoulder, 

grasps and stabs a winged dragon (Figure 40).184 In all cases, the size of the dragon in 

these images is significant, as is the fact that George is facing his opponent on foot.  Both 

are visual cues that place the combatants on a level field, implying that the two are 

equally matched. In other words, no immediate advantage is given to the saint. If 

                                                                                                                                            
Fogg Art Museum, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, see Molly Ohl Godwin, 
"Mediaeval Cloister Arcades from St.-Pons and Pontaut," The Art Bulletin 15, no. 2 
(1933): 174-89; Joseph Breck, "Three Capitals from Saint-Pons," The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art Bulletin 17, no. 5 (1922): 111. 
182 Saint-Pierre-de-l’Île, Charente-Maritime. François Marie Besson, ""A armes égales": 
Une représentation de la violence en France et en Espagne au XIIe siécle," Gesta 26, no. 
2 (1987): 115. 
183 Several eleventh- and twelfth-century English versions of the variant exist, including a 
on a monument from Conisborough (Yorkshire), beneath a small tympanum on the 
western façade of the church of Ault Hucknall, and on the lintel of the priory church of 
Saint Bees, among others.  
184 The Vézelay capital is also similar to an illuminated capital “A” from the 
commencement of the Apocalypse text in the Longleat Apocalypse of a man wrestling 
with a dragon. See Michael A. Michael, "An Illustrated 'Apocalypse' Manuscript at 
Longleat House," The Burlington Magazine 126, no. 975 (1984): 342. 
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anything, fighting a foe larger than he is puts George at a disadvantage, a situation that is 

dramatically altered when he appears on horseback. 

 These images are oddities, anomalies, and hard to interpret purely through 

hagiographical tradition.  In the Golden Legend, compiled largely from earlier narrative 

sources and fairly representative of all of George’s later hagiographical texts, the dragon 

does not struggle or mount any sort of defense; it merely raises its head from the lake, 

George charges, stabs it, and the princess leads the defeated animal away, “like a dog on 

a leash.”185 The Golden Legend adds that “Some books, however, tell us that at the very 

moment when the dragon was about to swallow the girl alive, George, making the sign of 

the cross, rode upon him and killed him,” and yet there is still no battle, no real struggle, 

no fight.186 The action is all George’s; the dragon, passive, again exists in the narrative 

merely to be slain.  In light of this textually passive dragon, these images of George 

struggling against an equal and potentially deadly adversary are troublesome.  The 

contrast between text and image raises the question:  what dragon is this? If the dragon is 

representative of evil, what form of evil fights back?  

 The dragon had many aspects in medieval culture.  A twelfth-century Bestiary 

describes the dragon as “the biggest of all serpents, in fact of all living things on 

earth.”187 It kills by constriction, and is “bred in Ethiopia and India, places of perpetual 

                                                
185 de Voragine, The Golden Legend, 239.  
186 Ibid., 240. 
187 T. H. White, The Bestiary: A Book of Beasts (New York: Capricorn Books, G. P. 
Putnam's Sons, 1960), 165. White’s book is a translation of a Latin prose Bestiary which 
was copied in the twelfth century and is now held at Cambridge University Library, MS 
11.4.26. 
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heat.”188 The Bestiary also tells us that ‘the Devil, who is the most enormous of all 

reptiles, is like this dragon” in that he rises from lower regions to ensnare and strangle 

those whose “way to heaven is encumbered with the knots of their sins.”189  This 

moralized link between Devil and dragon is a common one in the Middle Ages.  It is, in a 

sense, a doubled embodiment:  the Devil embodies evil and the dragon embodies the 

Devil, also known as the Foe. 

 A foe must have an opponent. Legends of dragon slayers are almost a universal 

heroic image, appearing in Europe in Scandinavian, Celtic, Greco-Roman and Germanic 

myth cycles.190 Central to these myths is the underlying message that the dragon is not 

immortal.  It can be fought, and, albeit with great difficulty at times, it can be slain.  It is 

the destiny of the dragon to be defeated, and so it is defeatable. That said, there is a vast 

and perilous difference between a living, fighting dragon and a dead one, and in medieval 

hagiographical texts and images of Saint George we find both. 

 

George, Saint and Warrior 

Faithful servant of God and invincible martyr, Saint George; 
favored by God with the gift of faith, and inflamed with an ardent 
love of Christ, thou didst fight valiantly against the dragon of 
pride, falsehood, and deceit. Neither pain nor torture, sword nor 
death could part thee from the love of Christ. I fervently implore 
thee for the sake of this love to help me by thy intercession to 
overcome the temptations that surround me, and to bear bravely 
the trials that oppress me, so that I may patiently carry the cross 
which is placed upon me; and let neither distress nor difficulties 
separate me from the love of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Valiant 

                                                
188 Ibid., 166. 
189 Ibid., 167.  
190 Peter Hogarth, Dragons (New York: The Viking Press, 1979). 
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champion of the Faith, assist me in the combat against evil, that I 
may win the crown promised to them that persevere unto the end.  
– Traditional Novena to Saint George191 

 
 
 Christianity’s most famous dragon slayer did not begin as one. Originally George 

was revered as simply an early and noble Cappadocian martyr. Duncan Robertson has 

noted that the earliest known version of the life of Saint George is a fifth-century Greek 

text, while the oldest surviving Latin version may be the ninth-century Codex 

Gallicanus.192 “Absent as yet,” Robertson notes, “is the famous dragon, a much later 

accretion.”193  Christopher Walter stated that the cult of Saint George is anomalous 

among the warrior saints in Byzantium, in that “he had, indeed, all the characteristics of a 

warrior saint, but he also readily assimilated those of other saints and of deities who were 

receiving cult in regions where devotion to him developed.”194  From his beginnings, 

then, the saint has acted as a catch-all figure, in whom the actions and attributes of other 

saints may be combined.  This early penchant for assimilated depictions may have 

inadvertently laid the groundwork for Western medieval depictions of the saint.  

 From these first vitae, George is established as a soldier martyr and his life 

historically situated during the reign of Diocletian.195 His cult developed early:  a church 

dedicated to him is mentioned as early as 518, and his cult center appears first in a 

                                                
191 Modern text, author unknown, From ‘A Treasury of Traditional Novenas”, 
http://www.fisheaters.com/novenas.html#george, accessed 3 April 2010. 
192 Duncan Robertson, The Medieval Saints' Lives: Spiritual Renewal and Old French 
Literature (Lexington: French Forum, Publishers, 1995), 40-41.  
193 Ibid., 40.  
194 Christopher Walter, The Warrior Saints in Byzantine Art and Tradition (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2003), 109.  
195 Ibid., 111.  



100 

pilgrimage narrative by Theodosius, dated to c. 530.  Aside from his sanctuary and cult 

center at Lydda, possibly built by the end of the fourth century, there was a church 

dedicated to him outside of Jerusalem.196  His cult and relics also rapidly spread west; 

Gregory of Tours (528-94) was reported to possess a relic of Saint George.197 

 Early mentions of the saint outside of his own hagiographical texts include several 

references in a seventh-century text of the vita of Theodore of Sykeon.  George here acts 

as a divine protector for the young man, shielding him from wild animals and in one 

memorable scene, threatening Theodore’s mother, who was attempting to halt her son’s 

nighttime visits to George’s martyrium, with an unsheathed sword and promises to 

behead her should she continue to meddle.198 He also intervenes against the classical Foe, 

Satan.  Noted by Walter as “an incident no doubt modeled on Christ’s temptation, 

Matthew 4:5-6,” George protects Theodore when “the enemy of the human race” comes 

to him disguised as his friend Gerontius and tries to convince the youth to leap off of a 

nearby cliff.199   

 George also appeared to Theodore’s grandmother, Elpidia who, Robertson relates:  

had a vision of a young man, ‘exceedingly handsome with 
shining clothes and curly hair like gold.’  She had no 
difficulty in identifying him as St. George ‘for he closely 
resembled his portrait.’ This was a common way of 
identifying a saint seen in a vision…No icons of George 
from the early seventh century have survived, but the 
depiction of him in Elpidia’s vision is close to his 
appearance in later ones.  It reveals that St. George’s 

                                                
196 Ibid., 112-13.  
197 Ibid., 113.  
198 Ibid., 115-16.  
199 Ibid., 116. 
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iconography was already established by the late sixth 
century as it would remain to this day.200  
 

Indeed, George appears in an encaustic icon from Saint Catherine’s at Sinai, dated to the 

sixth century (Figure 41).  Here he and his companion Theodore are shown flanking the 

Virgin and Child.  Although elements of armor can be seen beneath George’s robes, he is 

present here almost as an honor guard, and his static, upright form is no different than the 

traditional poses used for martyrs in early Byzantine icons.201 George is shown as a curly-

haired beardless youth, while Theodore, who stands on the right hand of the Virgin, is 

shown as a dark-haired and bearded adult. 

 The images of George in the lives and minds of others are no less fabulous that 

the tales of his own martyrdom.  The version of his passion recorded in the Codex 

Gallicanus details a series of torments and resurrections, as well as indictments against 

paganism and idolatry often particularly aimed at the idol/god Apollo.  Having heard of 

the Persian emperor’s declaration to persecute all Christians, George gives away his 

possessions and appears before the emperor to testify.  He declares his faith under 

interrogation and refuses to sacrifice to pagan idols.  He is tortured and imprisoned for 

the night whereupon, Robertson summarizes, “God appears to him in a vision, and 

informs him that his passion will last seven years, during which the torments inflicted 
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upon him will cause him no pain; he will die three times, and be resurrected three times; 

on the fourth occasion he will die definitively.”202   

 The following day George is beaten.  A magician named Athanasius gives George 

a poisoned drink of wine, which does not harm the saint, causing Athanasius to convert.  

Athanasius is subsequently put to death, and George is killed on a wheel.  His body is cut 

into ten pieces, which are then thrown into a well to prevent their veneration.  While the 

emperor celebrates his victory, he asks the company “Where is George’s God? Why does 

he not appear and deliver him from my hands?” At this, a cloud appears over the well.  

Saint Michael blows his horn and God reassembles and revivifies George, who appears 

before the emperor.  The emperor has him sawn in half and “thrown into a cauldron full 

of boiling pitch and lead,” but George is resurrected once again and reappears to the 

emperor, taunting him and saying, “Here you are with your Apollo, your god, but here I 

am with my Lord, Jesus Christ.” 203 George then revives a dead cow for a poor woman 

and resurrects five men, nine women and three children – all of whom have been dead for 

460 years – from a coffin filled with dust.204 

 The emperor has George killed for a third time, but he is resurrected again, this 

time converting the entire army to Christianity.  With the force behind him, he again 

confronts the emperor, repeating “There you are with Apollo, your god, but we are with 

our Lord, Jesus Christ.”  Baffled by his failures to kill the Christian, the emperor offers 
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George wealth and power if he will sacrifice to the emperor’s gods.  George agrees, 

saying he will do so the next day, but instead takes advantage of the evening to convert 

the empress and teach her the basic tenets of Christianity.   

The next morning, George’s sacrifice is announced; the 
converted widow now loudly protests his abjuration; in 
response, to reassure her, he [George] completes the cure of 
her son, and sends the child into the temple to call Apollo 
to come out.  The idol does so, obediently, identifying itself 
as a fallen angel, in the course of a dialogue with George; 
the latter then strikes his foot on the ground, and the idol is 
swallowed up.  George then destroys the other idols with 
the force of his breath. The queen goes to her death; George 
in a final prayer calls down fire from heaven to destroy the 
emperor…God replies, granting his prayer.  George is 
decapitated; and the passion is signed by one Pasicrates, 
supposedly an eyewitness and personal servant to the 
saint.205   

 

 The narrative is one of intense action and spectacular miracles, and, to a twelfth-

century audience, may have special appeal in the face of certain accusations lobbed 

against the current pagans of the Persian empire: namely, Muslims.  As discussed in 

chapter 1 of this dissertation, one of the most pointed arguments surrounding Islam in 

western writings was whether Islam was a pagan faith or a Christian heresy.  Both 

formulations included idolatry in the list of ills or sins committed by Muslims, and 

among the most regularly named Saracen idols was Apollo.206  Although it was George 

as dragon slayer – or dragon fighter – who seems to have most effectively captured the 

visual imagination of twelfth-century Europe, it is not difficult to see how the scripted 
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vitae of George would have provided additional information and inspiration for his 

selection as one of the standard-bearers of the Divine army in the current phase of 

Christianity’s eternal battles against the infidels.   

 Notably, however, the George presented in these early narratives is relatively 

peaceful. Although described as a soldier, it is not his actions in war that define his 

character. He does lead an army to the emperor, but it is a mutinous army making a 

statement and not one charging across the battlefield, arms at the ready.  What is also 

noticeable is the complete lack of a dragon or any sort of monstrous creature with which 

the saint engages in battle.  As Jonathan Evans noted, “The earliest Greek and Latin lives 

of the saint say nothing about the dragon, but focus instead upon the agonizing 

martyrdom of Saint George; not until the late twelfth or early thirteenth centuries did a 

dragon find its way into the story.”207 The dragon does not seem to appear in the Eastern 

vitae of George until around the eleventh century, although this may be a matter of some 

debate.  Oya Pancaro!lu notes that the earliest extant account of George slaying the 

dragon to save a princess is from an eleventh-century Georgian manuscript.208 

Christopher Walter, meanwhile, references images of George slaying a dragon without a 

princess from the tenth century.209 This discrepancy may be a differentiation between 

surviving images and surviving texts, although Samantha Riches has noted that the 
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dragon-slayer image tradition in the West seems to predate any accompanying 

hagiographical text noting the story.210 

 The purpose and nature of the dragon and the reasons for its inclusion are more 

easily established, and may shed light on how a cocksure Cappadocian soldier martyr 

became the divinely appointed assistant of the crusading armies. Pancaro!lu wrote: 

In a basic sense, successful dragon combat symbolizes the 
universal theme of humankind’s capacity to triumph over evil.  By 
extension of this basic symbolism, the battle between man and 
beast, in both textual and visual traditions, came to be associated 
with Christian military saints as a motif that mirrored their spiritual 
triumph over the persecution inflicted by pagan rulers.  It is 
improbable, however, that the feat of exterminating a dragon—or 
even a serpent—was ever an “original” aspect of the miracles 
attributed to these saints in their respective hagiographies.211  

 

It is through his development into a dragon-slayer, then, that George moves away from 

the traditional martyr role and instead becomes an active participant in the cosmic battle 

between good and evil. This more symbolic role becomes, in turn, the central element of 

Georgian imagery and hagiography. The thirteenth-century Golden Legend, for example, 

writes in extensive detail about George’s chivalric battle against the dragon to rescue the 

princess.212 

 

George as Crusader 

                                                
210 Samantha Riches, "'Seynt George...on Whom Alle Englond Hath Byleve'," History 
Today 50, no. 10 (2000): 46-47. 
211 Pancaro!lu, "The Itinerant Dragon-Slayer: Forging Paths of Image and Identity in 
Medieval Anatolia," 152.  
212 de Voragine, The Golden Legend, 238-42. 
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 In this active role, George is a perfect saint for the purposes of crusading 

ideologues. Moreover, Western images of George as dragon-slayer seem to have 

developed during the Crusades. Although, as Samatha Riches has noted, it is incorrect to 

suggest that the crusaders brought his cult back with them from the East, it is certainly 

true that his cult and hagiography in the West was dramatically expanded and altered 

during the Crusading era.213  It is also likely that the tradition of representing him in a 

militarized mode was influenced by Eastern or Byzantine objects and models, as in an 

eleventh-century Georgian icon of George defeating the Tyrant (Figure 42). George was 

not the only military or warrior saint, but in Europe he rapidly became the most popular 

or recognizable of that elite group, in no small way because of his purported involvement 

in the Crusades themselves.  Riches noted: 

Stories abounded of soldier-saints appearing to aid the Christians 
at critical moments in the various [Crusading] campaigns.  These 
heavenly warriors included Theodore, Demetrius and Mercurius, 
warrior saints who, along with Saint George, were identified as the 
assistants of the Archangel Michael…Of this group of soldier-
saints, which also included Saint Maurice on occasion, Saint 
George was perhaps the most famed; his first ghostly appearance 
was probably to aid the Normans against the Saracens at Cerami in 
1063, but the subsequent manifestations at Jerusalem and Antioch 
in 1098 were the most often recounted.214  
 

 Saint George’s nature as a front-line combatant in the wars against those who 

deny Christ is evidenced in the chronicle records of his appearance at the second Battle of 

Antioch in 1098.  The crusaders had won the city the previous year and left it garrisoned 

by a small force led by Bohemond of Boulogne and Raymond of Saint-Gilles.  Shortly 

                                                
213 Riches, St. George: Hero, Martyr and Myth, 12-13. 
214 Ibid., 12. 
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thereafter the city was besieged by a Muslim force led by Kerbogha (Kurbuqa), the 

Atabeg of Mosul.215  Intertwined with the siege in many of the chronicles is the narrative 

of the discovery of the Holy Lance, the location of which was revealed through the 

visions of one Peter Bartholomew, a monk who claimed to have experienced a visitation 

by Saint Andrew.216 Despite some purported skepticism on the part of Adhémar of Le 

Puy, the papal legate of the First Crusade, the Lance was verified, and the crusaders 

carried it through the city gates and into battle against Kerbogha. Peter Tudebode, a 

Poitevin priest who accompanied the First Crusade, narrates the subsequent events in his 

Historia de Hieroslymitano Itinere, written around 1111: 

…a vast army riding white horses and flying white banners rode 
from the mountains. Our forces were very bewildered by the sight 
of this army until they realized that it was Christ's aid, just as the 
priest, Stephen, had predicted. The leaders of this heavenly host 
were Saint George, the Blessed Demetrius, and the Blessed 
Theodore.  Now this report is credible because many Christians 
saw it. The Turkish division flanking the sea became aware of their 
inability to endure more and kindled a grass fire so that the view of 
it would precipitate the flight of those in camp. At the sight of the 
signal fire, the Turks seized and fled with all of their prized 
possessions and booty.217 

Similar narratives appear in the anonymous De Gesta Francorum et aliorum 

Hierosolimitanorum (c. 1100-1) and in the Historia Francorum Qui Ceperunt 

                                                
215 Tolan, Saracens, 114. 
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Iherusalem, the chronicle of Raymond d’Aguiliers, chaplain of Raymond of Saint-

Gilles.218 

 John Tolan has noted that “the Crusade, for Tudebodus, makes historical, 

theological and moral sense as part of a continuing struggle against paganism….”219 

Tudebodus’ chronicle is rich in depictions of the enemy, whom he equates with pagans.   

Tudebodus’s descriptions of Saracen paganism form a key element 
in his justification of the Crusade.  Christianity has from the 
beginning been locked in a struggle with paganism:  now the time 
has come – predicted in both scripture and in the stars—when 
Christ will vanquish the idols once and for all, and his people will 
come into his inheritance.  The army of God is painted in the colors 
of the Bible, described both as the righteous army of Israel and as 
the new apostolate.  The confrontation between God’s army and the 
pagan army, like that between the crucifix and the idol of 
Machomet, can have only one outcome: victory for the Christians.  
Themes essential to Christian history—pilgrimage, martyrdom, and 
the fight against idolatry—combine to form a powerful justification 
of the Crusade.220 

 
The Crusades put Christendom to war, and George’s appearance on the battlefield at 

Antioch can be interpreted as divine approval and support of the crusaders’ actions. It 

also makes the saint a crusader himself. However, this historicization of George provides 

some problems when it comes to images of the saint.  If the crusading narratives and 

chronicles are taken at face value, who or what, then, would be the historical enemy of 

the saint? 

 It seems likely that such narratives gave rise to the visual tradition that depicted 

the saint facing human enemies, often called ‘pagans’ or, in the case of solo figures, as 
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‘the tyrant’, as noted regarding the Georgian icon mentioned previously. A sculpted 

tympanum of about 1100 from Damerham in Hampshire (England), for example, shows 

the mounted saint mid-charge, striking down an armed enemy (Figure 43). George’s 

enemies are multiplied in a carving above the portal of Fordington Church at Dorset, also 

dated c. 1100 (Figure 44). Here, too, George is actively spearing his human opponent, 

while two figures behind him kneel, their weapons and shields discarded, and raise their 

hands in a gesture of either appeal or surrender. Referred to as Saint George overcoming 

the Pagans, the Fordington image is, according to Riches, the oldest of the saint extant in 

England, and its date coincides with the end of the First Crusade, when returning warriors 

may have brought with them accounts of George’s assistance of the crusader forces at 

both Antioch and Jerusalem.221  

 This formula, although presumably historically satisfactory, seems to have been 

even more short-lived that the dragon-fighter variant. Depicting a saint vanquishing 

human enemies did survive in other traditions, as may be seen in the vast numbers of 

images of Santiago Matamoros, or Saint James the Moor-Slayer. Why, in the case of 

George, was a human enemy not sufficient? Why did the dragon develop at all? The 

answer lies, I argue, in Pancaro!lu’s assessment noted above, namely that “successful 

dragon combat symbolizes the universal theme of humankind’s capacity to triumph over 

                                                
221 Riches, St. George: Hero, Martyr and Myth, 23. Riches notes that this formula did 
not, however, seem to originate in England, stating that “This may have been a copy of a 
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above, this may well have been part of the saint’s iconographic formula and 
hagiographical role which passed from the East in the twelfth century.  
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evil.”222 Not only does the change of opponent from human to dragon elevate the action 

to the cosmic level, but it also creates a series of connections among the enemies of 

George. That the saint is shown fighting two different opponents makes the dragon and 

the human rough equivalents, or even potential stand-ins, for one another.   The pagans 

George is shown defeating at Fordington, like those at Damerham, were conceptually 

linked through contemporary sermons and texts with the new pagan enemy, namely 

Muslims. The change from a potentially historicizable image of humans to the symbolic 

form of the dragon equates the new enemies with the old Foe, the Arch-Enemy, the 

cosmic evil against which the faithful are continually locked in struggle. The dragon is 

the symbolic embodiment of the evil that encompasses and incorporates all others. A 

human figure, then, is not needed when the dragon is the perfect stand-in for evil of all 

varieties. To continue to show George vanquishing people may have actually lessened the 

overall impact of the image and would certainly have stood in contrast with developing 

theories about the nature of the crusading enemy, which will be discussed more in depth 

below. 

 

 

The Warrior Saints and the Battle of Faith 

 The dragon also acts as a visual and ideological link, connecting the Archangel 

Michael, commander of the Divine armies, with his sainted human lieutenant, George. 
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This visual layering of the two figures may be seen in the similarity of the George variant 

to certain traditions depicting the Archangel in combat. The opponent facing Michael in 

images of the Apocalyptic battle can shift in form; as Lippincott stated, “The multiple 

nature of the dragon of Revelation—serpent, devil and Satan—offered the medieval artist 

depicting the combat a variety of options.  Consequently we see Saint Michael 

vanquishing dragons ranging from the two-legged, winged wyvern to a very human-

looking demon.”223  

 The variant of George is strikingly similar to certain images of the Archangel 

Michael in combat. On an eleventh-century nave capital described as Saint Michael 

battling Satan at Anzy-le-Duc in Burgundy, the Archangel is depicted protecting himself 

with a large, kite-shaped shield.  His sword is raised over his head, just crossing the tip of 

his near wing.  Facing him is a hybridized version of the Devil, with a wild, lion-like 

mane, an almost human face, and what may be the remains of a tightly curled, serpentine 

tail (Figure 45).224  Satan is unwounded, and although not armed with human weaponry, 

he is equal to or larger than Michael, and his roaring mouth creates a distinct sensation of 

immediate threat.  This capital bears a strong resemblance to one in the Benedictine 

abbey church of Notre-Dame-de-Cunault in Anjou referenced in chapter 2 (Figure 20). 

 A second Burgundian image is an illumination of the Archangel Michael from the 

Bible of Stephen Harding (c. 1109 – 1111) that commences the book of the Apocalypse 
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(Figure 46).225 In this miniature, the Archangel is shown on foot, his wings arched open 

over his head.  He protects himself with a large kite shield borne on his left arm, while he 

raises his sword in his right hand.  The sword overlies the throat of the dragon rising up 

to his right.  The dragon’s neck is fully extended and head titled up, mouth open in a 

final, silent cry. Its wings are sleekly arranged down its lower back, curving into the 

sinuous lines of its tail.  The Archangel’s sword has just sliced into the beast’s throat, as 

evidenced by the dark swelling trail of blood visible under the blade. Although the 

dragon here is wounded, while those facing George in the images mentioned above are 

not, the connections between the postures of the Archangel and George in battle are 

compelling.226   

 Michael, as the commander of the divine armies, is the archetype for all human 

warrior saints.  Scripturally recorded on four separate instances,227 Michael’s most 

prominent role in the Bible comes during the Apocalypse, when the battle from the 

beginning of Christian time (also called the Fall of Lucifer/Satan) is re-engaged, and the 

Archangel and his angels combat the Dragon and his forces. 

  And there was a great battle in heaven, Michael and  
  his angels fought with the dragon, and the dragon fought  
  and his angels: And they prevailed not, neither was their  
  place found any more in heaven. And that great dragon  
  was cast out, that old serpent, who is called the devil and  
  Satan, who seduceth the whole world; and he was cast unto  
  the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. And I  
  heard a loud voice in heaven, saying: Now is come salvation,  

                                                
225 Dijon: Library, Bibliothèque Communale, 12-15, IV fol. 125r.  
226 The correlations between this image and the Louvre’s Mosan enamel plaque 
mentioned earlier are also noteworthy. 
227 Daniel 10:13, 21, Daniel 12, Jude 1:9, and Apocalypse 12:7. 
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  and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of  
  his Christ: because the accuser of our brethren is cast forth,  
  who accused them before our God day and night.228   
        
 The Apocalypse doubtlessly played a significant role in twelfth-century 

spirituality and culture.  Although the role of Apocalypticism in crusading ideology has 

been a matter of some scholarly debate, the Apocalypse is all but omnipresent in the 

visual art of the period.229  Images drawn from the Apocalypse play a central role in 

Romanesque monumental sculpture both in and outside the Aquitaine.  Such sculptural 

programs acted as the public face of official piety in the Middle Ages and likely 

influenced individual theological conceptualizations and devotional practices as well. 

This vast body of material evidence creates the impression of a spiritual culture in which 

the Apocalypse was not only significant, but central. Although the focus on Apocalyptic 

imagery seems to have waned in French monumental sculpture around 1170, and it is less 

intensely present in Gothic than in Romanesque sculptural programs, this does not refute 

the importance of the Apocalypse in the first century of the Crusading era.230  

 Eschatological concerns and concepts were a formative and generative force 

during the Crusading era, and their resonance echoes through the various formuale of 

crusading propaganda and its attendant theorizations of holy war.  In terms of the holiest 

of warriors – the warrior saints – this connection between Michael’s celestial battle and 

                                                
228 Apocalypse 12: 7-10. 
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the terrestrial exploits of the warrior saints seems to have been a facile enough 

connection. Louise Lippincott noted: 

In Revelation, Michael’s conquest of the dragon ended the reign of 
Satan and cleared the way for the Resurrection and creation of 
paradise on earth. To medieval interpreters of the Bible, Michael 
became the ideal type of the Christian soldier or crusader seeking 
to fulfill God’s orders through military conquest.  The dragon 
represented not only the devil but also the infidel, the devil’s 
earthly equivalent.  Michael threw the dragon out of heaven just as 
crusaders wished to drive the infidel out of Jerusalem. The 
archetypal struggle between saint and dragon banished the beast to 
the outskirts of the Christian world; medieval military and 
religious life consisted of a constant struggle to keep him there.231  

 

Ongoing action was required, both by the human crusaders and the warrior saints, to 

maintain Christian victory over the infidel forces.  Such cosmic connections to crusading 

action were likely a formative element in the eventual inclusion of the dragon in Saint 

George’s personal hagiography, as discussed previously.  That terrestrial dragons were 

integrally linked with the supernatural beasts of the Apocalyse can be seen in an image of 

a mounted warrior, possibly Saint George, facing a multi-headed dragon on a twelfth-

century ivory or bone plaque, once part of a dagger sheath, currently housed in the Musée 

Sainte-Croix in Poitiers (Figure 47). As the Archangel faced his enemy in multiple forms, 

so too did his lieutenants.   

