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B

INTRODUCTION

“Open the gates of victory;
I will enter and thank the Lord.
This is the Lord’s own gate,
where the victors enter.” (Psalms 118:19–20)

enjamin passed through the city’s strong walls next to the massive Tower of David that
stood in perpetual watch over the western gate. He couldn’t help noticing the considerable

strength of the ancient foundation. Moving further into the streets, he ambled past two hospitals
containing knights recovering from battle wounds yet “ever ready to wage war” even as they
reclined. He arrived next at the holy places. First, the Sepulchre, full of pilgrims seeking the way
of Christ. Second, the Dome, “a handsome cupola.” Finally, he reached the Wall that once
buttressed the holy Temple and stopped for a while, to whisper a prayer. Thereafter stables,
canals, pillars, other tombs, and finally the eastern gates. Traversing the deep valley, he climbed
up the mount where the olives grow, from which he saw as far south as beyond the Dead Sea.

Perhaps it happened just this way. Or maybe this Benjamin, Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, a mid-
twelfth-century physician who wrote a travel narrative crisscrossing three continents, did not
stroll at all. Perhaps he sprinted, not wishing to linger in a setting so recently and notoriously
hostile to men of his faith. Or perhaps he entered with an easy stride only to halt, overawed by
the physical traces before him and the deep scars of the past, some visible and others hidden by
the ubiquitous stone walls, ruins, and remains within the cityscape. Much of how, and why,
Benjamin traveled the world remains obscure, but those who have followed in his footsteps and
visited Jerusalem themselves are likely familiar with his multiplicity of impressions, and more.1

Jerusalem: it goes, and has gone, by many names: Salem, Hierosolyma, al-Quds, Bayt al-
Maqdis, “the Holy City,” and “the city of peace.” The very name of Jerusalem conjures an array
of emotions and images, of a distant and almost mythical place steeped in spiritual meaning yet
fraught with peril. Ensconced within the walls of the Old City, today’s visitors proceed through
labyrinthine streets that twist, ascend, and plunge through distinct quarters of densely packed
humanity—here under the bright Middle Eastern sun, there in subterranean tunnels. Amid the
bustle of the city’s everyday life, they might discern a certain gravity, a heaviness that
ceaselessly reiterates the seriousness of the place. Prized continuity in this holiest of the earth’s
cities has routinely been dashed by epochal change. Few locales have been attacked as often and
as savagely as Jerusalem, and even in times of peace sectarian strife can turn the city’s
inhabitants against their neighbors in a moment. This is a book about that seemingly eternal
history of glorious and destructive deeds, and the memories that continue to resonate in



Jerusalem’s streets and in halls of government and houses of worship throughout the world.
With Jerusalem’s extensive history stretching through thousands of years, we must pick our

steps deliberately if we are to extract meaning from such a massive data set. Accordingly, this
book is not a comprehensive history of the city of Jerusalem; that would be a burden very few
writers could shoulder with competence. Neither is it a history of medieval Jerusalem—much
less the medieval Levant—in all its various aspects; that, too, would be a heavy task. Rather, it is
a book about conquest: those “falls,” or moments from the seventh through the thirteenth century
when possession of the city passed from adherents of one religious confession to another by way
of conflict. This book posits that the Holy City’s medieval story is highly pertinent to its modern
controversies. Although it is common to attribute to the medieval period only a generalized tale
of religious strife, these falls can serve as prisms into an alternate, and rather surprising,
narrative: the story of concord and resolution.

Can we really speak of concord in the Middle Ages, a period host to holy war and intense
religious animosity? Absolutely. Concord is a narrative forgotten in the standard readings of
history and, subsequently, in the historical caricatures that inform our collective memories. Many
historians seem to have begun with the explosive events of medieval Jerusalem—understandably
so, given their notoriety in the public sphere—and then extrapolated from them, imposing a
narrative of conflict on the region and period. The flashpoints and controversies, however, can
easily overshadow the unseen currents of cooperation that lay beneath. A different way to
approach the topic, then, is to put those moments of high drama into context by reading the broad
history of the city, let the evidence take the lead, and see how another dimension of the story is
revealed. As one scholar has noted astutely, to recover this disremembered narrative we must
“learn (and unlearn)” our respective histories.2

From early on, siege has been central to Jerusalem’s history, despite the city’s relatively low
strategic position, lying 60 kilometers east of the Mediterranean Sea in the Judean Hills, away
from the major trade routes running through Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Arabia, and along the
Levantine coast. Its status as a regional capital ensured continuing attention in times of war. The
fall of the city to the Chaldeans in the sixth century B.C. is well known to readers of the Old
Testament, resulting as it did in the “Babylonian Captivity” of the Jews, their release by Cyrus
the Great of Persia, the subsequent sparking of the Jewish Diaspora in its wake, and ultimately
the rebuilding of Jerusalem’s walls under the leadership of Nehemiah. Centuries later, another
siege proved perhaps even more consequential: Titus’s destruction of the Second Temple in 70
A.D., followed by the brutal Roman suppression of the First Zealot Revolt. The event’s
importance to Jewish history is unquestionable, and it is still commemorated by a day of
mourning, Tisha b’Av.

Yet commemoration can take many forms, some more unpleasant than others. Early Christian
theologians provided the bridge between this ancient past and its medieval future by judging
Titus’s deed praiseworthy in the annals of salvation history, deeming it a comeuppance for
Jewish complicity in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, a popular aspect of the “blood curse”
accusation that continues to haunt Christian–Jewish relations today. The Temple’s destruction
was a deed to be remembered, and from the fourth century it was included in weekly liturgical
readings exactly 11 weeks after the Pentecost feast—the same week as Tisha b’Av.3 As they
concluded that Jews had lost their rights to Canaan under the Old Covenant, Christian
intellectuals seized upon the idea that spiritual ownership of the city had transferred to the



Church.
The nature of this possession changed in the early fourth century. Helena, the Christian mother

of Emperor Constantine the Great, arrived at Jerusalem, known then by its Roman name of Aelia
Capitolina, in 326. There she purportedly discovered the three crosses of Calvary residing within
Christ’s tomb, which was itself buried under a temple to Venus. By raising a church over this
tomb, the Holy Sepulchre, she signaled the Christian theological claim to the old Jewish heritage
in a very physical way. That claim endured even after the so-called “fall of the western Roman
Empire” in 476, for the city was retained by the eastern, or Byzantine, empire into the seventh
century. Under the respective leadership of Emperor Maurice and Shah Khosrow II, the
Byzantines and Sasanid Persians established an alliance that brought peace to the Near East.

It did not last long. The assassination of Maurice in 602 by Phocas the centurion shattered the
alliance and ignited a war that lasted 26 years. And in 614, the Persians advanced on Jerusalem
itself. As chapter one of this book will show, the Persian attack on Jerusalem set the conditions
for a later assault by the Arabs in 638 that gave adherents of the new Islamic religion control
over the city. Muslim governance of the Holy City continued into the eleventh century, although
the adjective is a relative misnomer. The unity of the Islamic faith was always a mirage, and this
led to opportunism. Sunni control over the region continued past the Rashidun caliphs and into
the Umayyad (based in Damascus) and then Abbasid (in Baghdad) caliphates. However, in the
early 970s a rising Shia power, the Fatimids, captured Jerusalem and held it well past the year
1000. Chapter two explores Fatimid rule and the subsequent wars with the Sunni military powers
of the eleventh century, including the Seljuk Turks. Turks attacked Jerusalem twice, in 1073 and
1077, the first resulting in a relatively bloodless capture but the second in a massacre of
incalcitrant residents.

The onslaught of the Turks into Asia Minor is a well-known factor in the cause of the First
Crusade, encouraged by Pope Urban II in a sermon at Clermont in 1095. Just how much it
mattered is a cause of intense debate among crusade scholars, but its role and that of other factors
as explored in chapter three led to the formation of coalition Christian armies and their march
from West to East. At the close of the eleventh century, two separate armies attacked and seized
Jerusalem: the Fatimids wrested the city back from the Turks in late 1098, only to surrender the
city to the western Christians, broadly referred to as Franks, in the next year. The latter siege is
the most infamous in Jerusalem’s history; the “original sin” of the Crusades manifested as
butchery of the city’s defenders, and the memory of this deed has proven durable in the near-
millennium since.

However, as will be seen in chapter four, western control over Jerusalem and the broader, so-
called “Crusader States” territories surrounding it steadily degraded over the next several
decades. At length it was besieged by the Ayyubid sultan and Muslim icon Saladin. Exploiting
his destruction of the army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem at the Battle of Hattin, on 4 July 1187,
Saladin captured the city that same autumn and returned it to Muslim rule. This endured until
1229, when the Sixth Crusade of Frederick II, Holy Roman Emperor and stupor mundi (“wonder
of the world”), succeeded in briefly returning the city to Christian rule, as is detailed in chapter
five. Scarcely more than a decade later, in 1244, Muslims took it back. In the seventh, tenth,
eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries, then, Jerusalem changed hands in the midst of both
intrareligious and interreligious warfare.

The peoples and events of the seven hundred years covered in this book are as numerous as



Abraham’s grains of sand, and the stories are complex. The study of them has produced millions
of pages of scholarship on the history of Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Christianity,
Judaism, Islam, Persia, Byzantium, Arabia, Mesopotamia, Egypt, medieval Europe, the Levant,
and modern geopolitical and religious controversies. This book makes no pretense of being any
sort of complete study, or even a robust survey, of the lengthy period in question. Instead, it
threads its way through seven centuries with the singular purpose of examining how military
change ushered in religious continuity or change in one specific place—a most consequential
place—and what modern readers can learn from that story today.

The wars under scrutiny in these chapters are diverse in scope, nature, and context. Some are
of course well known; moments like the captures of Jerusalem in 638, 1099, and 1187 even hold
places in the popular imagination. Other upheavals, such as those involving the Fatimids or
Frederick II, are significantly less well known. A pure history of the conflicts that led to physical
transfers of the city would be interesting by itself and has, in certain ways, been attempted in the
past.4 Yet this approach cannot be the limit of our excursion because it would leave out crucial
but routinely neglected details about relations between the different faith communities involved.

Lost in the gruesome details and shocking specters of offensive butchery are key
developments of rapprochement and detente. The Arab capture of Jerusalem in 638 was followed
by decrees of religious concession towards both Christians and Jews. The Shia Fatimids spared
the Sunni residents of Jerusalem the sword in the 970s, and the Sunni Turks did the same to their
Shia counterparts in 1073. The Franks, even after the massacre of the First Crusade, gradually let
Muslims and Jews back into the city and even granted them rights to public prayer. Saladin and
his successors drew lessons from the notoriety of 1099 and refused to repay the insult after he
captured Jerusalem in 1187, instead restoring Jewish rights and tolerating local Christians.
Frederick guaranteed Muslim rights of worship at the top of the Temple Mount (al-Haram al-
Sharif); after he departed for Italy, a joint Christian–Muslim army fought together against the
more radical Muslim Khwarazmians, who had sacked the city in 1244.

The conclusion to this book draws these and other threads together to make a dual argument.
First, in a strictly historical sense a general theme of religious concord and toleration can be
found in the story of Jerusalem’s medieval sieges. “Toleration” is a problematic word because of
its modern meaning, in which individuals or groups are to be respected despite one’s profound
disagreement with their views. It is too easy to slip into this anachronism by appropriating
historical examples that seem complementary while discarding the rest as insufficient.5 The
dominant Arabic word for tolerance, ihtimal, was understood as the bearing of burdens—
absorbing others’ annoyances and having patience, or forbearance, with them. Nonetheless, in
practice medieval Muslims were encouraged to point out the errors of others and render moral
judgments on them.6 In a similar vein, one scholar has dubbed Latin Christian (or “Frankish”)
tolerance of local, eastern Christians in the period as “rough,” insofar that it was a practice and
not an ideology. In other words, crusaders and settlers in the Latin East did not see tolerance as
intrinsically virtuous, to be pursued for its own sake; rather, to be tolerant was to allow diversity
when it advanced economic or political purposes. In the Middle East, unlike Europe, societies
were highly permeable, and people of different ethnicities and religions regularly flowed in and
out of towns and cities. Moreover, the ownership of those towns and cities frequently changed,
and thus their inhabitants were bound by local laws more episodically.7

Tolerance in this book, then, refers to the existence of default multicultural communities: those



times when, in Jerusalem, people of minority creeds and backgrounds were “put up with” by
local rulers and religious majorities for specific, practical reasons.8 This may not seem morally
satisfactory to modern audiences at all. Still, traditions of grudging allowances, especially over
long durations, tell us much about interfaith and interpersonal relations, and these are important
components to the history of peoples and places.9 In Jerusalem specifically, this practical sort of
tolerance often enabled freer expressions of religious devotion and enduring Jewish, Christian,
and Muslim communities over centuries.

History is not inevitable. Pluralistic societies in Jerusalem were the result of careful decisions
made by informed, savvy military and political leaders acting in the perceived best interests of
themselves and their communities. That their choices were sometimes heinous and shocking
should not be difficult for modern minds to grasp, given twentieth and twenty-first-century
genocidal horrors that demonstrate that we humans are not immune to such impulses today.

The second principal argument is that, to the misfortune of all involved parties, the positive
elements born from such a rough tolerance have been almost wholly de-emphasized in modern
histories of the period and in modern political discourse in general. Rather, previous treatments
have tended to imagine the past as a story of the unending, and unendable, clash of civilizations:
claim versus competing claim.10 Those choices that were charitable should be easy to salvage
from the past, but instead, modern memories have been constructed on the backs of only partial
histories, flawed retellings that omit acts of tolerance that enabled diversity of worship.
Customized versions of the city’s history also suit particular political goals, in which different
interest groups push claims of ownership and control based on it. It has not been a purely
academic question because of the high stakes involved. As a result, both the remembering and
the letting go of even the distant past have proven a major challenge on all fronts.

One way forward, therefore, is for historians to study, interpret, and disseminate the rest of the
story: then, for readers to consider and—with any luck—internalize this fuller picture. The idea
here is not to “use” history to demolish one version of the past in order to push another: nor is it
to make history “usable” for those policy makers and activists wishing to advance modern policy
agendas. Instead, the point is to offer a different interpretation, one that admits and locates the
place of violence in medieval Jerusalem on the one hand but situates and contextualizes it on the
other.

Whether or not that context matters will be up to the readers. For some, the story may seem
too long and convoluted, extending as it does across a vast array of peoples, most with unfamiliar
names and participating in heretofore obscure events. I have therefore tried to present the history
in an accessible fashion for nonspecialists. Conversely, some scholars may wish for greater depth
on certain topics, where specificity has been sacrificed in favor of accessibility. Striking a
balance between the two is a challenge for historians everywhere, and I have made my best
attempt here.

For still others, historical accuracy or presentation is, itself, utterly beyond the point—they
know what they know, and no manner of explanation can possibly excuse a given event in a
place of such extreme political and religious sensitivity, especially one committed in the name of
a rival faith or ideology. The total disregard of inconvenient historical details has led, in the past,
to adversarial parties talking past each other. Yet historians cannot bow to fatalism. In this
particular case, in fact, the history of the city actually provides a way forward. Real accord
between bitter religious enemies was reached in the Middle Ages, and not just once but multiple



times across centuries, in diverse contexts and in the midst of near-constant warfare. It is
therefore arguable that entrenched contemporary interests are not, despite their heated and
seemingly intractable qualities, permanent barriers to peace. The first step is for readers to
simply learn about how medieval compromise came about—beyond that, one can only hope that
informed reflection and discussion will eventually seed future solutions.
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I

ISLAM AWAKENS
614 AND 638

erusalem was captured.” This short, solitary notice appears in the Chronicle of 640, a
compilation of early sources by a Jacobite priest named Thomas, who probably scribbled

his notes somewhere near the 1036-meter mountain of Mardin in southeastern Turkey.1 As
evidenced by the remains of a Roman fortress on its summit, that prominence was no stranger to
conflict. As for Thomas, his reference to Jerusalem is a curious understatement of what had
occurred in 614, when a besieging Persian army collapsed part of its northern wall and sacked
the city. Its curtness sits in stark relief from battle accounts elsewhere in his compilation, where
killings and the enslavement of Christian monks by other Arab or Persian forces are noted in due
course. Perhaps his brevity here was a consequence of the quality of his source material.

Or perhaps the magnitude of the event required no further explanation beyond a simple
expression of fact. The Jacobites were, and remain, a branch of Orthodoxy that had broken off
from the Syrian Melkites, the dominant strain of Chalcedonian belief. Jacobite liturgy is that of
James the Just, apostle to Jesus Christ and early leader of the Christian community in Jerusalem.
Yet beyond this connection, the significance of that city clearly transcended such discrete ties
among divisions of the faithful. Its contemporary preeminence had been fixed by Helena, the
mother of Constantine, herself, and while the accounts of her recovery of the True Cross remain
dubious in the eyes of skeptics and historians alike, no doubt the tale had reaffirmed the place of
the city in the memory of believers living in the seventh century. That the Persians absconded
with that very cross in 614 could only have reinforced that memory further.