 The Archangel’s defensive role was not scripturally limited to the apocalyptic and 

final battle with Satan, however. Of interest to theologians and artisans invoking or 

depicting Michael in the twelfth century may have also been his role as the protector of 
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the people of God, as recorded in the visionary book of Daniel.  The eleventh chapter of 

Daniel is full of apocalyptic imagery of a great king who will come and lay waste to the 

land and defile the holy places: 

  And arms shall stand on his part, and they shall defile the 
  sanctuary of strength, and shall take away the continual  
  sacrifice, and they shall place there the abomination  
  unto desolation…And the king shall do according to his will,  
  and he shall be lifted up, and shall magnify himself against every  
  god: and he shall speak great things against the God of gods,  
  and shall prosper, till the wrath be accomplished.232   
 

Yet chapter 12 begins with a reminder that the people of God shall not be left defenseless 

in this terrible time. 

  But at that time shall Michael rise up, the great prince, who  
  standeth for the children of thy people: and a time shall come  
  as never was from the time that nations began even until that time.   
  And at that time shall thy people be saved, every one that shall  
  be found written in the book.233   
 

 The surrounding chapters – indeed, the entire text of Daniel – make many 

mentions of the Persian Empire, Libya, and Egypt, all places and identities with which 

the Muslim expansion would become connected in the era of the Crusades.  The most 

regularly referenced figure from Daniel in twelfth-century art was the Babylonian king 

Nebuchadnezzar, whose dreams foretold the fall of all earthly powers before God in the 

end of days, and whose potential connections with Islam were discussed further in 

chapter 1. Through such allusions, Muslims were associated with the historical enemies, 
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Babylonians and Persians, just as the notion of ‘Islam’ was becoming associated with the 

metaphorical construct of ‘Babylon’ so present in exegetical and theological treatises.  

 Both the historical and political enemy of Israel and the current enemy of Western 

Christendom have metaphorical counterparts drawn from the Apocalypse.  Babylon, with 

its worldliness, lasciviousness and lust for terrestrial power, is embodied in the Whore of 

Babylon, she who stands in contrast to the Woman Clothed in the Sun.234 Babylon is also 

used conceptually by Saint Augustine, who contrasts it with Jerusalem, the city of the 

blessed, in City of God.235  

 Composed in 1106-7, Robert the Monk’s version of Urban II’s speech before the 

Council of Clermont in 1095 reports that the pope referred to the crusaders’ enemy as 

“the race of Persians, a foreign people and a people rejected by God…has invaded the 

lands of those Christians…and has either overthrown the churches of God or turned them 

over to the rituals of their own religion.”236 Although Robert’s version does not 

specifically reference scriptural passages from Daniel, the rhythm and flow of the papal 

denouncement of the enemy has a similar feel to the apocalyptic Old Testament work.237 
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Guibert of Nogent specifically references both Daniel and Jerome’s commentary on the 

book in his version of Urban II’s speech, speaking of Daniel’s vision of the Antichrist, 

who “is to fix his tents on the Mount of Olives” and using the image to encourage the 

Frankish forces to fight “so that through you the Catholic name may be advanced to 

oppose the perfidy of the Antichrist and the Antichristians….”238 There can be little doubt 

that such texts attest to the active construction of a sophisticated set of connections and 

allusions between the historical and political foes of the Old Testament, the crusaders’ 

opponents, and their metaphorical Apocalyptic equivalents.  

 The notion, then, that Michael would once again stand as a guardian of God’s 

people under threat from an Eastern force would be expected in crusading ideological and 

propagandistic texts.  In lieu of the Archangel himself, however, Crusades-era accounts 

of miraculous interventions seem to stress instead the involvement of Michael’s human 

assistants or lieutenants – the warrior saints.  Later in Robert’s account, he records the 

events surrounding the surrender of Antioch in 1098.  A conversation is recorded 

between Bohemond239 and Pirrus, the Saracen prince of Antioch who enabled the city to 

be taken.  These passages contain a highly developed interpretation of the role of warrior 

saints in the First Crusade. 
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There was a certain Turkish emir in the royal city with whom 
Bohemond had a large number of private discussions during the 
truce.  Amongst other things he asked one day where he had put 
the camp of the innumerable army of shining white soldiers who 
came to their help in every battle.  He said that the Turks could 
never withstand their onslaught; as soon as they saw them, fear 
took hold; the white soldiers attacked the Turks like a whirlwind 
whilst the Christians wounded them; they rushed on the Turks 
whilst the Christians killed them.  Bohemund asked: 
 ‘Do you think that to be a different army from our army 
which you see here?’ 
 The Turk replied: ‘By Mahommed my teacher, I swear that 
if they were here this whole plain would not be large enough to 
hold them.  They all have white horses of astonishing speed, and 
clothes, shields, and banners of the same colour. Perhaps they are 
hiding so that we do not realise your full strength.  But by your 
faith in Jesus, where on earth are their camps? 
 Bohemond realized in a flash of inspiration from God that 
this vision came from God, and that the Turk was asking him not 
to lead him into temptation but in good faith.  He replied: 
 ‘Although you do not follow our law, I can see that you are 
well disposed towards us and approaching things in a good spirit.  
So I shall explain to you some of the mystery of our faith.  If you 
had any understanding of what lies beneath the surface you should 
thank the Creator for showing you the army of shining white 
soldiers; and be aware that they live not on earth but in the 
heavenly mansions of the King of Heaven.  These are the ones who 
suffered martyrdom for the faith of Christ and fought against 
unbelievers across the earth.  Their particular standard bearers are 
St. George, St. Demetrius and St. Maurice, who whilst they were 
on earth bore arms and died in the faith of Christ.  Every time we 
need it they come to help us by order of Lord Jesus Christ, and 
defeat our enemies…How could they get here so quickly if not 
from the heavenly regions in which they dwell?” 
 To which this Pirrus replied...: ‘So if they do come from the 
sky, where do they find all those white horses, shields, and 
standards? 
 Bohemund answered: ‘You are asking me about weighty 
issues beyond my understanding. If you do want to know the 
answer I shall send for my chaplain, who can reply to your 
questions on these matters.’ 
 The chaplain responded:  ‘When the all-powerful Creator 
decides to send his angels or the spirits of the righteous to earth, 
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they assume bodies of air…So now they appear bearing arms to 
show that they are coming to help warriors in battle.  But if they 
appeared as pilgrims or priests covered in white stoles, they would 
foretell not war but peace.  Once they have finished the task they 
came to do, they return to the heavens from which they came…’. 
 To this Pirrus replied: ‘You describe wonderful and 
credible things stemming from him whom you say is the Creator, 
things which we had never heard of before.’ 
 Bohemond interrupted, saying: ‘Oh Pirrus, surely the things 
the Lord Jesus Christ (in whom we believe) achieves through us 
must seem truly miraculous to you?  The fewer we are, the 
stronger we become; whereas you become weaker as your numbers 
grow…You can work out from that that, although one Creator 
brought both us and you into being, he gave a much greater 
amount of his strength to us than to you. So certain we are that, 
relying on his strength, we will take not only Antioch but the 
whole of Anatolia and Syria and Jerusalem itself, because that is 
what Jesus the all-powerful son of God promised us.’240 

 

 Through Pirrus and Bohemond, Robert has given us one possible explanation for 

why the human warrior saints may have seemed more immediate role models for the 

crusaders than Michael himself.  Like the crusaders, the human saints – George, 

Demetrius, Maurice – were once soldiers on earth, fighting the unbelievers in the name of 

Christ.  The Crusaders hoped that if they fell on the battlefield they would also be 

counted as martyrs, thereby immediately gaining admission to heaven and the forgiveness 

of all their sins.  No mere mortal could, it is assumed, aspire to step into an Archangel’s 

role, but to live similarly to those great soldier-martyrs of the faith would potentially have 

been seen and felt as more achievable. The crusaders do not become Michael, nor adopt 
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his role, but join the ranks of this ‘shining army’ of the Lord, battling evil on earth as 

Michael will do in heaven.  

 Not merely limited to those soldier martyrs who currently reside in Heaven, 

however, the shining crusader force continues to expand. A direct warning is delivered to 

Kerbogha, the atabeg of Damascus who opposed the crusading forces at Antioch, through 

his servant, Herluin, who explains the white-clad force in his repeated attempts to 

persuade the Muslim leader to cede the field in the late twelfth-century Madrid fragment 

version of the Canso d’Antioca.241   

 ‘Herluin’, says the king, ‘what is this group of people 
 emerging from the right from the midst of a ravine, 
 leading white horses, with white equipment 
 and white armour, and all their clothes [white], 
 and white banners fluttering in the wind, 
 and the iron tips of their lances seeming like burning flames? (…) 
 ‘…but to me they seem more like angels… 
 ‘Noble king, why not turn back?’ – Herluin says to him. 
 ‘Let the Franks remain, and depart from their country; 
 for if you don’t you will be conquered this very day. 
 Go, make your way back to Persia where you were born and brought up! 
 The mountains are forbidding and the passes difficult, 
 And if you don’t hurry up you will soon be conquered. 
 All those white men come from Paradise, 
 And have been cut to pieces and killed in the squadrons. 
 God sends them to help their friends. 
 And they all carry scrips in the fashion of pilgrims; 
 Saint George is guiding them, and the relics of Saint Denis, 
 And Saint Andrew the apostle, for he has taken them under his care. 
 Never did I see any people all of such terrifying appearance. 
 And their clothes are whiter than an ermine cloak; 
 (…) all [the horses] have white tails, manes and coats. 
 King, you will be defeated and thrown into disarray by these men 
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 When they shout the war-cry of Paris: 
 ‘Mountjoy! God aid us!’242 

  

 The Canso d’Antioca deals more particularly with the fallen crusaders as 

members of the army of God.  As martyrs clad now in white, those men killed in the 

squadrons have been sent by God to help their friends.  Every fallen crusader continues 

on in the battle against the enemy, as members of the white-clad force following Saint 

George into battle.  One could not ask for a more eloquent and precise positioning of 

fallen crusaders as part of the Divine Army, sent from Heaven to work God’s will.  Given 

a continued chance to fulfill their oath-sworn mission, the crusader martyrs join with the 

sainted soldier martyrs of past battles to wreak havoc on Kerbogha’s forces outside the 

city of Antioch. 

 Guibert of Nogent’s record of Urban II’s speech at Clermont refers to this idea of 

purified warfare, stating: “We now hold out to you wars which contain the glorious 

reward of martyrdom, which will retain that title of praise now and forever.”243 Anecdotal 

exempla used in pro-crusading sermons promoted this concept, as related by Colin 

Morris: “Thus a knight who had been wounded four times insisted, in spite of the doctors, 

                                                
242 Carol and Linda M. Paterson Sweetenham, The Canso d'Antioca: An Occitan Epic 
Chronicle of the First Crusade (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2003), 201. 
243 Quoted in Sophia Menache, "A Clash of Expectations: Self-Image versus the Image of 
the Knights Templar in Medieval Narrative Sources," in Selbstbild und Selbstverständnis 
der geistlichen Ritterorden, ed. Roman Czaja and Jürgen Sarnowsky (Torin: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Mikolaja Kopernika, 2005), 48-49. 
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on returning to fight the Saracens again: ‘My Lord Jesus Christ suffered five wounds for 

me, and I will suffer for him a fifth wound to add to the four I have suffered.’”244 

 By promoting crusading warfare as the desire of the divine, encouraging warriors 

to identify with Christ, and elevating battlefield casualties to the status of martyrs, 

theologians and crusading propagandists constructed a new ideal of Christian service.  

Narratives that include the warrior saints seem aligned with these general principles. For 

example, the battlefield exploits of warrior saints, like those of George and Demetrius 

outside of Antioch, or of James at the battle of Las Navas de Tolosa, are reserved for 

actions against the infidel, particularly Muslims.  

 These celestial associations elevated the status not only of Christian combatants 

but also, by extension, the enemy they fought. Whatever forms the enemies of the warrior 

saints or crusaders may take, they are in combat with God’s soldiers because they are 

enemies of Christ and the faith and are therefore aligned with the dragon-formed Foe of 

the Apocalyptic battle. They fight on the side of evil and therefore embody evil itself. 

This perception of Muslim forces as embodied agents of evil was formalized by Bernard 

of Clairvaux in his treatise In Praise of the New Knighthood, written in the 1130s in 

honor of the newly founded Poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon, or Templars:  

Indeed, the knights of Christ fight the battles of their lord in 
safety, by no means fearing to have sinned in slaying the 
foe, nor fearing the peril of their own deaths, seeing that 
either dealing out death or dying, when for Christ’s sake 
contains nothing criminal but rather merits glorious reward. 
On this account, then: for Christ! Hence Christ is attained. 
He who, forsooth! freely takes the death of his foe as an act 

                                                
244 Morris, "Propaganda for War," 91. 
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of vengeance, the more willingly finds consolation in his 
status as a soldier of Christ. The soldier of Christ kills 
safely: he dies the more safely. He serves his own interests 
in dying, and Christ’s interests in killing! Not without cause 
does he bear the sword! He is the instrument of God for the 
punishment of malefactors and for this defense of the just. 
Indeed, when he kills a malefactor this is not homicide but 
malecide, and he is counted Christ’s executioner against 
evil doers.245 

 
 Bernard’s dramatic transformation of violence against Muslims into violence 

against evil itself can be understood as simply a particularly virulent mechanism of 

dehumanization of the enemy seen in so many periods of war. Bernard’s exhortations and 

Apocalyptic allusions were repeated and expanded by others.  Peter the Venerable, 

writing to Everard of Les Barres, Master of the Temple around 1150, restated the 

dualistic nature of the Templars’ war against the Muslim infidels.  Like all churchmen 

addressing warriors, both Peter the Venerable and Bernard of Clairvaux were concerned 

about the spiritual well-being of these warrior monks, and expressed concern that they 

continually recognize the need for constant vigilance against the internal enemy – human 

nature – as well as the external enemy of Islam.  However, the two notions are regularly 

merged and intertwined, again aligning crusading warfare with the internal struggle 

against the influence of Satan.  

Surely anyone having some hope of eternal salvation will 
rejoice, anyone will express his joy in God his Saviour, 
from the very depths of his heart that the knighthood of the 
Eternal King, the army of the Lord of hosts, has come 
together from the different regions of the world as though 
from the heavenly camps to fight new wars in order to 

                                                
245 Peter Partner, The Murdered Magicians: The Templars and Their Myth (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), 8. 
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defeat the earthly prince and rout the enemies of the cross 
of Christ.  Who will not rejoice, who will not express his 
joy that you have gone forth to a double conflict, not just a 
single one, in which, according to the apostle, you fight 
against spiritual wickedness with the virtues of the heart 
and against physical enemies with the strength of your 
bodies?...you, as we have said, overcome the brave armed 
man with the same skills he uses, and you have no respite 
in the continual fighting against the Saracen armies that 
openly wage devilish war against Christ.  You are monks 
by your virtues, knights by your deeds, filling one function 
spiritually and exercising the other physically…It is a 
characteristic of your military service, and indeed you have 
taken up arms for this, to defend the Church of God from 
its attackers.246   
    

 The language used by both Bernard and Peter to identify and label the enemies the 

Templars faced on the battlefield is strikingly similar to that used to encourage them in 

all actions against evil influences. What is more, the reiterated role of the knights as 

defenders of Christ and the Church against the enemies of God and the cross reinforces 

the notion that the foe here is not merely one political or religious entity but part and 

parcel of the evil that threatened both Christian virtue and Christianity itself. To make 

such connotations and connections visible and artistically viable required utilizing visual 

signs and symbols capable of immediately uniting the notion of enemy with universal 

foe.  Christianity already had in its symbolic vocabulary the perfect image:  the dragon, 

the classic serpentine form of the enemy of God.   

 

The Muslim Dragon  

                                                
246 Malcolm Barber and Keith Bate, The Templars: Selected Sources Translated and 
Annotated. (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2002), 227-30. 
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Today too, the mistress of the nations, the princess of the provinces 
has been made a tributary, and the enemies of the cross of Christ 
reached out their sacrilegious hands as far as the most noble limb, 
the inner organs and the pupil of the eye, attacking and conquering 
the city of redemption, that is the mother of faith…Now she has 
been made the nest of dragons and the pasture of ostriches, and all 
the Christians who live there are enslaved by the Saracens and in 
fear of their lives.247 

 
 All that would have been required of artisans determined to reflect such 

eschatological concerns and connotations was to rework the preexisting symbol to fit the 

current foe. As discussed in chapter 2, there was no single, consistent typology of the 

Muslim in Western medieval art of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Nevertheless, 

certain iconographic elements are, at times, repeated in conjunction with Muslims. A 

heraldic dragon appears with some frequency on the shields or pennants borne by Muslim 

forces in Christian imagery.248 In a thirteenth-century miniature of the Battle of Antioch, 

Adhémar of Le Puy, finder of the Holy Lance, is shown riding into combat against 

Muslims, one of whom carries a round shield marked with a serpentine dragon (Figure 

22).249  A fourteenth-century miniature from William of Tyre’s Histoire d’Outremer 

shows a crusading force engaging the enemy, one of whom also bears a dragon-marked 

                                                
247 Jacques de Vitry, quoted by Christoph T. Maier, Crusade Propaganda and Ideology: 
Model Sermons for the Preaching of the Cross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 94-95. 
248 Muslims may not be the only enemies of the faithful to be marked with dragon 
heraldry.  In the Oxford Moralized Bible (Bodelian Library, MS 270b, fol. 136), a 
miniature depicting David’s defeat of Goliath shows the giant Philistine garbed in 
chainmail, wearing a pointed helm, a shield marked with what appears to be a winged 
and rearing dragon slung at his side. See Daniel H. Weiss, Art and Crusade in the Age of 
Saint Louis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 123, figure 60.  
249 London, British Library, Yates Thompson 12, fol. 29. Elizabeth M. Hallam, ed., 
Chronicles of the Crusades (New York: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989), 83. 
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shield (Figure 30).250 A more direct connection between a heraldic dragon borne by the 

leader of a Muslim force and the dragon that opposes Saint George appears at the 

Templar chapel of Le Dognon, mentioned previously.  On the north wall, diagonally 

across from George and the dragon, who appear on the chapel’s west wall, is an extended 

scene of Christian knights routing Muslim riders that terminates in a small cityscape, 

topped by frightened onlookers.  Small triangular remnants of a crown mark the lost head 

of the leader of the fleeing Muslim force. Directly in front of him, a Muslim rider carries 

a small pennant inscribed with a serpentine dragon (Figure 48). 

 Associations between Islam, particularly an Islamic military force, and a dragon 

appear in other sources. The epic Chanson de Roland is one potential source for this 

connection.  The precise date of the first written version of Roland is debated, although c. 

1100 is the currently accepted date.  There is little doubt, however, that the Roland legend 

in oral form pre-existed the written text.251 In the Anglo-Norman version, composed 

between 1130-70, there are at least three separate mentions of the dragon standard borne 

by the Emir’s force.  Section 235, lines 3265-68, reads: 

  The Emir is a very powerful man. 
  He orders his dragon standard to be carried before him, 
  That of Tervagant and of Mohammed too, 
  And a statue of vile Apollo.252 
 

Section 239, lines 3229-33:  
 

                                                
250 Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS fr. 22495, fol. 154v, detail. Strickland, 
Saracens, Demons, and Jews, 181. 
251 Brault, La Chanson de Roland, xv-xix. 
252 Ibid., 199. 
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  Charles, seeing the Emir 
  And the dragon ensign and standard –  
  There is such a huge force from Arabia 
  That it covers the entire countryside, 
  Save that area held by the Emperor –253 
 

The action cumulates in section 257, lines 3543-59: 

  King Charlemagne strikes very hard, 
  As do Duke Naimes, Ogier the Dane, 
  And Geoffrey of Anjou, who carried the ensign. 
  Lord Ogier the Dane is very courageous, 
  He spurs his horse, he lets him run full speed, 
  He goes to strike the man who held the dragon, 
  So that Amborre falls with a crash there before him 
  With the dragon and the royal ensign. 
  Balignant sees his pennon fall 
  And Mohammed’s standard brought low: 
  The Emir begins to realize 
  That he is in the wrong and that Charlemagne is in the right. 
  More than a hundred of the pagans of Arabia turn to flee. 
  The Emperor calls to his kinsmen: 
  “Tell me, my brave knights, in God’s name, whether you will help 
  me now.” 
  The Franks reply: “You need not have asked,  
  Let everyone strike with all his might or be damned!”254 
 

The first passage seems to indicate that the dragon standard is the Emir’s royal insignia.  

In the later passages, however, the royal insignia and the dragon standard are mentioned 

separately, which creates some confusion about who or what this device identifies.  

“Mohammed’s standard” remains tantalizingly unspecific and is not physically described, 

but it is presented before the force in the company of the dragon pennant. 

                                                
253 Ibid., 203. 
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 Other connections between the Apocalyptic dragon and Islam may also have 

come out of the Iberian Peninsula, carried through the illumination program of Saint 

Beatus of Liébana’s Commentarius in Apocalypsin, composed between 776 and 786 at 

Beatus’ home monastery in Liébana.255 An active writer against various heresies at work 

on the Iberian peninsula, Beatus crafted his commentary on the Apocalypse by carefully 

compiling elements from the Church fathers.  The sources acknowledged by Beatus in his 

preface include Jerome, Augustine of Hippo, Ambrose of Milan, Gregory I (the Great), 

Tyconius, Fulgentius, and Isidore of Seville, among others.256 John Williams has noted 

that Beatus’ Commentary is most heavily composed of quotations from Isidore of Seville 

and Tyconius whose fourth-century work on the Apocalypse, composed during the 

heyday of the Donatist heresy, is now lost.257  

 Both the composition of his text and the attendant image cycle seem influenced 

by Beatus’ ongoing concerns about the rise of Christian heretical movements and the 

influence, presence, and power of the Umayyad caliphate in Spain. Illuminators of the 

text readily expressed their visions of his concerns in the image cycle, which alters very 

little from one manuscript to another. The Morgan Beatus (New York, Morgan Library 

and Museum, M. 644), painted between 940 and 945, is the earliest non-fragmentary 

                                                
255 William D. Wixom and Margaret Lawson, "Picturing the Apocalypse: Illustrated 
Leaves from a Medieval Spanish Manuscript," The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 
New Series 59, no. 3 (2002): 7. 
256 Ibid.: 8. Also see John Williams, "Purpose and Imagery in the Apocalypse 
Commentary of Beatus of Liébana," in The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. Richard 
K. Emmerson and Bernard McGinn (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 218. 
257 Williams, "Purpose and Imagery in the Apocalypse Commentary of Beatus of 
Liébana," 219-21. 
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extant copy of the Commentarius in Apocalypsin. It testifies to an early commencement 

for the tradition of illustrated copies of the work and may itself actually be the primary 

model for many later manuscripts. Luther Link notes the visualization of these concerns 

as presented in the Morgan Beatus: 

The Whore of Babylon does not, as in the Biblical text, 
appear on a throne above streams; instead she sits on a 
Muslim divan wearing a Muslim crown with the crescent. 
Belshazzar appears in a setting copied from the mosque in 
Cordoba.  Islam is the dragon, the beast with seven heads, 
the embodiment of evil. Mohammed, some claimed, had 
died in 666, which was the number of the Antichrist.  The 
meaning to the Spanish reader was clear.  The dragon was 
not in the Heavens, but right there in Spain.258  

 

 These repeated associations express a unified theme. The ancient enemy – the 

serpent, the dragon, the Devil, evil incarnate – has been ideologically aligned or 

combined with the new enemy, Islam. Bernard of Clairvaux’s utilization of the term 

‘malecide’ can also be read as a direct conceptual link between earthly battles against 

Islam and the ultimate Christian war against evil.  If Christ’s interest – the destruction of 

evil – and the crusaders’ interests – victory in the Holy Land - are the same, then we see 

how easily Islam could be conflated with the generic “evil” – and with the Dragon foe of 

the Apocalypse. If Muslims are Bernard of Clairvaux’s ‘malefactors’ these images imply 

that they may also be dragons in human form.  

 How were such images received? Reception is not what gives art meaning, but it 

is what makes meaning matter.  I have argued that one intention behind depictions of 

                                                
258 Luther Link, The Devil: The Archfiend in Art from the Six to the Sixteenth Century 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1995), 89. 
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George fighting a dragon that fights back is to conceptually unite the Crusades with the 

ultimate battle of good against evil.  This could be seen as encouragement to crusaders, 

would-be crusaders, or crusading supporters to “carry on the good fight.” Indeed, to 

endure the blood and sand reality of crusading warfare, one imagines that an ideological 

elevation of the daily grind would be necessary for psychological survival. Also critical 

would be the notion that one’s struggle was the will of God, fought in defense of Christ 

and his church, and that one did not stand alone, for the very warriors of heaven 

descended to take part in the fray. There is great potency in the idea that the saint 

continues to fight alongside Christ’s human forces, and great comfort.  Hence the benefit 

of seeing George engaged in an active struggle. On the other hand, the notion that victory 

is potentially uncertain is neither comforting nor reassuring.  Too much reality sours any 

ideology, and that these anomalous images of Saint George actively engaged in combat 

with the dragon appear only briefly may indicate that they were, in fact, ideological 

failures.   

 

Codification and Recompensation 

 After the victories of the First Crusade, the tide steadily turned against the 

Crusader Kingdoms.  Losses were extreme, and the remaining forces in the Holy Land 

were small and constantly under threat. Even before the initial loss of Jerusalem in 1187, 

an image of a good-versus-evil struggle with an uncertain outcome could have been 

perceived as threatening, even heretical. It was God’s will, the crusaders said, that 

Christians hold Jerusalem.  As that hold began to slip, numerous ideological and 
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theological problems arose. These very shifts in political and logistical certainty, 

combined with a deeply seated need to believe in the pre-determination of the defeat of 

the enemies of Christ and his Church, may be why this variant of Saint George in combat 

so swiftly and completely disappeared. Overall, these images are unsettling. The desired 

message would be that the saint will always be victorious, but the ferocity and monstrous 

size of the dragons George faces in these variant images leaves room for  significant 

doubt. The image of George triumphant over a slain foe is much more comforting.  The 

dragon has fulfilled his destiny to be defeated, the hero has proven his heroic status, and 

good has triumphed over evil.  Rather than images of a process or an ongoing conflict, it 

is George as dragon-slayer, not the dragon-fighter, who represents the ultimate Christian 

victory. 

 Eventually, of course, the Crusades failed.  Islamic forces retook the Holy Land, 

and the crusaders had to come to terms with the notion that they may have misunderstood 

God’s will after all.  Some claimed that the loss of Jerusalem was a result of human 

hubris, or of a failure to show adequate devotion, or even a result of sabotage.  Others, 

like Richard the Lionheart when he turned away from Jerusalem in the last days of the 

Third Crusade, struggled to come to terms with logistical impossibility.259 The fierce 

ideological and spiritual motivations that propelled Western Christendom to the East 

were not able to ensure its ongoing success or security as a conquering force. 