We are fortunate, however, that our knowledge of this particular sacking of the city is
enlivened by more robust Syriac and Greek source material than what Thomas offers.2
Illuminating many aspects of the highly destructive 614 siege, these sources also reveal details
about some Jewish–Christian tensions from the period that contributed to the animus between the
two faiths, which had been growing since the fourth century. But this is only the beginning of a
grander tale. In the wake of the Byzantine–Persian war that produced the sack, Jerusalem’s walls
were not properly repaired, rendering the city vulnerable to future attacks. And the timing could
not have been more unfortunate, for a new power was rising in the south. When Arabs (often
rendered as t.ayyāyē in Syriac) arrived before the city just a few years later in 637–8, Jerusalem’s
residents had few means of defending themselves.3 In this way, a seemingly unrelated Persian
attack enabled Islamic control of the Temple Mount and a legitimate claim of ownership of this



landmark that remains to this day.

I
The early seventh century was a time of great invasions. In successive swells, the Persians
rushed into the east Mediterranean Levant and conquered Syria, Egypt, and eastern Asia Minor;
the Byzantines then swept west from Constantinople and drove them back out, only to be pushed
out themselves by waves of Arabs from the south. All this occurred within a period of just 36
years.4

The Byzantine–Sasanid War of 602–628 was the grand setting. It was precipitated by the
murder of the Byzantine emperor Maurice in 602 by followers of a usurper, Flavius Phocas.
Maurice had helped end the previous 572–591 war between the great two empires by ensuring
the succession of the Persian Khosrow II to the throne. Now, the killing of Khosrow’s benefactor
and father-in-law (Khosrow had married Maurice’s daughter, Maria) encouraged him to
intervene, and war began anew in Mesopotamia. In its midst, Phocas’s short reign came to an
end in 608 when the exarch of Africa, Heraclius, was proclaimed Emperor Flavius Heraclius
Augustus. Eventually, the usurper was executed. Nonetheless, the war raged on and, from 611
onward, gradually shifted from campaigns of periodic raiding and scattershot attacks to full-scale
warfare in the regions surrounding Byzantine-controlled Jerusalem in Palestine.5 Heraclius soon
found himself on the back foot, steadily losing territory in the face of increasingly intense attacks
from Khosrow’s general, Shahrbaraz, whose name means “wild boar of the empire.”

The Siege of 614

Shahrbaraz moved against Jerusalem in January 614. The attack came from the west, from
Caesarea Maritima, Herod the Great’s famous harbor lying astride the Mediterranean Sea, which
had been captured the previous autumn of 613.6 The general moved his forces towards the city
and, upon arriving, sent subordinates around its walls to reconnoiter its defenses.7 According to
the account of the Armenian bishop Sebeos, one of the earliest sources for the war, negotiations
had actually taken place well before this campaign commenced. These seem to have gone rather
well in fact, and war had been averted initially through a two-part deal. Its terms reveal the city
leaders’ recognition of the precariousness of their situation. They offered a customary bribe of
gifts and probably coins to Shahrbaraz and his subordinates but also made a curious request: that
a small Persian garrison be quartered within Jerusalem’s walls. Or so claims Sebeos; it easily
could have been the reverse, with Shahrbaraz insisting on the garrison himself. At any rate, the
deal was struck, a Persian attack avoided, and peace was maintained for some months.8
Jerusalem was now under the rule of the Persians, not the Byzantines.

Youth will be served, but in 614 youthful vigor and restlessness proved to be the city’s
downfall. Apparently resenting its presence and, likely, the imperial control of Persia in general,
some of Jerusalem’s youth attacked and murdered members of the Persian garrison. That sparked
a larger riot and led to fighting among the city’s population itself. Sebeos notes that the fighting
eventually coalesced into religious hostility and violence between the Christian and Jewish
residents. He does not give the precise cause but notes that because the Christians were in the
demographic majority of a city with a probable population of about 50,000 people, the Jews were
outmatched and killed in large numbers.9 Meanwhile, Shahrbaraz, who had before now abided



by the negotiated deal, moved his army eastward from Caesarea and besieged Jerusalem in
response to the treacherous elimination of his garrison.10

The city was thus struck by warfare from within and without, with battle lines that blurred
alongside the religious strife. We have a rather dramatic account of it in the testimony of a
purported witness to the events, the Palestinian monk Antiochus Strategos of Mar Saba (Saint
Sabbas, south of Jerusalem). Strategos teases some details missing in Sebeos’s account. The
youth who rebelled against the Persian garrison are identified as rival factions, or gangs, known
from their clothing as the Blues and the Greens. These had moved into Jerusalem and were
busily committing acts of theft, violence, and property destruction—against each other as well as
the city residents and local churches—long before the Persians arrived in country.11 Thereafter,
Strategos’s chronology becomes confused, but it seems that Zachariah, the Patriarch of
Jerusalem, attempted to negotiate the aforementioned peace terms with Shahrbaraz, prompting
these gangs to turn against Zachariah as the city’s de facto leader. Threats and warnings
evidently preceded the violence, so the murder of the Persian soldiers was not a complete
surprise.12

Strategos also adds nuance to the consequences of the murders. Shahrbaraz did not attack
immediately but rather moved his forces to blockade Jerusalem while repeatedly demanding that
Zachariah surrender the city outright. The patriarch refused, possibly missing a real chance to
avoid the carnage that was to follow. Strategos questioned the decision, but evidently some
monks later told him while they all resided in captivity together that angels had been seen on the
city towers, brandishing burning lances and shields. Zachariah took this as a sign that God was
with the Christians and would aid them in repulsing any attack. Correspondingly, Zachariah sent
a monk (and future deputy patriarch) named Modestus out through a rear gate to Jericho, with
orders to rally the Byzantine garrison there. How Modestus eluded capture is an unknown but
impressive feat, given the Persian encirclement. Having refused further entreaties from the
Persians and calling for reinforcements, the patriarch set about the defense of Jerusalem.13

Following weeks of threats and demands, the Persian siege entered a new phase on 15 April:
blockade gave way to direct attack and assault. Over the course of about three weeks,
Shahrbaraz’s forces applied steady pressure against Jerusalem’s fortified circuit. They utilized
two principal tactics. First, miners (or sappers) dug tunnels towards the city with the goal of
getting under portions of its stone wall.14 It would then be propped up with timbers smeared with
fat or pitch; once set alight, the wood would disintegrate and collapse the stones above it.
Second, while the miners slowly moved forward, archers shot antipersonnel missiles at
Jerusalem’s defenders. The Persians constructed special siege towers, topped with artillery,
which allowed them to shoot at not only the battlements but also directly into the city quarters.
Other engines were apparently constructed and utilized, though they go undescribed in the
sources. At length, Modestus returned with the Jericho garrison, but once they spied the scale of
the siege and the progress made by the Persians, they quickly turned tail and fled.15

On the twenty-first day, the wall collapsed from one of the Persian mines. A breach of this
type must have been an extreme spectacle to observe and a horrible event to experience. As the
sappers’ wooden supports were consumed so too was the support for the wall, and gravity took
over: stones, mortar, wooden structures like staircases or hoardings, and soldiers atop the
battements plunged down in a heap of rock and a cloud of choking dust. Into the breach would
then pour attackers, charging across the rubble to eliminate the disoriented defenders. Once the



Persians had gained entry, a full sacking commenced, probably on 19–22 May, although the
dates are uncertain.16 It was a destructive spectacle of the sort not seen in Jerusalem since the
days of Titus in the first century. As with many premodern sieges, the event progressed in
predictable and gory fashion.

The Massacre

The defenders first had to be rooted out and eliminated, following which the attackers could deal
with the noncombatants. Persians poured into the city through the breach in the wall while
Jerusalem’s residents scrambled to run and hide in churches, caverns, and cisterns. Most of them
were swiftly located and massacred:

For the enemy entered in mighty wrath, gnashing their teeth in violent fury; like evil
beasts they roared, bellowed like lions, hissed like ferocious serpents, and slew all whom
they found. Like mad dogs they tore with their teeth the flesh of the faithful . . .17

Strategos cast the Persians as destruction incarnate as they sacked the city. Infants, the elderly,
women, and even those who surrendered were cut down with glee; some of the clergy were
decapitated. At length, the looters actually ran out of people to kill. Although the obvious hiding
places had been cleared, residents had found all sorts of nooks and crannies within the city’s
narrow streets and tunnels. There was apparently a lack of enthusiasm for rooting them out, and
also a lack of energy: “For when the Persians had entered the city, and slain countless souls, and
blood ran deep in all places, the enemy in consequence no longer had the strength to slay.”18

Thus followed a clever trick, which sparked a chain of events and transformed the siege of 614
from a commonplace sacking to an event of enormous interreligious consequence. Shahrbaraz
made an offer to the huddled survivors: “Come out . . . fear not . . . by me is granted peace.”19

They emerged from the shadows and were interrogated one by one. Those with expertise in
architecture or construction were led away to Persia as slaves. In the words of John the Persian, a
Nestorian monk who composed his work far away in the Mesopotamian village of al-Kosh
(home of the ancient prophet Nathan), “they took into captivity both small and great with
prideful insolence.”20 Those who remained were thrown into the Mamilla pool, west of the city
gates, and left to die. And many did just that, for hundreds if not thousands of people were piled
on top of each other in a suffocating mass of inhumanity.21

But Strategos’s tale does not end there. Following this internment, those Jerusalem Jews who
had survived the ordeals of the siege “conceived a vile plan.” They offered to ransom the
Christians, paying the Persians to secure extrication from the hole. A single condition was
stipulated: anyone so ransomed must deny Christ’s Incarnation and convert to the Jewish faith.
The prisoners refused, but the Jews ransomed them anyway—and once each individual’s
freedom was secured, murdered them. Strategos likened the event to the New Testament: just as
Judas betrayed Jesus for 30 pieces of silver, so too did the Jews pay silver in order to kill Jesus’s
followers.22

It is a sordid tale, one that carries potential for rancor and controversy among even modern
audiences. Is it true? One has to trek through the extant source material to get a bead on the
question. A later seventh-century source, the so-called Khuzistan Chronicle, provides a different
perspective outside that of the West-Syriac and Armenian Christian texts, and it mentions no



ransoming of Christians.23 Sebeos does not mention it either, although he does claim that before
the siege commenced Jews were rappelling down the walls of Jerusalem to join the Persians—
while this may have indeed happened, it slots into the familiar anti-Jewish trope of Jews as
traitors.24

This is from the Christian perspective, of course; for Jews of the time, another view prevailed:
that of resistance. The trend lines had been against Judaism for some time in Byzantium. Across
the diaspora in the eastern Mediterranean, many synagogues had been destroyed in the fifth
century, and in general Jewish communities were increasingly subjugated under Christian laws
and regulations during the reign of Emperor Justinian (527–565); in Palestine, there were attacks
on Jews in the Samaritan revolts of 529 and 556.25 Byzantine civil and military arrangements
had not eliminated Jewish hostility towards Constantinople, as evidenced by a general revolt in
Syria and Mesopotamia as recently as 610. And after Jerusalem’s fall in 614, Jews were actively
courted by the Persians and perhaps encouraged to join in with attacks on the cities of Acre and
Tyre.26 These events occurred within the context of a general Jewish opposition to Emperor
Heraclius, whose officials routinely monitored synagogue services for anti-imperial sentiment.27

Thus the story of the Jerusalem Jews’ supposed defection in 614 seems reasonable and even
likely. But one has to move into the next century, several generations later, to find texts
corroborating the far more controversial story of the ransoming. Around the year 750, an
astrologer named Theophilus of Edessa, who worked in the court of the Muslim Abbasid
caliphate, wrote about the ransoming and subsequent killings. His own work has disappeared but
was evidently excerpted by several later writers, including the Byzantine monk Theophanes the
Confessor (d. 818) and the two Jacobite patriarchs: Dionysius of Tel Mahre (d. 845) and Michael
the Syrian (d. 1199). Theophanes added the detail that each Jew ransomed Christians “according
to his means”; in other words, it was not a collective ransom but rather a case-by-case process. In
this fashion Theophilus’s accusation—that the Jewish hatred for the Christians led to their
ransoming of and then killing them—was transmitted all the way into the twelfth century.28

In a separate tradition, the story appears in other sources and in a different context. In his
annals, the patriarch of Alexandria, Eutychius (d. 940), raises the story in connection with
Emperor Heraclius’s return to and liberation of Jerusalem in 630. On his journey there, he was
approached by Jews from Tiberias and Nazareth. As a gesture of goodwill, he signed a treaty
with them promising their safety under his rule. However, upon arriving at the holy city he
learned the story of the ransomed Christian victims in the Mamilla pool; thereafter, the local
clergy asked him to round up all the Jews in the area for execution. Heraclius initially refused, on
the grounds of his recent agreement, but the Melkite monks in the city begged and entreated him,
eventually promising that in exchange for this “gift” they would perform a fast, abstain from
eating eggs and cheese, and petition God to forgive the emperor for what would surely be a most
bloody deed.29 Heraclius consented, and so the alleged massacre of Christians was mirrored by a
massacre of Jews. Eutychius remarks that the Egyptian Copts maintained the fast, although the
Syriacs and Melkites did not. Indeed, the latter renewed their consumption of cheese and eggs
upon learning of Heraclius’s death in 641!30

The emperor would go further still. In what has been called an attempt to impose religious
uniformity, Heraclius ordered the forced conversions of Jews everywhere through baptism.31 The
most famous indication of this is a Greek dialogue dating to the 630s, which purports to record a
conversation between a Jew named Jacob and some compatriots. Jacob had been baptized against



his will but nonetheless came to accept Christ, and in the dialogue he urges his friends to follow
his lead.32 An imperial order from 31 May 632 specifically instructed the prefect of Africa to
baptize all Jews on that continent: how widely this order was carried out is disputed. One
Christian witness to it, the theologian Maximus the Confessor, opposed the practice. Residing in
Carthage at the time, he worried that those compelled to adopt a religion might not truly
believe.33 Meanwhile, far away in western Europe, the Chronicle of Fredegar related that
Heraclius requested the Merovingian king, Dagobert, to likewise order the baptism of all Jews in
Francia, where they had been in a much more vulnerable state since the collapse of the western
Roman government. That story had legs—it was later recopied by Ademar of Chabannes, the
“mad monk” of Saint-Cybard (d. 1034), whose writings were fairly obsessed with matters of the
Cross and the eschatological role of Jerusalem. Concerning that city specifically, Heraclius
forbade entry to Jews into either it or its surrounding area.34

To deny that some Jewish violence against Christians occurred would be a hard task indeed,
based on the range of sources, Heraclius’s various retributions, and the maintenance of the
commemorative fast. Motivations, however, may have been varied. One can imagine it as
occurring purely in a military context, with Jews joining Persian armies essentially as
mercenaries and helping them besiege or sack Jerusalem. Whether or not local Jews also
ransomed and then murdered the captive Christians in the Mamilla pool is a related but separate
question. Going further, it is debatable whether the execution of prsoners of war was permissible
or even justified according to the laws and customs of the day.

How, then, have modern historians treated this incident? Prior to World War II, there seems to
have been a rough agreement that something along the lines of ransoming and subsequent killing
did happen, although its magnitude and lurid details were questioned. In the years after, the tenor
changed, and attention shifted from a debate over the event’s historicity to its context: that is, of
the Jewish experience in early seventh-century Palestine, which seems decidedly oppressive.
Heraclius’s predecessor, Phocas, had also allegedly ordered forcible baptisms of Jews. In
Antioch, localized Jewish violence against Christians (which included the decapitation of its
patriarch) erupted in retribution for the Jews having been expelled from that city in 592–593,
among other grievances.35 As the twentieth century dragged on, however, historians grew
increasingly more reluctant to acknowledge even these—perhaps justifiable—acts of
vengeance.36 Today, the possible ransoming and killing of Christians in the 614 capture of the
city remains an elusive topic in the history of Christian–Jewish relations.

The Numbers

How many people died in the sack of 614? The numbers differ according to sources. The Pascal
chronicle, a very early account roughly contemporaneous with the event, claims that “many
thousands of clerics, monks, and virgin nuns” were slaughtered.37 The nun reference corresponds
with Strategos’s story of how a monastery of 400 nuns on the Mount of Olives suffered a mass
rape by the Persian soldiers.38 Sebeos, writing two generations later, puts the number at 17,000
dead and 35,000 captured and led away into captivity; the latter included Patriarch Zacharias,
who had dared to hold the city against Shahrbaraz and, by extension, Khosrow himself.

Strategos’s much higher death toll must be carefully considered because of his proximity and
specificity. By his own admission, his number is second-hand. He claims to have spoken with a
certain man named Thomas, who was on the scene to count the dead alongside the other



survivors. They found some corpses around the streets and others stuffed into nooks, crannies,
caves, and houses. Strategos then recorded the body count testimony for each specific location,
such as inside church buildings like Sts. Cosmas and Damian and the monastery of Anastasis, in
and around the city gates, on the Mount of Olives, the Mamilla pool, around Golgotha, up and
down the length of the city walls, and, finally, in various grottos, gardens, caves, wells, and
cisterns. All told, the figure reached 66,509 dead.

Finding such precise figures in medieval texts is uncommon because they are typically
rounded off to the nearest thousand. Arguably, this encourages greater confidence in the source
itself. Archeological discoveries bolster this testimony. These include an excavated 12-by-3
meter cave at Mamilla, in which was discovered a small chapel with plastered walls and a mosaic
floor. The cave lies 120 meters west of Jerusalem’s Jaffa Gate; inside were hundreds of human
skeletons along with 30 oil lamps and 130 coins, one of which dates to the reign of the Emperor
Phocas. Mamilla, along with six other sites (one southwest, and two north, of Damascus Gate; a
cistern south of Jaffa Gate; and at the Protestant and Greek Orthodox cemeteries at Mount Zion),
provide interesting physical corroboration of the sense, and some of the details, of Thomas’s
testimony.39

Strategos’s figure only increased over time. Theophilus of Edessa pegged the number of dead
at the conveniently rounded total of 90,000. His number stuck: it is subsequently found in the
work of Theophanes the Confessor, Michael the Syrian, the Chronicle of 1234, and also the later
Syriac chronicle of the physician and writer Bar Hebraeus.40 One can then track it through
successive centuries, but suffice to say it has a long reach. Leaping to the 1800s, the number was
repeated in César Famin’s history of Christian foundations in the Near East; his passage was
thereafter excerpted by none other than Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in their own notes.41

More recent research, however, has cast aspersions on this number given what we know about
the relative urban centers of Palestine at that time and a Jerusalem population that was probably
less than half of Theophilus’s figure.42

The Spoils of War

Once all active resistance had ended and the residents were rounded up or killed, the Persians set
about sacking the city. Details abound in the contemporary texts. John the Persian wrote of how
they “laid waste the city of Jerusalem.” Sebeos notes that soldiers repositioned outside the walls,
after which churches and other buildings within the city were destroyed by burning. The Pascal
chronicle reports the particular burning of the church containing the Holy Sepulchre, the
purported burial chamber of Jesus and site of his Resurrection, as well as other buildings.43

Such destruction was customary after the successful seizure of a city by force of arms, and the
effect must have been extensive. Perhaps, though, it was not as complete as recorded in the
sources. So far, archaeologists have found only scattered physical evidence of destruction from
that specific period, and at least one historian has argued that its level did not really transcend
that which was customary in other cities sacked in the period.44 Much later, in the tenth century,
Eutychius of Alexandria remarked that the destruction was still evident years after the siege. In
early 630, Emperor Heraclius journeyed to Damascus and brought along Modestus, who had
attempted to rally the Jericho garrison against the besiegers. Together, they solicited and
collected monies for the reconstruction of the Jerusalem churches.45

In the midst of the destruction, the Persians also plundered the city and carried away what



treasures, monies, and possessions they could find. They did not get everything. In anticipation
of the breach, some residents hastened to hide their wealth from the invaders. One excavation
has discovered a cache of 264 gold coins in the City of David area (south of the Temple Mount),
which had been carefully wrapped in cloth and hidden in the wall of an administrative building
complex, which itself resided on a busy paved street filled with shops. That building seems to
have been deliberately targeted for destruction, and, when its walls collapsed, the coins were
buried underneath the rubble until found in the twenty-first century. Called the Givati Hoard, all
of its coins date to the reign of Heraclius and to before 614.46 Doubtless other such stashes
survived the looting and were collected sometime in the aftermath, but it is clear that Jerusalem
was systematically picked apart by the occupiers. Various gold and silver items were stolen and
melted down.

Infamously, the Persians also seized certain priceless Christian relics. Most prominent among
these was the “True Cross,” the wood upon which Jesus had been crucified, reportedly
discovered by Helena in the early fourth century.47 Locating it necessitated a search, however,
for the Jerusalem clergy had cleverly hidden the cross before the walls were breached. To find it,
the Persians arrested Patriarch Zachariah and then tortured his clergy until they revealed its
location.48 A much later account, that of the great Muslim writer al-Tabari, offers some
interesting details that may or may not be true: that the cross lay in a gold chest that was buried
underneath a vegetable garden, and Shahrbaraz unearthed it with his own hands. He then carried
the cross, along with the precious metals, monies, and other treasures, back to the Persian capital
of Ctesiphon 56 kilometers south of Baghdad, Iraq.49

Shahrbaraz was not the only Persian to obtain a portion of the “True Cross.” Another was
Yazdin of Karka de Beth Slouq, Emperor Khosrow’s financial minister and governor of most of
northern Iraq. A convert to Christianity from the Persian monotheistic-dualistic faith of
Zoroastrianism, Yazdin was in Jerusalem some time after the city’s sack. According to the
Khuzistan Chronicle, Shahrbaraz grabbed most of the wood of the cross but not all of it, and
Yazdin was later able to obtain the remainder.50 He did this not so much to oppose Khosrow or
Shahrbaraz’s designs but rather as an attempt to increase his own influence—and therefore that
of Christianity itself—at the Persian court. In this telling, as Philip Wood has argued, the
confiscation of the relics was not so much about a Zoroastrian attack on Christianity but rather an
attempt to relocate the center of the latter’s world from Jerusalem to Ctesiphon. Hence, the
chronicle dubs Yazdin as no less than “a new Constantine” himself.51

A Jewish City Once More?

Despite the horrors of the 614 sacking and a partial breach of its walls, Jerusalem itself survived
and was not reduced to a smoking residue. Not everyone had died, and those who remained in
residence would now be governed by their new Persian overlords. If, as the sources claim, the
bulk of the Christian community had been either executed or marched into Persian slavery, then
the remaining people would have consisted mainly of Jews, individuals and families of other,
non-Christian confessions, as well as itinerant visitors and merchants. It seems particularly clear
that Jews remained in the city because Sebeos claims that Khosrow personally ordered them
expelled at a later date.52 This tradition appears again in the much later account of Bar Hebraeus:
“At first they treated the Jews in a peaceful fashion, and then they carried them off finally to
Persia.”53



But before that expulsion we find a curious two-to-three year gap in which a possible
appointed Jewish governor appears in the literature. There is a chance, which has been more or
less accepted by scholars, of a small Jewish movement in this period to restore the Temple in
Jerusalem, the so-called “Third Temple.” By the seventh century, Tiberias had become the
principal center of Jewish teaching and learning, but of course Jerusalem remained important for
reasons of heritage and theology.54 One interpretation would see the course of events as therefore
intentional: that the Jews joined with the Persians to expel Christians from Palestine—or at least
extirpate their political control—and leave a vacuum to exploit. Another reasoning would take
the events as incidental: a happy eventuality that permitted Jews to fill a political void. In either
case, it appears that at least some Jews acted out messianic impulses.

Complicating these interpretations are tantalizing suggestions in evocative but historically
suspect apocalyptic literature written around the time of the Sasanid conquest. Two texts in the
genre are germane: a poem by the Hebrew liturgical poet Eliezor ben Qalir, and the Book of
Zerubbabel, which is an anonymous text recounting a vision given to one Zerubbabel of the Last
Days.55 Adherents of this view lean on these texts and hold that a Jewish exilarch (“King of the
Exiles,” a head of the Jewish Diaspora) named Nehemiah ben Hushiel was placed in charge of
Jerusalem as governor until the Persians reclaimed control after about three years.56 The dating
of these sources is uncertain, and other factors probably preclude any real governmental power
on the part of the Jews, so the theory has not won wide acceptance.57

In any case, we are thus presented with two competing narratives of the events of 614. In the
first (Christian) version, the Jerusalem Jews were complicit in the siege and aided and abetted the
killing of its Christian population during the sack; once Byzantium regained the city, they were
expelled and their lives forfeit on grounds of their duplicity. In a second (Jewish) telling,
Byzantium’s anti-Jewish policies in Syria and Palestine sparked legitimate resistance, with many
Jews favoring the invading Persians as more likely to respect their lives and traditions. In return
for their military assistance, the Jews received control, albeit temporary, over Jerusalem for the
first time in ages but were then betrayed and expelled by the Persians within a few years.

The apocalyptic texts also tie into a very real historical event: the second expulsion of the Jews
from Jerusalem, this time by the Byzantines in 630. The Book of Zerubbabel reads:

He will come against the holy people of the Most High, and with him there will be ten
kings wielding great power and force, and he will do battle with the holy ones. He will
prevail over them and will kill the Messiah of the lineage of Joseph, Nehemiah b.
Hushiel, and will also kill sixteen righteous ones alongside him. Then they will banish
Israel to the desert in three groups.58

The “he” referenced in the apocalypse is Heraclius. His armies would go on a counteroffensive
and by the mid-620s were driving deep into Persian territory. Following that ultimately
successful war against Persia, the emperor would return south to Jerusalem to set matters
straight. The tenth-century historian Agapias, the bishop of Manbij, noted a cosmic event during
this time: a solar eclipse, of which “half of the disc was eclipsed and the other was not.”59 Light,
yet darkness—the emperor was coming, both liberation and retribution were to follow.

Heraclius Strikes Back



The fall of Jerusalem was but one component of the wider Byzantine–Sasanid war. Following
Jerusalem’s sack, Persian armies invaded Egypt and completed their conquest of it by 621. In
622, Khosrow directed his attention towards Constantinople itself and launched a full-scale
invasion of Asia Minor. This coincided with an equally dangerous development: a joint Avar–
Slavic assault on Constantinople that broke through the “long wall” (Anastasian) that lay some
60 kilometers west of it in the summer of 623. Attacked on two fronts, Heraclius desperately
negotiated to end the Avar threat first, which allowed him to concentrate on the Persian threat the
next year. He ordered the mobilization of Roman units at Caesarea in Cappadocia (modern-day
Kayseri, Turkey). As the troops mustered there, north of Antioch, Khosrow interpreted the move
as the prelude to a southerly move into Syria and Palestine to liberate the holy places. Instead,
the emperor attacked northeast against the main Persian line of advance and took Khosrow’s
army by surprise, eventually driving the emperor himself from the city of Ganzak.60 It was a
stunning turnaround for the Byzantines, who had been on their heels for years.

The Persians responded in force, sending three armies—one of them commanded by
Shahrbaraz himself—to block the Byzantine advance into Persia. Heraclius defeated all three
while simultaneously moving to avoid encirclement and, by the winter of 625, nearly captured
Shahrbaraz himself. But he did not destroy these armies, which regrouped in early 626 for
another invasion of Asia Minor, forcing Heraclius back on the defensive. One, led by the general
Shahen, invaded from Armenia but was intercepted by Heraclius and destroyed. A second, led by
Shahrbaraz, advanced to Chalcedon and burned it, then paused as it awaited a massive Avar and
Slav attack on Constantinople itself. Despite Heraclius’s successes on the field, the second front
against his capital had been reopened.

The combined siege of Constantinople commenced in late July 626 with attacks on the land
and sea walls of the city. These were countered by the Byzantine defenders and petered out a
week or so into August. Credit for the victory was given to the Virgin Mary, who purportedly
intervened to assist in the destruction of Slavic ships off the Golden Horn and Persian transports
crossing the Bosphorus River. In the face of significant losses, Shahrbaraz elected to withdraw.61

Heraclius had survived yet again and regained the initiative.
In 627, the emperor made what would be his final offensive against the Sasanid Empire and

marched east with between 25,000 and 50,000 soldiers at his command.62 He conducted a formal
alliance with the Turkic Khazar forces in eastern Anatolia and, together, they besieged and
sacked the city of Tiflis (modern-day Tbilisi, Georgia). In September, they advanced into the
Sasanid province of Atropatene (in northern Iran), then destroyed a Persian army led by the
general Rahzadh in northern Mesopotamia.63 This ultimately led to victory in the war, as later
sketched in a tenth-century treatise of the Byzantine Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus
(“born in the purple”):

Thereafter, when the emperor Heraclius marched against Persia, they [the “Iberians,”
referencing eastern Georgia] united and campaigned with him, and as a result, through
the dread inspired by Heraclius, emperor of the Romans, rather than by their own strength
and power, they subdued a great number of cities and countries of the Persians. For once
the emperor Heraclius had routed the Persians and had forcibly brought their empire to an
end, the Persians were easily defeated and mastered, not by the Iberians only, but by the
Saracens as well.64



In the midst of Heraclius’s successful campaigning came the end of Khosrow II. He was arrested
by a conspiratorial group composed of his own first-born son, Kawadh-Siroes (Siroy), along with
two of Sharbaraz’s sons and one of his generals, as well as a number of other Persian officials.
They were all supported by Heraclius, who saw an opportunity to end by subterfuge what might
have been more costly with further warfare. Once deposed, Khosrow was executed by the
Persian version of a modern firing squad on 23 February 628. Subsequent negotiations resulted
in a peace treaty, by which Persia promised to release all their Byzantine prisoners and evacuate
occupied lands (including Syria and Palestine).65 In this way the True Cross was likewise
recovered: as noted in the Short History of Patriarch Nicephoros of Constantinople (d. 828),
Heraclius “made a fervent plea concerning the Holy Cross,” and it was returned to him.66

Heraclius’s campaigns into Persia in the 620s have attracted some modern attention. They
were swift, stunning, and decisive marches into the heart of Sasanid territory and, perhaps more
striking, conducted in the context of his crumbling outer empire and in the face of what seems
like insurmountable odds. Practitioners of what modern military professionals would call
“operational art and design” could learn much from his ability to maintain and maneuver his
forces across vast expanses of difficult terrain and engage, defeat, and destroy multiple field
armies on both the offense and defense.

But equally striking is a strategic question poignantly asked by the historian Benjamin Isaac:
why did Heraclius invade Persia instead of first liberating Syria and Palestine? Isaac considers
three possibilities. First, Heraclius may have simply been imitating previous Byzantine
campaigns: in the 570s its armies had campaigned to the Caspian Sea, and in the 580s to Media
and the River Tigris. Second, he may have been waging what strategists would today call a war
of “exhaustion,” in which the aim ideally was to ravage Persian lands and destroy the Sasanid
capacity to wage war. Third (and the interpretation that Isaac prefers), the southern provinces
were simply not a top priority and that imperial policy privileged its honor, majesty, and religion
first: “it was more important to humiliate the enemy than to disarm him.”67

Another possibility flows from Isaac’s fleeting mention of religion. Could it be that Heraclius
attacked Persia principally to recover the True Cross from Ctesiphon? This is unlikely. No
source substantiates such an interpretation, despite their clear interest in the abduction of the relic
and their joy in its safe return. Not even George of Pisidia, a poet and deacon at Hagia Sophia
who had been commissioned by Heraclius himself to compose a record of the Persian
campaigns, mentions the cross directly.68 The relic’s importance seems to have been magnified
in a military sense only during, and then after, its safe return to Jerusalem.

That is not to say that devotion played no role at all. In some contemporaneous literature, the
Byzantine–Sasanid War is couched in quite Biblical terms.69 There is also the depiction of the
Restitutio crucis, as narrated by later, embellished texts, involving Heraclius’s return of the cross
to Jerusalem. In an overt imitation of Christ on Palm Sunday, he descended into the city from the
Mount of Olives. His attempt to enter the Golden Gate on Jerusalem’s eastern side, however, was
first rebuffed by a rockslide that covered it and then by an angel who admonished him for the
pomp and circumstance of his royal train. Chastened, Heraclius dismounted and entered
Jerusalem barefoot, then returned the cross to the sepulchre church.70 The role of the Golden
Gate is especially noticeable and alludes to the Second Coming, not only in Christian
eschatological conceptions but Jewish and Muslim ones as well, and the gate’s importance would
be signaled again just eight years later during the Arab conquests.



What followed was the development of what Averil Cameron has called “the cult of the
cross.” After its return to Jerusalem, the True Cross became central to Heraclius’s mystique and
appeared rather frequently in coins, poems, homilies, and liturgical ceremonies.71 The emperor
knew it held political power as well, and in 635 he transferred the relic from Jerusalem to
Constantinople, where it served to bolster his image.72 Heraclius’s restoration of the cross was
also commemorated in a feast on 14 September the Exultatio. It was celebrated both east and
west, and for a long time. Ademar of Chabannes mentions it, and, later, a Coptic priest named
Abu al-Makarim (d. 1208) related a story of the “Fast of Heraclius,” which was still being
celebrated in 1186 to commemorate the emperor’s liberation of Jerusalem.73 It remains on the
Orthodox liturgical calendar today, celebrated on the same date.

But some have taken this symbolism too far. Periodically, one reads histories attempting to
cast the Byzantine campaigns of the 620s as holy wars or even proto “crusades.” Certainly some
later sources describe them in religiously charged terms. Severus ibn al-Muqaffa, the bishop of
Hermopolis Magna (fl. 950s), wrote that “by the grace of Christ, he marched against them, and
slew Chosroes, their misbelieving king.”74 But such comparisons are facile and have been
roundly critiqued by historians of both Byzantium and the Crusades.75 Mischaracterization of the
war’s nature, however, does not preclude a sense of a specific recovery mission on the part of
Heraclius himself.