                                                
259 James Reston Jr., Warriors of God: Richard the Lionheart and Saladin in the Third 
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 Saint George, the human martyr re-cast as divine participant in the crusading 

battles, returns to his now firmly codified role.  No longer needed to serve as an ongoing 

ally to crusaders physically engaged in battles against the enemies of God in the Holy 

Land, he is allowed to join the ranks of those whose iconographic formulae references 

both past victories and the ultimate Christian victory to come. His ongoing depiction as 

the dragon-slayer offers a promise that, although the battle may be lost, the final outcome 

of the war is predetermined.  The forces of good will one day stand in glory over the 

defeated dragon, as it is written in the Apocalypse.  Saint George the dragon-slayer, as 

scriptural assurance made visually manifest, acts as a form of ideological recompense for 

the loss of the Crusader Kingdoms by redirecting our focus from what could have been to 

what will be.  The threat posed by Islam, these images promise, will be as readily 

dispatched as the dragon himself.  
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Chapter Four: 
 

Metamorphosis and Translocation:  
Aquitanian Orientalism in the Wake of the First Crusade 

 
 

 In a letter to Charles Daras in 1937, Emile Mâle mused that “It is truly curious to 

see the artists of the Angoumois, Poitou, Limousin, Berry and Burgundy, so particularly 

sensitive to the charms of Muslim decoration…for thirty years, we have understood the 

struggle of the Crusades in Spain and we have considered as a paradox the importance 

accorded to the mosque at Cordoba as any sort of influence on Romanesque art.”260 The 

paradox noted by Mâle continues to disturb art historians examining intricately 

ornamented façades of the Aquitaine.  What does it mean to orientalize? There are two 

predominate sets of questions to be asked of Aquitanian orientalism.  One is pragmatic: 

where, how and through what models did these forms arrive in southwestern France? The 

other is ideological: why these forms, what did they mean and/or represent, why did they 

become valuable and for what purposes were they employed?  

 Scholars have generally associated these forms with the pilgrimage to Santiago de 

Compostela. Daras stated that “Orientalism in effect flourished on the routes of Saint 

James and that gave Romanesque architecture in the Angoumois all its originality.”261  

All of the French pilgrimage routes to Compostela run through the twelfth-century 

Aquitaine, and then as now the influence of the routes can be clearly felt in the region.  

The route from Paris and Tours ran through both Poitiers and Saintes, for example 

                                                
260 Included as the preface to Daras, L'orientalisme dans l'art roman en Angoumois, i-ii.  
261 Ibid., 8. 
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(Figure 49). In this chapter, however, I propose another set of social concerns and actions 

that may have led to the desire for these forms in the Aquitaine.  I will argue that through 

this architectural orientalism – or orientalization – the material and metaphysical realities 

of the Holy Land are transported to Southwestern France. The deliberate selection of 

orientalized ornament, combined with the figural programs at work on these churches, 

indicates not only a connection to Jerusalem, but also acts as an ideological link to aims 

of the ‘armed pilgrimage’ of crusade and Reconquista.  

 The gloriously ornamented Abbaye-aux-Dames in Saintes and Notre-Dame-la-

Grande in Poitiers are the most famous of the orientalized Aquitanian churches. Few 

churches display such ornamental complexity, but on many others these forms appear in 

moderated degrees.  Orientalized elements are a definitive part of the grand cathedral of 

Saint-Pierre at Angoulême, for example, as well as Saint-Jouin de Marnes, and they also 

play a significant role in many smaller Poitevin, Saintongeais and Angoumois churches, 

like those at Chadenac, Blanzac, Saint-Amant-de-Boixe, Jarnac-Champagne, Cormé-

Royal and Saint-Jacques in Aubeterre-sur-Dronne.  More complete in their orientalization 

are the smaller churches of Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption at Rioux and Saint-Trojan at 

Rétaud. Intriguingly, these forms do not seem to represent a culminating point of a slowly 

developing style, but rather a dynamic conceptual and visual shift. When compared to 

churches only slightly earlier, like Sainte-Porchaire in Poitiers, or Sainte-Eutrope in 

Saintes, their ornamental forms seem to be a radical departure from earlier modes. 

Whether the spread of these forms across the twelfth-century Aquitaine was due to the 

influence of sites like Abbaye-aux-Dames in Saintes and Notre-Dame-la-Grande in 
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Poitiers, or other sources, can only be fairly assessed on a case-by-case basis.  I do not 

intend to promote yet another one-size-fits-all solution to this problem but rather to 

suggest that events other than the Compostela pilgrimage may well have influenced such 

designs.  

 The orientalized churches of the Aquitaine have often been neglected in the 

“Spain or Toulouse?” debate centered on the august figures of Kingsley Porter and Emile 

Mâle.262 Although largely focused on the origins of the pilgrimage style plan, also at play 

in this debate is the issue of the potential source for the Romanesque sculptural program 

at Santiago de Compostela. The argument in favor of imported French masons was put 

forth most recently by John Williams, who uses both chronology and historical 

documentation to establish a French origin point for the orientalized forms noted in the 

extant twelfth-century south façade of Compostela.263  

 This formalist argument is focused on the origin point of certain elements in the 

late eleventh and twelfth centuries and looks primarily to European models.  Less 

attention is paid to the ‘why’ beyond political and monastic connections between 

southern France and Spain.  Moreover, the Romanesque façade of Compostela is 

ornamentally tame compared to the riotous complexity of the churches under 

examination here, and their overall sculptural programs contain no clear reference to 

                                                
262 A. Kingsley Porter, "Spain or Toulouse? and Other Questions," The Art Bulletin 7, no. 
1 (1924): 3-25; Emile Mâle, The Gothic Image: Religious Art in France in the Thirteenth 
Century, trans. Dora Nussey (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). See also Janice Mann, 
"Romantic Identity, Nationalism, and the Understanding of the Advent of Romanesque 
Art in Christian Spain," Gesta 36, no. 2 (1997): 156-64. 
263 John Williams, "Framing Santiago," in Romanesque Art and Thought in the Twelfth 
Century, ed. Colum Hourihane (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 219-38. 
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either the pilgrimage to Compostela or to Spain in general. Moreover, the relatively 

sudden appearance of these orientalized forms in the twelfth-century cannot be entirely 

explained by the pilgrimage to Compostela, as both the pilgrimage itself and the French 

roads to the city were established and flourishing well in advance of the development of 

these orientalized sculptural forms. Although there may be some similar ornamental 

elements in these churches and the cathedral at Compostela, like the occasional use of 

polylobe arches, it seems that the utilization of these forms in the Aquitaine is not an 

active or direct reference to Compostela in all cases. 264  If these forms do not always 

reference Compostela, to what might they refer? Why are they here? Why were they 

desired? 

 

Ornament and Orientalism in a Romanesque Context 

 A stylistic relationship between Romanesque ornament and that in Islamic works 

has been noted by several scholars, including Charles Daras and Henri Focillon.265 Such 

associations are largely formalist in nature and yet also keenly sensitive to the shifts in 

the structure and forms of ornament present in Islamic models and compared to those that 

so densely shape Hiberno-Saxon, Celtic and Scandinavian art.  There is no question that 

                                                
264 There are churches in which the combination of sculptural forms and other elements 
do seem to indicate a direct connection to Compostela.  One such church is that of Saint-
Jacques in Aubeterre-sur-Dronne, which, much like Compostela itself, combines 
polylobe arches with a simpler, cleaner façade.  Here the name, the location, and the 
quotations may indicate a direct link to the pilgrimage, which does not seem to be the 
case in the other sites under discussion here.  
265 Daras, L'orientalisme dans l'art roman en Angoumois, throughout; Henri Focillon, The 
Life of Forms in Art, trans. Charles Beecher Hogan and George Kubler (New York: 
George Wittenborn, Inc., 1948), 6. 
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ornament deeply shaped the overall aesthetic of Romanesque art, and yet it is often 

neglected in examinations of monumental sculpture.  Attempts to examine or explore the 

nature of Romanesque ornament often seem limited to discussions of the sources for 

various motifs.   

 Such discussions also regularly seem to terminate in the general accusation of 

ornament as the tool of the primitive.  Writing on European tribal works, Judith Mederos 

rather scornfully summarized the volumes of ornament at work in such pieces, noting that 

“In all of the decoration there seems to be a great ‘horror vacui,’ typical of 

unsophisticated periods of art.”266 The notion of an ornamental impulse in response to a 

‘horror vacui’ has also impacted scholarship on Islamic art.  Richard Ettinghausen 

suggested a syntactic approach to investigating the ways in which Islamic artisans 

“handled the extensive combinations of patterns so as to avoid bare areas which, it seems, 

were aesthetically unsatisfactory.  In this manner they managed to overcome in a pleasant 

fashion the horror vacui and yet did not create the impression of being overcrowded when 

many designs were used.”267 Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom turned the negative 

associations of the term ‘horror vacui’ on their side when they proposed the utilization of 

the term cosmophilia, or love of ornament, as a more positive perspective on ornament in 

Islamic art.268  Bloom and Blair’s positive approach also challenged the assumption that 

                                                
266 Judith E. Mederos, "Influence of Barbarian Art on Romanesque Art," Gesta 1 (1963): 
4. 
267 Richard Ettinghausen, "The Taming of the Horror Vacui in Islamic Art," Proceedings 
of the American Philosophical Society 123, no. 1 (1979): 15. 
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the main, if not only, area of interest in the study of ornament lies in its relationship to the 

surface. 

 Ornament suffers from the burden of being considered merely decorative, and 

therefore it is often assumed to be incapable of bearing a coherent message.  Such notions 

have often been challenged, although complete refutation is complicated by the very 

complexity and flexibility of ornament itself.  Oleg Grabar, writing on the challenge of 

interpreting ornament in Islamic art, stated: 

 All we know then is that ornament is not a motif, nor is it a 
manner of presenting motifs, although it could be both.  It 
can include representations and non-representations. It may 
be the result of an attitude of the viewer or of a decision by 
an artist.  In short, it is perhaps too vague a term…It is used 
both simultaneously for a type of design, a process of 
working, and a final result…in all cases the need arose to 
define two kinds of information: what are the visual 
attributes of a given artifact, both the topics it contains and 
what I call its musculature; and how does one define their 
meaning, through something provided by the object or by 
the memory of the user.269 

 

Grabar supports the message-bearing potential of ornament but questions whether its 

functional meaning can interpreted semiotically or symbolically.  That the forms have 

meaning seems evident; discerning their meaning is a more complex task.   

 Kent Bloomer has focused on ornament as a more performative element in the 

overall message of an artifact:   

The identity of the term ornament, therefore, has always 
depended on the incorporation of other considerations into 

                                                
269 Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1992), 37. 
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the fabric of practical objects—considerations that might 
fulfill a picture of the world in which the object is 
performing.  That accomplishment is essentially 
combinational, which is to say that ornament functions as a 
visual system or type of configuration capable of 
apprehending and uniting multiple meanings.  Such an act 
of combining may not have to be as culturally specific as it 
must be visually intelligible.270 

 

It is under this broad umbrella of a ‘combinational’ visual system that Aquitanian 

orientalism seems to fit.  

 The orientalized ornament under discussion here does not participate in the more 

stable symbolic vocabulary of medieval art.  No one element can be divorced from 

another, nor from the structure as a whole.  Nor do individual elements, from parquet 

stonework to the elaborately flanged vine scrolls, seem to bear any individual message.  

Rather than function purely symbolically, the orientalized ornamental forms are 

performative.  Such ornamentation evokes, summons, connects; it does not limit itself to 

one message, because ‘message’ is not its aim.  I argue that the aim of this ornamentation 

is to activate the exterior of the church and to provide an ongoing locus for 

metamorphosis in which the church itself is continually shifting and altering.  These 

ornamental forms define the church as a place of transportation and communion, where 

the cosmic and the earthly may meet in France as they do in Jerusalem.  

 

 

                                                
270 Kent Bloomer, The Nature of Ornament: Rhythm and Metamorphosis in Architecture 
(New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 2000), 27. 
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Poitiers and the Case of Notre-Dame-la-Grande 

 Poitiers is a city of churches.  The sacred landscape of Poitou evolved rapidly in 

the eleventh century, and, largely through the patronage of the nobility, nearly all major 

churches in the city were constructed or renovated between 1020 and 1090. These 

building campaigns impacted the regional expertise of masons and carvers, who benefited 

from this nearly uninterrupted period of construction.  This expertise, in turn, aided the 

development of strong regional architectural and sculptural styles. 271  A second wave of 

construction in the twelfth-century seems to have been largely financed by various 

ecclesiastical leaders and monastic institutions.272  

 Notre-Dame-la-Grande first appears in regional records in 924, but the present 

structure dates from the late eleventh to mid-twelfth century.  The elaborate western 

façade was constructed still later and is dated to between 1150 and 1180. Paul Abadie, 

the architect of Paris’ Sacre-Coeur and student of Viollet-le-Duc who was behind many 

reconstructions in the Aquitaine, fortunately stayed away from Poitiers and so the façade 

of Notre-Dame-la-Grande seems to survive largely as it was in the twelfth century, with 

the notable exception of the loss of its exterior polychromy.  A watercolor rendering of 

the church from 1699 shows no dramatic difference between the structure in the 

seventeenth century and its appearance today (Figure 50).  

                                                
271 Tcherikover, High Romanesque Sculpture in the Duchy of Aquitaine, c. 1090-1140, 7. 
272 Ibid., 7-8. 
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 As discussed in chapter 1, the façade of Notre-Dame-la-Grande is a progressive 

declaration, peopled with a carefully orchestrated cast of characters who testify to the 

legal, prophetic and eternal victory and superiority of Christ (Figure 51). This theological 

treatise, which, as noted by Yvonne Labande-Mailfert, seems to speak evangelically, 

particularly by the inclusion of non-Christian figures who join in the argument for 

Christian superiority.273 As I argued in chapter 1, the inclusion of Nebuchadnezzar seems 

to incorporate Islam in the façade’s overall message of Christian supremacy. 

 Nebuchadnezzar’s semiotic utility also ranges beyond his personal biblical 

history.  He is also an effective referent for the East in toto, as exemplified by the highly 

functional symbol of the city of Babylon. Babylon and Jerusalem are established as 

metaphorical opposites in Augustine’s City of God, wherein Babylon becomes the 

emblem of worldliness and those who are consumed with a lust for power, in opposition 

to Jerusalem, the city whose dwellers look forward in hope to an “eternal freedom in 

God.”274 Babylon, and its inevitable fall, are present here in the figure of 

Nebuchadnezzar.  It is the church itself that represents Jerusalem.  For both Plotinus and 

Augustine, the physical Jerusalem served as a symbol of the celestial Jerusalem.  

Augustine extended the metaphor in an architectural direction, noting that the Temple in 

Jerusalem also serves as a figura and an archetype for all constructed churches. By the 

very nature of this symbolic network, Notre-Dame-la-Grande acts as the local branch of 

the universal Jerusalem, one small stone part of a grand spiritual whole.  The Ascension 

                                                
273 Labande-Mailfert, Poitou roman, 63-67.  
274 Meyer, Medieval Allegory and the Building of the New Jerusalem, 62. 
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on the apex of the façade is the precondition for Christ’s return and the establishment of 

the New Jerusalem.  It may be this very desire to connect the earthly church with the 

celestial Jerusalem that explains the orientalized forms of the façade. 

 The ornamental forms themselves vary widely.  The stone facing surrounding 

Christ’s mandorla at the peak of the façade is decorated with what appear to be inlaid 

diamonds of stone (Figure 52). A horizontal band breaks the gable at the level of the 

center of the mandorla.  Below this band, the stone is covered with incised circles.  The 

mandorla itself is framed by three layers of ornament, from the thick outer ridge of 

repeating foliate motifs to the innermost frame of tightly bound and intertwined vine 

scrolls.  The scalloped waving lines that set off the center of the mandorla add to its 

elaborate feel.  The slight inward slant of the stones with the symbols of the Four 

Evangelists draws attention to the depth of Christ’s niche. Set back and apart from the 

main body of the façade in his door-like rectangular niche, Christ seems to be either 

withdrawing into the body of the church or emerging from within it.   

 Similarly floriated frames continue across the façade.  The central level of the 

tripartite façade consists of two registers divided in half by a large central window.  

Separated from the peak by a line of corbels, the top register contains four standing 

apostles. Each is nestled into a small niche delineated by a thick frame of ornament 

(Figure 53).  Deeply carved tripartite leaf forms dominate the arches above them.  The 

same pattern frames the top of the window embrasure, where it meshes with the corbel 

table to create a wide, curving frame. The arches above the apostles are supported by 

pairs of columns, whose capitals are decorated with animal figures and topped with bands 
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of ornament, ranging from more foliate forms to interlocked lozenges. A running band of 

a repeating palmette motif separates this register from the one below.  

 The eight seated apostles in the tier below are set into a heavily elaborated arcade 

(Figure 54).  Here the densely curled vine scroll, occasionally populated with a curled 

animal figure or grimacing ‘Green Man’ face, roils uninterrupted across the solid face of 

the arcade.  Various carved elements are inset into the arches above the seated figures’ 

heads.  The capitals of the thick, squat columns are decorated with a variety of interlaced 

animal and foliate forms. Another band of corbels runs beneath the bases of these 

columns to separate the central register from the portal level below. 

 Two slightly pointed arches flank the central, round-headed portal.  The two side 

arches are framed by thick double archivolts of deeply carved and ornamented voussoirs. 

Inset into each is a smaller doubled round arch, almost horseshoe in shape.  Animals 

appear in each of the four mini-tympana created by these arches.  The portal itself is set 

within four ornamented archivolts.  The plain, thick columns have elaborately carved 

capitals decorated with vine scrolls, fantastic beasts and various foliate motifs.  There is 

no stone central tympanum at Notre-Dame-la-Grande; rather, a small wooden tympanum 

is part of the post-twelfth-century door.  The main figural carving appears on the 

spandrels above the portal and its flanking arches, tucked between the corbel framing 

below the apostles’ register and the arching edges of the portal level.   

 Overall, this range of forms and varieties of ornament creates a façade that feels 

active, constantly shifting and changing.  The alternating use of deep and shallow carving 

causes the surface to react dramatically to changes in light.  Deep shadows contrast with 
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sharply highlighted edges (Figure 55).  At one moment, a motif may be dark and 

illegible, while the next a single leaf may suddenly appear, only to blend into the entire 

emerging pattern a moment later.  This interplay between solid and void, light and 

shadow, is primarily limited to the ornamental elements of the façade.  The figures on the 

spandrels lack large areas of deep carving to create such strong shadows, and the width 

and scale of the apostle’s arcades also prohibits such dramatic interplay.  Christ’s deeply 

set mandorla, however, does exhibit similar characteristics, as the figure appears clearly 

and then slides partially into shadow as sunlight moves across the façade. These areas of 

relative stability, however, only serve to reinforce the shifting activity of the ornament.  

 It is this active and responsive effect that perhaps most deeply connects the 

orientalized ornament of Notre-Dame-la-Grande to Islamic architecture.  The interplay of 

solid/void and light/shadow that causes the structure of the Alcazar in Seville to 

materialize and dematerialize, for example, seems clearly echoed here.  Although in 

Islamic architecture this action may be more regularly caused by geometric patterns or 

muqarnas niches, and rely less on the foliate and vine scroll ornament that so dominate 

Notre-Dame-la-Grande, the optical impact is similar.  So, too, is the totalitarian effect of 

the ornament and its integration into the structure.    

 The orientalized ornament of Notre-Dame-la-Grande is primarily limited to the 

façade, although simplified versions of the same forms do appear on window embrasures 

around the entire structure.  Any number of reasons may account for this selective 

treatment.  First, the additional labor required for such extensive ornamentation must 

have steeply affected the cost of the overall structure, and so the decision to limit the 
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ornament to the western façade may have been in part financially motivated.  The nave 

and apse of the church have been subjected to more additions and reworking than the 

façade.  It is possible that the rest of the structure was more heavily ornamented in the 

twelfth century, although a total continuation of the façade program seems unlikely. 

Second, the façade is the dominant performative element of the church.  In nearly all 

Romanesque structures, the main sculptural program appears on the western façade.  In 

addition, elaborating the western façade heightens the church’s presence in its broader 

context.  Now located in a completely urban environment, Notre-Dame-la-Grande was 

very close to the medieval city center of Poitiers even in the twelfth century.  Like other 

urban monastic structures, like Sainte-Marie-Madeliene at Vézelay, Notre-Dame-la-

Grande seems to possess an inherent awareness of a public and not merely monastic, 

audience.  Last, the focus on the western façade also reiterates the central importance of 

the main portal.  If this ornament is meant to delineate a space apart, then the access point 

to that space is of particular significance.  

 

Orientalism Elsewhere:  Forms and Functions 

 Such notions may also explain the intensification of orientalized ornament around 

the portal in other structures.  In many cases, as at the Abbaye-aux-Dames in Saintes, the 

concentration of ornament around the blind and open arcades, portals and window 

embrasures creates a boundary line, something that must be crossed (Figure 56). There is 

great magic in doorways. The ornament transfigures these spaces, creating a transitory 
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space where things are shifting, in motion, and not always as they may appear.275   That 

the ornamental carving covers the entire archivolt in many cases, wrapping the portal and 

the passage with its presence, also feels dynamic.  Although the focus on the portal is not 

unique to orientalized churches, there seems to be a particular intensity to the 

arrangement in these cases.  At the Abbaye-aux-Dames, the ornamented elements of the 

façade seem to radiate out from the door itself (Figure 57).276  The ornament thins out the 

farther one moves from the portal.  The same radiating effect can be felt to a moderate 

degree at the cathedral of Saint-Pierre in Angoulême, although the heavy restorations of 

that façade complicate an interpretation of its original appearance.277  

 In the Angoumois, as explored by Charles Daras, ornament is largely limited to 

the portal archivolts, spandrels and flanking arches.278  Daras’ exploration of these forms 

is also more focused on the utilization and repetition of particular motifs, which, as noted 

above, he regularly connects to both Aquitanian involvement in the Reconquista and the 

pilgrimage to Compostela.279  Simply utilizing particularly orientalized elements seems 

less evocative than the total affective and performative program at Notre-Dame-la-

Grande. It is patently evident that these motifs are at play across the twelfth-century 

                                                
275 Mickey Abel, "Intellectual Projection, Liminal Penetration:  Programmed Entry and 
the Tympanum-less Portals of Western France and Northern Spain," in Push Me, Pull 
You: Imaginative, Emotional, Physical, and Spatial Interaction in Late Medieval and 
Renaissance Art, ed. Sarah Blick and Laura Gelfand (Brill, 2011), 422. 
276 Founded with donations from Geoffrey Martel, Duke of Anjou and his wife Agnes of 
Bourgogne, the widow of William the Great, Count of Poitou, the Abbaye-aux-Dames 
was consecrated on 2 November 1047. The existing façade was completed in two 
campaigns in the twelfth century.  
277 Daras, La cathédrale d’Angoulême, chef-d’oeuvre monumental de Girard II, 14-18.  
278 Daras, L'orientalisme dans l'art roman en Angoumois, 103-05.  
279 Ibid., 12-14. 
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Aquitaine.  What is less regular is this total approach to creating a new vision and form of 

church decoration.   

 Such totalitarianism takes on a dynamic intensity at the small parish churches of 

Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption at Rioux and Saint-Trojan at Rétaud.  In both cases, the 

exteriors are dominated by a simplified blend of parquetry stonework and elaborate, 

deeply carved foliate ornament (Figures 58, 59). Saint-Trojan at Rétaud is a small church, 

with the flat gabled façade so common to the Aquitaine. Its central portal is framed by 

three archivolts, two of which are decorated with drilled and carved ornament.  

Interspersed between the corbel heads on the façade are plaques of ornament, ranging 

from checkerboard motifs to interlocked foliate patterns and knotwork.  Aside from these 

small elements, the façade itself is dramatically plain, which stands in strong contrast to 

the elaborate parquetry patterning of the exterior of the apse (Figure 60).  Completed in 

the late twelfth century, the apse decoration consists of a blind arcade of slightly pointed, 

Angevin style arches topped by an upper arcade of smaller arches.  The arches on the 

lower level are carved in an elaborate series of patterns, from decorated triangular motifs 

to knotwork. Each is framed with a deeply carved narrow ridge of star-like patterns 

(Figure 61).  A narrow band of this same star-like motif runs across the shoulders of the 

arches.  Beneath this band, the spaces within the arches are marked by a variety of 

parquetry patterns, the most striking of which is a diagonally slanted herringbone design.   

  The arches of the uppermost arcade are marked by three archivolts, each deeply 

carved.  The outermost voussoirs are decorated with diamonds, while the depth of the 

central voussoirs create a repeating light/dark/light striped pattern.  The innermost 
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archivolt is ornamented with a tight alternating “V” or sun-ray pattern.  A narrow band 

carved with small, deep horizontal rectangles runs across and between the capitals.  This 

same decorative band marks the edges of the engaged colonettes that run from the ground 

level to the top of the upper arcade. Above the arcade is a thick band of a diapered or 

pillow pattern.  Each pillow motif has slightly flanged edges and a deeply incised central 

rectangle.  Above this is an alternating series of corbel heads and plaques carved with 

cross branches. Although the apse does shown some signs of cleaning and minor 

restoration, no major program of restoration has been recorded for the church since the 

reconstruction of the transept to support the new bell tower in the fifteenth century.  

 Similar patterns cover the exterior of the apse of Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption at 

Rioux (Figure 62).  There, the herringbone parquetry of Rétaud is joined by a repeating 

scaled pattern, which covers the eastern-most section of the apse wall.  Broken by a band 

carved with diamonds and bordered along the top by a narrow band of deeply carved 

scrolling vegetal ornament, the scale pattern relates to the almost poly-lobic effect of the 

flanged edges of the scalloping around the narrow window embrasure.  Although the 

riotous ornament of the apse is more reflected on the façade than is the case at Rétaud, 

the activation of the exterior is enhanced by substantial degrees the farther one moves 

back along the nave and reaches its apex at the apse.  

  The shift in focus from the façade, as at Notre-Dame-la-Grande or Abbaye-aux-

Dames, to the apse indicates a different intended locus for the transformative power of 

the ornament.  Whereas the emphasis on the portal and western façade noted earlier 

marks the doorway as the center of transformation, here the apse – and the altar within it 
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– are the central locations for this connective transfiguration.  The exoticized exterior still 

delineates the space as a place apart, but here the origin point for this radiating power is 

the altar space.    

  

 
Evoking the East: Romanesque and Islamic Ornamental Modes 
 

 The actual models used to create these forms may well have come from Al-

Andalus. The Pyrenees were a much more permeable barrier in the Middle Ages than 

they appear in current scholarship. However, it is worthwhile to note that the actual 

material objects most likely crossing the Pyrenees on a regular basis – carved ivory 

boxes, textiles, etc. – would not have looked dramatically different from objects brought 

to France from the Holy Land in the wake of the First Crusade. A comparison of a tenth-

century ivory pyxis from Umayyad Spain, now held at the Metropolitan Museum, to the 

ivory covers of the Melisende Psalter, which was created in the Kingdom of Jerusalem at 

approximately the same time as Notre-Dame-la-Grande’s façade was under construction, 

shows a notably similar sense of ornament and design (Figures 63, 64).  

 Moreover, the value of appropriating ‘Eastern’ or Islamic materials is notable in 

other contexts.  The ambo of Henry II, created about 1002-14 for the Palatine Chapel at 

Aachen, includes Fatimid rock crystal vessels alongside Roman cameos (Figure 65).280 

Islamic textiles were also used to shroud the relics encased in the golden shrine of 

                                                
280 Karen Rose Mathews, "Expressing Political Legitimacy and Cultural Identity Through 
the Use of Spolia On the Ambo of Henry II," Medieval Encounters 5 (1999): 162-71. 