Preparing for the Next War

The theft and return of the True Cross dominates the headlines, then and now, but what of the
most pressing military concern: Jerusalem’s walls? The Persians had collapsed a portion of the
wall to gain entry in 614, but none of the written sources indicate on which side they breached it
or at what width. Jerusalem’s walls have been built and rebuilt many times over its long history,
most famously after 445 B.C. in the days of Nehemiah. After their massive (though not total)
reduction in the Roman sack of 70 A.D., the walls were not immediately rebuilt; legions who
were camped in the vicinity constituted the principal arm of defense, allowing funds to be spent
elsewhere.

Sometime after 300, construction began on new fortifications, and this work sped up during
the reign of Constantine. Most of this circuit was modest in thickness, about three meters.76

These walls were later improved, with very active construction activity particularly on the
southern side of the current Old City between the fourth and sixth centuries. There, a particular
portion of the southern wall and one of its towers is believed to have been refurbished between
447 and 460. In the Byzantine period, the walls extended much further south, encompassing
Mount Zion, and were partially built on top of a rocky scarp.77

The Persian breach, however, was almost certainly in the north. In the south, the improved
walls were newer and stronger. The eastern side was protected, as always, by the steep incline of
the Kidron Valley to the Herodian walls of the Temple Mount, and the Tower of David guarded
the western side. The Persian breach appears to have occurred near the present-day Damascus
Gate, where a wall collapse is indicated by excavated piles of rubble as well as ceramic evidence
dated to the period.78 This was a critical weakness: without a strong field army in close vicinity,
the city’s defensive perimeter was its best defense against future raiding attacks and outright
invasions. Repairs were thus a vital concern, no matter who controlled the city. Nearby
Byzantine forces, such as those at Jericho, still constituted a potential threat to retake the city.



Following the Persian example, later sieges in the eleventh and twelfth centuries also saw
concentrated mining efforts on the northern side: the army of the First Crusade overtopped it in
1099, and Saladin’s coalition attacked it severely in 1187, leading to the city’s capitulation.

There is no specific textual evidence of wall reconstruction during the 16 years of Persian
control (614–630). Sebeos does report an order from Khosrow “to rebuild the city,” and this
possibly included some repairs of the circuit.79 But excavation indicates, to the contrary, that the
northern breach was likely not repaired until the eighth century. Instead, the gap was transformed
into a dump of rubble and garbage that may have reached over four meters high.80 One could
imagine the garrison’s repairs, then, to have constituted little more than collecting stones from
the rubble and heaping them into a mound between the intact vertical sections of wall and the
gate. Such a pile could easily be guarded against unauthorized entry of individuals or small
groups, and as it happened there seem to have been no major or even minor assaults against the
city during Persian rule.

For the Byzantines, money was tight and other priorities existed. Heraclius spent little time
consolidating military and political gains in the Levant.81 He appointed a treasurer, not a general,
named Theodore Trithourios, to command the Byzantine army in Syria. He was not entirely
unskilled, for he had defeated an Arab force at the Battle of Muˈta in September 629.82 But
Theodore was mostly expected to attend to the vital matter of army pay, in both wages and
allotments of rations. These required Heraclius to borrow heavily and confiscate gold and silver
from private interests.83 The emperor personally attended to a series of minor adjustments related
to army structure and administration, but it appears he made no major reforms.84

The emphasis on the army, and not construction of physical defenses, must be understood
within the context of Byzantium frontier strategy. Although many fortified towns existed in Syria
and Palestine, they were too geographically dispersed to form any real network of defense.
Consequently, topographical features like mountains and rivers often served as practical fall-
back areas for defending soldiers, and forward fortresses were lightly garrisoned. Instead, the
majority of resources were allocated to the field armies, which continued their training and even
conducted winter cavalry training in the 630s.85

Nor can we assume that Heraclius paid for Jerusalem’s walls out of personal funds. Too many
fortifications required upkeep and garrisoning, and a shrinking economy resulted in his pulling
back from many of these entirely. Moreover, it was customary for private parties to shoulder
some of the burden by partially paying for walls and towers.86 And there was also the matter of
Jerusalem’s churches and associated religious buildings, which required repairs of their own.
These took precedence over fortifications, and Sebeos’s description of Heraclius’s entry into the
city says nothing about its defenses:

He set it [the True Cross] back up in its place, and put all the vessels of the churches in
their places, and distributed alms and money for incense to all the churches and
inhabitants of the city. He himself continued his journey directly into Syrian
Mesopotamia in order to secure his hold over the cities of the frontiers.87

Six years would pass between Heraclius’s entry and the next siege of Jerusalem, which came at
the hands of Arab armies in 637–8. When the Arabs arrived they did not attempt to penetrate the
city walls but rather sat down to blockade it. One of our earliest sources of that event, the



compiler al-Azdi al-Basri (d. 796–97), notes that the garrison sallied out of the gates once or
twice but were driven back inside.88 Its eventual surrender on favorable terms, however, suggests
that the defenses were not strong enough to withstand a serious direct assault.

The 614 sack of Jerusalem has long flown under the radar, but its religious and military
contours hold tremendous importance for understanding later affairs. It illustrates the
dispositions and antagonisms of the local Jews and Christians and their practical roles vis-à-vis
the Holy City. The hostilities in the early seventh century manifested in military alliances and
accusations (both real and purported) of oppression, treachery, and murder. It reveals their
respective messianic expectations as well. On the one hand, those Jewish plans to rebuild the
Temple were quickly dashed; on the other, Heraclius’s triumphant entry into the city in 630
recalled images of Christ’s Passion and ties into apocalyptic themes in which the return of the
True Cross foretold Christ’s return as well.89 Like the more infamous crusader siege of
Jerusalem in 1099 during the First Crusade, the brutal dimensions of the event have left physical
scars on the city landscape and vestiges of defeat and disgrace that are still painful to modern
believers.

In strictly military terms, the Persian collapsing of a portion of the wall left the city more
vulnerable to attack. Any rebuilding was lackluster; construction does not appear to have
improved after Heraclius’s arrival in 630, and the walls were not formally repaired until the 700s.
The Byzantine–Sasanid war had also left the region around Jerusalem weak and unstable.
Heraclius attended to the maintenance of his forces in Palestine and Syria, but these were
themselves uneven and poorly sustained; moreover, he remained reliant on local allies for
frontier defense. In short, the events of 614 set the conditions for the arrival of the Arabs a
generation later and the momentous changes they would bring. As John the Persian recalled with
despondence, “No man escaped from the hand of the children of Esau.”90

II
In 708, a Syrian Orthodox scholar named Jacob of Edessa busied himself by compiling an
annalistic record of important events. It remains unfinished, for Jacob—who one scholar has
called “one of the greatest polymaths to ever write in Syria”—died in that same year before
completing his work.91 The text closes with an account of a total eclipse of the sun, which seems
an apt and poetic image for an author’s final words. Yet some time later, an anonymous
continuator of Jacob’s work took up his quill and added what he must have deemed a necessary
coda:

In July there was a sign, and that was stars that shot or moved about in the air, which
some men call falling stars. And they appeared in every part of the sky, moving about
quickly and rapidly the whole night from the southern to the northern quarter, a thing
never heard of before since the creation of the world . . . And the outcome of events
showed that these shooting stars denoted the Arabs, who at this time entered the district
of the North and slew and burnt and destroyed the district and its inhabitants.92

In dramatic and cosmic terms, then, he announced the arrival of the Arabs. West-Syrian
apocalyptic literature from the period speaks in dreadful tones about the conquests: those
undergoing oppression from the “Ishmaelites” or “sons of Hagar,” under which, “happy are you



who have not remained alive at this time.”93 This literary gravity seems fitting, given that the
movement of Arab tribes into Palestine, Syria, Egypt, Persia, and regions beyond was not only a
critical development for contemporaries but would become an event of world-historical
proportions.

It is impossible to quantify the full historical impact of the Arabs or even the short- and long-
term consequences of the Arabic invasions of the early seventh century, though many have
tried.94 They set the basis for the explosion of Islam onto the world stage and subsequent
centuries of its dissemination across three continents. The conversion of heritage Christian
domains in North Africa, Egypt, and the Levant was not immediate but took considerable time,
for while the Arabs waged holy war they did not initially do so with the express purpose of
converting the world to Islam.95 Into the eighth century, Islam represented but one faith in a sea
of diverse confessions in the Near East: a Christianity that was anything but unified, Jewish
communities, and Zoroastrians, among others.

In geographical terms, the conquest of what amounted to over half of the expanse of the old
Roman Empire was swift, and by the close of the 600s only a portion of territory in and around
Asia Minor remained in Byzantine hands. By the 700s, Muslim converts dominated the Maghrib
and had pushed into Spain; meanwhile, south of the Red Sea Arab vessels tracked past the Horn
of Africa and arrived on the Swahili coast. From an economic perspective, an old theory once
held that the invasions caused a drastic downturn in Europe by severing its connection to the
wealthy eastern districts, although this has long been rejected.96 In the east, meanwhile, the
savvy Byzantines ably established new and profitable relationships with the caliphs and other
local Muslim leaders. Clearly, however, the trade landscape had changed alongside the political
upheavals that accompanied the seizure of Byzantine lands and the outright Arab conquest of
Sasanid Persia following the Battle of al-Qadisiyya in 636.97

Narrowing the focus to Jerusalem, few events have been as consequential to religious history
as the Arab capture of the city. Less than eight years after Heraclius’s triumphant parade through
the Golden Gate, the city fell under siege again and surrendered to the forces of ˈUmar ibn al-
Khattab, the second caliph (“successor”) after Muhammad’s death.98 The conquest enabled the
construction of two buildings crucial to the history of Islam and, in the modern age, nearly a
century of divisive relations not only between the conquest and Judaism but also between
peoples and governments, as well as periods of intense warfare between the state of Israel and its
Arab neighbors. The al-Aqsa mosque, which sat as the qibla (the direction of Muslim prayer)
before it was reoriented towards Mecca, and the Dome of the Rock, a shrine built on top of the
purported location of Abraham’s aborted sacrifice of Isaac, remain two of the most important
Islamic sites in the world. Situated within the massive Herodian-era walls of al-Haram al-Sharif,
itself under the guard of the Israeli government since 1967, these two sites serve as natural loci
for religious and political conflict. Forgotten in the more recent controversies, however, has been
the counterintuitive role of religious toleration that existed during and after the initial conquest of
Jerusalem in 638.

To the Battle of Yarmuk

As we have seen, a host of governance issues consumed Heraclius’s attention in the 630s. His
restoration of the True Cross in Jerusalem and subsequent formulation of anti-Jewish policies
constituted only a portion of his schedule. Other holy sites, including a multiplicity of churches



and monasteries, demanded his attention, but there were foreign policy challenges as well,
including the expatriation of resident Persian soldiers and the establishment of a firm border with
the Sasanids. He was certainly aware of the general threat the Arabs posed and knew about
Theodore’s defeat of the soon-to-be-famous Muslim general Khalid ibn al-Walid, the so-called
“sword of Islam,” at the Battle of Muˈta in 629. He also had personal knowledge of the region
from his travels and seemingly good intelligence on enemy movements.

But beyond alerting the locals to the threat and, later, leaving Jerusalem and moving north to
establish a base in Antioch, Heraclius had little time to concentrate on defense. It was not until
634 that he was able to turn his attention fully to his southern defenses, those borders of Palestine
and Syria that lay dangerously close to new Arab militancy.99 To bolster the numbers of regular
Byzantine forces, which he still had trouble paying, Heraclius continued the tradition of allying
with local Armenian and Arab tribes. While the former were generally reliable, the latter were
not; divided into fractious groups that included nomadic Bedouins as well as Christian Arabs,
they were prone to desertion and even liable to switch sides in a rapidly changing political
environment.100 Moreover, northern Arabia itself had not so long beforehand descended into
sectarian conflict. Following the death of Muhammad in 632, various Arab factions refused to
follow his successor, the First Rashidun (“rightly-guided”) Caliph Abu Bakr as-Siddiq. These
Arabs opposed the exactions of the Medina government, resulting in the so-called Wars of
Apostasy (alternatively, the Ridda Wars, Hurub al-Riddah).101

In any case, it was these motley forces, stretched as they were between far-flung fortifications
and cities, that constituted the first and second-level Byzantine defenses against Arab
incursions.102 Local leaders had to blunt the spear’s tip. In early 634, while Heraclius was busy
attending to other preparations, the Arab military attacks into Palestine and Syria began in
earnest. The reasons behind Arab incursions were multifaceted, but surely one aspect was the
importance of Jerusalem.103 The city was the former qibla for a reason: al-Haram al-Sharif had
purportedly played host to Muhammad’s “Night Journey” (the Isrā) from Mecca to “the farthest
mosque” (identified as Jerusalem) and his subsequent ascension to heaven to meet with God and
the prophets (the Miˈrāj). Whether or not Jerusalem was the primary motivation is probably
unknowable, but it must be factored into the early Arabic interest in the Levant.104

Initially, the first aggressive movements seem to have had the complexion of what Robert
Hoyland has dubbed “banditry”: small-scale raids of villages outlying the larger population
centers. These eventually attracted the attention of some local Byzantine governors, who
assembled forces that were nonetheless routed and destroyed in the summer of 634 at the battles
of Dathin (near Gaza, February), Ajnadayn (northwest of Hebron, July or August), and near
modern-day Rabba, Jordan. In the fall of 634, the Arabs besieged and captured the city of Bosra
in southern Syria, and by the year’s end the biggest prize thus far, Damascus, fell into their
hands. General raiding accompanied these principal battles and continued to the end of that
year.105

Sometime in the midst of these actions Heraclius specifically instructed his brother, Theodore,
to avoid open battle with the Arabs until reinforcements could arrive.106 The losses through 635
likely confirmed his anxiety about the chances of local levies and garrisons against competent
Arab veterans. That said, Heraclius may actually have considered abandoning Syria and
Palestine altogether. Given the successful Arab penetrations, the initiative was certainly against
him, and his prospects were daunting. Indeed, in his Futuh-al-Sham (Book of the Conquests), the



writer al-Azdi notes that a flood of refugees fleeing Arab attacks in the south had arrived at
Heraclius’s headquarters in Antioch. At length, entreaties from Christians in Caesarea and
Jerusalem persuaded the emperor to mount a counteroffensive.107 This required marshaling
regular units and moving south before more population centers fell to the invaders.

In the spring of 636, the emperor sent soldiers to succor the south. An army of regional forces
was already operating there under the command of the Armenian general Vahan, and the
reinforcements were intended to bolster his numbers in the face of increasingly successful and
daring Arab attacks. Heraclius further added to these numbers with an expeditionary force led by
the treasurer, Theodore Trithourios, master of the eastern armies (magister militum per
Ortientem). Theodore’s ranks, which constituted the imperial field army (comitatus) and were
filled with regular Byzantine soldiers, gradually decreased in size as they moved south, for
Theodore assigned some of his men to garrison duty in cities they passed en route. Other
components of this army included a Ghassanid force (a non-Muslim Arab client state of
Byzantium) led by their king, Jabala ibn al-Ayham, and more Armenians. Once the different
components formed a coalition, Vahan evidently held supreme command.108

After nearly two months of maneuvering and some minor clashes in July 636, the Byzantine
coalition finally engaged in full and open battle with the armies of the Rashidun caliphate. These
were led by the general Abu ˈUbayda ibn al-Jarrah. Tall, thin, and a bit of a hunchback, Abu
ˈUbayda had personally fought alongside Muhammad several times, including at the Battle of
Badr in 624, which had kicked off the latter’s war with his tribe, the Quraysh, in Mecca.109 He
was joined by Khalid ibn al-Walid (who commanded the cavalry) and Hashim ibn ˈUtba ibn abu
Waqqas (the infantry), as well as other principals.110 One notable leader was ˈAmr ibn al-ˈAs,
another Companion of Muhammad and the man credited by the writer Muhammad ibn Saˈd (d.
845) with the later Rashidun conquest of Egypt.111 Absent was Caliph ˈUmar himself, who
remained in Medina.112

The details of the famous Battle of Yarmuk, which climaxed after many days of fighting on 20
August 636, are hotly contested, and problematic source material has not helped.113 There are
allegations of infighting among the Byzantine commanders; Nicephoros’s Short History alleges
treason on the part of Vahan, and a legend emerged that his soldiers proclaimed him emperor
(over Heraclius) during the contest.114 But the broad contours are reasonably known. The
Byzantine camp lay on the north side of the River Yarmuk, a tributary of the River Jordan east of
the Sea of Galilee that angles to the southwest through the Golan Heights. At one point the
tributary splits into heavily ravined branches (up to 200 meters in elevation), and it was on the
north side of this split that the Byzantines made their initial camp. They eventually sent forces
across the northerly ravine, called the Wadiˈl-Ruqqad, on an old Roman bridge—the only
crossing in the area—and onto a flat plain beyond. A second camp was established on this plain.
To the Byzantine right (west) were more ravines; to their front, the Rashidun armies. It was here
that both sides prepared to fight for Syria.115

Disaster struck. The Byzantines advanced through a series of ambushes laid by the Muslims as
they retreated to a better position.116 When the formal fighting began, Muslim cavalry first
outflanked the left end of the Byzantine ranks, thus cutting them off from any escape eastward.
Elsewhere, the coalition’s infantry and cavalry became somewhat jumbled while repositioning
under fire and a slaughter ensued. When evening ended the action, some of al-Walid’s cavalry
managed to sneak behind the Byzantine camp and secure the bridge over the Wadiˈl-Ruqqad. As



a result, the Byzantines found themselves fully enveloped with ravines on two sides and Arabs
on the other two sides. Upon realizing they were trapped, some of the allies defected into the
Muslim ranks while others fled by running or riding down the steep ravine only to be crushed to
death when they fell. Still others waited for sunrise and then surrendered, but Abu ˈUbayda
wanted no prisoners, so they were killed upon sight.117 Those remnants who managed to escape
were tracked relentlessly and either captured or killed. Of an original army numbering perhaps
15,000–20,000 soldiers, few had survived.118 Much later, Agapias remarked that so great was the
slaughter that the corpses, together, “formed a bridge that one could walk on.”119

Not long after the battle, an anonymous writer heard of the event and thought it fit to scribble
some notes while the memories were still fresh. The text, recorded on the first folio of a codex
containing the Gospels of Mark and Matthew, is fragmentary and difficult to read. Its editor
postulates that the writer was a low-born priest or monk living in close proximity to the battle,
thus offering a fascinating glimpse into how an outsider saw and interpreted the shifting tides
around him. We read of the coming of the Arabs and their destruction of villages, killing of
residents, taking of slaves, and theft of olive oil and cattle. Breathlessly, “the Romans chased
them,” but “on the twentieth of August . . . a great many people were ki[lled of] [the R]omans,
[s]ome fifty thousand.”120

At that the account abruptly ends, leaving out the aftermath. In the wake of the triumph at
Yarmuk, Abu ˈUbayda moved his forces westward into Palestine and advanced on the remaining
fortified cities. Fred Donner has dubbed this the “third phase” of the Arab invasions, with the
first being the early raids and the second the events around Yarmuk.121 Without an army to
defend it, the frontier was wide open for conquest. One by one the Byzantine cities fell. In a
show of defiance, Caesarea held out until 640, relying upon its coastal location to resupply the
garrison. Emesa (modern-day Homs) survived for a while before it, too, surrendered that year.122

Certainly, a larger city could individually withstand attacks for a time, if, as Walter Kaegi has
observed, it possessed good walls and a strong-willed commander.123 In 638, Jerusalem had
neither.

Sometime after 790, long after Yarmuk, an Armenian vardapet (a doctor of dogma) named
Lewond pondered the magnitude of the Arab victory:

The Ismaelites, thus enriched by the pillage of the treasures of the Greeks, and having
plundered those who were massacred, returned to their country full of joy. Thereafter,
they reigned over Palestine and Syria, imposing taxes on the land and on the churches of
the holy city of Jerusalem. Consequently, Palestine and Syria ceased to pay tribute to the
Greek emperor, since the Greek forces were no longer capable of resisting Ismael. Ismael
was already ruling over Palestine.124

Military historians are fond of locating “decisive battles” in the past, victories so momentous that
they decided the course of a conflict in one swift stroke. Within this framing device, surely the
Battle of Yarmuk merits consideration for inclusion. The destruction of the Byzantine field
armies meant that the invading Arabs faced no stiff resistance, save that of the garrisons within
certain fortified cities.

Heraclius knew these garrisons were doomed. He wrote a series of letters to his governors in
the region and, although ordering garrisons to maintain their posts, he forbade them from
meeting the Arabs in open battle. Any field activities were to be in the form of scorched-earth



tactics in advance of the Arab push. As Byzantine soldiers looted and pillaged their own villages
and towns, the emperor left Antioch for Constantinople, never to return. He was not alone:
citizens fled along with the army, so much so that the victorious Arabs would discover empty
houses in Damascus and elsewhere.125 Matters of finance and strategy precluded further imperial
involvement in the region; a theological dispute with Patriarch Sophronius, whom the emperor
had placed in charge of Jerusalem, did nothing to improve his inclinations towards further
involvement there.126

At the time of his departure, Heraclius famously uttered a final message to Syria: “rest in
peace.”127 However, he might as well have added Jerusalem to his valediction. It was only a
matter of time before the Holy City came under siege. While the disaster at Yarmuk, along with
the fall of Emesa and Damascus, all but guaranteed it, Arab eyes had been on the city for a while.
According to al-Azdi, the general ˈAmr ibn al-ˈAs had been moving towards Jerusalem prior to
his linking up with comrades at Yarmuk and even sent letters demanding its people surrender
and convert to Islam.128

Following a robust occupation of Damascus and Emesa, Abu ˈUbayda finally set his sights on
Jerusalem itself. If the compilations of al-Azdi and also the later historian and geographer, al-Ya
ˈqubi, are to be believed, the general was not overly concerned with the city’s defenses.129 Had
Abu ˈUbayda been worried, one suspects he would have not intentionally reduced his combat
power as he did, by remanding a division of soldiers apiece at those other cities and sending
ˈAmr ibn al-ˈAs to Aleppo. Dispatching messengers and obviously full of confidence, Abu
ˈUbayda demanded that the Jerusalemites surrender. Should they not, he warned, he would bring
to them “men who loved death better than they did life, wine, and hog’s meat.”130

Here, we are left wanting for exact details as provided by contemporary sources. The most
specific account is that of the Abbasid historian and judge, al-Waqibi, who died nearly two
hundred years after the siege. He speaks of an original striking force of 5,000 soldiers arriving at
Jerusalem, which was followed by reinforcements later. The city residents placed catapults on
the walls, rejected initial Arab overtures of peace, and then barraged the attackers from above
with projectiles. Four full months passed, he claims, in which fighting occurred every day.131 Al-
Azdi, writing two-and-a-half decades before al-Waqisi, presents the claim that the residents sent
two desperate sallies issued from their gates, both of which were quickly beaten back. With no
major adversary in the vicinity and time on his side, Abu ˈUbayda finally arrived in person and
organized a stout blockade of the city.132

One cannot help but wonder at the Arabs’ lackluster effort to take the Holy City. They never
seem to have directly attacked the gates or walls. Proper reconnoitering should have revealed the
weakness on the northern side, where the Persians had broken through and the breach had yet to
be fully repaired. A direct attack might have led to penetration and swift victory, but in any event
one was not undertaken. Perhaps they never intended a direct assault. In the early years of the
incursion into Syria, Caliph Abu Bakr had actually commanded his generals to avoid attacking
cities until ordered.133 Even when they did attempt sieges the dominant tactic was blockade,
which tended to work well: Aleppo and Antioch fell quickly, as did numerous small towns;
Emesa surrendered just as Abu ˈUbayda and Khalid ibn al-Walid considered storming it.134

Abu ˈUbayda’s blockade at Jerusalem may have simply been a “far blockade,” in which
soldiers did not fully encircle the city but rather encamped within view of the gates, preventing
ingress and egress until the garrison surrendered. Such a method is described at the Arab siege of



Damascus in 634, where five Muslim generals positioned their forces outside five respective
gates. And even though, there, one of them eventually stormed and took a gate after some
months of siege, the breakthrough occurred simultaneously with a surrender agreement from the
garrison.135 Of course, without a Byzantine army in the area of operations and most cities having
already fallen (save Caesarea, which was also under siege) the Arabs had time on their side.

From Sophronius’s perspective, however, the situation could not have been worse. With
Damascus and Homs occupied and Caesarea under siege, Jerusalem essentially stood alone. The
breach in the northern wall was a weakness that could be exploited at any moment. No doubt the
defensive tactics his garrison employed—sallies, artillery, archery—were designed to keep the
Arabs at a distance from it. And Sophronius had keen memories of the Persian attack in 614,
which he himself had lamented in verse.136 Further, he knew well what a sack implied and
described the brutality of their war in a sermon from 634, when he himself was under siege in
Bethlehem.137 With a weakened circuit, small garrison, and no relief army in sight, there was no
choice but for Jerusalem to negotiate.

ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab

At this point, the second Rashidun caliph enters our story. Al-Yaˈqubi relates that, during the
siege, Abu ˈUbayda wrote to ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab, who was south in Medina, about the victory
at Yarmuk and the spoils it produced. ˈUmar responded that the booty should remain undivided
until the general had conquered Bayt al-Maqdis, that is, Jerusalem.138 The city would not fall,
however, until ˈUmar himself arrived.

Who was ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab? Tall, thin, and with a wispy beard, he commanded respect
more from his demeanor than his physique.139 ˈUmar was originally opposed to the new religion
brought by Muhammad and there is a story that he once grabbed his sword and set out to kill
him. On his way to do so, he encountered two converts to Islam: his own sister and her husband.
ˈUmar accused them both of heresy, slapped his sister across the face, and knocked out his
brother-in-law. Tempers eventually cooled, and after some discussion she gave him one of
Muhammad’s prophecies to read, the 14th verse of Sura Tā Hā: “I am God, and there is no god
but I, so serve me, and observe acts of prayer to remember Me.”140 ˈUmar then journeyed to
Muhammad’s house anyway but, instead of attempting to kill him, converted to Islam and
followed his subsequent order to go and make his conversion public. Now a follower, ˈUmar
swiftly proved his worth in battle, fighting in nearly every engagement of Muhammad’s
campaigns and even taking command of some company-sized raids.141 His interests ranged
widely; interestingly enough, like two other famous generals, Julius Caesar and Napoleon
Bonaparte, he was keenly interested in calendars and personally established the Muslim system
of dating events from Muhammad’s 622 hegira.142

ˈUmar’s behavior stayed somewhat rough and tumble later in life. As his successor Caliph
ˈUthman ibn ˈAffan reputedly told Abu Bakr, “his private is better than his public,” meaning that
he was a man of deep devotion who yet remained a little wild in leadership roles.143 For instance,
following the death of Muhammad ˈUmar insisted to crowds that he had not actually died but
was only away for 40 days, like Moses, in order to speak to God, and that he would soon return
and punish anyone speaking prematurely of his death. This caused a stir among the faithful, so
much so that Abu Bakr had to intervene and declare with certitude that, yes, Muhammad had



really died.144 Despite such outbursts, Abu Bakr himself, as he lay on his deathbed, named
ˈUmar the second Rashidun caliph.

ˈUmar was also a man with a messianic title. As noted in Patricia Crone and Michael Cook’s
controversial book, Hagarism, he was given the title al-Faruq (“the Redeemer”): some say by
Muhammad himself, others, by some Jewish observers.145 This has been fraught interpretative
territory in past decades. Although much writing on Islam has sought to de-emphasize (or even
suppress) the messianic features of Muhammad’s message, this runs counter to the textual
evidence in Qurˈan and hadith, in which “imminent eschatology” featured significantly. The
question of whether or not it was a central tenet has been undergoing some debate.146 So, did this
title refer to ˈUmar’s role in the judgment of humankind, or rather, as is commonly understood in
Sunni tradition, a more banal sensibility of knowing truth from lies?

There is more to our digression here. From his sources, al-Tabari offers different versions of a
story about ˈUmar’s travels north of Jerusalem, prior to his entry into the city. In one, at a long-
gone town called Jabiyah, astride the Golan Heights, ˈUmar is said to have encountered a local
Jew:

ˈUmar asked the Jew about the false Messiah, for he was wont to ask about him a great
deal. The Jew said to him: “What are you asking about him, O Commander of the
Faithful? You, the Arabs, will kill him ten odd cubits in front of the gate of Lydda.”147

Two things here catch the eye. First, the gate of Lydda was a place in Jerusalem of many names,
including the Gate of Mercy and the Golden Gate. As with Christianity and Judaism, this site
holds tremendous significance for Islamic eschatology. It is where Jesus Christ will supposedly
enter the city one day, perhaps—depending on the Muslim confession—accompanied by a holy
warrior known as the Mahdi. Here the second reference attaches: at the Golden Gate, he/they will
defeat the dajjal, the antichrist or “false messiah” related by al-Tabari, ushering in the sorting of
believers at the Dome of the Chain. This latter structure, which often goes unnoticed by modern
tourists in Jerusalem, is a smaller, open-air octagonal building lying just east of the Dome of the
Rock, between it and the Golden Gate. It is to be a place of judgment, the Final Judgment.
Interestingly, and in seeming accordance with this context, Al-Waqidi’s history posits ˈUmar
speaking about nonbelievers burning in hell on Judgment Day.148

So whether or not ˈUmar was truly thought of by early Muslims as a messianic figure, his
person is nonetheless tied to a decidedly messianic place in the Holy City. And that sensibility
cannot be divorced from modern attitudes regarding holy spaces there. The Golden Gate, one of
only two eastern entrances into Temple Mount, is today impassable, sealed by stones placed
there in the sixteenth century by the Ottoman emperor Suleiman the Magnificent. Yet it remains
a contested space, with controversy arising there as recently as 2019.149 At the very least,
Muslim expectations of End Times, such as they were, coincided with a period of tremendous
symbolism in that regard, given the Jewish attempt to rebuild the Temple after 614 and
Heraclius’s (aborted) triumphal entry into Jerusalem through the Golden Gate. Moreover, to
several non-Muslim authors, the dramatic regional convulsions of the Arab conquest in general
were seen as portending the apocalypse itself.150

To go back a step, how was it that ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab came to Jerusalem in the first place?
Certainly his generals Abu ˈUbayda and ˈAmr ibn al-ˈAs had the situation well in hand,
establishing a blockade and fending off garrison sallies. ˈAmr may have left at one point to



handle a rebellion in Antioch, but afterward he returned to Jerusalem to buttress the siege
again.151 Late in 637, few good options remained for its residents. No Byzantine army would
arrive to succor them, so Jerusalem’s leader, Patriarch Sophronius, entered into negotiations.
Placed in charge by Heraclius, Sophronius had sent the ecclesiastics of Constantinople the
Synodical Letter, what would become a well-known missive requesting intercessory prayers on
behalf of the emperor and against the invading Arabs. He also pleaded, indirectly, with the
emperor to campaign south and personally repel them.152

Sophronius is the explanation for ˈUmar’s appearance. The patriarch agreed to surrender the
city to the Arabs but on the condition, al-Azdi writes, that the caliph sign the agreement in
person. This may well have been a delaying tactic, perhaps undertaken in the hope of taking
some pressure off until local garrisons could rally to assist the Holy City. In that sense it partially
succeeded because siege operations ceased until ˈUmar’s arrival.153 There seems to have been
some delay in the Arab response, for the request provoked some consternation in the caliphal
court. Would ˈUmar’s consent to Sophronius’s demand give too much honor to the Christians,
or, alternatively, might it expedite negotiations and bring a speedier end to the siege?154

ˈUmar settled the debate himself by acquiescing. Gathering his followers, he began the
journey to Jerusalem.155 This was a procession and rather casual in nature, despite Theophanes
the Confessor’s later complaint that ˈUmar “invaded Palestine.”156 He rode on a red camel while
reclining in a howdah, a bed of sorts on its hump, from which hung pockets containing flour,
dates, and a water jug.157 Along the way, the sight of several Muslim soldiers dressed in
Byzantine attire, consuming rich foods, apparently unsettled him; ˈUmar himself was famously
austere and, to the end of his life, preferred simple food and traditional clothing over finer
trappings. According to one tradition passed along by al-Tabari, as he approached the city he
encountered a group of horsemen from Jerusalem: upon receiving a promise of safe conduct,
they delivered to him Sophronius’s opening terms of surrender.158 Once he arrived on site, Abu
ˈUbayda informed the Jerusalem garrison that negotiations could formally begin.159

ˈUmar’s Assurance

The earliest account of the extraordinary February 638 meeting between patriarch and caliph,
outside the walls of Jerusalem and on the Mount of Olives, is the lost chronicle of Theophilus of
Edessa, whose passages had been copied by later writers.160 Theophilus relates that Sophronius
left the safety of the city and ventured outside the walls to meet the ˈUmar on the Mount of
Olives.161 This is rather different from the Arabic source tradition, in which ˈUmar agreed to
surrender terms while in Jabiyah, sent a garrison to the Holy City, and only afterward rode to
Jerusalem himself.162 It seems unlikely, however, that the patriarch would have traveled so far
from his governorship in such hostile conditions, with Arab forces strewn throughout the region.