151 

Charlemagne from the same chapel. In Spain, ivory caskets and pyxes like that noted 

above were often converted for use as reliquaries, and in such cases the ideological 

significance of this appropriation has always been seen as a motivating factor.281  

Additionally, a developing trade in lustreware ceramics, textiles and other goods, both 

those made in Spain and in the East, indicates a strong desire for these material objects.  

Excavations at the castle of Andone have uncovered fritware fragments, believed to have 

originated in Syria, that indicate the presence of such objects in late tenth- to early 

eleventh-century Aquitaine.282  Combined with well-documented records of the count of 

Angoulême’s travels to the Middle East during this time period, these fragments speak to 

a strong awareness of the East as a source for such objects and of their apparent value to 

southern French audiences.283   

It seems certain that these objects, and the forms of ornament that decorated them, 

were understood to have an Islamic, and thereby Eastern, origin point.  The visual 

stability between Syrian objects and those from Umayyad Spain would likely have only 

strengthened, and not challenged, such perceptions.  Such ornamental styles may be 

similiar to certain native European artistic styles, like the linear explosions of Hiberno-

Saxon manuscripts, but they are visually distinct enough to be read as something alien 

that originated from a non-European source. Although widespread public exposure to 

                                                
281 Avinoam Shalem, "From Royal Caskets to Relic Containers: Two Ivory Caskets from 
Burgos and Madrid," Muqarnas 12 (1995): 24-25. 
282 Luc Bourgeois, Bruce Velde, and Brigitte Vequaud, "From the Near East to the Far 
West: An Oriental Ceramic Fragment Discovered in a Residence of the Counts of 
Angouleme (Charente, France), Late Tenth-Early Eleventh Century," Al-Masaq: Islam & 
the Medieval Mediterranean 21, no. 1 (2009): 8-9. 
283 Ibid.: 10-11. 
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Islamic objects may have been limited, the intention to use orientalized decorative forms 

to create an Eastern and exotic appearance seems self-evident.  Rather than a purely 

ideological statement of anticipated political or religious dominance over Islam, as may 

be argued of the rock crystal vessels embedded in the Ambo of Henry II, the use of these 

forms in Aquitainian architectural decoration seems to have less to do with Islam than the 

source of Islam: the East.   That these forms originated in Muslim territories, or had been 

created by Muslim hands, may have mattered less than what the forms could be used to 

evoke.   

 Appropriation is never a passive act, and to interpret these forms merely as 

reflecting a stylistic influence from the Iberian peninsula is to tread a dangerous path.  As 

Jerrilynn Dodds noted regarding cross-cultural artistic appropriation in Spain,  

…‘influence’ implies that a group which is creating new 
art, and searching for models outside its own tradition, 
receives artistic stimulus passively.  Of course, the opposite 
is true.  Looking outside one’s own tradition, one’s artistic 
circle, is a highly creative and courageous act.284   

 
Noting the consciousness that Spanish artists had regarding the different cultural 

backgrounds of the architectural traditions on the Peninsula, exemplified by Maius’ 

utilization of forms drawn from Islamic architecture in the Morgan Beatus, Dodds noted 

that  

It is fascinating that Maius was able to make this political 
point through a representation of architecture…he was able 
to use widely understood assumptions to disassociate an 

                                                
284 Jerrilynn D. Dodds, "Islam, Christianity, and the Problem of Religious Art," in Late 
Antique and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World, ed. Eva R.  Hoffman (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2007), 351. 
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‘Islamic’ architecture clearly from that with which he 
identified as a Christian.  Architecture became a carrier of 
ideological meaning, a way of expressing difference from 
another group.285  

 

Both Maius and the masons at Notre-Dame-la-Grande were capable of borrowing from 

what they understood to be the established visual vocabulary of the Other.  The 

difference is that while Maius used Islamic forms to reference an Othered faith, the 

masons at Poitiers utilized those elements to connect to another place.   

If Islamic architecture looks like this, then that would imply that the East looks 

like this, much as Cordoba or Toledo or any other city in Umayyad territories in 

Europe.286  If European masons and political leaders drew a strong enough association 

between Islamic objects and the political landscape of the dar-al-Islam to be able to 

effectively communicate a desire for conquest through the appropriation and reuse of 

such objects, then their ability to read the forms as emphatically Eastern and Oriental – as 

evocative of ‘there’ versus ‘here’ – must also be in play.  The ‘Otherness’ and exoticism 

                                                
285 Ibid., 353. 
286 There is also a notable similarity between some of the ornamental forms used in the 
Aquitaine and Fatimid mosques of the Near East and North Africa.  However, even 
assuming some movement of artisans between the Latin Kingdoms and the Aquitaine in 
this period, for the purposes of this argument I have felt it historically safer to focus on 
comparative Islamic examples from the Iberian peninsula and portable objects, as it is 
likely that such works would have been better known in the twelfth-century.  I can easily 
imagine a returning crusader, questioned about what the Holy Land looks like, replying 
that it is ornamented, exotic, different – and using portable objects either brought with 
him or readily accessible in church treasuries as an example. I can even imagine, 
considering the general familiarity of Iberian images and politics in the Aquitaine, that a 
response may have been along the lines of ‘well, it looks a bit like Spain.’ I find it much 
more complicated to substantiate an argument that close architectural studies of Eastern 
patterns of mosque and secular building ornamentation would have made their way back 
to the Aquitaine by the period in which Notre-Dame-la-Grande was under construction.  
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of the East was passed down via authoritative texts, like Pliny’s Natural History, as well 

as through objects. Medieval westerners had no assumption that the East should look like, 

or resemble, the West in any substantive material way.  It had to be different and alien.  

Any attempt to recreate the East in the West, then, needed to follow in line with such 

assumptions, and the most logical way to express this visual differentiation was through 

the use of Islamic ornamental patterns and designs. Such ornamental modes served both 

to reinforce the perception of the East as ‘Other’ and fit with the conceived appearance of 

the East as presented by its artistic products available in twelfth-century France.  

It is not merely the forms of ornamental decoration at Notre-Dame-la-Grande that 

seem to resonate with Islamic architecture, but the fusing of ornament and structure.  

Islamic architecture and ornament exist in complete integration.  An examination of the 

walls of the Almohad courtyard of the Alcazar, for example, will not result in any clear 

division between the structural and the ornamental.287  The ornament is the structure, and 

the structure is composed of ornament.  There is no segregation between the two.  Henri 

Focillon was one of the earliest to note a similar tendency in Romanesque architecture, as 

well as what he termed an Oriental influence on many of the forms. Romanesque 

sculpture, he wrote “unites the decorative value and the structural value.”288   

For a twelfth-century mason already conditioned to think of sculpture as part of 

the structural fabric of a building faced with the challenge of incorporating ornamental 

formuale drawn from a pyxis, ceramic vessel, or other Islamic object, the total fusion of 
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ornament and structure may have seemed almost natural.  It is an expensive and intensive 

mode of church decoration, which may be why examples as extreme as Notre-Dame-la-

Grande are rare, but the incorporation itself seems fluid.  The challenge of figuring a 

Poitevin church into an evocation of the East does not seem to have lain in the actual 

construction or appropriation of forms, nor in transforming these forms into a symbolic 

vocabulary, or rather into one cohesive image of the East.  The challenge may have been 

in imbuing these forms with transportative or connective power. A template for such 

power existed in the form of relics.  

 

Relic and Metamorphosis:  The Transformation of Sacred Space 
 
 The Crusades contributed greatly to the spread of relics venerated in Europe and 

by Western settlers in the Latin kingdoms, and many things which came from the Holy 

Land became relics in the West – or in a Western mind – simply because of their place of 

origin.  A small flask of water drawn from a sacred site in Palestine was not sacred 

because it was water, but because of its source.  The massive reliquary in the cave church 

of Aubeterre-sur-Drône, shaped to evoke the domes of the Sepulchre in Jerusalem, speaks 

to the emphasis placed on the origin point of these holy objects. Elizabeth Fowden wrote 

that “a relic was the perfect symbol to represent the unity of the world’s material and 

spiritual dimensions.  By participating in both, a relic held out to those who possessed the 

holy object a hope of divine intervention in the wavering sphere of material existence.”289  

                                                
289 Elizabeth Key Fowden, The Barbarian Plain: Saint Sergius between Rome and Iran 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 47. 
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This same idea, reiterated by Weiss, could apply to a range of visual forms. Regarding 

the thirteenth-century Arsenal Bible, Weiss noted that  

…by virtue of its connection to the Holy Land and its 
Byzantine elements, the...manuscript was imbued with a 
sacred aspect – like that of a relic.  For such was precisely 
the status accorded to many Byzantine objects brought to 
the West during the middle of the thirteenth century.290 

  

 Relics became the focus of veneration in the medieval West because they were 

able to act as conduits of divine grace. That these Eastern ornamental forms, like relics, 

inherently carry with them a sense of their place of origin could have enabled these forms 

to act as transportative or transformative elements, merging the material of the physical 

Jerusalem into the structure to evoke the celestial Jerusalem. Just as Western artists like 

Maius appropriated orientalized forms to differentiate between Us and Them, they could 

adopt the ornamental forms of Eastern objects to create a sense of ‘there’ in Western 

Europe. Such appropriations allowed the West to feed its own needs for relic-like images 

with strong physical, emotional, and visual connections to the Holy Land. 

 In terms of church decoration, orientalized forms could represent for a twelfth-

century audience the absolute reality of sacred space. Their very exoticness and 

difference – their Otherness – indicates their origin point, the source of all Christian 

spirituality; to rephrase the Common Doxology, the place from where all blessings flow.  

These forms carry not only a message of origin, and thereby authenticity, but of 

authority.  Those who brought Christ’s territory on earth to France merged the loca 

                                                
290 Daniel H. Weiss, "Biblical History and Medieval Historiography: Rationalizing 
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sancta with Christendom.  There is epic authority in these forms, of space, of relation, 

and of connection.  As Edward Said wrote:  

There is nothing mysterious or natural about authority.  It is 
formed, irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is 
persuasive, it has status, it established canons of taste and 
value; it is virtually indistinguishable from certain ideas it 
dignifies as true, and from traditions, perceptions, and 
judgments it forms, transmits, reproduces.  Above all, 
authority can, indeed must, be analyzed.291   

 

These orientalized forms, redolent with metaphysical reality of the Holy Land, are 

conduits relocating the power of Jerusalem to southwestern France.  

 This translocation is achieved, or activated, by the very types of metamorphoses 

that ornament provides.  The title of Oleg Grabar’s masterful work on Islamic ornament, 

The Mediation of Ornament, slips ornament into the role of mediator between object and 

viewer.292  Ornament mediates the space between the worlds without and within the space 

it defines.  At Notre-Dame-la-Grande, rather than limit the expressive capability of the 

structure to one narrow area, the building as a whole is engaged in this act of 

transformation, quite literally playing out Marshall McLuhan’s notion of the “medium is 

the message.”293  By defining and redefining space, matter and the metaphysical 

relationship between solid and void, heaven and earth, these structures provide a 

totalitarian experience of transformation.  The exotic, elaborate ‘Otherness’ of their 
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façades enables them to step whole, the congregation included, into another space, a 

world not entirely of their own creation, a place apart.  

 

 

 

Understanding Evocation 

We must also assume…that the meaning the architecture 
held was intended to be transmitted, and therefore the 
primary concern of the person responsible for the building, 
the Bauherr or patron, was to imprint the form with 
meaning and to bring about the perception of that meaning 
through the instrument of the artist’s hands. In the Middle 
Ages, if received forms laid claim from their earliest 
occurrence to a symbolic meaning, and if the transmitted 
configurations of the past could be applied in support of 
symbolic relationships the patron wished to reassert by 
means of a similar representation, then those forms were 
again utilized.294 

 
 
 Medieval modes of understanding architecture via symbolic or metaphysical 

interpretive means were vast and highly developed by the twelfth century. Current 

scholarship has, in particular, examined architecture in its metaphoric role, both as an aid 

to memory and as a powerful tool for evoking a sense of immediate and empirical 

experience.295  The reiteration of known patterns and forms as part of an ongoing and 
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evolving vocabulary of signs and connected concepts and ideas is part of a deep and 

sophisticated semiotic system demonstrably at work in the Middle Ages.   

Semiotic references, both direct and indirect, were not limited to scholastic tools 

or liturgical processes.  Twelfth-century churches were often designed according to a 

symbolic and evocative system of architectural references. Scholarship on the medieval 

architectural approach to copying, or direct appropriation for symbolic and/or 

iconographic purposes, is equally well developed.  Such works regularly cite copies of 

the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, many of which, as Richard Krautheimer noted, are 

imprecise by modern standards.  Krautheimer noted what may amount to a different 

attitude towards copy and original, stating that, rather than a desire for precise 

reconstruction, “other intentions seem to be at the basis of copying architecture in the 

Middle Ages. It would seem as though a given shape were imitated not so much for its 

own sake as for something else it implied.…”296 If patterns of intention, implication and 

evocation can be read as a semiotic triangle substantive enough to support an 

iconographic analysis of the structural plans of various buildings, then, by extension, the 

same formula should be applicable to the much more directly copied orientalized 

ornamental forms on façades like that at Notre-Dame-la-Grande.  

To evoke the East through such patterns is to modify the church from a relatively 

passive figura of the physical – and therefore celestial – Jerusalem into an active figural 

manifestation of that earthly prefiguration. The connective relationship established 
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between relic and holy figure can be recreated in architectural decoration to serve a new 

purpose, whereby the ornamental forms connect directly to their original physical source 

in the same way that a bone connects to both the physical body and spiritual reality of the 

saint.  By allowing the church as a whole to act as a form of relic, thereby placing the 

physical church directly into this powerful connective framework, the ornamented façade 

of Notre-Dame-la-Grande carries its congregation into the conduit itself, transporting 

worshippers and celebrants from the mundane, removed “here” to the exotic, powerful 

and evocative “there.” Thus the desire for the sanctity of the Holy Land is fulfilled 

through the transportative power of the ornamented structure of the church. The holy is 

brought directly to the congregation, who are thereby freed from the fearful and 

threatening uncertainty of negotiating with the physical/geographical East and its contests 

with Islam.  
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Chapter Five:   
 

The Gifts of the East:   
The Eleanor of Aquitaine Vase and the Material of Political Identity 

 
 

Islamic objects in Aquitanian hands did more than provide models of Eastern 

ornament for church decoration, as discussed in chapter 4.  Such objects were also 

capable of carrying messages of appropriative power.  They were also able to act as 

testimonies to the authority and connections of those who possessed them, and through 

them, vital links to the material and sanctity of the East.  In this chapter, I will investigate 

the potential political narratives of the Eleanor of Aquitaine vase.  This Eastern rock 

crystal object was used to construct and project an identity and image of power for the 

woman who possessed it and the duchy she represented.  

 As mentioned in the introduction, connections between the Holy Land and the 

ruling houses of the Aquitaine run deep. The duchy was even more interconnected with 

the Christian monarchs of Spain.  These relationships reinforced the duchy’s role as one 

of the primary French territories engaged in armed conflicts with Islamic forces and 

provided the Aquitaine with unique access to material goods and cultural influences from 

the Iberian peninsula. Aquitanian leaders were well aware of the value of this unique set 

of connections, and, as will be discussed in greater depth in this chapter, made use of 

them to enhance the duchy’s prestige and perceived value.  

Eleanor of Aquitaine’s family tree represents this interconnectedness and reflects 

its complexity (Figure 66). William VIII had two daughters named Agnes by two 

different wives.  The elder Agnes married King Alphonso of Léon; the younger, the king 
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of Aragon.  Eleanor of Aquitaine’s renowned grandfather William IX sired not only her 

uncle Raymond, who became the prince of Antioch, but also another Agnes, whose 

second husband was Ramiro II, the monk-turned-king of Aragon.297 Raymond of 

Antioch’s daughter Marie wed Manuel Comnenos in Constantinople.  Eleanor’s 

grandmother, Philippie de Toulouse, presumptive heiress of the county of Toulouse, was 

the widow of Sancho IV and the niece of the crusade leader Raymond de Saint-Gilles.298  

 In 1063 and 1064, William VIII of Aquitaine was at war against the Umayyad 

forces in Spain, capturing the city of Barbastro in 1063.299 In 1064, Pope Alexander II, 

embroiled in a feud with the king of France, attempted to encourage the autonomy of 

certain powerful duchys. To this end, Alexander II granted the vexillum, or Saint Peter’s 

standard, to the duke of Aquitaine, thereby sanctifying his military actions in Spain.300 

Although it was William VIII who was the first of Eleanor’s line to bear arms 

against a Muslim force, her grandfather is most responsible for the duchy’s links to the 

East. Known better now for his troubadour poetry and vast territories than his role as 

crusader, William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, called the Troubadour (1071-1126), advanced 

the relationships between his territory and the Christian rulers at war with the Muslim 

forces of Al-Andalus. Having participated in the third wave of crusaders to head east as a 

leader of the failure-ridden crusade of 1101-2, William IX had more success during his 
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campaigns in Spain in the 1120s.301 Raymond of Poitiers, the second son of William IX, 

was made prince of Antioch in 1136.302 His eldest son, William X, was approximately 

twenty-seven when he inherited his father’s vast domains, as well as his father’s tendency 

to war with the Church.303 William X had only one son, William Aigret, who died in 

childhood.  When William X died on pilgrimage in Spain in 1137, he left as his heir his 

eldest daughter Eleanor of Aquitaine, future queen of both France and England.304 

We know relatively little about Eleanor’s childhood.  Born around 1124, perhaps 

in Belin castle near Bordeaux, she spent the majority of her youth in the ducal power 

center at Poitiers.305 She first appears in documents in 1129, when she is noted as having 

accompanied her parents and brother to visit her great-grandfather’s grave at Montierneuf 

in Poitiers.306 Her mother, Aénor, died in 1130 when Eleanor was an estimated six years 

old.307 Many of Eleanor’s closest relatives were scattered across Europe when she was 

young, but her mother’s brother, Ralph de Faye, became one of her closest advisors and 

agents until 1173. The lack of a strictly patrilineal system in the Aquitaine meant that 

maternal family connections mattered there, and her mother’s family was among her 
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staunchest allies in governing the duchy.308 When her father died in 1137, Eleanor was 

only thirteen years old; the support of her extended family and their network of advisors 

would have been critical to the young duchess’ success.309 

Along with a massive territory comprised of some dozen counties, she inherited a 

full measure of her house’s sense of its place in history and pride in its lineage.  The 

counts of Poitou had expanded their control across the Aquitaine when Carolingian 

monarchical authority in the south waned in the tenth century. This appropriation spread 

to include the counts’ performance of certain administrative and public duties previously 

handled by the Carolingian monarchs. In the eleventh century, six successive count-dukes 

had passed on an undivided duchy.  After Eleanor’s great-grandfather Guy-Geoffrey 

gained control of Gascony around 1058, he began to describe himself in official 

documents as “duke of all the monarchy of Aquitaine,” a self-proscribed role he and his 

descendents supported both with references to their impressive lineage and sheer strength 

of personality. 310  

The range of counties incorporated into the vast bulk of the duchy often led to 

unrest, and ducal control over the entire territory was often far from absolute.  Through 

careful maintenance of the feudal bonds of blood and marriage, however, the counts of 

Poitou maintained their singular station.  The same feudal system required them to make 

at least the most basic of gestures of submission to the Capetian monarchs in the north, 

but generally the Aquitanian rulers seemed to have little direct interest in the French 
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crown.311 Perhaps there was very little the Capetian kings could offer them.  Throughout 

the eleventh century the economy of the Aquitaine flourished. Over a dozen seaports 

expanded Aquitainian commercial and overseas trade. 312  Wine flowed from Bordeaux 

and La Rochelle.  The temperate climate and river-fed valleys produced a vast range of 

produce gathered in to feed the duchy’s expanding population.313  When William IX 

briefly controlled the county of Toulouse at the end of the eleventh century, Aquitainian 

use of the Mediterranean ports only served to reinforce the region’s centrality for trade 

coming into Europe above the Pyrenees.314  In short, Eleanor inherited a powerful, 

expansive and extremely rich territory well aware of its own unique nature and place in 

both trade and politics.  

 It is Eleanor’s eventful life, more than her inheritance, however, that made her 

history’s favorite daughter of Aquitaine.  Her Amazonian exploits while on crusade with 

Louis VII are the stuff of legend, as is her evident political savvy. Throughout her life, 

she managed to consistently maintain her image as, first and foremost, the duchess of 

Aquitaine.  Her own sense of the value of the Aquitaine and its unique role in the power 

structures of both of her husbands seems to have affected how others viewed the territory 
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as well.315  It is not until after her death that the Aquitaine may truly be considered a 

parcel of the Angevin empire; prior to that point it was still an active, relatively 

independent entity, and its total subjection to the English throne was often flexible.  

Her final gesture of connection with her ancestral territory was the placement of 

the Plantagenet royal tombs at Fontevraud, an abbey connected deeply to both Henry II’s 

ancestral lines and her own.316 The decision to bury Henry II, who had died at nearby 

Chinon, Richard I, and herself in the abbey began a dynastic tomb grouping that, as 

Charles Wood noted, seems as involved in recognizing Eleanor’s family roots as it is 

focused on the Plantagenet crown.317 In no small way, the Aquitaine’s unique value 

allowed for the expansion and support of the Angevin dynasty, and the decision to create 

the royal tombs at Fontevraud almost as an Aquitanian response to the French royal 

necropolis at Saint-Denis seems testament to Eleanor’s ongoing awareness – and control 

of – this perception (Figure 67). 

 The grandiosity of this, her final gesture, may be prefigured in one of her first.  At 

the Musée de Louvre is a small rock crystal vase, possibly of Sassanian or Persian origin, 

once held in the treasury of Saint-Denis (Figure 68).  One of the few objects to have 
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survived the Revolution’s purges, it is also one of only a small number of works that can 

be directly historically linked to Eleanor of Aquitaine.318  Known as the Eleanor of 

Aquitaine vase, the rock crystal vessel with its elaborate base of gold and gems added by 

Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis in the 1140s provides an interesting look at how Eleanor 

presented and advertised the unique nature of the Aquitaine in her first marriage to Louis 

VII of France.  

 The pear-shaped rock crystal vessel came into her family via her grandfather 

William IX’s military actions in Spain. The Troubadour duke was likely a popular leader, 

but his many military excursions outside of his duchy often left the Aquitaine untended.  

His reputation – and that of his court – was that of a lascivious if clever man, bent on 

pleasure.  Such personal habits were, as always, cited as a reason for his failures as a 

crusader. A Limousin monk criticized him for the lack of success of his ventures in the 

Holy Land, writing that “In truth he bore nothing of the name Christian; he was, as 

everyone knows, an ardent lover of women, and therefore unstable in all his actions.”319 

Despite his flaws and Eastern defeats, however, his campaigns against the Umayyad 

caliphate in Spain were markedly more successful.  One souvenir from his southern 

expeditions seems to have been the crystal vase, which he may have given to Eleanor as a 

christening gift just prior to his death in 1126.320 
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 Standing 33.7 centimeters (13.26 inches) tall, the narrow vase rounds slightly at 

the bottom of the crystal.  The central rock crystal vessel is carved in rows of a repeating 

hexagonal pattern, giving the whole piece a honeycombed appearance.321 The uncial 

inscription, in niello on a golden ground, is almost identical to the lettering used on the 

base of a sardonyx ewer that Suger also acquired and reconfigured in the twelfth century. 

Described as “clearly Byzantine in inspiration,” the neck and base of the faceted rock 

crystal vessel are decorated with delicate bands of filigree flowers and vegetal motifs. 322  

Although the precise patterns used to decorate the Eleanor vase differ from those on the 

abbot’s other contemporary liturgical vessels, all three were likely set and decorated with 

gold and gems in the same atelier at Suger’s direction.323 The base bears an inscription: 

“Hoc vas sponsa dedit Aanor regi Ludovico, Mitadolus avo, mihi rex, Sanctisque 

Sugerus.” (As a bride, Eleanor gave this vase to King Louis, Mitadolus to her 

grandfather, the King to me, and Suger to the Saints). 

 George Beech noted that this inscription is lifted exactly from the last line of 

Suger’s description of the gift of the vase and his addition of the gold and gems in his 

treatise De administratione.324 The inscription, as Beech noted, contains a litany of givers 
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of whom Suger is last.  First, the vase was presented by Mitodolus to Eleanor’s paternal 

grandfather (avo) William IX, Duke of Aquitaine.  The vase then passed to Eleanor, who 

in turn gave it to Louis VII, likely on the occasion of their marriage in 1137.325 Louis 

then gave the vase to Suger, perhaps in honor of the dedication of the new choir at Saint-

Denis in 1144.326 The abbot, with his typical lack of humility, named himself as the last 

of this prestigious list of donors, stating that he in turn did not keep this glorious vessel 

but instead gave it to the saints.  

 The only unclear name in the entire list is that of Mitodolus.  As noted by Beech, 

Suger’s De administratione gives no further hint as to the identity of this original 

giver.327 Philippe Verdier suggested that the name could be a deformation of Mathilda 

(Matéode in Poitevan), but the masculine formulation of Mitodolus seems to deny this 

possibility.328 Beech himself has suggested that the name actually is a rather deformed 

Latinization of an Arabic offical title, Imad al-dawla, meaning “column of the state,” 

which references a specific political position or term of office.  Only one figure with such 

a title held position in Islamic Spain in the early twelfth century; Abd al-Malik ibn Hud 

of Sarragossa.  He held the post from 1110 to 1130, roughly when William IX would 
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have acquired the vase.329 Moreover, this Imad al-Dawla is recorded in an Arabic 

chronicle as having participated in the battle of Cutanda in 1120. Ibn Idari records that he 

commanded Saragossan soldiers on the side of Alfonso I, whose army also included 

Aquitanian knights led by William IX.  Perhaps this object, Beech surmised, was a gift 

from one ally to another, and not seized spoils of war, which may explain Suger’s use of 

the verb dedit (gave) in both De administratione and the inscription.330 

Mitodolus, then, could be a Latin version of the Arabic political title created by 

Suger, or, although Beech does not deeply consider this option, one provided to him by 

Louis VII and Eleanor as part of the history of the piece.  Beech maintains that the 

inclusion of the name in this litany of recognizable figures “seemed to suggest that 

Mitadolus was a person of similar status and consequence, even reknown, whose name 

alone would have been recognized by alert observers in mid-twelfth-century France.”331 

He asserts that Suger’s choice not to identify Mitadolus’ origin or explain his status may 

operate as further proof of this figure’s recognizability to a twelfth-century audience.332  

This argument is plausible, but somewhat less convincing when one considers that 

William IX, whose name would likely have been considerably better known, is not 

named in either the text or the inscription.   It is also difficult to assert that knowledge of 

a title equates with knowledge of a particular individual who had held that title, even if he 

were the only one to do so in a particular period.  Beech’s identification is, however, 
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based on a series of other textual transliterations, particularly the crusading chronicle 

Gesta Francorum, which also Latinizes the title “al-Dawla” into the suffix “dolus.”333  If 

the figure himself were not readily recognizable, perhaps the transliteration of the Arabic 

title was in more common use. If the title Mitadolus was originally Arabic, and 

recognizable as such in its Latinized form, then its inclusion in the inscription serves to 

reinforce the origin of the vessel itself. At the same time, the line of names linking 

Mitadolus with the vase and the repeated use of the verb dedit also serve as a reminder of 

how this precious Eastern object ended up in the treasury of the royal abbey at Saint-

Denis:  through Aquitanian hands.  