Accompanied by other notables of the city, Sophronius made two requests that, if satisfied,
would persuade him to surrender Jerusalem peacefully. First, the patriarch stipulated the need for
treatment comparable to other cities taken by the Arabs.163 Second, he sought to guarantee
Christian rights to their churches, freedom of worship, and retention of local laws. These came
with a corollary, one very much in the spirit of Heraclius just a few years before: that Jews be
barred from living in Jerusalem.164 The latter request would essentially codify that Byzantine
prohibition in the new political environment of Arab rule.



A contemporary discussion of such diplomatic concessions appears in the Book of Revenue,
written by the Arab philologist Ibn Sallam. In broad strokes, customs in existence prior to
capitulation and agreement were to be maintained in perpetuity. Ibn Sallam relates a story in
which some performers from Adhriˈat (modern-day Daraa, Syria) put on a show, possibly a
dance, with swords and flowers, only to have a clearly unamused ˈUmar order them sent away.
Abu ˈUbayda intervened, reminding the caliph that they had performed in this way in the time
before their surrender: ˈUmar therefore relented and allowed the performers to finish their
routine. And so on: rights to worship, possession of real estate, payments of rents, and the like
were all guaranteed so long as they appeared in the text of peace agreements.165 This custom
presumed the voluntary surrender of the community, however—those who held out and were
conquered with force had no certain rights whatsoever.

The consensus of the extant documents is that ˈUmar was most ready to agree to Sophronius’s
proposed terms. For this he is afforded rough respect in the earlier, Christian sources and then
extolled as a beacon of generosity and goodwill in the later, Muslim texts. Lewond himself
bridged the two, noting that ˈUmar “exercised more temperance and indulgence toward the
Christian people, presenting himself everywhere as an obliging person.”166 The agreement
between the caliph and Sophronius has become known as “ˈUmar’s Assurance.”167

There is no formal copy of the Assurance itself but rather a collection of its parts strewn
throughout narrative accounts of the siege of Jerusalem. Full purported texts within histories
have been, unsurprisingly, a hotbed of debate and controversy. Nonetheless, the broad strokes of
the agreement were revealed early on. All of Sophronius’s requests, and more, were granted
initially: ˈUmar gave Christian rights not only in Jerusalem but throughout all of Palestine. Jews
were henceforth banned from the city, although this stipulation would later change.168 In
exchange, the Arabs took possession of the city and were free to issue the jizya, or poll tax,
customarily levied on non-Muslim populations. Following the conclusion of negotiations, ˈAmr
ibn al-ˈAs, the famous general, was named the new governor of Palestine.169

Leaving aside the poll tax, three facets of ˈUmar’s Assurance concern us now. To proceed
through them, some recourse to the later documents is necessary. The most commonly cited
version of the Assurance is that given by al-Tabari, who died in 923, which he claims to be
relaying from reliable sources. While it is impossible to know how faithfully his version
replicates the exact agreement, his tendency to prefer sources chronologically closer to the event
they describe does offer some confidence.170 The first plank of the Assurance is the gift to
Jerusalem’s Christians. It reads:

He has given them an assurance of safety for themselves, for their property, their
churches, their crosses, the sick and healthy of the city, and all the rituals that belong to
their religion. Their churches will not be inhabited [by Muslims] and will not be
destroyed. Neither they, nor the land on which they stand, nor their cross, nor their
property will be damaged.171

Despite popular assumptions, there were no broad conversion efforts, or Islamization—of either
Christians or Jews—in the garrisoned towns during the early years of Arab conquest. Those
efforts would come in the eighth century and later. Thus, ˈUmar’s guarantee of freedom of
religion is not so surprising, and similar stipulations are found in other agreements with
neighboring towns in Palestine. His tolerance in this regard is interesting, especially given his



personal distaste for rival faiths; he apparently refused to even enter Christian churches because
the images in their art and sculpture smacked of idolatry.172 This does not imply that all was
accomplished in peace. Whereas matters were largely settled diplomatically in the interior, cities
on the Levantine coast experienced a greater degree of violent conquest, and those that actively
resisted (such as Caesarea) saw their populations either fleeing or taken away in slavery.173

Still, persecution of Christians was not in the general interest of the Rashidun, and the record
of named martyrs (some 270, give or take) is from the later Umayyad and Abbasid periods.174 In
other regards, communities adjusted to Arabic language and culture despite their skepticism of
Islam.175 Those liberties pertaining to the physical churches themselves were also broadly,
though not always, respected in the centuries following the 638 conquest of the city. When they
were violated, it was usually in moments of uncommon zealotry and unusual circumstances such
as when the “mad caliph,” al-Hakim of Egypt, ordered the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
destroyed in 1009. Otherwise, the rights of Christian churches in Jerusalem were generally
maintained across the centuries.

In this sense, ˈUmar’s Assurance has been seen as the first in a tradition of religious toleration
in Jerusalem—on the part of Muslims towards Christians—stretching forward centuries from the
600s.176 In fact, the caliph’s grant to Sophronius was renewed in 1458 by the Ottoman sultan
Mehmed II, who in the process specifically confirmed ˈUmar’s Assurance by name. Mehmed’s
edict was thereafter confirmed by his Ottoman successors into the eighteenth century.177 In 1757,
following long strife between various Christian factions over who controlled what ecclesiastical
properties and dispensations and liberties concerning thereof, another Ottoman sultan, Osman III,
issued a firman (decree) to settle the question forever. Known as the “Status Quo” agreement, it
remains in force even today, and ˈUmar’s role in the process is explicitly mentioned in the
standard treatment of the agreement.178

A second plank of al-Tabari’s copy of the Assurance concerns the Jews: “No Jew will live
with them [the Christians] in Jerusalem.”179 Sophronius made this request, quite simply, to keep
Jerusalem from becoming a Jewish city again.180 However, it appears that the prohibition of
Jews did not last long because Sebeos speaks of their activity within the city, “after gaining help
from the Hagarens for a brief while.” He goes on to assert that some Jews assisted in the
construction of the first mosque on the mount until being expelled from the site.181 Later Jewish
texts from the tenth century also express gratitude at the Muslim relaxation of the exile.182 At
some point, then, the anti-Jewish stipulation in ˈUmar’s Assurance was relaxed, and Sebeos
marks the year as 641, three years before the caliph died. Some scholars have argued that this
was the result of ˈUmar relaxing the prohibition personally, for an eleventh-century chronicle
alleges that 70 Jewish families were allowed to move back in. An alternative reading is that some
Jews had reached a separate agreement with ˈUmar altogether.183 Possibly corroborating any of
these interpretations is a remark in the later Chronicle of Seert, which claims that Sophronius
asked ˈUmar to bar the Jews unless they bought houses there.184

By the tenth century, however, Byzantine texts had considerably simplified what was likely a
complex story. The subtleties were completely lost in Emperor Leo VI’s military manual,
Taktika (completed by 908), in which all the Arab victories came through force of arms.185

Constantine Porphyrogenitus claimed that ˈUmar himself besieged and blockaded the city and
then “took it by guile” to construct blasphemous Islamic houses of worship.186 Such hindsight
views emphasize only the threats and consequences of invasion and conquest by practitioners of



a foreign religion.
What these accounts miss, however, are the short- and long-term subtleties of ˈUmar’s

maneuvering. Although he had won Jerusalem through a lengthy blockade and scant casualties,
in the process he granted generous terms to non-Muslims. And he went further by relaxing
Heraclius’s anti-Jewish disposition—at least in the Holy City—which, while perhaps irking his
successors, nonetheless resulted in a higher degree of religious tolerance and cohabitation in the
physical city. This social environment would exist over a duration of many centuries. Both this
tolerance and cohabitation set the tone for later developments such as the tradition of the “status
quo” and, for Jews, later manifestations of Muslim–Jewish tolerance in Jerusalem under the
Fatimid and Ayyubid caliphates. This is not the typical image of “conquest” in our modern
sensibilities.187

Perhaps, though, Constantine Porphyrogenitus had something else on his mind. While
complaining about Islamic buildings, he specifically noted their proximity on the Temple Mount.
That location, so important to both Jews and Muslims then and now, was in Sophronius’s day
being used as a garbage dump—a “dung heap” some texts say—and was not mentioned in the
surrender negotiations at all. Sophronius himself, as it happens, knew little about Islam’s
founding, much less the tale of Muhammad’s Night Journey, which indelibly placed the location
in the heart of Islamic devotion.188 It would prove to be a sin of omission, of sorts, and one of
which ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab would take swift advantage.
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II

SUNNI AND SHIA
THE 970S AND 1070S

hree things may seem nearly inconceivable to modern readers: that the Temple Mount, a
place of such incredible significance and symbolism, once served as Jerusalem’s garbage

dump; that it once went wholly unmentioned in a political treaty; and that a conqueror essentially
acquired it with little effort.1 In the modern age, of course, Jerusalem and the holy sites attached
to the mount lay at the very heart of so many religious and social disputes, geopolitical rancor,
and outbursts of violence and war. Yet in 638, Patriarch Sophronius’s complete nonchalance
towards the former location of King Solomon’s Temple enabled its easy acquisition by Caliph
ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab and its subsequent control by Muslim rulers for the next 461 years.

The caliph took swift advantage of his new possession. Ibn Sallam relates a matter-of-fact
tradition about it: “ˈUmar did not declare the Mosque to be a part of the agreement, because their
rights were not attached to it.”2 In other words, the sites on Temple Mount were not included in
the protection of Christian churches and foundations, so the entire plateau of Mount Moriah was
open for Muslim use and development. ˈUmar was very interested in religious instruction. He
had, for example, made inquiries of different communities to judge their knowledge of the
prophecies and even sent instructors to improve those that were deficient. His efforts in this
endeavor were regionally broad: Syria, Mesopotamia, and Yemen.3 Now, he intended to foster
Islamic prayer and learning in the heart of Jerusalem itself.

Once negotiations were complete, ˈUmar entered the city and proceeded immediately to the
Temple Mount, where he wished to pray. His inappropriate attire apparently caused some
consternation: the caliph’s clothes were quite dirty from his travels—“filthy garments of camel
hair,” Theophanes would later complain—so Sophronius lent him a clean robe and loincloth for
the occasion, after which ˈUmar had them cleaned and returned. Once on the plateau, the caliph
ordered that it be cleared and a mosque be built on the site. At this point, Theophanes inserts a
story of Sophronius finally realizing the importance of the site and linking the event back to
prophecies in the Book of Daniel 11:31: “Armed forces shall move at his command and defile
the sanctuary stronghold, abolishing the daily sacrifice and setting up the horrible abomination.”4

No trace of this first mosque has survived. Traditionally, scholars took the evidence for it from
a source known as the Gallic bishop Arculf, from which they argue that it was a poorly built
wooden structure holding three thousand worshippers. They have then situated it physically
against the southern interior wall of the Temple Mount, thus rendering it the “first al-Aqsa.”



None of these details can really be confirmed.5 Two other traditions have ˈUmar receiving advice
on pinpointing the precise location of the former Temple from a Jewish convert to Islam and, as
we have seen Sebeos suggest, of Jews initially assisting in its construction there.6 In the absence
of surviving archaeological traces, it is impossible to know the building’s authentic location.

At length, however, it was not ˈUmar’s mosque that acquired enduring fame and meaning but
rather the buildings of the later Umayyad caliphs: the shrine of the Dome of the Rock, and the al-
Aqsa mosque. Both of these buildings still constitute the most important Muslim claims to
Jerusalem, and the accusation that modern Israelis are trying to encroach upon al-Aqsa, in
particular, is a common refrain of the current Palestinian Authority. Thus the seventh-century
sieges of Jerusalem are essential for understanding how Islamic holy sites in that city emerged
and why they continue to both inform and confound attempts at modern interreligious concord.

I
The Shrine, the Mosque, and the Walls

The Dome of the Rock is an extraordinary building. Octagonal in shape, with a parapet
encircling the stone upon which Muslims believed Muhammad once stood, it is topped with an
impressive dome covered centuries later in gold leaf by King Hussein bin Talal of Jordan (d.
1999). Its shape, while often cast as wholly original, was probably based on the dimensions of
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre’s dome. Historians have endlessly debated the precise reason
for its construction.7 Some local Christians at the time believed the Muslims, at the probable
direction of caliph ˈAbd al-Malik, were actually building a church, perhaps because of the nearby
Church of the Kathisma, which was also octagonal and erected around a stone upon which the
Virgin Mary purportedly once sat. A contemporary Christian writer, Anastasius of Sinai,
nonetheless objected that al-Malik’s structure was no house of God.8

Al-Aqsa has a different storyline. Originally a quadrangular structure topped with a dome,
built under al-Malik’s son, Caliph Walid I, it was destroyed by an earthquake (or, possibly, a
series of them) in 747–749, and now only a small section of its southern wall survives.9 The
mosque was rebuilt but then suffered more damage in another earthquake in 1033–34, and,
likewise, only a small portion of that structure remains. The version standing today is that which
was repaired two years later by the Fatimid caliph al-Zahir, so it is really an eleventh-century
structure with other repairs and improvements made over time.10

Together, then, the three principal structures on the Temple Mount—al-Aqsa, the Dome of the
Rock, and the Dome of the Chain beside it—represent the past and future of Islam. The city itself
stood as continuity with the biblical past first and foremost, and secondarily, the mount was
where Muhammad purportedly arrived and ascended.11 Likewise, it is where Muslims expect
humanity to be judged in the End Times. The cleansing of the mount and the erection of the holy
places plays heavily in Muslim apocalpytic literature from the eighth century onward, and this is
evident not only in the buildings themselves but also in the inscriptions upon the Dome of the
Rock.12 The already acknowledged importance of Jerusalem in the days of ˈUmar manifested in
beautiful, monumental structures that served as focal points for devotion but also places of
contested ownership among the Islamic faithful.13 For in Palestine the tolerance expressed in the
wake of the 638 conquest did not last forever. Indeed, intra- and interreligious violence bloomed
in the intervening years between it and the city’s next major siege in the 970s.



Strife hit among the Arabs first. The Rashidun had moved beyond Palestine and conquered
Egypt in 641, but in the next decade unity began to falter.14 Controversy over the assassination
of the third Rashidun caliph, Uthman ibn ˈAffan, in 656 and his elected successor, Ali ibn Abu
Talib, resulted in a civil war called the First Fitna. Following a series of battles and arbitrations,
the war ended in 661 with a Karijite (commonly understood as simply “rebel”) plot and Ali’s
premeditated assassination at the end of a sword that, according to one account, had been soaked
in poison for a month beforehand.15

The result was the acceptance of Muhammad’s brother-in-law, Muawiyah I, as new caliph and
the rise of the Umayyad Dynasty (661–750). At the time, whatever the devotional emphases of
ˈUmar on the mount, Jerusalem was still not an important political center, for the capital of the
new subdistrict of Arab Filastin, in which it lay, was first Lydda and then Ramla.16 But because
the elites of Mecca and Medina refused to accept his authority, Muawiyah probably saw
Jerusalem as a powerful symbol that would increase his authority among Muslims outside of
Syria. As a result, that is where he chose to declare his caliphate, not his own political capital of
Damascus.17

Antagonisms between Byzantium and this new Muslim caliphate were another complicating
factor. Arab invasions of Asia Minor commenced in earnest under the Umayyads, as soon as 662
or 663, and continued into the eighth century with two major attacks on Constantinople itself.18

The deteriorating relations between these states trickled down to degrade social relations. Textual
references to the conversion of non-Arabs to Islam increase in number during the reign of al-
Malik, and this eventually led to consternation over who should hold positions of influence
within the Muslim communities as well as in the Umayyad armies: Ethnic Arabs? Or, rather,
“cultural Arabs” who swore allegiance to an Arab tribe?19 Concurrently, those who refused
conversion increasingly faced more restrictions and some outright hostility. Coptic Christians,
for example, were required to self-identify by wearing seals around their necks and carrying
passports.20 During the caliphates of the Umayyad rulers Umar II (d. 720) and Yazid II (d. 724),
groups of Christian pilgrims were tortured and executed for failing to see the light.21

Intra-Muslim relations also deteriorated. The emphasis of the Umayyads towards the Syrian
region came at the expense of Muslims in Iraq, who were almost completely ignored.
Resentment there towards Damascus (and later Harran, which replaced it as capital in time)
carried some weight because Iraq was, in fact, wealthier and more populous than Syria and
Palestine combined.22 This was but one component of a host of causes behind the swift fall of
the Umayyads in 750, alongside “a confusing mixture of tribal and factional strife, conflicting
religious agendas, economic inequities, and raw ambition on the part of the Umayyad elites.”23

Conspiracies arose, and hopes for new leadership centered on the house of Abbas, those
descendants of Muhammad’s paternal uncle. One of them, Abuˈl-Abbas, was recognized as
caliph in the city of Kufa (177 kilometers south of Baghdad), while civil war (the Third Fitna)
raged in Khurasan (northeast Iran) and elsewhere. Revolutionary forces defeated the last
Umayyad caliph, Marwan II, at the Battle of the River Zab near Mosul in 750 and chased him
through Syria and into Egypt, where he was at last killed.24 This ushered in the period of the
long-lasting but uneven Abbasid Caliphate (750–1258), which, at its greatest extent, stretched
from the Nile to modern-day Afghanistan.