Rock crystal vessels were recognizably Eastern in origin in the Middle Ages. The 

art of carving rock crystal had reached its peak in Fatimid Cairo during the ninth and 

tenth centuries.334 It has been estimated that fewer than two hundred such vessels survive, 

several in church treasuries and Western museums.335 Prized for both its material beauty 

and symbolic value, rock crystal was one of the most precious materials in the dar-al-

Islam, and the West shared in this appreciation to no small degree.336 At least three such 

objects, including a rock crystal vessel known as the Ewer of al-Aziz billah created in 

Egypt around 996 and held in the treasury of the Basilica of San Marco in Venice, bear 
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owner or patronage inscriptions referencing political figures, either names of caliphs or 

other top-ranked officials (Figure 69).337 A rock crystal ewer, now held at the Louvre and 

purported to have also been part of the treasury at Saint-Denis also bears such an 

inscription (Figure 70).338 Whether or not all those who claimed possession of such 

objects were capable of translating the stylized kufic Arabic inscriptions is difficult to 

assert, but the forms of Arabic calligraphy would likely have been recognizable and have 

added to the appropriative value of the piece.339  The Eleanor vase does not have a kufic 

inscription.  The utilization of an Arabic name on the base, however, serves as an 

equivalent means to emphasize the foreign source of the vessel.  

The foreign nature of such objects was often a central element in their reuse.  As 

Karen Matthews noted of the Fatimid rock crystal vessels embedded into the ambo of 

Henry II at Aachen: 

The frequency with which Muslim objects were reused in 
medieval Christian artworks testifies to their deep 
significance for Christian audiences, though specific 
historical explanations for this appropriation remain 
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difficult to establish. These objects were appreciated 
universally on their aesthetic merits. Medieval artists and 
patrons recognized the quality of rock crystal, or the rarity 
of chess pieces in Western Europe, and reemployed them 
because of their intrinsic value. As products of the Muslim 
world, these objects also had great symbolic value, but 
carried ambivalent associations for Western Christians as 
well. The world of Islam was exotic and distant, shrouded 
in mystery to most northern Europeans, including the 
Emperor Henry II. Like their Byzantine counterparts, 
however, Muslim political forces under Fatimid rule were 
consolidating territories in the Mediterranean. Both of these 
powers, then, presented a serious threat to Henry II's 
precarious hold on Italy. The inclusion of Muslim objects 
on the Ambo allowed Henry II to define the Islamic world 
in European and Christian terms, asserting the ideology of 
Western Europe's cultural and political superiority.340 

 

Without recognition of an object’s Eastern, particularly Muslim, origins, such ideological 

declarations would have proved much less effective.  The more foreign or Islamic the 

object looked in terms of its decoration, the better; but as noted above, in the case of rock 

crystal, such additional elements were not actually needed to declare the object’s origin 

point.341  

 One clear model for the reuse of Islamic objects was as part of artistic and 

ideological prefigurations of political triumph, as is the case with the vessels in the ambo 

of Henry II.  The Eleanor vase, however, seems to operate on a different level.  First, it is 

not presented as conquered spolia, but as a gift.  Second, the inclusion of the original 

Muslim giver, Mitadolus, seems again to emphasize a positive relationship of allegiance 

                                                
340 Mathews, "Expressing Political Legitimacy and Cultural Identity Through the Use of 
Spolia On the Ambo of Henry II," 179. 
341 Ibid.: 177. 
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between presenter and recipient.    Third, Eleanor is listed as the one who brought the 

vase into the French royal family, which opens the possibility for a quite different 

interpretation of the vessel’s declarative value. 

 As the greatest heiress in several generations, Eleanor of Aquitaine and her 

advisors likely had many options when it came to wedding gifts to present to her new 

royal husband.  In all likelihood, the vase was only one of many such presents, but its 

particular selection still begs investigation. Although her position as the scion of a 

crusading house may well imply that the vase was intended to bring to Louis VII the 

same declaration of potential domination asserted by the ambo of Henry II, the pattern of 

inscriptions and text noted above challenge any such assumption.  After all, as Suger’s 

texts inform us, it was not by military conquest that the vase came into Eleanor’s family, 

but through a quite different set of circumstances.  It is material testimony to the deep 

connections her family and the Aquitaine had with the East, with Spain, and with the 

precious products of the Holy Land.  

 By the time of Eleanor’s marriage to Louis VII in 1137, the value of the Aquitaine 

could be measured in more than just agricultural yield.  As mentioned above, her uncle 

Raymond, with whom she had spent time as a child at her grandfather’s court, had been 

prince of Antioch for a year.  She was related to more than one ruling Christian house in 

Spain, and, as may be testified to by the discovery of Syrian fritware in the palace of the 

count of Angoulême mentioned in chapter 4, she was the duchess of a territory whose 

leaders were involved in the European trade routes to the East which had been expanded 
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by the Crusades.342  Just as the pilgrimage routes to Santiago all flowed through 

Eleanor’s duchy, so, too, did a large number of the trade and pilgrimage routes to 

Jerusalem and points east.  In no small way, then, the decision to have the young Eleanor 

present her royal groom with a precious object the Aquitaine was in a unique position to 

provide may be read as a declaration that “through me, such things are made possible.” 

The gifts and glories of the East were accessible through the Aquitaine and through 

Eleanor herself.  

 This may be the reason behind the somewhat odd pattern of the inscription, and 

why William IX’s name is omitted from the object’s lineage while Mitadolus, Eleanor, 

and her act of presenting the object to Louis VII are emphasized. If, as I posit, Suger did 

not fully author the inscription but was in fact presented with it by Eleanor or her 

advisors, the omission of William IX makes sense.  Her grandfather had died in 1127.343 

The subsequent death of his heir, Eleanor’s father William X, in 1137 made her absolute 

suzerain over all of their territories.344 There would have been little political value for 

Eleanor in declaring the powers and influence of her grandfather at the expense of her 

own.  For the Aquitaine to be seen as completely and irrevocably linked to her person and 

                                                
342 For examinations of these developing trade routes, see Bourgeois, Velde, and 
Vequaud, "From the Near East to the Far West: An Oriental Ceramic Fragment 
Discovered in a Residence of the Counts of Angouleme (Charente, France), Late Tenth-
Early Eleventh Century," 3-12; Oleg Grabar, "Trade with the East and the Influence of 
Islamic Art on the ‘Luxury Arts’ of the West," in Il Medio Oriente e l’Occidente nell’arte 
del XIII Secolo, ed. Hans Belting (Bologna: 1982), 27-32; David Jacoby, "Silk 
Economics and Cross-Cultural Artistic Interaction: Byzantium, the Muslim World, and 
the Christian West," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004): 197-240. 
343 Dupuy, Les Grandes Heures de l'Aquitaine, 166. 
344 Ibid., 169-70. 
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position, she needed to be seen as its sole authority and embodiment. Any negotiation or 

interaction with the East via the Aquitaine also needed to now be centered on Eleanor, 

even if such connections – like the Aquitaine itself – were hers via inheritance rather than 

direct action.  It was not, in 1137, William IX who could provide the French king with 

access to the material glories of the East, but only Eleanor herself, and any mention of 

this unique ability again needed to be utterly connected with her. The Aquitaine was the 

central portal to both Spain and the Holy Land, and Eleanor was the key. 

 Suger himself would have been in a unique position to receive such a narrative 

and to understand its political and material significance.  As secretary to the king, Suger 

was a signatory on the act composed by Louis VII’s father granting to the cathedrals and 

abbeys of the Aquitaine the right of free canonical election, as well as eliminating the 

requirement that such figures swear homage or fidelity to the French crown.345 Suger was 

involved, then, in one of the central decisions that helped ensure a measure of Aquitanian 

independence, even while Louis VI claimed political control over the territory through 

the marriage of Eleanor to his son.  Suger was also a member of the party that 

accompanied the young Louis to claim Eleanor and bring her to Paris, where his discreet 

presence but honed skills as a negotiator may have been seen as an asset, particularly 

when dealing with the archbishop of Bordeaux during the finalization of the marital 

contract.346 Such actions, combined with his active presence as an advisor to both Louis 

                                                
345 Lindy Grant, Abbot Suger of St-Denis:  Church and State in Early Twelfth-Century 
France (New York: Addison Wesley Longman, 1998), 139. 
346 Ibid., 140. 
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VI and Louis VII would have ensured that the abbot was well informed as to the value of 

Eleanor and her Aquitanian inheritance.  

 The value of that inheritance, as represented by the Eleanor vase, took any 

number of wonderful forms. As William Wixom has noted, Suger was aware of the 

glories of Eastern church treasuries, like that of Hagia Sophia, and may have striven to 

emulate or even surpass those eminent collections.  Possessing as many Eastern objects 

as possible would perhaps have helped the abbot pursue this hubris-inspired goal.347 The 

Eleanor vase may have served as a tangible reminder to Suger, as well as Louis VII, of 

the full range of treasures that Eleanor’s Aquitaine could bring to the Capetian court. If 

the young queen had been canny enough to offer the vase as a testament to the unique 

material benefits available from the Aquitaine to Louis VII, it is equally possible that she 

was involved in the decision to donate the piece to Saint-Denis.  As a gift, the Eleanor 

vase was particularly suited to Suger’s acquisitive habits and aims, and it may have 

helped secure his continued support at court and beyond.  

 Suger may have had additional reasons for so clearly delineating the role of the 

new queen in the vase’s inscription.  As Eleanor Greenhill noted, Suger’s reconstruction 

of Saint-Denis benefitted not only the glory of the abbey, but also helped substantiate its 

role as the French royal necropolis. After 1137 all were eager to see the wealthy domains 

of the Aquitaine fully incorporated into the Capetian kingdom, and Eleanor may well 

                                                
347 William D. Wixom, "Traditional Forms in Suger's Contributions to the Treasure of 
Saint-Denis," in Abbot Suger and Saint-Denis: A Symposium, ed. Paula Lieber Gerson 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1986), 295. 
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have donated Aquitainian funds to support Suger’s work at Saint-Denis.348 Her lineage, 

with its emphasis on Carolingian connections, may also have appealed to the abbot.  

Many of his works, Greenhill argued, seem patterned after Carolingian monuments, and 

through Louis VII’s marriage to Eleanor the royal Frankish domain reached the Pyrenees 

for the first time since the end of the Carolingian era.349 In 1144, when the new choir was 

dedicated, no one could have foreseen that the beautiful heiress and youthful king would 

fail to produce a male heir and subsequently divorce, and so with so many glorious 

connections to offer, Eleanor would have been a royal ally worth having.   

 Not surprisingly, Suger seemed keenly interested in collecting items for the 

treasury at Saint-Denis that held a range of royal connections.  Beech notes that another 

rock crystal vase in the treasury was given to Suger by Thibaut, the count of Blois.350  

Suger, however, recorded that it had come to Thibaut from King Roger II of Sicily, 

                                                
348 Eleanor S. Greenhill, "Eleanor, Abbot Suger, and Saint-Denis," in Eleanor of 
Aquitaine: Patron and Politician, ed. William W. Kibler (Austin: The University of 
Texas Press, 1976), 82. 
349 Ibid., 85-86. 
350 Beech, "The Eleanor of Aquitaine Vase, William IX of Aquitaine," 5.  This object is 
listed in the same passage as the Eleanor vase but given less descriptive notice.  Suger’s 
text notes: “We also gladly added to the other vessels for the same office [sacramental 
wine] an excellent gallon vase, which Count Thibaut of Blois had conveyed to us in the 
same case in which the King of Sicily had sent it to him.” Beech asserts that this vessel 
was also rock crystal, but Suger is, a bit unusually, silent on the actual material of the 
donated object. Erwin Panofsky, Abbot Suger on the Abbey Church of St-Denis and Its 
Art Treasures, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 79.  The Louvre 
speculates that the rock crystal ewer from St. Denis currently in its collection may be the 
vessel connected by Suger to Roger II: 
http://www.louvre.fr/llv/oeuvres/detail_notice.jsp?CONTENT%3C%3Ecnt_id=10134198
673226027&CURRENT_LLV_NOTICE%3C%3Ecnt_id=10134198673226027&FOLD
ER%3C%3Efolder_id=9852723696500909&baseIndex=1&bmLocale=en, accessed 17 
March 2011.   
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whose offer to aid Louis VII with the Second Crusade was championed by Suger but, 

arguably ill-advisedly, turned down.351 Sicily was another gateway to the East, and 

Suger’s valuation of Roger II’s allegiance (and of a pitcher once owned by him) may 

reflect a certain awareness of the material benefits of connections with rulers and leaders 

who had substantial links to the East. Although Beech contends that the inclusion of 

Roger II’s name in conjunction with Thibaut’s vase in De administratione is further 

evidence of the recognizable and unique status Mitadolus must have possessed as an 

individual, I would argue that the inclusion of Mitadolus in the inscription has less to do 

with his status as an individual than his value as a symbol of the positive connections 

between Eleanor’s Aquitaine and a Muslim leader, and, by extension, to Islamic 

materials.352 There is no note of any inscription being added to Thibaut’s offering, and a 

reference to Roger II certainly lacks the Eastern emphasis of the Mitadolus mention on 

the Eleanor vase.  Even among the precious objects Suger collected, then, the patterns of 

how the Eleanor vase was treated are unique, as is its presented narrative.    

There may have been an additional benefit for Suger in maintaining the Muslim 

history of the vase in his inscription.  By adding himself into this continuum, Suger 

connects himself through the king to Eleanor and her sources of precious Eastern goods.  

For a man so clearly invested in and intrigued by exotic materials, this may have seemed 

a worthwhile exercise.  Preserving a received narrative would also have emphasized 

Suger’s connection to the current queen and acted as a support for his declarations of 

                                                
351 Grant, Abbot Suger of St-Denis:  Church and State in Early Twelfth-Century France, 
156-57. 
352 Beech, "The Eleanor of Aquitaine Vase, William IX of Aquitaine," 5. 
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status at court, another area of prime concern for the ambitious abbot.  As Beech asserts, 

to invent this narrative of gift-giving or to commence the litany with a non-Western 

figure would have made little sense if it did not have political value, like the connection 

of Roger II’s name.  However, naming an Arabic origin point without focusing on its 

Western intermediary, Eleanor, and her ability to connect Louis VII and Suger himself to 

the East would have potentially made the vase simply another lovely bauble among 

myriad beautiful things.  The historical patterns of presentation of this object mattered to 

Suger and must have mattered equally to those who donated it to him.   

When William X named Eleanor as his sole heir and placed her under the 

wardship of Louis VI, one of his central concerns was very likely to prevent the 

dissolution of the Aquitaine.353 He recognized the power and uniqueness of the Aquitaine 

and doubtless educated his heir in the same.  Eleanor’s own political role within the 

Capetian sphere was limited; her true authority was limited to her home duchy.  Although 

rarely mentioned alone in her surviving charters from her period as Louis VII’s wife, 

such documents do attest to Louis’s ongoing desire to consolidate the authority of the 

duchy.  Although this was likely intended primarily to heighten Capetian power or 

presence, policies concerning the Aquitaine often seemed to require Eleanor’s 

involvement, or at least her seal.  As Marie Hivergneaux noted, “Louis could not entirely 

ignore Eleanor, duchess of Aquitaine in her own right.”354  Although governance of the 

Aquitaine was brought under the Capetian umbrella and Eleanor’s authority in the region 

                                                
353 Dupuy, Les Grandes Heures de l'Aquitaine, 167-71. 
354 Hivergneaux, "Queen Eleanor and Aquitaine, 1137-1189," 58-60. 
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was, at best, shared with Louis VII, her identity as duchess of Aquitaine remained central 

throughout her life.  

The Aquitaine itself seemed to demand it.  The reassertion of Eleanor’s authority 

as duchess in 1167 or 1168, after her divorce from Louis VII and marriage to the king of 

England, can be read as an indication of Henry II’s increasing challenges in administering 

the range of Angevin territories.  To face these challenges, Henry began to distribute 

regional authority among members of his family, including his wife.  As Hivergneaux put 

it, “To calm and contain the Aquitainians, Henry gave them back their duchess.”355  

Eleanor’s political value and strength lay in her home duchy, and throughout her life her 

understanding of this and her willingness to assert that authority only seem to have 

grown. 

It seems appropriate, then, that one of her first gestures as duchess was to bring to 

her husband not only the Aquitaine, but a rare and beautiful wedding present that bears 

witness to the unique connections and nature of the duchy.  If her authority and value 

rested in the province, then any step to elevate and illuminate its particular sources of 

power, authority and status and to heighten awareness of the region’s unique political and 

trade connections, would only serve to benefit Eleanor herself.  If she and her duchy were 

to resist becoming completely absorbed into the Capetian royal fabric, then such 

declarations would be especially needed.  The gift of the Eleanor vase, replete with 

historical connections and Eastern associations, fits these needs admirably.  The Capetian 

                                                
355 Ibid., 67. 
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desire for Eastern objects is met through the political associations, trade connections, and 

history of the Aquitaine represented by the vase.  
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Chapter Six: 
 

Passionate Politics: 
Authority, Allegiance and the True Cross in the Aquitaine 

 
 

When Christ’s time to suffer was drawing near, the 
aforesaid wood floated up to the surface of the pond, and 
the Jews, seeing it, used it in making the Lord’s cross. It is 
said that the cross was made out of four kinds of wood, 
namely, palmwood, cedar, cypress, and olivewood.  Hence 
the verse: 
 
Ligna crucis palma, cedrus, cypressus, oliva. 
 
There were four wooden parts to the cross—the upright 
shaft, the crossbeam, the tablet above, and the block into 
which the cross was fixed, or, as Gregory of Tours says, the 
crosspiece that supported Christ’s feet. Hence each of these 
parts might be made of any of the kinds of wood 
enumerated above.  The apostle seems to have this variety 
of woods in mind when he says: “You may be able to 
comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and 
length and height and depth.”  The eminent doctor, at the 
place referred to, explains these words as follows: “The 
breadth of the Lord’s cross is the crossbeam upon which his 
hands were extended; the length means the shaft from the 
ground to the crossbeam, where the whole body hung from 
the hands; the height means from the crossbeam to the top, 
where the head touched; the depth is the part hidden by the 
earth in which the cross stood.  By this sign of the cross all 
human and Christian action is described: to do good works 
in Christ and to cling to him perseveringly, to hope for 
heaven, and to avoid profaning the sacraments”  
– Jacobus de Voragine, “The Finding of the Holy Cross,” 
The Golden Legend356 

 
 
 From the time of its purported recovery in Jerusalem by the Empress Helena, 

mother of Constantine the Great, the True Cross has been venerated as one of the greatest 

                                                
356 de Voragine, The Golden Legend, 278. 
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and most powerful objects and ideas in Christendom. Fragments of the potent relic 

abounded.  The reliquaries created to house these treasured objects were often gloriously 

ornamented, made to “call attention not only to the materials of which they are made 

(crystal, gold, gems) but also to the materials (bones, cloth, wood) they contain.”357 

Despite the monetary value of the materials used in such reliquaries, however, they could 

never equal the pricelessness of the dark pieces of ancient wood held in their splendid 

frames.  To possess such an object placed one within a lineage of powerful figures dating 

back to Constantine, the first Christian emperor of Rome and founder of the Church of 

the Holy Sepulchre. Beyond such terrestrial links, it connected its owner in the most 

primal way possible to the fate and life of the King above all other Kings, Christ himself. 

 This dual nature made True Cross relics powerful tools in the hands of rulers from 

even the earliest days of Christian political rule. Those with access to such relics not only 

treasured them, but also gave them as gifts.  According to the Liber Pontificalis 

Constantine the Great made the earliest imperial gift of a True Cross relic when he sent a 

golden and bejeweled reliquary to the bishop of Rome.358 If ownership of one such relic 

was a potent statement of regal authority, then the ability to transmit such treasures to 

another was perhaps an even greater testament to one’s own elevated place in the 

hierarchies of Christendom.  Power was not limited to the givers, however.  Those able to 

                                                
357 Caroline Walker Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late 
Medieval Europe (New York: Zone Books, 2011), 70. 
358 Holger A. Klein, "Sacred Things and Holy Bodies: Collecting Relics from Late 
Antiquity to the Early Renaissance," in Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics and Devotion 
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request – and receive – relics of the True Cross could then use those objects as testaments 

to their personal and associative sovereignty. In this chapter, I will investigate two 

narratives of True Cross relics in the medieval Aquitaine and examine how the political 

circumstances surrounding each gift reveal the patterns of kinship, allegiance and 

international diplomacy at two quite distinct historical moments. By comparing the 

receipt of relics by Saint Radegund in the sixth century and the donation of a True Cross 

reliquary to the abbey at Grandmont-en-Limousin by Amalric I, King of Jerusalem, in 

1174, I will show how the traditional patterns of relic-giving for diplomatic purposes 

were broadened and inflated in the Crusading period. 

 Vitae of Saint Radegund (also Radegundis or Radegonde), the sixth-century 

Merovingian queen who established the convent of Sainte-Croix in Poitiers and is now 

entombed mere yards from the convent’s original location in a church dedicated to her, 

stress her devotion to the acquisition of relics for her convent. In both narratives, 

Radegund is portrayed as acting more like a queen than a standard abbess.  Making use of 

her privileged royal position, Radegund was capable of asking for such gifts from 

powerful rulers through means that may not have been available to a less noble leader of 

a newly founded convent.  Radegund (c. 520 – 587) was originally a Thuringian princess, 

who, along with her younger brother, was taken as spoils of war by the Frankish king 

Chlothar.  Her brother was subsequently murdered, and that event, coupled with six 

childless years of marriage, seems to have given Radegund the impetus to leave the 
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court.359  She went under the protection of the Church and founded Sainte-Croix shortly 

after.360  By the 560s, Sainte-Croix was becoming one of the most prestigious convents in 

Gaul.  Housing around 200 nuns, Justina, Sainte-Croix dominated the sacred landscape of 

sixth-century Poitiers.361  

 Gregory of Tours, a native of Clermont-Ferrand and contemporary of the queen, 

noted that “In King Chlothar’s days, when Saint Radegund founded the nunnery…Saint 

Radegund, inspired by her faith and led on by her devotion, sent churchmen to Eastern 

lands to search for pieces of wood from the True Cross, and for relics of the holy 

Apostles and other martyrs.”362 King Sigibert agreed to approach the Byzantine emperor 

on her behalf.363 Radegund hired the poet Venantius Fortunatus to compose three poems 

to accompany her relic-hunting delegation to Constantinople. The poems cast the 

Merovingians in a heroic light, declaring them to be descendents of Troy and casting 

Radegund as a noble, tragic heroine. Radegund’s letter of request caused a stir in 

Constantinople, and Emperor Justin and his wife, Sophia, responded by sending the relic 

                                                
359 Gregory of Tours, who names her father as King Berthar, writes of her briefly in Book 
III of his work: “When the time came to return home Lothar took with him as his share of 
the booty Radegund, the daughter of King Berthar.  Later he married her.  This did not 
stop him afterwards from arranging for her brother to be murdered by assassins. 
Radegund turned to God, took the habit of a religious and built a nunnery for herself at 
Poitiers.  She was famous for her prayers, her vigils and charities, and she became so well 
known that the common people looked upon her as a saint.” Gregory of Tours, The 
History of the Franks, Lewis Thorpe, ed. and trans. (New York: Penguin Putnam, 1974), 
168-69.  
360 Isabel Moreira, "Provisatrix optima: St. Radegund of Poitiers' Relic Petitions to the 
East," Journal of Medieval History 19, no. 4 (1993): 287. 
361 Ibid.: 286-87. 
362 Gregory of Tours, 530.  
363 Moreira, "Provisatrix optima: St. Radegund of Poitiers' Relic Petitions to the East," 
286. 
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of the True Cross among other relics and precious gospel books. 364  Radegund’s handling 

of the relics when they arrived paid homage to her own abilities to procure them. 

Enclosing the True Cross reliquary and its attendants in a large casket with other relics, 

Radegund had the lot placed in an oratory and celebrated with elaborate processions and 

acts of devotion aimed at inspiring pilgrimage and creating wide-spread recognition of 

the miraculous abilities and nature of the received relics. As Cynthia Hahn noted, 

“Radegund orchestrated the presentation of the relic to maximum effect.”365 

 Fortunatus composed another work in thanks for this precious gift.  In Ad Iustinium 

et Sophiam Augustus, the poet 

 
…compared the emperor and empress to Constantine, the 
first Christian emperor, and his mother Helena, who found 
the cross: “Behold, Augusti, you rival each other with like 
offerings; you enoble your sex, as he does his; the man 
brings back Constantine, the godly woman Helena; as the 
honour is alike so is the very love of the Cross.” He 
depicted them spreading Christianity by sharing the cross 
with the western world: “Through you the Cross of the 
Lord claims power over the whole world; where it was 
unknown now it is manifest and offers protection.”366 

 

Such ennobling language was not reserved merely for the imperial couple in 

Constantinople.  Baudonivia, a nun who composed the second vita of Radegund, wrote 

                                                
364 Jennifer C. Edwards, "Their Cross to Bear: Controversy and the Relic of the True 
Cross in Poitiers," Essays in Medieval Studies 24 (2007): 67; Holger A. Klein, "Eastern 
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365 Cynthia Hahn, "Collector and Saint: Queen Radegund and devotion to the relic of the 
True Cross," Word & Image 22, no. 3 (2006): 268. 
366 Edwards, "Their Cross to Bear," 68. 



188 

that “what Helena did in Oriental lands, blessed Radegund did in Gaul!”367 Hahn noted 

that the allusions to Helena, made by both Gregory of Tours and Baudonivia, were 

significant as they drew parallels between these two politically powerful women who 

surrendered rule in the world to tend to a collective of religious women.  That the 

attendant implications would have made Radegund the equal to an Empress and 

associated her ability to acquire the True Cross relic with Helena’s discovery of the True 

Cross itself we must read as added public relational value.368 

 The arrival of the relic of the True Cross from Constantinople is the better 

documented of the two relic acquisitions Radegund enacted on behalf of her fledgling 

convent.  The other, also related by Baudonivia in her Vita Radegundis, concerns the 

quest for a relic of the Cappadocian martyr Saint Mamas of Caesarea.369 This time a 

physician, Reovalis, was dispatched to the patriarch of Jerusalem, who held the body of 

the saint.  Baudonivia recounted that the patriarch was moved by Radegund’s request: 

On the third day, having celebrated the mass he went with 
all the people to the blessed martyr’s tomb, and in a loud 
voice, full of faith he called to public witness in this 
manner, saying: “I ask you, confessor and martyr of Christ, 
if the blessed Radegund is a true handmaiden of God, may 

                                                
367 Edwards cites the version of Baudonivia’s text contained in digital transcribed form as 
part of the Fredegarii et aliorum Chronica. Vitae sanctorum. Edited by Bruno Krusch, 
Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Scriptores Rerum Merovingicarum (SS rer. Merov.) 
2:358-405, accessible via http://bsbdmgh.bsb.lrz-
muenchen.de/de/fs1/object/goToPage/bsb00000749.html?pageNo=358&sortIndex=010%3
A020%3A0002%3A010%3A00%3A00&text=true&sort=score&order=desc&context=Ba
udonivia&hl=false&fulltext=Baudonivia.  Ibid.: 68, 73. 
368 Hahn, "Collector and Saint: Queen Radegund and devotion to the relic of the True 
Cross," 270. 
369 Moreira, "Provisatrix optima: St. Radegund of Poitiers' Relic Petitions to the East," 
289. 
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your power be made known among the peoples; allow that 
the faithful soul may receive from your relics that which 
she asks.” The prayer completed, the whole congregation 
replied “Amen,” and the patriarch came to the saint’s tomb, 
continuously pronouncing the faith of Radegund, and 
touched a bone that the saint might order the petition of the 
Lady Radegund be granted.  He touched every finger on the 
right hand individually; when he reached the little finger, 
with a gentle touch it lifted itself from the hand in order to 
satisfy the desire of the blessed queen and implement her 
wish.370 
 
 

This testimony seems rather formulaic; the public is notably called upon to witness the 

miracle of the saint’s willing donation of his relic, while both the saint and the patriarch 

provide recognition of Radegund’s sanctity.  Miracle narratives help in elevating the 

status of a particular saint’s relics in any arena, but they may have been especially 

necessary in the case of imported relics. The narrative may have had significant 

importance back in Poitiers, where it would help establish the authenticity of the relic and 

reconfirm Radegund’s status.   

In both narratives, Radegund is portrayed as acting more like a queen than a 

standard abbess.  Making use of her privileged royal position, Radegund is capable of 

asking for such gifts from powerful rulers by means that may not have been available to a 

less noble leader of a newly founded convent. Certainly her narratives, hagiographical 

polishings aside, present a woman with no qualms about using the tools available to her 

to negotiate the political and ecclesiastical waters of sixth-century Europe.  

                                                
370 Moreira notes her use of the same version of the text utilized by Edwards and noted 
above. Quoted in Ibid.: 289-90. 
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The Aquitaine has produced several native saints, but Radegund holds a unique 

position as a type for rulers of the duchy.  Narratives about the powers of her Eastern 

relics were soon eclipsed by tales of her own miracles, but the importance placed in her 

vitae on their procurement and placement seems to emphasize her symbolic and 

inspirational value to later generations.371  Radegund’s personal narrative also places her 

in strict communion with the authentic church.  She fled from her husband before taking 

her vows but never fully relinquished her position as queen.  Even today, the typical 

depiction of Radegund emphasizes her rejected royal role, showing her crowned and 

draped with royal insignia, rather than clad in the modest convent robes she adopted in 

her own lifetime (Figure 71). Her presentation as a royal model stands intact, and among 

all the tales included in her vitae, it was her ability to procure Eastern relics that most 

clearly asserts her ongoing political presence and authority.  

Radegund’s reliquary does not survive, although there has been some speculation 

that it was perhaps a crux gemmata, or jeweled cross.372  A popular symbol for the True 

Cross in developing imperial Christian iconography, the crux gemmata was widely used, 

and appears both in imagery, as in the mosaics above the apse at Santa Maria Maggiore 

in Rome, and as a popular form for early True Cross reliquaries. The so-called Crux 

Vaticana, a True Cross reliquary created in Constantinople between 568 and 674 is a crux 

gemmata, and, like Radegund’s relic, was sent as a gift to the West – in this case to Rome 

                                                
371 Edwards, "Their Cross to Bear," 70. 
372 "Reliquary Cross of Justin II (the Crux Vaticana)," in Picturing the Bible: The 
Earliest Christian Art, ed. Jeffrey Spier (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 285. 
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– by Emperor Justin II and his wife Sophia (Figure 72).373 Held in the Treasury of Saint 

Peter’s in Rome, the reliquary bears a Latin inscription testifying to its point of origin, a 

memorializing formula likely to have appeared on Radegund’s reliquary as well.  The 

paired verses read: 

“Ligno quo Christus humanem subdidit hostem 
Dat Romae Iustinius open et social decorum.”374 

 

Such inscriptions help substantiate the authenticity of both the relic and the gift, allowing 

the reliquary to speak on behalf of itself, its donors, and current owner or place of 

residence.  

 Beyond simply attesting to Radegund’s saintly worthiness, diplomatic prowess 

and political abilities, however, the relic of the True Cross she received from Byzantium 

is likely the reason for the dedication of her convent to Sainte-Croix.375 That dedication 

in turn would have acted as an ongoing reminder to the nuns of their founder’s abilities 

and devotion. Devotions to the True Cross focused one’s spiritual energy on the 

emulation of Christ.  For the nuns of Sainte-Croix, Radegund’s acquisition of the True 

Cross reliquary gave them a female role model in their sainted benefactress, whose 

personal devotion before the source of salvation was something the sisters could copy 

                                                
373 Ibid., 283-85. 
374 Ibid., 283. 
375 None of the four primary medieval authors of Radegund’s life (Gregory of Tours, 
Venance Fortunat, Baudonivie, and Hildebert de Lavardin) make it clear when or why the 
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the acquisition of which they all discuss in some detail, seems all but self-evident. Robert 
Favreau, ed., Radegonde de la couronne au cloître (Poitiers: Association Gilbert de la 
Porrée, 2005), 11-14. 
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directly, both mentally and physically.  Much as it had linked Radegund and the political 

powers in Byzantium, the relic in its new home bound together Christ, Radegund, and the 

sisterhood.  In all stages of its journey, the True Cross relic continued to act as a creator 

of and testament to connections.   

Similar testaments, albeit with differing aims, were established by relics of the 

True Cross sent to the Aquitaine during the Crusades.  One intriguing example, now lost, 

was sent to the abbey of Grandmont-en-Limousin by Amalric I (also known as Amaury 

I), King of Jerusalem from 1163 to 1174.376  Known now only through an engraving of 

the Greek inscription and a series of written descriptions composed by seventeenth-

century scholars Du Cange and his correspondent Ogier, the reliquary disappeared after 

its removal to the cathedral at Limoges when the treasury of Grandmont was dispersed in 

1792.377 The texts describe a twelfth-century Byzantine reliquary with Greek inscription 

covering the back (Figure 73). A surviving rubbing or drawing of this inscribed plaque 

may indicate that the reliquary was panel-shaped, a form common to Byzantine 

staurothekai, or reliquaries of the True Cross, like the thirteenth-century reliquary made 

in the Latin Kingdoms and now incorporated into a larger cross held by the Cleveland 

Museum of Art (Figure 74).378 

                                                
376 Marie-Madeleine Gaulthier, Highways of the Faith: Relics and Reliquaries from 
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After its arrival at Grandmont in 1174, the Byzantine reliquary was reset into a 

Limousin triptych of gilded and engraved silver. Full-length figures of Saints Peter and 

Paul appeared inside the wings.  A slightly later (1200-10) Limousin enameled plaque 

incorporating a golden figure of the Virgin, also believed to come from Grandmont and 

now held in the collection of the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore, may give some 

suggestion as to the graceful delicacy and intricate decoration of the lost work (Figure 

75).379 The exterior of the Grandmont reliquary was inscribed with four verses in Latin, 

additions to or continuations of the original Greek verse, which chronicle the donation of 

the relic to the abbey by Amalric I.380   

Amalric, who had inherited the throne of the kingdom of Jerusalem after the death 

of his brother Baldwin III, evidently acquired a relic of the True Cross as a diplomatic 

gift during his negotiations with the Byzantine court. 381  Amalric visited Constantinople 

in 1171 to ensure the continued cooperation and allegiance of Emperor Manuel I 

Comnenus (r. 1143-80) in Amalric’s ongoing battles with the rising forces of Nur-al-Din, 

against whom the Latin Kingdom’s forces had been regularly engaged since the 

triumphant battle at Krak-des-Chevaliers in 1163.382 Amalric knew that close diplomatic 

ties and ongoing military support were his only hope against the now united Syrian and 
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Egyptian front.  In addition to renewing his calls to the West for military aid, he decided 

the time was right to go himself on a diplomatic visit to the imperial court in 

Constantinople. 

Manuel I had inherited both his crown and his empire’s involvement in the wars 

and movements of the crusaders. The relationship between the Byzantine empire and its 

western cousins in the twelfth century was often a tense series of conflicts and 

negotiations. A savvy diplomat, however, Manuel I recognized the value of maintaining 

positive relationships with both his Western Christian counterparts and the Crusader 

Kingdoms to the south wherever possible.  His first wife, renamed Irene at her marriage, 

was Bertha of Sulzbach, sister-in-law to the Holy Roman Emperor Conrad.  Although 

never beloved by her subjects, she was central to the success of the allegiance negotiated 

between the two Christian emperors during Conrad’s visit to Constantinople in 1148.383  

Manuel had consolidated his relationship with the ruler of the Latin Kingdoms in a 

similar way, marrying his niece, Theodora, to Baldwin III.384 After Baldwin’s death and 

Amalric’s inheritance of his brother’s throne, Manuel seemed keen to maintain as open 

and mutually beneficial relationship as possible with the new king.385 

 By all accounts, Amalric’s visit to Constantinople in 1171 was a profitable and 

amicable one.  Amidst the dancing display at the Hippodrome, barge trips up the 

Bosphorus, and numerous civic and religious events, the two rulers were believed to  

                                                
383 John Julian Norwich, A Short History of Byzantium (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1997), 275.  
384 Ibid., 285. 
385 Runciman, A History of the Crusades 2, 391. 



195 

have established a new treaty, although its exact terms are unknown. Steven Runciman 

speculated that it likely ensured Byzantine naval and financial assistance in the event of 

another campaign to Egypt, and that Amalric may have, in turn, “recognized in some 

vague way the Emperor’s suzerainty over the native Christians,” an item of debate 

between the Frankish Christians and the empire since the days of the First Crusade.386 In 

the course of negotiations, international protocol would have called for the exchange of 

gifts, at it is likely at this point that the small True Cross reliquary fated to end up in 

Limoges entered the scene. 

 As Holger Klein has discussed, the exchange of relics, particularly those of the 

Passion and fragments of the True Cross, was a distinctive element in Byzantine 

negotiations with Western powers.387 Even among the many glories of the Byzantine 

court, the imperial collection of significant relics shone with a particular and highly 

desirable light.  The main gems in this collection were the precious Passion relics; the 

same objects that would later become the raison d’être for Louis IX’s construction of the 

Sainte-Chapelle.388 Important western visitors were occasionally treated to a viewing of 

these religious splendors.  Byzantine chronicler John Kinnamos reported on Louis VII’s 

visit to the relics in 1147, noting that the pious French king had been taken “to the palace 

in the southern part of the city to investigate the things there worthy of awe and behold 

the holy things in the church there: I mean those things which, having been close to the 
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body of Christ, are signs of divine protection for Christians.”389  Although knowledge of 

this impressive collection and its affect on privileged royal viewers was well known in 

the West, the Byzantine emperors carefully controlled the distribution of such relics 

beyond their own boundaries.  The value of such relics was immense, and the ability to 

present them as gifts 

…stressed, more than anything, the emperor’s superiority 
over his western visitors…unlike precious silks and other 
luxury objects that could be obtained by way of commerce, 
the distribution of relics, especially those of Christ, the 
Virgin, and certain eastern saints, was strictly controlled by 
the Byzantine emperor and thus out of reach of most 
western rulers.  Inevitably, western recipients of such 
sacred treasures must have found themselves in a position 
of inferiority—a reaction undoubtedly intended by the 
giver as part of his political message.390   

 

Along with this sense of inferiority and inability to equal the gift, the recipient would be 

endowed with a sense of obligation and indebtedness to the emperor.  Such gifts, then, 

could be seen as emphasizing a connection between the Emperor and the recipient and 

perhaps explains why they may have been particularly useful gifts when new treaties 

were created or existing important allegiances re-solidified.  The latter was certainly the 

case when Amalric I traveled to Constantinople.  In this instance, perhaps even the choice 

of the precise relic given to the Crusader king was an element in this delicate political 

dance.   

                                                
389 Quoted in Klein, "Eastern Objects and Western Desires," 287. 
390 Ibid.: 288-89. 
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 As mentioned previously, a seventeenth-century copy of two inscriptions – one 

Greek, one Latin – from the Grandmont reliquary survive.391  Both inscriptions are rather 

formulaic, if beautifully composed, poetic prayers that reference both the power of the 

True Cross and ask for divine consideration and blessing.  The Greek text, which 

Gauthier suggests could perhaps be attributed to the twelfth-century Byzantine poet 

Nicholas Kallikeles, declares: 

Having slept a short sleep on the tree of three kinds of wood,  
The King of all, the Word who was both God and man, 
Granted the tree great virtue: 
All are refreshed, who, fevered, seek the shade of the triple tree. 
 
I, burning in the midday heat, have come running 
And crept beneath the branches, 
Receive me therefore beneath your shade and shield me well, 
Tree that gives shade to all the earth, 
And distil the dew of Harmon 
On me, a scion of the fair house of Dukas, 
Descendents of the Empress Irene, 
My mother’s ancestress, 
The glory of kings, wife of the sovereign of the Ausonians, Alexius 
Yes, I entreat you, my sole guardian, 
I your slave Alexius of the house of Dukas.392 

 
 
 The inscription, which the seventeenth-century scholar Du Cange associated with 

Manuel I, makes a series of interesting genealogical statements.393  It was his grandfather, 

Alexius I (r. 1081-1118), founder of the Comneni dynasty, who perhaps felt himself most 

deeply connected to the Dukas (Ducas, Doukas) lineage through his adoptive mother and 
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early advisor, Empress Mary of Alania. He also married the fifteen-year-old Irene Dukas 

as a means of solidifying his political position.394 The significance of the Dukas family in 

early Comneni dynastic power was likely an ongoing motif in the reigns of Alexius’ son 

and grandson.  More than simply an internal statement of Byzantine political and family 

identity, however, this inscription inescapably linked the piece with the Comneni 

dynasty.  The sense of allegiance and indebtedness created between giver and recipient is 

not, in this case, simply Byzantine, but very specifically linked to the current imperial 

house. 

 The focused use of the name Alexius may have also had an additional value if the 

reliquary was originally intended to be given to Amalric or his brother Baldwin III. 

Alexius I was the first Byzantine ruler to lend support to the crusaders.  He attempted, as 

much as possible, to control the political fate of the Near East through his negotiations 

with the baronial leaders of the First Crusade and continued to struggle with and on the 

behalf of the fledgling Latin Kingdoms until the end of his reign.395  Many of the issues 

he strove to control were similar to those Runciman speculated may have been discussed 

when Amalric and Manuel I met in 1171. Perhaps the reiteration of the name here was 

meant to act as a subtle reminder to Amalric of the lengthy and complex relationship 

between the Byzantine emperor and the Latin Kingdoms.   

 Whatever political allusions Amalric may have deduced from the gift, however, 

he did not seem to keep it long. Du Cange, citing the thirteenth-century chronicler of 
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Saint-Martial, Bernard Itier, believed that one Bernard, a bishop of Lydda, carried the 

relic of the True Cross that Amalric was purported to have received from the church of 

Saint George at Lydda to the Cistercian abbey of Grandmont. Gauthier implies that it is 

likely that the True Cross reliquary, with its Greek inscription, traveled to the Aquitaine 

at the same moment.396   Bernard Itier notes only one relic, stating that it was carried to 

the abbey at Grandmont by the bishop of the church of Saint George at Ramla, in modern 

Israel.  

1174. (1) L’an de grace 1174, est mort l’abbé Pierre du 
Bari. (2). Amaury, roi de Jérusalem, a envoyé aux 
Grandmontains un morceau de la Sainte Croix, par 
l’intermédiaire de l’évêque de Saint-Georges de Ramla.397 

 

Bernard Itier’s chronicle refutes Du Cange’s assumptions, or reveals his confusion.398 

Although sources do credit Amalric I with possessing more than one True Cross relic, the 

inscribed Byzantine reliquary was the one delivered to Grandmont.399  
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 At Grandmont, a second inscription was added the reliquary, the wording of 

which implies that Amalric gave two separate pieces of the True Cross to the abbey.  

When he who ever lives sought to submit to death, 
Death begat Life, Death was done to death. 
Light was plunged into darkness, Peace, true Peace, the Cross, endured. 
His night became our day; his Cross our rest. 
 
Cross of the Creator, way of peace, turning-post of our travail, 
Death of the Saviour, Death of death, acme of honours, 
Precious Cross, greeting, the world’s special worth, 
Venerable Cross, greeting, the people’s imperial adornment. 
 
May King Amalric be the friend of the King supreme 
For the gifts of the Cross may he be given the prize of light, 
When it sent the Cross, Christ’s Grace visited us, 
Let us therefore rejoice, be vigilant, and worship God. 
 
Let us look in wonder on royal things: for a king let us pray to the King. 
Christ shares the yoke of whomsoever venerates His Cross. 
May no one take from Grandmont either part or the whole. 
If any commit this crime, he will be struck with God’s anathema.400 

 
 
 There are certain echoes between this inscription and the poetic recordings of 

Radegund’s receipt of the sacred relics centuries before.  The imperial connections, borne 

out here so beautifully by the Greek inscription, are carefully noted, although Amalric 

does not earn a reference to the Empress Helena.  The phrase “Let us look in wonder on 

royal things: for a king let us pray to the King” neatly and effectively explores the triply 

royal origin of the relic, however.  The “King” and first royal source of the relic is 

naturally Christ.  The Byzantine emperor is the second stage in the relic’s life as a “royal 

                                                                                                                                            
declaring that he would bless the relic only if Amalric swore to “be a better Christian.”  
Evidently Amalric agreed. Runciman, A History of the Crusades 2, 374. 
400 Gaulthier, Highways of the Faith: Relics and Reliquaries from Jerusalem to 
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thing,” and the king who should receive prayers for his gift is, of course, Amalric.  The 

sentence draws a tight and flattering line between the gifts of Christ and of the crusader 

king.  Certainly Amalric’s emissary would have been pleased with the polished 

Aquitainian phrasing of this dedicatory inscription. 

 What the inscription does not address, however, is why Amalric would have 

chosen to send this precious relic to Grandmont. Any number of abbeys, both in Europe 

and the Latin Kingdoms, would have been pleased with such a gift.  The son of 

Melisende of Jerusalem, Amalric could hardly have been unaware of the powers of 

patronage in his own domain, yet in this case he did not choose to give the relic to a 

Levantine monastery, or even to grant it to a house of the Templar or Hospitaller orders, 

both of which were critical to his ongoing military campaigns in the region.401  Nor did 

the prize go to a monastery in Anger, home of his father, Fulk of Anjou. The answer may 

lie in the complex nature of late twelfth-century crusading politics. His reasons for the 

gift may have been very similar to that of Manuel I: an attempt to bolster and secure the 

continued financial support of an ally or, more precisely, to perhaps goad a promised ally 

into providing desperately needed military assistance in the East.  The intricate web of 

politics and relationships that may have led to the journey of this reliquary from the 

blazing golden light of the Bosphorus to Grandmont, nestled in the rolling green 

                                                
401 It is certainly likely that Amalric did grant objects and/or make financial gifts to 
monasteries in the Levant, and it is not my intention to imply that this reliquary is the 
only such bequest he made in his lifetime. However, despite Grandmont’s reputation for 
possessing a large collection of important relics, his decision to send these relics to 
Grandmont seems unique.  
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pastureland north of Limoges, exemplifies the involvement of the Aquitaine and its rulers 

in the fate of the Latin Kingdoms in years just prior to the loss of Jerusalem in 1187. 

 As discussed previously, Amalric well understood the dangerous position of the 

Latin Kingdoms, now faced by a Muslim sultanate that had united the power centers of 

Damascus and Cairo.  The fall of Fatimid Cairo quite literally placed the Frankish 

territories in a steadily tightening claw.  All but completely surrounded by Muslims, 

Amalric was desperate to secure support from western leaders. There had been no 

concentrated crusading movement since the Second Crusade’s failure to take Damascus 

in 1147.  The small bands of western crusaders who had come east in the following 

decades had often not proved greatly helpful. During Amalric’s advance on Cairo in 

1168, Egyptians who despised Shawar, the problematic vizier who had seized control of 

the remains of the Fatimid caliphate, had initially welcomed Amalric’s forces as 

deliverers.  That changed, however, following the massacre of the inhabitants of Bilbeis 

after the city was taken from Shawar’s son, Taiy, on November 4.  Leading the massacre, 

it seems, were a force of newly arrived and zealous crusaders from Nevers, who, having 

lost their leader to a fever prior to the Egyptian campaign, were all but impossible to 

control. The wholesale slaughter of the town’s populace turned Egyptian support firmly 

against Amalric, leaving him without allies against Shirkuh’s rapid advance.402  

 Narratives like that from Bilbeis were not uncommon in the history of the Latin 

Kingdoms, and rulers like Amalric had learned that western help, though desperately 

needed, was best when it came headed by a powerful and respected leader.  His choices 
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were slim.  Louis VII, although supportive of the Latin Kingdoms, showed no real 

inclination to return on another crusade, nor did his record on the Second Crusade 

endorse him as a military strategist.  Frederick Barbarossa was engaged in Italy, and his 

tempestuous relationship with the papacy would have made him a problematic ally.403  

The logical and undoubtedly highly desirable ally would have been Henry II Plantagenet, 

King of England and Ireland, Duke of Aquitaine, the greatest military strategist of his 

generation, whose aptitude at avoiding taking up the cross was a notable facet of his 

career.  Amalric’s decision to send the cross relics to Grandmont may well have been an 

attempt to secure the interest and allegiance of Henry II and his already powerful second 

son, Richard the Lionheart.  

 Henry II’s unwillingness to leave his political aspirations and expanding empire 

in Europe was a noteworthy facet throughout his career.  While other crowned heads of 

Europe, especially those in France and Germany, were showing a devout interest in 

pursuing the infidel in the Holy Land, Henry II did not.  Public politics being as they 

were, however, Henry II seemed unable to declare his lack of interest outright and made 

several unfulfilled promises to take up the cross. Although he levied his first “crusading 

                                                
403 Despite this uncertainty, Frederick was a still a desirable ally, likely why either 
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Holy Land: Frankish Culture at the End of the Crusades, ed. Daniel H. Weiss and Lisa 
Mahoney (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 255. 
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tax” in 1166, the gesture never resulted in direct action.404  Nor did his true feelings seem 

to have fully escaped his contemporaries, since as early as 1168 Louis VII “expressed 

open disbelief in Henry’s sincerity” to uphold such vows.405 The pope was also aware of 

Henry’s indifference and perhaps also hoped that sending the Angevin ruler on crusade 

would help solidify the increasingly unstable position of the Latin Kingdoms. Such a 

belief may have helped shape the terms of the reconciliation at Avranches in May 1172. 

 Henry II’s perceived involvement in the martyrdom of Thomas à Becket caused a 

massive schism between him and Pope Alexander III. Many issues, including Henry’s 

desire for recognition of the Constitutions of Clarendon and the pope’s desire for Henry 

to return certain properties to the Church, were discussed during the negotiations leading 

up to the act of reconciliation sworn by Henry II at Avranches, as were the penitential 

gestures, both public and private, that Henry was expected to make.406 Although the 

proceedings commenced with Henry’s devout vow that he had “neither commanded nor 

willed the death of the archbishop,” the penitential acts required of the king formed a 

substantive part of the papal terms for reconciliation.407  Presented by the papal legates 

and ratified by a papal bull dated 2 September 1172, the publicly divulged terms required 

of the monarch: 
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That he should at his own expense provide two hundred 
knights to serve for a year with the Templars in the Holy 
Land. 
 
That he himself should take the cross for a period of three 
years and depart for the Holy Land before the following 
Easter, unless the pope postponed it, or unless his services 
were urgently required against the Moslems [sic] in 
Spain.408 

 

 Much like pilgrimage, taking up the cross was a relatively common, if still quite 

extreme, form of penance for members of the military classes during the Crusades.409 It is 

possible that Henry II meant to fulfill this vow. However, fate in the form of his restless 

brood of sons intervened, and by the summer of 1173 Henry was deeply embroiled in the 

developing revolt led by his eldest son, Henry the Younger. 410 Because of the nature of 

the revolt, Pope Alexander did allow Henry II to commute his penance, ordering him to 

found three religious houses in lieu of fulfilling his vow to go on crusade.411 By the 

autumn of 1174, Henry II had triumphed over his sons and their allies, including his 

queen’s ex-husband, Louis VII, and the peace was formalized at Montlouis on 30 

September.412  Even if the pope had not commuted Henry’s vow, it would have been 

extremely implausible that he would have set out on crusade following the 1173 revolt.  

His sons were defeated, not appeased, and Henry was aware of that fact.  The stability of 
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the Angevin territories had always been his primary concern, and he evinced no real 

interest in sacrificing his empire for the sake of Jerusalem. 

 Crusade, or rather the declaration of one’s intent to go on crusade, remained a 

potent element in European politics, however.  Whatever his personal beliefs, Henry was 

a signatory to the 1177 Treaty of Nonancourt which laid out the plan for a joint Angevin-

Capetian crusade, but the state of affairs between Henry and Louis made such a venture 

impossible.413 Within Europe’s body politic, after 1173 there could be no serious belief 

that Henry II would ever set foot in the Holy Land.  Although his physical and military 

presence may never have been felt in the Latin Kingdoms, however, his money was, and 

perhaps this – as well as the 1172 reconciliatory vow – was what prompted Amalric’s gift 

to Henry’s beloved Grandmont. 

 In keeping with the complicated genealogies of the Latin Kingdoms, Amalric I 

was actually Henry’s half-uncle.  Amalric’s father, Fulk of Anjou, was married to 

Armeburg, who died in 1126, well before Fulk moved east and became king of Jerusalem 

from 1131 to 1143. Their son Geoffrey of Anjou married Matilda, the daughter of King 

Henry I of England. They in turn produced a potent heir in Henry FitzEmpress, as Henry 

II was known in his youth.  As mentioned previously, Amalric was Fulk of Anjou’s son 

by his second wife, Melisende. 414 However unwilling Henry may have been to don a 

crusader’s mantle, he was cognizant of the desirability of this familial connection.  Roger 

of Howden noted that Henry II attempted to dissuade Philip of Flanders from going on 
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pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 1176, perhaps out of fear that Philip would try to seize the 

throne from the newly anointed Baldwin IV.  Roger of Howden wrote that Henry may 

have once again suggested that he himself, or at least his knights, go in Philip’s stead, 

writing that “the king of England then proposed to go Jerusalem himself, or to send 

knights and soldiers to defend the king of Jerusalem, his kinsman.”415 Family was a 

mixed blessing during Henry’s reign, but his sense of such obligations may have 

persuaded any hopeful European usurpers that the king of England stood firmly behind 

the king of Jerusalem. 

 Much more substantive than vague threats and promises, however, was Henry’s 

ongoing financial support of Jerusalem.  Beginning in 1172, he sent sizable donations 

annually to the Latin Kingdoms, earning him a rare positive mention from his critic 

Gerald of Wales, who in this instance called him “praecipuus terrae Palestinae 

sustentator,” or “prime sustainer of the land of Palestine.”416 This was in addition to the 

funds he was obligated to collect by the terms of the Avranches reconciliation.  That 

amount, enough to supply two hundred knights for one year based on estimates provided 

by the Templars, was to be paid out when Henry II himself left for the Holy Land 

according to his agreement with Pope Alexander III.417 As it has been estimated that 

maintaining one fighting Templar knight for a year in the East cost ninety livres tournois 
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208 

in 1267 (a year when the approximate annual income of Louis IX of France was 250,000 

livres tournois) the amount Henry was required to set aside for the future provision of 

these knights would have been sizable indeed.418  By 1187, Henry’s eastern account may 

have held as much as 30,000 silver marks, having accumulated at a rate of perhaps 2,000 

silver marks a year since 1172.419 

 It is the accumulation that is of particular interest.  Despite having sent such 

largesse, at least in title, to the East, Henry II does not seem to have allowed much – or 

any – of it to be spent.  Rather than actually use the funds to support crusading activity, 

Henry seems to have used the account as a shield to defend himself against repeated 

accusations about his lack of involvement in the Crusades and as a means to maintain a 

central position in web of pan-European and Latin Kingdom politics.  Hans Mayer wrote: 

Unfortunately, neither the amount nor the intended purpose 
of the money are proofs of Henry’s sincerity with regard to 
the crusade.  His motivations must also be looked for in 
European politics.  Whenever he was accused, as was the 
case many times, of stalling in the business of the cross, he 
could point to his Eastern account.  Also, it was 
traditionally to the King of France that the Franks in the 
East looked for support and to whom they appealed.  By 
piling up more and more money in the East Henry 
increasingly stole the show from the French king.  He could 
less and less be ignored in European crusade politics.  
Everybody had to take him into account:  the Pope, the 
Emperor, the French king, the Franks in the East and even 
the Count of Flanders who had little to do with him.  Hence 
the guessing game whether he would or would not go on 
crusade was a general preoccupation for over fifteen 
years.420 
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In this way Henry II, the non-crusader, dramatically affected the tone and substance of 

crusading politics both in Europe and Outremer from at least 1172 onwards.   