In the midst of these political tensions Jerusalem once again found itself vulnerable. Several
local rebellions arose against Umayyad rule during the Third Fitna, and Damascus was intent on



rooting out all opposition. In the mid-to-late 740s, Marwan II appears to have ordered
Jerusalem’s walls pulled down to strip away its defenses and, therefore, prevent further
rebellious activity there. He had done the same with other towns in Palestine; as we will see in
chapter five, much later the Ayyubid sultans of the thirteenth century would replicate the trick in
the Holy City to dissuade western crusaders from attempting to seize what they could not
thereafter hold.25 Theophanes the Confessor relates that in 745: “Once he had conquered and
taken Emesa, Marwan killed all of Hishan’s relatives and freedmen. He destroyed the walls of
Heliopolis, Damascus, and Jerusalem, killed many important people, and mutilated the people
who remained in those cities.”26

How extensively Marwan demolished the walls cannot be ascertained. If Theophanes’s remark
is accurately dated, the event occurred just before the 747–749 quake that destroyed the al-Aqsa
mosque and the Umayyad palace complex south of it and completely leveled cities around the
Sea of Galilee, such as Tiberias and Antiochia-Hippos (Sussita).27 Two such events in close
chronological proximity frustrate archaeological attempts to distinguish between layers of rubble
from the period. Likewise, the rebuilding of the walls may have coincided with repairs to al-
Aqsa, carried out by the Abbasids in the 770s–780s.28 During the reign of Caliph Harun al-
Rashid (d. 809), his wife, Zubaida, purportedly spent millions of dinars on fortress construction
and then gifted large sums to the three holy cities of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem.29 Still, the
latter’s peculiar circumstances remained less than ideal amid the swirling of marching armies and
dynastic upheaval.

The March of the Shia

The early rule of the Abbasid Caliphate has often been hailed as a golden age for Islam, a time in
which Arab society truly flourished. The incredible revenue of the Near East had few, if any,
peers in the world, pulled in as it was from the network of communication and trade routes
connecting it to East Asia, North Africa, and Europe. That wealth led to an explosion in building,
the trade of fine goods, crafts, music, and “one of the most astonishing periods of scholarship in
history,” centered on the Abbasid capital of Baghdad and other major population centers.30 In
Palestine, the caliphal joining of the Levant with Iraq also led to a broad integration of customs
and something of a shared social environment between different religious adherents.31

Discontent arose in some quarters against the new rulers in the mid-ninth century. Culturally,
the Abbasids were in some ways regarded as a little too cosmopolitan. Diverse belief sets
flourished in the midst of the wealth and abundance of the eighth and ninth centuries, and these
brought with them some social problems and fracturing among the religious elite. The political
green shoots of Shiˈism began to grow in earnest, with significant centers of the confession
developing in Morocco, Yemen, and the Caspian littoral.32 The Shia believe that the fourth
Rashidun caliph, Ali, had also been the first imam, a religious leader with divine authority. The
sons born from his wife Fatima (Muhammad’s daughter), Hasan and Husayn, were the second
and third imams, respectively. Seen as rivals to Umayyad power, both sons fell into conflict with
Muawiyah and paid with their lives, but in the process Fatima had fostered the bloodline of
Muhammad that Shias consider essential for spiritual leadership.33

In time, the Shia claim would eventually rival that of the Abbasids. One group of adherents to
this different confession, the Ismaˈilis, legitimized esoteric interpretation of the Qurˈan (as



opposed to only literal) and the authority of the imams to do so. They split away from other Shia
groups in 765 and became intransigent against Abbasid rule. Operating from the town of
Salamiyah northeast of Homs, Ismaˈili missionaries traveled throughout the Near East to drum
up recruits to their cause. Confronted with such insurgency from within, the Abbasids sought to
strengthen their hand. Caliph Mutawwakil (d. 861) embarked on a sort of religious crackdown
against all non-Sunnis under his sway. He ordered the destruction of the grave of Husayn, which
had swiftly become a Shia pilgrimage site, and also set in place measures to shame religious
adherents outside of legal protections: the Christians and Jews (or dhimmis). Forced to wear the
color yellow on their clothes along with other identifying marks, this was the first time they had
suffered such measures from the personal order of a caliph.34

Other problematic aspects of Abbasid rule were harder to excise. The caliphate had relocated
from Baghdad to Samarra in 836, and, by the time it returned in 892, much political and military
strife had undone the regime’s legitimacy. Its reliance on non-Arab (especially Persian and
Turkish) military commanders and slave soldiers proved tumultuous and hard to unwind. Much
later, the famous historian Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) emphasized the caliphate’s alliance with non-
Arabs as a theme while looking back:

They tried to maintain their hold over the government thereafter with the help of Persian,
Turkish, Daylam, Saljuq, and other clients. Then, the (non-Arabs) and clients gained
power over the provinces of the realm. The influence of the dynasty grew smaller, and no
longer extended beyond the environs of Baghdad.35

Turks, Arabs, and others periodically fell into social conflict on the streets of Baghdad. Divisive
politics at court did nothing to help, and in 861 a Turk assassinated Mutawwakil. This led to a
power struggle between his sons, to whom he had distributed governances across the caliphate,
and, ultimately, full-blown war between Samarra and Baghdad. War raged nearly an entire year
from February 865 to January 866.36

The war had the effect of weakening the Abbasids who, while struggling simply to control
affairs close to home, lost power and influence in the peripheries of their caliphate, especially to
the west. The most efficacious of the insurgent efforts was that of a Yemenite, Abu ˈAbd
Abdulla al-Shiˈi, and far away from the caliphal power centers of Iraq. Al-Shiˈi settled in eastern
Algeria in 893 and subsequently converted the Kutama Berbers to Ismaˈili beliefs. With a core of
Berbers, he set out on military campaigns against the Abbasid adherents in the region, the
Aghlabid emirate. As al-Shiˈi won victories and gained momentum, the Ismaˈili imam,
ˈUbaydalla Saˈid, made his own way to the Maghrib to capitalize on the potential of this new
army, which operated in a much freer environment than it could in proximity to Syria and Iraq.
ˈUbaydalla was swiftly identified and captured by the Aghlabids but, in 909, al-Shiˈi defeated
them entirely and freed the imam.37 In the aftermath, ˈUbaydalla Saˈid declared a new rival
caliphate to the Abbasids: the Fatimids.

To trace the story of the Fatimids, it is necessary to leave the city of Jerusalem for a time
because their political power was built not there but in Egypt. Over the course of the next six
decades, the Fatimids increased their territories by leaps and bounds, eventually carving out a
dominion larger than that of their Sunni peers. As Ibn Khaldun succinctly noted in his classic
book, Muqaddimah, “they took possession of Ifrîqiyah [eastern Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya] and
the Maghrib, and then conquered Egypt, Syria, and the Hijâz [western Arabia].”38 These were



vast lands, with Egypt sitting as the prize jewel in the middle. Commonly referred to as the
breadbasket of the premodern world, Egypt was essentially a personal account with a
considerable balance. And it soon became the great prize for a leader named al-Muˈizz li-Din
Allah (d. 975): the fourth Fatimid ruler, he was styled Imam-caliph, thus signifying both his
claim to authority over Muslims and also his purported descent from the line of Ali.

Yet al-Muˈizz’s victory was the final result of a long process in which the Fatimids had
invaded Egypt on four separate occasions from 913 to 968, and it was only on the fourth that
they succeeded.39 Its occasion was political instability fomented, at its core, by the Abbasid
willingness to let others govern Egypt under their banners. These were the Ikhshids, who held
power from 935 to 946 but then, for all intents and purposes, lost it to the powerful and cagy
eunuch Abul-Misk Kafur, an Abyssinian.40 It was Kafur’s death in 968 that finally precipitated a
general Fatimid invasion.

Two late medieval authors, al-Maqrizi (d. 1449) and Idris (d. 1468), provide strikingly similar
narratives of the invasion, each culled and compiled from sources closer in proximity to it.41

Both follow the activities of Egypt’s conqueror, the general Jawhar al-Siqilli (“the Sicilian”),
who the Imam-caliph al-Muˈizz had sent to lead the effort. With “a thousand loads of money”
and “an innumerable quantity of weapons, horses, and supplies,” Jawhar left for Egypt in
February 968, and by June the next year sat astride the Nile across from Fustat (Old Cairo). His
path had been smoothed considerably by some advanced information operations conducted by
Fatimid daˈis, or missionaries, who distributed white Fatimid banners and sought to convert
locals to the Shia cause.42

Jawhar himself shaped the environment by extending an offer of peace and security to the
Abbasid vizier in Egypt, Jaˈfar ibn al-Furat. (Interestingly, vizier translates as “one who bears a
burden,” a striking connection to the Arabic sense of tolerance, ihtimal, or the bearing of
burdens.) In a promise known as an aman, Jawhar guaranteed safety to their persons, property,
and movables, as well as protection from hostile parties.43 In short order most resistance between
Jawhar and the Nile was removed. In June 968, however, two paramilitary groups, one loyal to
the recently deceased Kafur and the other to the Ikhshid clan, broke the peace and elevated a
rival to challenge Fatimid rule, saying that “between Jawhar and us there remains only the
sword.” He subsequently engaged them at the al-Jazira island in the Nile Delta and by July had
routed the leaders. The decisive action was an amphibious landing conducted by his commander,
Jaˈfar ibn Falah, at the Battle of al-Makhada. The aman was restored, and Jawhar went on to
found the city of Cairo and build lavish palaces and other facilities there.44 In the wake of the
conquest, Abbasid rule was formally abolished. Its black banners and mode of dress disappeared,
replaced with the white variants preferred by the Fatimids. On Friday, 8 July 969, a sermon was
offered in Cairo that gave blessings to the Imam-caliph al-Muˈizz, the new “Commander of the
Faithful.”45

All rather interesting context! It is now time to return to the city of Jerusalem, for the Fatimids
continued expanding eastward and eventually reached Palestine. The condition of Jerusalem
itself was somewhat fraught in the ninth century, when in 842 Bedouin revolts periodically
entangled the city and led to the destruction of some churches and once almost the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre.46 Matters stabilized in the tenth century but again local controversies persisted
and more churches were damaged during Palm Sunday violence in 938.47

The scattered violence, while problematic, did not dissuade people from settling in and



improving the city. The Arab geographer al-Maqdisi (d. 991) wrote of the crowds of visitors who
filled the streets. Remarking on the quality of Jerusalem’s buildings and the bountiful foods
found within—enormous grapes! — and “the orange and the almond, the date and the nut, the fig
and the banana, besides milk in plenty, and honey and sugar”—the enthusiasm of this native
writer is infectious. And he was careful to note to readers the enduring spiritual importance of
Jerusalem: while Mecca and Medina are superior, their residents will, nonetheless, “both come to
Jerusalem” for the Final Judgment.48 No wonder that guides for Muslim pilgrimage began to
appear in the tenth century, with lists of important sites to visit that included, of course, the
Shrine and the Mosque on the Temple Mount but also the Gate of Mercy: yet another indication
of the prominence of that apocalyptic site in the first three centuries of Islam.49

A cornucopia of tasty delights, then, but not all was so rosy. Al-Maqdisi likewise lamented the
omnipresence of other faiths within the city walls. He writes of empty mosques and madrasas,
the lack of lectures by learned scholars, and “everywhere the Christians and the Jews have the
upper hand.”50 Although a number of notable Sunni Muslim teachers had emigrated to the city in
the mid-tenth century, their influence seems to have been lacking.51 The reality is that, despite
the long duration of Islamic rule, Jerusalem was a cosmopolitan city in its own right. The
tolerances stemming from ˈUmar’s Assurance had woven themselves into the fabric of city life,
and competing religious confessions had not only persevered within the walls but rather
strengthened. Correspondingly, secular buildings, such as the old Umayyad complex south of the
Temple Mount, deteriorated over the course of Abbasid rule.52

Soon after Cairo’s founding, Jawhar found cause to extend his lines across the Sinai Peninsula
and into the Levant. There was clearly a general Fatimid interest in pushing further into Abbasid
territory. Long before, in 953, al-Muˈizz himself said as much. In his second khutba, the twice-
annual sermons of such import that they could only be delivered by the Fatimid Imam-caliphs
themselves, al-Muˈizz beseeched God thus:

Oh God! Support me with Your aid; conquer for me Your enemies with a victory that
revives religion and by which the community of Muhammad, lord of the messengers,
grows mightily. Provide me with the means to visit his tomb and mount his minbar, stay
in his house, and perform the pilgrimage to Your sacred house, and with our banners halt
at these majestic shrines.53

The allusions here are to war and specifically western Arabia and the Red Sea, which, after 969,
became real possibilities for expansion.

A more specific cause of Fatimid expansion into Asia, however, was increasing militancy on
the part of another rival, the Qaramita, or Carmathians. A splintered Shia community (or
communities, as several areas bore the name) in Syria, the Carmathians rejected al-Muˈizz’s
insistence that they rejoin the Fatimid daˈwa (calling, founding).54 They invaded Ramla in the
fall of 969, so Jawhar dispatched Jaˈfar ibn Falah to deal with the threat. A veteran of the
Egyptian campaign, Jaˈfar spent his remaining years ping-ponging around Syria. He was
successful in extending Fatimid power and influence over other portions of Syria and in the
Levant. Idris writes of his conquest of Homs and, further north, his blockade of Antioch with
20,000 soldiers, which he only aborted when a Byzantine army arrived in relief. Sermons in
western Syria extolled al-Muˈizz’s name and daˈis pushed the Fatimid message around the
region.55



Yet Damascus remained a persistent thorn in the Fatimid side. Jaˈfar seems to have captured
and lost the city twice. First, Jaˈfar’s initial invasion of Syria resulted in the capture of Damascus
in November 969.56 Second, the city was retaken via the conniving of its Ikhshid ruler, Ibn
Tughjl, with the Carmathians and also the governor of Jerusalem, one Muhammad Ishmael ibn
al-Sabahi, to whom we shall return. Jaˈfar was forced to besiege Damascus again.57 Meanwhile,
Carmathian forces continued to amass against him, and in 971 major reinforcements arrived from
Bahrain under the command of al-Aˈsam. A notorious man with a family history of opposing the
Fatimids, al-Aˈsam reputedly once attacked the meteorite stone set in the Kaˈba by Muhammad
(“The Black Stone”) with a metal rod, bashing cracks into it. Jaˈfar intercepted these
Carmathians outside Damascus but was defeated and killed in the fighting; they hung his
decapitated head on a wall afterward.58 The Carmathians then advanced into Egypt but were
defeated by Jawhar outside of Cairo in December 971.

Seizing the initiative after his successful defense of the Fatimid capital, Jawhar went on
offense. He ordered his nephew, Ibrahim, to invade Syria full-bore.59 This invasion was followed
by the personal intervention of Imam-caliph al-Muˈizz himself in early 974, and by mid-spring
he had routed the Carmathians utterly.60 It was in this period, 971–974, that the Fatimids seem to
have finally acquired the city of Jerusalem for themselves. The event goes unmentioned in the
major contemporary histories, presumably because, unlike Damascus, it was taken without a
serious fight.

More might be speculated about this silence, however. For the first time in its history,
Jerusalem had been exchanged between two Islamic confessions, Sunni to Shia. One might
anticipate that such an event would be lamented in Sunni sources, but it was not. One is also
tempted to argue that perhaps animosities between the two were not as yet pronounced.
Alternatively, it could be asserted that the conquest was less noteworthy because, at the end of
the day, the city remained in Muslim hands. On the local level, at least: officially, the Abbasids
decried the Fatimid conquests in general and, to humiliate them, repudiated their genealogical
line to Ali and posited them instead as descendants of Jews.61

The Byzantines Return

According to the account of an eleventh-century Christian physician, Yahya of Antioch, John
VII of Jerusalem was in distress in the 960s. His patriarchate there had flourished under Muslim
rule and its organizational structure had become more complex; since at least 880 it supervised
25 otherwise autonomous archbishoprics, each with its own geographical boundaries.62 John’s
position was thus critical for the survival and flourishing of eastern Christian communities within
the Muslim-controlled domains. This situation was permitted by both the Abbasids and then
Fatimids in a general sense. However, in the city itself relations between Christians, Muslims,
and Jews were not always so rosy. Recalling al-Maqdisi’s description of Christians running
amok while the mosques sat empty, local grievances were bound to exist within the wider
plurality.

In 966, such matters had come to the fore. Arguments among the city’s residents suddenly
intensified and the local Christians found themselves on the defensive. Burdened by mandatory
financial payments (a sort of inner-city tribute) to the city’s governor, the aforementioned al-
Sabahi, Patriarch John wrote to beg for the assistance of two powerful leaders: Emperor
Nicephoros II Phocas in Constantinople and the Abyssinian Kafur in Egypt. Their help did not



arrive in time: Yahya claims that civil discontent eventually manifested in a series of riots, which
led to the burning of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the consequential collapse of its
dome. Yahya implicates both Jews and Muslims in its destruction, and the mob seized John
himself in the aftermath and burned him at the stake.63 This event, combined with the scattered
attacks on Christians earlier in the 840s and 930s, was a not insignificant interruption of the
general assurance of peace levied by ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab so long before.