 I argue that this Eastern fund and the terms of Henry’s reconciliation with the 

pope may be what led Amalric I to send the True Cross reliquary to Grandmont in 1174.  

Bernard Itier’s account does not specify the month or even season of the relic’s arrival. In 

the late twelfth-century, travel by sea, while dangerous, was the much faster route to 

Europe from the East.421 By land, the route from Jerusalem to Paris ran some 4,300 

kilometers and was frequently fatal to those who attempted it.422 A sea journey could be 

completed, if all went smoothly, in approximately a month.  If the bishop landed at one of 

the southern French seaports, he likely faced another month or so of travel to reach 

Grandmont.  As sea journeys were notoriously rougher in the early spring and winter, it is 

likely that the bishop did not depart during those seasons, making a late 1173 departure 

unlikely.  To be registered in the 1174 annals, then, it seems plausible that he would have 

set out for his journey in late spring or early summer of 1174, arriving perhaps in the 

autumn of that year.  By the time the bishop’s voyage was arranged, Amalric would have 

received word of Henry II’s reconciliation and subsequent crusading vow and already 

witnessed the establishment of his Eastern fund.  He would not, however, have as yet 

benefited substantively in any way from his powerful half-nephew’s financial 

arrangements.  I propose that the gift of the True Cross reliquary to Grandmont may have 
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been a carefully calculated gesture aimed at encouraging Henry to join his kinsman in the 

struggle against the growing unification of the Muslim powers or at least to release the 

purse strings. 

 The decision to send the relic to Grandmont, rather than to Henry directly, may 

have been equally pragmatic.  True Cross relics, as discussed above, were highly valuable 

and therefore politically charged objects.  Although Henry II and Pope Alexander III had 

formally reconciled at Avranches, the full terms of Henry’s reacceptance had not yet been 

fulfilled by 1174, and his standing with the papacy remained less than perfect.  Rather 

than risk offending the pope, whose support he also needed, by sending such a potent gift 

to a ruler so recently in such marked disfavor, Amalric may have chosen to send the relic 

to Henry’s favorite monastery instead.  Henry would be readily informed of the gift, and 

it would have had the added benefit of inducing the formerly disgraced king to pay a visit 

to the monastery and thereby reunite with the Church and its crusading goals in a very 

personal way.  

 Ascetic and cenobitic, the order at Grandmont was established at Muret in 1076 

by Stephen of Muret.423  His followers moved to Grandmont after Stephen’s death in 

1124, where they established themselves as a hermetic order.  Stephen of Liciac, the 

fourth prior of the order, composed the rule between 1139 and 1163, basing it on the 

strong apostolic message of Stephen of Muret’s Liber de doctrina.424  Stephen of Muret’s 
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life and the early history of the order also shaped the rule.  Patterning the division of 

responsibilities after the Gospel sisters, Mary and Martha, Stephen had sought to emulate 

the contemplative example of Mary. Meanwhile, his lay companion, Hugh Lacerta, 

following in Martha’s domestic footsteps, managed the order’s material and 

administrative affairs.  This unique system was regularized by the rule and continued to 

shape the order, often with mixed results.425  Its extreme asceticism and emphasis on an 

apostolic lifestyle for the monks made the order quite popular, however, and by 1163 

Grandmont had established 163 daughter houses, or cellae, throughout the Limousin and 

adjacent counties.426 

 Henry II’s relationship with Grandmont, recorded by several contemporary 

sources, began perhaps as early as the 1150s and was well established by the 1170s.427 

His support of the Grandmontines fits with his general tendency towards ascetic orders, 

although Eleanor of Aquitaine may have been directly involved in his original 

introduction to Grandmont. Geoffrey de Loroux, Archbishop of Bordeaux (1136-58) and 

one of Eleanor’s tutors, was a strong patron of the order and may have encouraged both 

her royal husbands’ interest in Grandmont.428 Politics may have played a role in Henry 

II’s support as well.  He had nominally become overlord of La Marche when he was 

invested as duke of Aquitaine in October 1156, but the childless Count Adalbert V’s 

territories had been a matter of dispute between Henry and Louis VII throughout the 
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1170s.429  Henry II dramatically and finally solved the situation in 1177 by purchasing 

Count Adalbert’s lands and rights, a move that created ripple effects throughout the 

Angoumois, Poitou and Limousin.430  Undisputed control of La Marche, which bordered 

Berry, the Auvergne, Poitou and the Limousin was central to Henry’s movement to 

stabilize and ensure his territories in France following the revolt of his sons in 1173-74, 

and his arrangement with Adalbert had the added benefit of both irking and unsettling his 

rival, Louis VII.431 Involving himself with a popular religious order scattered throughout 

this contentious region would have been a savvy public relations move for the Angevin 

king.   

 Henry’s connections to Grandmont seem to have had a more personal aspect as 

well and perhaps even more than politics shaped his relationship with the order and its 

motherhouse.  Although nothing survives today of his work, Henry funded at least part of 

the reconstruction of the church at Grandmont in the 1160s and 1170s.  Described as a 

larger and more complex version of the simple cella, the church is purported to have been 

sixty paces long and seventy wide, perhaps with two side aisles flanking the central nave 

(Figure 76). Four columns flanked the gem-studded high altar that rose above a reported 

one hundred and eighty relics, including the body of Stephen of Muret and a relic of the 

                                                
429 Judy Martin and Lorna E. M. Walker, "At the Feet of St. Stephen Muret: Henry II and 
the order of Grandmont redivivus," Journal of Medieval History 16, no. 1 (1990): 3. 
430 Warren, Henry II, 145-46. 
431 Ibid., 146. See also Painter, "The Lords of Lusignan in the Eleventh and Twelfth 
Centuries," 41-42. 



213 

True Cross.432 The total project seems to have not been completed until 1189, as the 

order’s seventh prior, Gerard Itier, records the final translation of Stephen of Muret’s 

body to the new main church and its installation under the high altar as part of a 

magnificent celebration on August 30 of that year.  Henry’s influence was at work even 

then, although he had died on July 6, two months previously.433  Pope Clement III had 

canonized Stephen of Muret six months previously, “on the testimony of our most 

beloved son in Christ, Henry the illustrious king of the English….”434  

 His role in Stephen of Muret’s canonization in 1189 and Henry’s earlier financial 

largesse was likely the reason why the Grandmontines agreed to his request to be interred 

in their church, since their rule forbade the burial of anyone in their monasteries who was 

not a proven and continual advocate of the order.435 Henry first made this desire known 

during his extreme illness in 1170 and seems to never have wavered in his selection. 

Although his unexpected death at Chinon and the wishes of Eleanor of Aquitaine 

ultimately lead to his internment at Fontevraud, another monastic house that had 

benefited from his patronage, his final will once again stated Henry’s desire to be buried 

at Grandmont.436 Kings were never casual in their choice of final resting places, and this 

repeated intention perhaps best exemplifies Henry’s deep dedication to the hermetic 

Limousin community. 
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 As Henry’s close connection to Grandmont was well documented, it is very likely 

that Amalric I, or at least his religious advisors in such matters, was aware of the 

connection. That very connectedness may have been another reason why the 

Grandmontines made desirable recipients of the cross relic.  Although beneficiaries of the 

king’s support, they had also castigated Henry for his role in Thomas à Becket’s murder.  

Peter Bernard, ex-generalis of the order, wrote a letter to Henry in 1171 praising his 

support for the construction of the monastery church and excoriating him “for the 

destruction of the Church as a whole through Becket.”437  It is difficult to assess how 

widely such declarations were known, but Henry’s general condemnation by numerous 

churchmen, including those closest to him, was common knowledge in the aftermath of 

Becket’s martyrdom.  Perhaps a subtler, secondary reason to send the reliquary to 

Grandmont, rather than Henry directly, and in the hands of a bishop, was to encourage 

the monks to in turn use their influence with the king to persuade him to keep his 

crusading vow – or to at least provide Amalric I’s embattled forces with badly needed 

capital.   

 Amalric desperately needed allies in 1174, and when it came to calling on western 

rulers to support the holy crusade, monastic voices rang more loudly and effectively than 

could any secular political body.  Should Henry fail to heed them, the well-connected 

Grandmontine monks, now deeply rooted in the Crusades-enmeshed Aquitaine, may have 

been able to convince others to step in and donate instead.  Giving the True Cross 

reliquary to Grandmont may well have been Amalric’s way of hedging his bets.  He 
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wanted Henry and his Eastern funds but dared not risk upsetting the pope.  Insulting 

Louis VII, Henry’s rival, by giving such a gift to Henry (and not him) may have been 

almost equally problematic.   

 Grandmont was a reasonable compromise.  The monks, out of a desire to assist 

their noble benefactor in his holy cause, may well have become some of Amalric’s most 

effective advocates in the region.  The presence of the Eastern bishop who bore the 

reliquary to Grandmont could only have helped this fundraising campaign, and the clear 

imperial Byzantine connections the reliquary bore would have acted as a reminder that 

Amalric did not stand alone.  Wishing to cast himself, by means of the reliquary, as a 

material symbol of Christian unity and Eastern dominion under immediate and pressing 

threat, Amalric’s gift was a brilliant move that cogently encapsulated his understanding 

of the complexity of crusading politics.   

 However effective his deliberate gift may have been in small matters, however, it 

failed to achieve its ultimate agenda.  Henry II never rode out on crusade, nor is there 

substantive evidence that suggests his Eastern fund was at all depleted when Richard I 

took the crown. The 30,000 silver marks in the account in 1187 were likely still there 

when Richard took over the royal treasury in 1189. Even without additional deposits in 

1188 or 1189, that amount equaled thirty percent of the English treasury at the time of 

Richard’s coronation.438 It is truly impossible to know if the release of even part of those 

funds in 1174 would have sufficed to save the Latin Kingdoms.  Although it is tantalizing 

to speculate on the military impact Henry II would have had in the Levant, it is equally 
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impossible to know if even his strategic expertise would have strengthened the Frankish 

territories enough to withstand Saladin’s growing incursions.  Perhaps his political savvy 

could have prevented his cousin Sibylla’s historically unfortunate marriage to the hot-

headed Guy de Lusignan, fated to become the man who lost Jerusalem in 1187.  Had 

Amalric’s gift hit its intended mark, the story of the Latin Kingdoms in the critical years 

of 1174-87 might have been quite different indeed.   

 Where Henry hesitated, however, his son leapt.  Richard I, called the Lionheart, 

who cut his teeth in the baronial disputes of the Aquitaine and developed into a military 

strategist almost on par with his legendary sire, heeded the call of the Holy Land.  Also a 

strong supporter of the order at Grandmont, one of Richard’s last acts before leaving on 

crusade in 1190 may have been to arrange for the church paid for by his father to be 

demolished and an even grander, larger one to be built.439  Perhaps, then, Amalric’s 

gesture was not a complete failure.  An Angevin king with loyalties to Grandmont did 

ride to the aid of the Holy Land, taking with him vast military experience and substantial 

wealth, provided in part by the redistribution of Henry’s Eastern account.  He just came 

too late to help Amalric or preserve Christian rule in Jerusalem.  The battles between 

Saladin and Richard I have become the stuff of legend. The greatest military minds of 

their age, they fought and diplomatically parried their way across the Syrian sands.  
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Richard regained a substantial amount of the territory lost to Saladin in the campaigns 

before and after 1187, but Jerusalem remained evasive.  Recognizing that he could 

perhaps take the city but would never hold it, Richard turned his back on the holy city. 

The two leaders brokered a three-year truce, and Saladin invited Richard and his courtiers 

to enter Jerusalem as pilgrims.440 Unwilling to go as a pilgrim where he had failed as a 

conqueror, Richard declined.  He returned to the West having never set foot in the city.   

 The Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi paints a moving picture of 

the king, still recovering from a recent illness, departing the Holy Land for the final time: 

 

On St. Denys’ day [9 October 1192] King Richard went on 
ship to return to England. When the royal fleet weighed 
anchor, how many sighs were wrenched from affectionate 
breasts, while tears flowed copiously from the eyes! They 
wished blessings on the king and prosperity on his affairs.  
They remembered his prowess, and the mass of virtues 
collected in this one man. Lamentations were broken with 
weeping; many voices were heard bewailing and saying, ‘O 
land of Jerusalem, now abandoned by all aid! What a great 
defender you have lost! Who will protect you from your 
attackers if the truce is broken, now that King Richard is 
going away?’ They each kept tearfully repeating these and 
similar words. 
 The king had not yet fully recovered his health, but 
he had everyone’s prayers for his recovery.  The sails were 
raised, and he set out on his prepared voyage. 
 They sailed all night, navigating by the stars. As 
day broke on the following day, the king looked back with 
affectionate eyes at the land he had left.  For a long time he 
stood meditating, and prayed, ‘O Holy Land, I commend 
you to God. In His loving grace may He grant me such 
length of life that I may give you help as He wills. I 
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certainly hope some time in the future to bring you the aid 
that I intend.’ Many people heard him say this.441  

  

Despite his vows, battlefield prowess, and successes in Syria, Richard died having been 

no closer to the place of Christ’s death than many other Europeans.  His most direct 

access to the sacred location of the Crucifixion was through relics, like the fragment of 

the True Cross Amalric I sent so hopefully to Grandmont.   

 The desire for objects connected with the East, particularly relics, had a political 

value not unlike that discussed in regards to the Eleanor of Aquitaine vase in chapter 5.  

However, unlike the vase’s assertions of connections already established in the Aquitaine 

and the ability of Eleanor to bring those links to the Capetian court, the Grandmont relic 

testifies to the utility of relics and sacred objects as elements in an elaborate power-

bartering system at work during the Crusades.  If Amalric I was inspired in his actions by 

those he witnessed at the Byzantine court, the process of using Eastern relics to secure 

political and military support in the Latin Kingdoms during the Crusades took on a 

different tenor than the formula of political gifting engaged in by Radegund on behalf of 

her convent.  In both cases, two rulers sought to secure political prestige and advantage 

through the presentation or acquisition of a relic of the True Cross. That such ambitious 

connections between an Aquitainian religious institution and the sanctity of the East 

could be envisioned was due to the intensity of the desire for such objects and the 

                                                
441 Helen Nicholson, ed., The Chronicle of the Third Crusade: The Itinerarium 
Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 381-82. 



219 

magnetism they possessed. It is perhaps in cases such as these that the political value of 

religious material in the Middle Ages can be most directly examined.  
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Conclusion: Afterimages 
 
 

…here you are in Paris and you have found that Jerusalem 
you so desired. It is the home of David…of the wise 
Solomon. – Philip of Harvengt442 
 
Praise the Lord, O England's Jerusalem: and Netherland's 
Zion, praise ye the Lord! He hath secured your gates, and 
blessed your possessions with peace, even here, where the 
threatened torch of war was lighted. - Peter Stuyvesant443  
 
 
 

 When Richard the Lionheart boarded a ship and left the Holy Land in 1192, he 

left the ideas and realities of the Crusades inalterably changed.  The Fourth Crusade 

infamously sacked Constantinople, with a multitude of consequences.  Later crusades 

were directed at Egypt in an attempt to expand the remaining Latin Kingdoms and 

reclaim Jerusalem, but all failed.  Jerusalem and Bethlehem were returned briefly to the 

Latin Kingdoms in a treaty negotiated between Emperor Frederick II and Sultan al-

Kamil.  Excommunicated by Pope Gregory IX for failing to go on crusade when 

scheduled, then chastised by the same pope for continuing with his plans despite his 

excommunication, Frederick arrived in the Holy Land in 1228.  In 1229 he crowned 

himself king of Jerusalem in the church of the Holy Sepulchre, again flouting the 

condemnation of the church.444  His truce held until 1239, when the governor of Kerak, 

Al-Nasur Da’ud, briefly retook the city.  Facing clashing political and military forces 
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among the Ayyubids, however, the governor returned Jerusalem to Christian control in 

exchange for help against the Egyptian sultanate.  This final Christian period of 

Jerusalem lasted until 1244, when the Khwarazmian Turks captured and devastated the 

city during their flight from the invading Mongols.445 European control of the sacred city 

was ended.  Although the Latin Kingdoms would survive in various forms until their final 

destruction in 1291, Jerusalem herself remained as elusive and unattainable as a dream.  

 The dream did not lie quiet.  Perhaps the last great crusading ideologue was Pope 

Gregory X, who, the year before his election in 1271 had taken the cross and gone to 

Acre. Prior to his departure for Rome, the pope-elect preached on a verse from Psalm 

136: 

If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her 
cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to 
the roof of my mouth: if I prefer not Jerusalem above my 
chief joy.446 

 

Back in Europe, Gregory X spared neither expense nor political capital in preparations 

for his envisioned great crusade.  He called the Second Council of Lyon in 1274, during 

which he issued the Constitutiones pro zelo fidei, an ambitious document that laid out in 

material terms his aims for both reforming Christendom and his crusade.  The response 

from the European monarchs was considerable.  The kings of France and Sicily took the 

cross in 1275, and Gregory had gained the support of the Byzantine emperor at the 

Second Council of Lyon. He planned to crown Rudolph of Hapsburg Holy Roman 
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Emperor in 1277 to secure his crusading vow as well, and all were to leave together in a 

joint expedition to the East on April 2, 1278.447  This massive enterprise would have 

eclipsed all previous plans, but Gregory X died on January 10, 1276.  Without him, the 

plans dissolved.  Salimbene of Adam, one of Gregory’s contemporaries, wrote in a tone 

both despairing and fatalistic that “it does not seem to be the divine will that the Holy 

Sepulchre should be recovered, since the great number attempting it are seen to have 

laboured in vain.”448  

 When Acre fell in 1291, effectively and finally ending the Latin Kingdoms, many 

in Europe held out hope that Latin control of the Holy Land could still be re-established. 

These losses placed Christendom in what Norman Housley termed “a condition of crisis,” 

as the failure of the Crusades must inevitably beg a reconsideration of the tropes of innate 

Christian superiority and predestined victory discussed throughout this dissertation. 

Given the nature of crusading, the crisis was bound to be 
one of faith as well as military strategy…the crisis did not 
end in 1291 because few contemporaries accepted the loss 
of Palestine as final: indeed, arguably it was not until after 
the outbreak of the Hundred Years War in 1337 that hopes 
for the recovery were marginalized to an optimistic few.449  
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Hope faded, but the dream itself remained intact through the sixteenth century.450 

Eventually the Crusades came to be remembered largely as moralized historical military 

failures. According to Ronnie Ellenblum, early modern writers described the Crusades  

…as a quasi-mythological epic that had begun heroically 
and ended in ignominy. The only way to resolve the 
apparent contradiction between the praiseworthy origin and 
the disastrous end was to provide readers with moral and 
theological justifications fitting for such an epic.451   

 

It came to be commonly considered that the Crusades failed not because the innate 

superiority of Christianity had been disproven but as punishment for sin.  As long as 

Christianity offered the promise of human perfection, the idea of attaining Jerusalem 

could be maintained.  Since the true and final escape from sin can only be achieved after 

death, however, the same theology that allowed Western Christians to envision the 

physical city of Jerusalem as a prefiguration of heaven also permitted the city to move 

gently into the realm of the mythic.  Human nature, with all of its frailties and sinful 

tendencies, forbids the domination of Jerusalem in this world, but its twelve jewel-clad 

gates, described by Saint John in the Apocalypse, will swing open in the glorious 

afterlife. In many ways, the West returned to a view of Jerusalem that had existed before 

the First Crusade, although its approach to the holy city would never again be entirely 

free of the ideal of military and political conquest of the Sepulchre.  

 This theological redirection may have provided spiritual recompense for the loss 

of the physical Jerusalem, but it did not resolve the other attendant issues that formed 
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central elements of crusading ideology in the twelfth century.  As discussed in this 

dissertation, the fear of Islam and the desire for possession of Jerusalem’s sanctity were 

also central tenets of crusading propaganda.  Both were redirected into more passive 

veins even before the final loss of the Latin Kingdoms in 1291. 

 

Redefining the Mission:  From Crusade to Conversion and the New Orientalism 
 

 In his notable 1944 article on the twelfth-century tympanum of the great 

Burgundian chuch at Vézelay, Adolf Katzenellenbogen describes the iconographic 

program as an encyclopedic exploration of the mission of the Apostles (Figure 77). The 

inclusion of the monstrous races and the infirm, as well as the tympanum’s reliance on 

Isaiah, all indicate a program aimed at reshaping the notion of crusade from one of 

military conquest to part of the global mandate for conversion.452  

Isaiah’s prophecies, which presumably very strongly 
influenced the representation on the lintel, and on the 
archivolt, gained a new actuality from the first crusade. 
Robert the Monk relates them to the marching of the 
crusaders…The same prophecy may have shaped the 
representation on the lintel, where Peter and Paul convert 
all the peoples of the world and different classes of 
humanity to the Christian faith.  The same task seemed to 
have been fulfilled again late in the eleventh century, when 
the Pope and the clergy aroused enthusiasm among all 
Christians, so that they came together from all parts of 
Europe to liberate Jerusalem. It is perhaps not without this 
deeper reason that among the classes of humanity which 
are lined up in hierarchical manner on the lintel the priests 
and soldiers are leading.  They are the two classes which, 
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more than a millennium after the Mission of the Apostles, 
were to play the most important role in the history of 
Christianity…The priests and soldiers on the lintel may 
very well have been considered…as prototypes of these 
first two groups of crusaders.453  

 

The role of the crusaders after the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099 was not, 

Katzenellenbogen’s analysis suggests, limited solely to political control.  It was also to 

act as a key step in the ongoing mission of Christian evangelism. 

 The mid-thirteenth century witnessed the rise of the great mendicant orders like 

the Franciscans and Dominicans, and these orders were almost immediately called into 

service as emissaries and missionaries to Asia and the East.  The court of the great 

Mongol Khan, a source of terror for both the Islamic and Christian worlds, was the main 

target.  The aim of the papacy in sending forth these monks was originally both political 

and religious in nature.  Pope Innocent IV, aware of rivalries among Mongol leaders in 

the mid-thirteenth century, sent the Franciscans Lawrence of Portugal and John of Plano 

Carpini to the Mongols in 1245. Christian Russia had recently become part of the Mongol 

empire, and there were few allies left standing between the might of the Mongol empire 

and the West once the internal Mongol politics had been resolved.454   John of Plano 

Carpini, who was sixty-five years old when he set out for the edges of the world, spoke 

no oriental languages.  Yet he arrived at Guyuk’s camp near Karakorum in time to 

provide the first Western account of Guyuk’s coronation as Great Khan amidst an 
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assembly of representatives from Russia, China, Manchuria, Georgia and the other 

territories of the Khan’s great domain.  John and his companion returned to Europe 

bearing the Khan’s response to the pope.  The 1246 letter famously informs the pope as 

prince above all Christian princes of the Khan’s expectation of Western submission to 

him, as well as his wholesale rejection of Christianity.   

 Though thou likewise sayest that I should become a 
trembling Nestorian Christian, worship God and be an 
ascetic, how knowest thou whom God absolves, in truth to 
whom He shows mercy? How dost thou know that such 
words as thou speakest are with God’s sanction? From the 
rising of the sun to its setting, all the lands have been made 
subject to me. Who could do this contrary to the command 
of God? 
 Now you should say with a sincere heart: “I will 
submit and serve you.” Thou thyself, at the head of all the 
Princes, come at once to serve and wait upon us! At that 
time I shall recognize your submission. 
 If you do not observe God’s command, and if you 
ignore my command, I shall know you as my enemy.  
Likewise I shall make you understand. If you do otherwise, 
God knows what I know.455 

 

One can scarcely imagine an answer less likely to assuage the pope’s fears of the power 

and intractability of the Mongol Khan.  Although their direct mission of encouraging the 

Khan to ally himself with Western Europe and be baptized may have failed, the 

information gathered by the Franciscan emmissaries would prove valuable to Europe, if 

not comforting. John of Plano Carpini’s History of the Mongols (whom he, in medieval 

tradition, called Tartars) became the most widely read of all early Western accounts of 
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the Mongols and was in turn incorporated into Vincent of Beauvais’ Speculum 

Historiae.456 

 Later Dominican and Franciscan missions met with a similarly cordial, if 

uncompromising, reception.457 The most famous of the missionaries was Saint Francis 

himself, who preached to the Egyptian sultan al-Kamil in 1219.458 It was Francis’s own 

missionary zeal that set the standard for Franciscan missions to Jews, Muslims, Mongols, 

and occasionally even non-Latin Christians.  The first extant written rule of the 

Franciscan order, the Regula non bullata, composed in 1221, contains a chapter on 

missions to Saracens.  Five Franciscan friars were executed in Marrakech in 1220 for 

insulting Muhammad and the Qur’an.  “For these Franciscans,” John Tolan wrote, 

“preaching to infidels was part of the apostolic life, indeed the culmination of that life, 

for it led to an apostolic death: martyrdom at the hands of the infidels.”459 

 Francis’s zeal for mission and its potential for leading to martyrdom may have 

stemmed from his early fascination with and support of the Crusades.  His desire to go on 

crusade and thereby become a martyr for Christ on the battlefield simply became 

realigned with his new purpose.  Galen Johnson noted that “Francis’ss desire for 

martyrdom did not wane, but its justification changed from a lusty enthusiasm for the 
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Crusades to a desire to imitate the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ.”460 As military 

expeditions to the East waned, and finally terminated, the mendicant missionaries became 

in a sense the new crusaders, although their attempts to gain control over Jerusalem and 

the Holy Land focused on wielding the power of faith and not the sword.  

 The rise of such missionary action after the failures of the militant Crusades 

cannot be seen as coincidental.461 The predetermined victory of Christianity throughout 

the thirteenth century was as likely to be implemented in narratives like those of Prester 

John, the mythic and mighty Christian Eastern prince whose imagined presence gave 

courage to a Christian West looking east across a vast, powerful and inescapably non-

Christian world.  The hope of obtaining or discovering such an ally may well have played 

a role in the first missions to the Mongols, like that of John of Plano Carpini discussed 

above.462 The existence of a Prester John, even solely in legend, provided to the West an 

image that they were not alone in the struggle against the Muslim and Mongol forces that 

were threatening their world.  

 Nor were the apocalyptic tones of the First Crusade, like those discussed in 

chapter 3, absent in thirteenth-century narratives of crusade and conversionary mission. 

Following the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, James de Vitry and Oliver of Paderborn 

combined the fervent urgency of apocalypticism with the pointed polemics of early 
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generations to forge a new sense of need to promote global conversion.463  Their desire 

for church reform combined with crusading and conversion prefigures Gregory X’s 

declarations at the Second Council of Lyon discussed above. The multivalency of 

Western views of Islam reached an apex in James de Vitry’s and Oliver of Paderborn’s 

works.  As Jessalyn Bird noted, “The perception that the diverse threats facing 

Christendom were a multi-headed hydra was ratified by the exchange of preachers, 

crusaders and proselytization techniques between various missionizing and crusading 

campaigns before, during and after the Fourth Lateran Council.”464 As Christian victory 

turned to defeat, the Muslim forces to whom Peter the Venerable addressed his polemics 

in the twelfth century were no longer amorphous.  The threat posed by Islam was 

reaching a new level of intensity.  As attempts to eradicate Islam through military means 

had failed, the West stepped up its conversionary efforts.  These were also largely 

failures, but over the course of the thirteenth century and fourteenth century the intensity 

with which the West faced its perceived foe slowly faded. Such immensity of focus 

cannot long survive when faced repeatedly with its own ineffectiveness.  With few 

exceptions, the fervor steadily decreased.  

 This developing exhaustion was also aided by substantive changes in the Muslim 

world.  The rise of the Ottoman empire in the fifteenth century seems to have 

determinedly altered the West’s approach to the East.  Stable, massive, powerful and 
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willing to engage in trade with Western rulers, the Ottomans were a considerable force.  

Their rise eradicated the limping remains of the Byzantine empire, removing any widely-

held sense of a Christian East in need of rescue.  Rather than continue to pursue its futile 

attempts to conquer the East, the West retreated into its own constructed perceptions of 

Islam and the exotic lands on the far edge of the Mediterranean.  The rush of trade goods 

flowing into the West in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries provided ample proof of the 

luxurious world of the East.  Travelers to Ottoman Constantinople (renamed 

Konstantiniyye) spoke of the glories and wonders of Ottoman architecture and left awed 

by the vistas of the Topkapi palace.  The West moved steadily into an Orientalist dream 

of an East both luxurious and deadly.  Threads of the medieval accusations of Muslim 

sexual lasciviousness and perversity abounded in the new perceptions.  While envying 

their material glory, the West allowed itself to construct a self-serving image of cultural 

superiority, a new secularized version of the predetermination of Christian victory so 

evident in the twelfth-century crusading texts. Orientalism gave the West back its sense 

of innate security by transforming the once-threatening East into a concrete and 

immovable fantasy, which, like all good fantasies, required little reflection and provided 

titillation rather than terror.   

 Such was the final Western mode of putting to rest the intense threat of Islam that 

so absorbed medieval Europe until the modern era, when on September 11, 2001, 

terrorists flew two planes into New York City’s World Trade Center and one into the 

Pentagon.  The immediate responses to this action brought back swells of the medieval 

tropes against Islam.  Muslim terrorists hate the West and all that for which it stands.  



231 

They desire the total destruction of Western institutions and values, the hawks roared.  

Former President George W. Bush responded by calling the American response a 

“crusade,” which sent shudders and shockwaves throughout the United States and 

Europe.  Peter Ford, a columnist for the Christian Science Monitor, noted that President 

Bush’s use of the term “raised fears that the terrorist attacks could spark a 'clash of 

civilizations' between Christians and Muslims, sowing fresh winds of hatred and 

mistrust.”465  The sudden rise in political popularity of Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of 

Civilizations” thesis and articles like Bernard Lewis’ “The Roots of Muslim Rage” 

encouraged a falsified historical view of the perceived eternal enmity between a Christian 

West and Islamic East.466  In an era when the compensatory fantasy of Orientalism has 

been rightly problematized by authors like Edward Said, it is impossible to predict the 

form the eventual Western resolution of this new perception of a threatening East will 

take. 

  

Relocating the Locus: Translating the Sanctity of Jerusalem to Europe 

 The loss of the East, especially of Jerusalem, also complicated Europe’s deeply 

rooted desire for the material and sanctity of the Holy Land.  New modes to satisfy these 

desires also appeared in the thirteenth century and again well before the final fall of Acre 

in 1291. Louis IX, the most pious king of France, brought the relics of the Passion from 
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Constantinople and installed them in the Sainte-Chapelle, which was dedicated on April 

26, 1248. Louis and his brother Robert of Artois met the relics in Sens and, barefoot and 

dressed as penitents, carried them to Paris. The jewel-encrusted Sainte-Chapelle is both 

reliquary and statement of political identity, in which Louis IX proclaimed his place in 

the divinely ordered roll of kings.  The pictorial program narrating the history of the 

relics, especially those of the True Cross, focuses on Louis, Constantine and Heraclius 

and their roles as protectors of and devotees to these precious objects.467  As Daniel 

Weiss noted, “The presence of such a narrative in the chapel’s decorative program served 

not only to affirm the authenticity of the Passion relics but also to establish a connection 

between the old Holy Land and the new.  For, according to the Capetian view of history, 

the translation of Christendom’s most venerated relics effectively reconfigured the sacred 

landscape: Paris had become a new Holy Land.”468 Everyone wants to be – or possess –

the new Jerusalem, and in the eyes of his contemporaries Louis IX had succeeded in 

making Paris precisely that. 

 There is no small irony in this.  A devout Christian, dedicated ruler, and 

passionate patron of the arts, Louis IX was an abject failure as a military crusader. Even 

Jean de Joinville, whose hagiographical Life of Saint Louis chronicles the tragic events of 

the misguided Seventh Crusade, is hard-pressed to make the saintly yet lackluster 

warrior’s actions in Egypt sound noble or well-advised.  He chose to stress instead the 

king’s willingness to place himself in harm’s way and risk his life for the aims of the 
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crusaders, while carefully negotiating around the fact that it was often Louis’s 

inexperience in warfare and poor attention to his military advisors that landed him in such 

hazardous positions.469 Many died for Louis’s Crusade of 1248, but the king himself 

survived. The fall of Antioch in 1268 seems to have encouraged the ailing king to try 

once again. He sailed for Carthage in 1270 and died of dysentery in Tunis on August 25. 

His death while on crusade garnered him the status of a martyr, but the crusade faltered, 

and, despite Prince Edward of England’s actions in securing a ten-year truce with the 

Turks, it, like every crusade save the First, failed in its ultimate agenda of recapturing 

Jerusalem.470 Twenty-one years later, the fall of Acre marked the definitive end of the 

Latin Kingdoms. There was no subsequent substantive political Western presence in the 

Holy Land until the First World War and the British Mandate period.471  

 Saint Louis failed to take Jerusalem militarily, but his successful relocation of the 

potent Passion relics to Paris, and the attendant declaration that this sanctified Paris and 

made it the new Jerusalem, set a clear precedent for later attempts to establish the sanctity 

of the Holy Land within the boundaries of Europe.  Although, as this dissertation has 

shown, the modes through which Louis constructed this translocation were not original, 

the Sainte-Chapelle embodies a sense of absolute finality that the twelfth-century 

examples lack.  Within the fabric of that elegant structure the French monarchy claimed 

all that could be needed from the Holy Land, politically and spiritually.  The narrative 
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lacked for nothing and therefore left no need for any later ruler to attempt to return to the 

physical Jerusalem.  Rather than promote crusading action by European leaders, as 

Amalric I attempted by sending the True Cross relic to the abbey at Grandmont as 

discussed in chapter 6, the relics housed in the Sainte-Chapelle meant to eliminate any 

such need.  Relocating the power of the Passion to Paris made the actual Holy Land in 

some ways redundant.  Its true sacred power lay safely in the hands of the French 

monarch in a way the city of Jerusalem herself never could.  

 Nor were such relocations limited to royal relics and architecture.  Popular 

devotional forms in Western Europe were changing to accommodate the desire to create 

Jerusalem at home.  Forms for such devotional actions may have also begun in Jerusalem.  

In 1288, the Dominican Ricoldo of Monte Croce organized a mode of visiting all of the 

sites on the Via Dolorosa without stepping outside of the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre.472  Pilgrims who feared clashing with the Muslim leaders of the city, who 

frowned on public displays of Christian piety, were thus able to achieve the aims of their 

journey while remaining safely enclosed.  This may be one of the earliest forms of the 

still-popular Catholic devotion of the Stations of the Cross, a practice that turns a 

progression around the nave of a church into an imagined pilgrimage along Christ’s route 

through Jerusalem en route to his crucifixion. Artworks linked to this practice abounded 

throughout late medieval Europe and continued well into the modern age. For example, 
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Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo’s fourteen etchings illustrating the Stations of the Cross 

were published in 1749.473  

 Such imagined pilgrimages could also take a more sedentary form.  Although 

most often associated with Marian devotions, forms of prayer cycles for the rosary also 

focus on the progression of Christ’s passion, mimicking the hours of the Passion often 

found in medieval Books of Hours.  Like the Stations of the Cross, such devotions link 

the worshipper to the physical places of Christ’s progression through the powers of 

imagination and vision.  If, in one’s prayers, one was truly able to walk with Christ along 

the cobbled streets of the holy city, there was little need to undertake the expensive and 

dangerous physical pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 

 Armchair pilgrimages for pleasure also increased after the thirteenth century. 

Travel narratives like those of Marco Polo and Sir John Mandeville were wildly popular 

in the later middle ages.474  Both focus heavily on the exotic and material wealth of the 

East, and contain tales and descriptions of pilgrimage sites and practices.  Bernhard von 

Braydenbach’s fifteenth-century Peregrinatio in Terram Sanctam, illustrated with Erhard 

Reuwich’s remarkable fold-out woodcut maps of various cities en route to Jerusalem, 

reads very much like an uninspired but functional tourist guide to places holy and 

profane.475 The trip to Jerusalem remains central in medieval and early modern 
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travelogues. Roughly the first half of Mandeville’s text relates the voyage to Jerusalem, 

which is presented as a literal physical journey. By contrast, Walter Hilton’s Scale of 

Perfection, another mid-fourteenth century prose text widely read in England, treats the 

voyage to Jerusalem as a metaphor for an internal spiritual quest.476 Both provide 

European audiences with a range of ways to connect to and draw inspiration from 

Jerusalem without requiring either city or devotee to move outside of the imagined and 

ideal level.  Much in the same way it found means to deal with a perceived Eastern threat 

by the construction of an Eastern fantasy, the West was able to reconfigure its devotional 

approach to the Holy Land in ways that eliminated the need for the physical territory. 

 

Conclusions 

 The twelfth century’s image of the East combined both a sense of Islam as threat 

and the Holy Land as locus of desire.  This duality was expressed, as I have explored, in 

numerous ways.  In some instances, the response to threat was combined with 

expressions of desire.  More often, the two sensations served to heighten and intensify 

each other.  The perceived threat of Islam became heightened when it was thought to 

stand between Western Christendom and its desire for Jerusalem.  Likewise, devotion to 

the holy places of Palestine increased the West’s willingness to confront and combat the 

shifting powers of the Near East, both politically and religiously. The visual formulae 
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created to express these sensations, here examined in Aquitainian examples, occasionally 

continued after the intensity of twelfth-century crusading. Elements of the stereotypical 

view of Muslims constructed in twelfth-century polemics can be found in later texts and 

works of art, as discussed above. Others, like Saint George and the dragon, were 

modified to accommodate a shifting worldview and a changing Western response to its 

own repeated failures in the Holy Land. There is no discrepancy in this.  As noted in the 

introduction, crusading ideology and the Crusades themselves were forged by uniting a 

number of ideas, beliefs and concepts already at play in medieval Europe.  Modifying 

those structures to suit a changing world simply required rearranging the forms once 

again, bringing some forward while others were allowed to fade quietly into the 

background. 

 In many ways, the West is still shaped by the Crusades, or rather by the idea or 

perception of the Crusades that is occasionally brought back into focus or reutilized at 

moments of trauma or crisis.  This in turn complicates another question raised in the 

introduction and addressed throughout this dissertation regarding the possible 

establishment of an iconographic corpus of crusading imagery.  The very adaptability and 

mutability of the two central sensations of crusade – threat and desire – allowed for the 

meanings of works connected to the Crusades to also be read in alternative ways by 

successive generations.  Ideas of crusade – what it is, what it entails, what forms it takes, 

how it is enacted, how it was/is theorized, what it means – were and are constantly 

changing.  The crusading ideology of the twelfth century was not precisely the crusading 

ideology of the thirteenth.  The First Crusade and its impact expanded in importance 
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throughout the twelfth century and then shrank back after the loss of Jerusalem in 1187 

and Richard the Lionheart’s failure to reclaim the city during the Third Crusade. 

Concepts of Jerusalem also wavered from a fierce dedication to the physical city in the 

twelfth century to transportable idea in the thirteenth century.  Forms of piety and 

polemics shifted and changed throughout the twelfth century and were again reworked in 

later periods, as discussed in this conclusion.   

 To understand the nature and idea of crusade in the twelfth century, however, 

requires privileging the ideas, imagery and objects as they were handled in that period.  

The single greatest European social movement in the twelfth century was, inarguably, the 

crusade. That its visual formulae, along with its attendant ideologies, were modified to fit 

the changing European approaches to the East beginning in the thirteenth century does 

not alter the intention and relevance of crusading references in Romanesque art.  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



239 

Figures 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Balian of Ibelin (Orlando Bloom) and Saladin (Ghassan Massoud) face each 
other over terms for the Christian surrender of Jerusalem in Ridley Scott’s 2005 film 
Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
 



240 

 
 
Figure 2: Map of the duchy of Aquitaine under Eleanor of Aquitaine, 1137-1204. Map of 
the duchy of Aquitaine under Eleanor of Aquitaine, 1137-1204. Michel Dillange, Les 
comtes de Poitou, Ducs d’Aquitaine (778-1204). Mougon: Geste Éditions, 1995.  
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Figure 3: “Mahumeth” depicted in the margins of a twelfth century Clunaic manuscript of 
De generatione Machumet. Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, Paris, MS Arsenal 1162, fol. 11. 
Debra Strickland, Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003),190, figure 97. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Recorded first by 924, current 
building constructed in late eleventh- to mid-twelfth-century. Photo: Author.  
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Figure 5: Lower tier, western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 6: Nebuchadnezzar and the Temptation of Adam and Eve, lower tier, Western 
façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers.  Photo: Author.  
 

 
Figure 7: Four prophets, lower tier, western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. 
Photo: Art History Images, reprinted with permission.  
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Figure 8: Annunciation and Jesse, lower tier, western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, 
Poitiers. Photo: Art History Images, reprinted with permission. 
 

 
Figure 9: The three Hebrews in the Fiery Furnace, nave capital, Saint-Lazare, Autun. 
Photo: Art History Images, reprinted with permission.  
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Figure 10: Nebuchanezzar’s Dream, Morgan Beatus. Morgan Library, New York, M. 644 
fol. 40v. Spain, c. 940-945. Photo: Morgan Library and Museum.  
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Figure 11: Nebuchadnezzar, lower tier, western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. 
Photo: Author.  
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Figure 12: Wrestling or embracing couple (Justice and Peace?), lower tier, western 
façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Photo: Author.  
 
 

 
Figure 13: Christ’s bath, lower tier, western façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. 
Photo: Author. 
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Figure 14: Daniel interpreting Nebuchadnezzar’s dreams, cloister capital, Moissac. 
Photo: Art History Images, reprinted with permission.  
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Figure 15: Portal, Cathedral of Sainte-Marie d’Oloron, Oloron-Sainte-Marie, Gascony. 
1120-1150. Photo: reproduced with permission under Creative Commons license.  
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Figure 16: Chained Saracens, trumeau, portal of the Cathedral of Sainte-Marie, Oloron-
Sainte-Marie, Gascony. 1120-50. Photo: reproduced with permission under Creative 
Commons license. 
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Figure 17: Byzantine ivory plaque icon of Saint Demetrios, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York. Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
 

 
Figure 18: Panel from an Islamic Andalusian carved ivory casket, made in Cuenca, Spain, 
1026. Photo: David Nicolle, Medieval Warfare Source Book: Christian Europe and its 
Neighbors (London: Brockhampton Press, 1998), 64. 
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Figure 19: Fight between ‘le Fol’ and ‘le Fel’, mosaic, Vercelli, Museo Leone. About 
1148. Photo: Rita Lejeune and Jacques Stiennon, The Legend of Roland in the Middle 
Ages, trans. Christine Trollope, vol. 2 (New York: Phaidon Publishers, Inc., 1971), figure 
50.  
 
 

 
Figure 20: Armed knight, possibly Roland, battles Saracen/demonic figure, nave capital, 
c. 1130s, Notre-Dame-de-Cunault, Anjou. Photo: Zodaïque. 
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Figure 21: Detail, Chanson de Roland frieze, Saint-Pierre, Angoulême, 1105-1128. 
Photo: Mossot, reproduced with permission under Creative Commons license. 
 

 
Figure 22: Miniature of Adhèmar of Le Puy riding into the Battle of Antioch from 
William of Tyre’s Histoire d’Outremer. British Library, Yates Thompson 12, fol. 29, 
France, thirteenth century. Photo: After Elizabeth Hallam, ed. Chronicles of the Crusades 
(New York: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1989), 83. 
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Figure 23: Saint George in combat fresco, Chapel of St. George, Cathedral of Notre-
Dame-de-l’Assomption, Clermont-Ferrand, thirteenth century. Photo: Art History 
Images, reproduced with permission.  
 
 

 
Figure 24: Combat between Crusaders and Saracens, Chanson d’Antioche. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, français 786, fol. 173v. French, fourth quarter of the thirteenth 
century, Artois or Hainault. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
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Figure 25: Combat of Godefroy de Bouillon and Marbrin, Chanson de Jerusalem. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, français 786, fol. 265v. French, fourth quarter of the 
thirteenth century, Artois or Hainault. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
 
 

 
Figure 26: Crusaders besiege a Muslim stronghold, Chanson d’Antioche. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, français 786, fol. 178. French, fourth quarter of the thirteenth 
century, Artois or Hainault. Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
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Figure 27: Martyrdom of Saint Valerie, Chasse of Saint Valerie (principal face). 
Limoges, c. 1175-85. State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg. Photo: Debra Higgs 
Strickland, Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2003), figure 83. 
 
 

 
Figure 28: Chained trumeau pair from Sainte-Foy de Morlàas, founded 1080. Twelfth-
century portal restored by Viollet-le-Duc between 1857 and 1903. Photo: reprinted with 
permission under Creative Commons license. 
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Figure 29: Detail of Saracen and Jew, tympanum, abbey church of Beaulieu, c. 1130. 
Photo: Debra Higgs Strickland, Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making Monsters in 
Medieval Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), figure 74. 
 
 

 
Figure 30: Fourteenth-century miniature of Godefroi de Bouillon in battle, from William 
of Tyre’s Histoire d’Outremer. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS fr. 22495, 
fol. 154v, detail. Photo: Debra Higgs Strickland, Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making 
Monsters in Medieval Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), figure 89.  
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Figure 31: Muslim force, detail, Cantiga 99, Cantigas de Santa Maria. Castille, 
thirteenth-century. El Escorial T.i.1, fol. 144. Photo: Author, from the facsimile held by 
Bridwell Library, Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas.  
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Figure 32: Detail of Muslim force, north wall, mid-twelfth century of Le Dognon, 
Cressac, Sud-Charente. Photo: Jean Tardat, reproduced with permission. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 33: Watercolors of the north wall frescoes at Le Dognon copied from those made 
by Eugène Sadoux in 1872.  Photo: Musée d’Angoulême. 
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Figure 34: Saint George and the dragon with princess. Nave capital, Saint-Pierre, 
Airvault. Founded 975, built between the late eleventh and early twelfth century, vaulted 
after 1225. Deux-Sèvres, Poitou-Charentes. Photo: Author. 
 

 
Figure 35: Saint George combating the dragon. Nave capital, Saint-Pierre d’Aulnay. Built 
c. 1120-1140, Haut-Poitou. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 36: Saint George in combat with the dragon, princess standing behind him. Pont 
l‘Abbé d’Arnoult, founded 1047, twelfth century façade, Saintonge. Photo: Author.  
 

 
Figure 37: Saint George in combat with the dragon. West wall, fresco, mid-twelfth 
century Templar commandery of Le Dognon, Cressac, Sud-Charente. Photo: Jean Tardat, 
reproduced with permission. 
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Figure 38: Saint George in combat with the dragon, princess standing behind him. Nave 
capital, Sainte-Radegonde, Talmont-sur-Gironde, Founded 1094, built early to mid-
twelfth century, Charente-Maritime. Photo: Author. 
 

 
Figure 39: Saint George in combat with the dragon. Restored (?) nave capital, Sainte-
Marie-Madeleine at Vézelay, Burgundy, dedicated in 1104. Photo: Index of Christian 
Art. 
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Figure 40: Soldier (George?) stabbing dragon, Mosan school enamel plaque attributed to 
Godefroid de Claire, 1150-1160. Musée du Louvre, Paris. Photo: Index of Christian Art. 
 

 
Figure 41: Encaustic icon of the Virgin and Child flanked by Saints George (right) and 
Theodore (left). Byzantine, sixth century. Photo: Samantha Riches, St. George: Hero, 
Martyr and Myth (Phoenix Mil: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2000), figure 1.3.  
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Figure 42: Saint George overcomes the tyrant, eleventh-century Georgian silver icon, 
Nakipari, Georgia. Photo: Samantha Riches, St. George: Hero, Martyr and Myth 
(Phoenix Mil: Sutton Publishing Limited, 2000), figure 1.5.  
 
 

 
Figure 43: Saint George in battle, tympanum, c. 1100, Damerham, Hampshire. Photo: 
Samantha Riches, St. George: Hero, Martyr and Myth (Phoenix Mil: Sutton Publishing 
Limited, 2000), figure 1.9. 
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Figure 44: Saint George overcoming the pagans, c. 1100, portal, Fordington, Dorset. 
Photo: Samantha Riches, St. George: Hero, Martyr and Myth (Phoenix Mil: Sutton 
Publishing Limited, 2000), figure 1.8.  
 
 

 
Figure 45: Saint Michael battles Satan, eleventh-century nave capital, Anzy-le-Duc, 
Burgundy. Photo: Index of Christian Art. 



266 

 
Figure 46: Saint Michael battles the dragon, Bible of Stephen Harding c. 1109-1111. 
Dijon: Library, Bibliothèque Communale, 12-15, IV fol. 125r. Photo: Index of Christian 
Art. 
 

 
Figure 47: Mounted warrior (George?) facing a multi-headed dragon. Twelfth-century 
ivory or bone plaque, perhaps from a sword hilt, Musée Sainte-Croix, Poitiers. Photo: 
William R. Valentiner, “Relief from Aversa,” Art Quarterly, no. 3 (1953): 189, figure 3.  
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Figure 48: Fresco detail, north wall, mid-twelfth-century Templar commandery of Le 
Dognon, Cressac, Sud-Charente. Photo: Colum Hourihane, reprinted with permission.  
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Figure 49: Map of the Camino de Santiago de Compostela. 
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Figure 50: Watercolor rendering of Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers, dated 1699. Photo: 
Itinéraires du patrimoine, published by l'Inventaire général des monuments et des 
richesses artistiques de la France, Direction régionale des Affaires culturelles de Poitou-
Charentes.  
 

 
Figure 51: Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Late eleventh- to mid-twelfth century. Photo: 
Author.  
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Figure 52: Peak of the façade, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Late eleventh- to mid-
twelfth century. Photo: Art History Images, reproduced with permission.  
 

 
Figure 53: Standing apostle, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Photo: Art History Images, 
reprinted with permission. 
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Figure 54: Seated saints and apostles, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Photo: Art 
History Images, reprinted with permission. 
 
 

 
Figure 55: Detail, portal archivolt, Notre-Dame-la-Grande, Poitiers. Photo: Author.  
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Figure 56: Abbaye-aux-Dames, Saintes. Founded with donations from Geoffrey Martel, 
Duke of Anjou and his wife Agnes of Bourgogne, the widow of William the Great, Count 
of Poitou. Consecrated 2 November 1047, existing façade completed in two campaigns in 
the twelfth century. Photo: Author.  
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Figure 57: Portal, Abbaye-aux-Dames, Saintes. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 58: Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption, Rioux, Saintonge, façade.  Founded and built 
in the twelfth century (two phases); façade and apse both date to the first twelfth-century 
phase of construction, transept built in the second phase. Photo: Author.  
 
 

 
Figure 59:  Façade, Saint-Trojan, Rétaud, Saintonge. Nave, façade, and apse/choir, late 
twelfth-century.  Octagonal bell tower and nave vaulting, fifteenth-century. Photo: 
Author.  
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Figure 60: Apse, Saint-Trojan, Rétaud. Photo: Author. 
 

 
Figure 61: North side, apse, Saint-Trojan, Rétaud. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 62: Apse detail, Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption, Rioux, Photo: Author.  
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Figure 63: Tenth-century ivory pyxis, Spain.  Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
Photo: Metropolitan Museum of Art, Heilibrunn Timeline of Art History. 
 
 

  
Figure 64: Detail of the ivory cover of the Melisende Psalter, Latin Kingdom of 
Jerusalem, mid-twelfth century. British Library, London. Photo: ArtSTOR. 
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Figure 65: Ambo of Henry II, Palatine Chapel, Aachen, 1002-14. Photo: ArtSTOR.  
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Figure 66: Genealogical table of the counts of Poitou in the tenth- to twelfth- centuries. 
After Michel Dillange, Les comtes de Poitou, Ducs d’Aquitaine (778-1204). Mougon: 
Geste Éditions, 1995 
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Figure 67: Effigies of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II Plantagenet, Fontevraud Abbey, 
France, early thirteenth century. Photo: Author. 
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Figure 68: Eleanor of Aquitaine vase, Musée du Louvre, Paris. Sasanian (?) rock crystal 
vessel, sixth-ninth centuries; base and neck metalwork, after 1137. Photo: Musée du 
Louvre. 
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Figure 69: Ewer of al-Aziz billah, Fatimid, rock crystal, c. 966. Treasury of the Basilica 
of San Marco, Venice. Photo: Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg Grabar, The Art and 
Architecture of Islam, 650-1250. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), figure 177.  
 

 
Figure 70: Rock crystal ewer, formerly part of the treasury of Saint-Denis. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Photo: Musée du Louvre. 
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Figure 71: Portal sculpture of Saint Radegund, Sainte-Radegonde, Poitiers, thirteenth 
century. Photo: Author. 
 

 
Figure 72: Crux Vaticana, Constantinople, 568-674. Vatican, Rome. Photo: Jeffrey Spier, 
Picturing the Bible: The Earliest Christian Art. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2007), 284.  
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Figure 73: Rubbing (?) of the Greek inscription from the now-lost reliquary of the True 
Cross sent to Grandmont by Amalric I. Photo:  Marie-Madeline Gauthier, Highways of 
the Faith: Relics and Reliquaries from Jerusalem to Compostela. J. A. Underwood, trans. 
(Secaucus: The Wellfleet Press, 1983), 57, figure 28. 
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Figure 74: Thirteenth-century reliquary of the True Cross, Latin Kingdoms. Cleveland 
Museum of Art. Photo: Martina Bagnoli, Holger A. Klein, C. Griffith Mann, and James 
Robinson, eds. Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics and Devotion in Medieval Europe. 
(New Haven: Yale University Press), 90, figure 49.  
 
 

 
Figure 75: Enamel plaque with figure of the Virgin, Limoges, 1200-1210. Walters 
Museum of Art, Baltimore. Photo: Reproduction permitted by the Walters Museum of 
Art under Creative Commons License.  
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Figure 76: Plan of a typical Grandmontine cella or daughter-house. According to the 
textual descriptions, if accurate, the abbey church at Grandmont would have been 
considerably wider.  After Elizabeth M. Hallam, "Henry II, Richard I and the Order of 
Grandmont." Journal of Medieval History 1, no. 2 (1975): 165-86. 
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Figure 77: Tympanum, Basilque-Sainte-Madeleine, Vèzelay, Burgundy, c. 1115.  Photo: 
Art History Images, reprinted with permission.  
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