It was, however, an affair involving individual personalities and particular local grievances.
And in this sense it was part and parcel of a theme running throughout Jerusalem’s history: that it
was not military conquest itself but rather poor political relations that produced the bulk of the
suffering inside its walls. Much as in 614, there seems to have been Jewish involvement against
Christians in the city, though certainly not to the same degree.64 Moreover, that John
simultaneously beseeched both the Byzantines and the Egyptian Sunnis for aid reveals a lot
about prevailing diplomatic relations at the time. Whatever the disturbances in the city, he
evidently regarded both Muslim and Christian polities as benefactors, or at least potential sources
of succor, given the right inducements.

In the wake of John’s desperate pleas and subsequent death, help was indeed on the way.
John’s call to Constantinople in particular was a precursor to the Byzantine reentry into
Palestine. It arrived in the form of Nicephoros Phocas, an emperor described in a later century as
a holy, pious, virtuous man who aided the poor and downcast and who was “triumphant in all
battles”—a literal reference to be sure, for as a commander he won many battles but not
necessarily wars. According to the Armenian historian Matthew of Edessa (d. 1144), the emperor
advanced south and took several cities in Cilicia: Tarsus, Adana, Mamistra, and Anazarbus.65 He
eventually ended up at Antioch, where al-Maqrizi refers to an encounter between his Byzantine
army and the forces of Jaˈfar ibn Falah in 971.66 As we have seen, Jaˈfar moved back south to
Damascus and died there, which allowed Nicephoros to prosecute his campaign further into
south Syria.

Were the Byzantines now on the cusp of regaining Syria and Palestine? Certainly Nicephoros
was as knowledgeable about war as one might hope. At his personal request, an anonymous
author composed a tactical manual for him, which specifically notes the proclivity of Muslims
(“the arrogant sons of Hagar”) to utilize ambushes.67 In 1915, one historian postulated that
Nicephoros had reached Jerusalem itself, but this was clearly a conjecture that other scholars
swiftly refuted. Despite the emperor’s vigor and the allure of a region fraught with Muslim
infighting, he seems to have got no further south than Tripoli by 969.68 As his contemporary Leo
the Deacon wrote, Tripoli was defended too well, so the emperor settled for taking the nearby
fortress of Arqa sacking it for nine days before returning north to Antioch.69

However, Nicephoros never made it back to Antioch. In December of the same year, he was
betrayed by his wife Theophano and nephew John Tzimiskes. According to Matthew of Edessa,
after secretly spiriting Tzimiskes back from exile and into Constantinople, Theophano slyly
secured the strap to the emperor’s scabbard while kissing him. When Tzimiskes burst into the
room a short while later, Nicephoros could not draw his sword in time and was cut into three
pieces.70 Or, in Leo the Deacon’s telling, John’s men smashed out his teeth and then, led by the
usurper, split his brain in two and thrust a curved hook into his back; then, to prove the emperor
had indeed passed, cut off his head for display, and left the decapitated corpse in the snow for a
day.71 So mocked in life, however, in death Nicephoros lives on. His war booty funded the first



monastery established on Mount Athos, Greece (the Monastery of Great Lavra) and a liturgical
office is still sung in his name there.72 The killer, and henceforth Emperor John I Tzimiskes,
eventually gathered armies and moved south towards Palestine in three successive campaigns in
972, 974, and 975.73

Jerusalem, however, remained out of Tzimiskes’ grasp. Matthew copied an astounding letter
from the emperor in which he claims to have regained governing control and tributary rights to
the Holy City and everything around it.74 Can this be true? It may have been that the specter of
Byzantine power gave such an impression in retrospect, but the reality was quite different. He
seems to have had more success than Nicephoros, to be sure; in 975, he marched along the
Levantine coast, reaching as far south as Beirut, Sidon, or even Caesarea, depending on the
sources.75 Tzimiskes returned to Constantinople at year’s end and died in 976. His exertions
brought some security to Antioch by pushing the frontier south, but by the late tenth century the
Byzantines had neither the manpower nor the resources to sustain operations as far south as
Palestine, much less consolidate gains by garrisoning key towns and fortresses there.76 However,
until the First Crusade, this would be the closest a Christian power came to recovering
Jerusalem.

An intriguing alternate course of these same events has been reconstructed, most strongly by
Moshe Gil: that Jerusalem was indeed conquered, not by the Byzantines but rather by one Alp
Tikin, a Turkish commander from Baghdad who allied with the Carmathians and then attacked
the Levantine coast, taking Sidon and Acre. Alp Tikin gained further tribal, and Sunni, allies in
the region, and these drove off a Fatimid relief force, enabling him to grab Tiberias before finally
seizing Damascus in April 975. Arriving in the region, Tzimiskes met with Alp Tikin and the
two reached an agreement of sorts, in which the latter was essentially established as a Byzantine
subordinate—his conquests, therefore, could be claimed as the emperor’s own triumphs. Alp
Tikin is then said, in Gil’s reckoning, to have conquered the rest of Palestine; after all, Tzimiskes
could sensibly write, “We now have freed from servitude to the Tachiks [Muslim individuals
and/or polities] all of Phoenicia, Palestine, and Syria, and convinced them to enter under
Byzantine rule.”77

The devil is in the details. The later Damascus chronicler Ibn al-Qalansi corroborates that
Tzimiskes and Alp Tikin came to an agreement, and the latter indeed campaigned in the area in
974–975. However, Matthew of Edessa is the only source to record the former’s letter in its
entirety and its claim that Jerusalem came under imperial suzerainty.78 Matthew’s information on
the tenth century is rather poor, and his sense of the political tensions between Muslim groups in
Syria and Palestine is uninformed.79 It is strange that other sources make no mention of this,
especially John Skylitzes, a high-ranking judicial official personally elevated by the Byzantine
emperor Alexios Comnenos. Skylitzes, who wrote as close to an “official” history as can be
found for the Byzantine 900s, instead offers that Emperor Tzimiskes advanced as far south as
Damascus, restoring rule through either negotiations or war, and then returned home.80 The
historian seems rather concerned with Jerusalem’s general condition, writing about the
immolation of Patriarch John in 966 as well as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre’s destruction at
Fatimid hands in 1009 and its subsequent reconstruction, to which we shall return.81

It seems odd, then, that Skylitzes, as well as every other source other than Matthew of Edessa,
would neglect to mention something as important as the restoration of imperial power in
Jerusalem, whether by proxy or not. Indeed, Leo the Deacon took care to enumerate John



Tzimiskes’ discovery of holy relics: the sandals of Jesus, the hair of John the Baptist, and a
miraculous icon; surely he would have at least mentioned the Holy City had it come back under
Byzantine sway. Instead, Leo charts John’s course to Damascus, his exaction of tribute there, and
then the march back to Lebanon.82 Going further, in the Arabic sources one would expect at least
some measure of Sunni joy in the cessation of Shia rule from the city had Alp Tikin indeed taken
it.83 Skepticism about the purported imperial letter among top specialists of the Fatimid and
Middle Byzantine periods—not its authenticity but rather its exaggerations of a conquest that did
not occur—has run very high.84 Ultimately, it is an argument from silence, but a strong argument
nonetheless.

However, if Matthew of Edessa’s letter is a distortion and Byzantine proxy control in
Jerusalem indeed a myth, then the basis of Alp Tikin’s purported conquest of the city falls as
well. To wit: there was no Turkish conquest of Jerusalem in the tenth century. The city never
actually left Fatimid hands following Jaˈfar’s conquest, and in those hands it would remain for
another hundred years.

II
Despite continuing Fatimid control of Jerusalem, the fraught civil affairs that had tormented the
city from the inside continued into the eleventh century. Still, there was progress on some fronts.
The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was partially repaired, with the cupola rebuilt by 976 but
other parts remaining without a roof.85 Moreover, it was in this period during the reign of Caliph
al-ˈAziz Billah (975–996) that the Fatimid Empire reached its greatest territorial extent.86 His
reign was also, perhaps, the apogee of religious toleration: understanding his role as the Imam-
caliph as being a guide to the whole world, al-ˈAziz was happy to allow religious pluralism so
long as people remained obedient.

Caliph al-Hakim: an Aberration?

Al-ˈAziz’s successor was of a decidedly different disposition. Caliph al-Hakim bin-Amr Allah
(d. 1031) was ever mindful of his duty of hisba: “to command the right and forbid the wrong.”
Rules and regulations were strictly enforced, men and women were restrained in terms of how
they could mix socially, and non-Muslims were forced to wear black clothing and other
identifying items.87 For example, Christians had to wear crosses outside their clothing but this
was no mere ornamental jewelry: one cubit wide, one cubit long, and a weight of five pounds!88

Reading through al-Maqrizi’s history, however, there seems no rhyme or reason to the caliph’s
agenda, if indeed he had one. Al-Hakim’s orders alternatively reflected both vestiges of tolerant
Fatimid sensibilities and purist repressions. Between 1013 and 1014, for example, the caliph
ordered Jews entering public baths to wear bells and Christians crosses, but he also relaxed travel
restrictions and “Jews and Christians received permission to travel to wherever they wanted.”89

However, the extensive toleration of the past had disappeared. Soon, al-Hakim’s edicts began
encroaching on religious customs of Christians, Jews, and even Sunnis. Yahya of Antioch points
to a series of events leading up to al-Hakim’s greatest depredations. In 1008, the ceremonial use
of olive branches and palm fronds in Jerusalem on Palm Sunday was forbidden, and monies from
the churches there began to be confiscated.90 He personally suspended and interrogated several



Christian ministers in the city; some were killed via deliberate exposure to the winter elements,
and others were forcibly converted to Islam.91 Yahya reports the destruction of numerous
churches and even the exhumation of Christian tombs and destruction of the human remains
within.92

But the most infamous deed was yet to come. In 1009, al-Hakim ordered the destruction of the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre itself, which since ˈUmar’s Assurance had withstood two attacks
but now faced a reckoning. The governor of Ramla and his team carried out the deed, first
stripping the church bare and then tearing the stones down to the foundation, making “the trace
of it disappear.”93 Confirming Yahya’s account was a regional contemporary, Elias, the bishop
of Nisibis (today Nusabin, Turkey). Elias offers a condensed account of the event: al-Hakim
destroyed the sepulchre church, persecuted Christians, and then destroyed other Christian
churches as well as Jewish synagogues across his domains.94 Another contemporary, John
Skylitzes, the Byzantine author, claims that al-Hakim did these things because he was insane,
hence the caliph’s later nickname, “the Mad.”95

What had changed to bring about such events, which were highly at variance with the heritage
of Muslim control of Jerusalem’s urban population? Insanity can only be a partial explanation.
Michael Brett has outlined what seems to have been a threefold agenda that included the
strengthening of al-Hakim’s direct rule, sound economic maintenance of the caliphate, and,
perhaps most importantly, his mindfulness of the hisba. As he slashed and burned through his
own administration, executing numerous top Muslim officials and confiscating their wealth, al-
Hakim streamlined Fatimid governance and centralized power under himself. His more
outlandish claims, such as that of his divinity and self-identification as the Mahdi, the holy
warrior who would defeat the Antichrist inside Jerusalem’s Golden Gate, rang suspect with the
Sunni locals.

Importantly, under the rule of al-Hakim, Jerusalem—always lurking in the western Christian
imagination—came roaring back to prominence when he destroyed the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre. Interpretive clarity for al-Hakim’s rule soon emerged in Europe. The reaction to the
event can only be described as one of horror. Drawing on pilgrims’ accounts of the destruction,
two writers in particular, Ademar of Chabannes and Rodolfus Glaber (a monk at the Abbey of St.
Benignus, near Dijon), crafted detailed accounts of the event. Glaber blamed it entirely on Jews
living in Orleans, saying that they had secretly corresponded with al-Hakim and informed him of
a grand Christian strategy to invade his lands from the West and that he ought to destroy the
churches in the East to forestall it. In a highly charged passage, Glaber remarks: “Therefore, the
devil, driven by envy, sought to pour out the venom of his malice upon the practitioners of the
true faith by using his accustomed instruments, the Jews.”96 Ademar adds the detail that Muslims
in Spain coordinated with these Jews in the messaging to the caliph.97 The Jews in Europe, in
other words, were conspiring to eradicate a formal Christian presence in the holy land.

In response to these supposed machinations, al-Hakim set about his destructive order.98 Both
accounts seem far-fetched and the purported missives from the West have not survived, if they
even existed in the first place. Moreover, there are more proximate and likely causes for the
destruction: either al-Hakim’s independent plan to strengthen Shia Islam and also tamp down
non-Muslim activity, or his unstable personality. Al-Maqrizi’s explanation concerns the so-called
Holy Fire, the spontaneous sparking of a candle in the sepulchre church at Easter, a miracle still
upheld as legitimate by Orthodox Christian believers today.99 One of the caliph’s commanders,



Khatkin, told him details about the annual, idolatrous event, at which point al-Hakim ordered the
destruction of the church. He ordered his chancery clerk to order a local daˈi to carry out the
deed.100

But there is more. Famously, the Roman pontiff of the day, Pope Sergius IV (d. 1012)
responded to the event with a letter to the Christian faithful of the West. He reported the news of
the sepulchre’s destruction and expressed his desire to go to war with the eastern Muslims, to
lead an Italian army to the Levant and “kill them all and restore the holy tomb of the redeemer.”
The authenticity of Sergius’s letter has been debated hotly, but if it is real then we see in it
elements of a nascent crusading idea nearly a century before the First Crusade commenced in
1096.101 The letter performs other functions by postulating the inherent evilness of both Judaism
and Islam and, by comparison, the peaceful, saving message of Christianity. Both Ademar and
Glaber riff on related eschatological themes: that End Times were not far away and al-Hakim
was the Antichrist, to whom Jews flocked in the false belief that he was their awaited
Messiah.102

Thus al-Hakim’s destruction of the sepulchre church became a crystallization event in the
history of western medieval Christianity. In it, Jews and Muslims were lumped together in an
evil collaboration, one that portended the end of the world and the Final Judgment. The effect
was striking: it brought about a sea-change in Christian–Jewish relations in the West, where
social and legal restrictions on Jews grew more common as propaganda about their purported
conspiracies in Jerusalem spread. Physical attacks upon European Jewry also increased in size
and scope, with a brace of them occurring in the same period of 1007–1012.103

Stepping back, however, it seems that a remarkable—and likely unintentional—perversion of
a complicated interfaith situation had occurred. The eastern sources, which we should prefer for
details of these events, position al-Hakim as a persecutor of Christians, Sunni Muslims, and
Jews. He was reviled by many, and his messianic claims rang hollow across the Levant. Yet his
trail of destruction was interpreted in the West as exactly the opposite of reality: he had
conspired with Jews to only oppress Christians, and European writers claimed him not as the
Mahdi who would destroy the Antichrist but rather the Antichrist himself. Of course, Ademar,
Glaber, and Sergius were not reading the accounts of Elias of Nisibis, Yahya of Antioch, or John
Skylitzes but rather learned of current events via the reports of returning pilgrims amid the winds
of rumor and speculation. What we have, then, is a situation in which a widely lamented event
was interpreted in radically different ways, and later remembered differently on the basis of what
everyone presumed to be the accurate retelling. As the Benedictine writer Guibert of Nogent
would note later in his version of Pope Urban II’s eventual call for a crusade: “For it is clear that
the Antichrist makes war neither against Jews, nor against pagans . . . he will move against
Christians.”104

In the wake of al-Hakim’s transgressions, which offended essentially everyone in the affected
areas, efforts were made to repair both structures and interfaith relations. Some repairs of the
sepulchre church took place in 1012, including the aedicule (“little shrine”) under the cupola that
contained the resurrection tomb. This project was paid for by none other than al-Hakim’s
mother.105 Eight years later, the shrine was placed under a formal edict of protection by the local
ruler of Palestine, a Bedouin emir named al-Muffarig ibn al-Garrah. If al-Hakim objected to the
actions of either subordinates or family members, he did not have time to dispute them for he
mysteriously disappeared into the Egyptian desert in 1021, never to return.106 Negotiations



between al-Hakim’s successor, al-Zahir, and the Byzantine emperor Romanos III enabled further
repairs.107 These were delayed by the earthquake of 1033–1034, which John Skylitzes claimed
“shook for forty days.”108 The quake destroyed many other churches in the city, but by 1048 the
rotunda and portico court of the sepulchre church had been rebuilt and the church formally
rededicated. In the meantime, evidently there were continuing Christian pilgrimages to the city.
Fulk Nerra, the count of Anjou, made four separate trips, two before 1009 and two after, and
some believers (including Fulk) acquired stones from the destroyed church structure and brought
them back to Europe.109 Of the repairs, only the rotunda would survive the improvements made
by crusaders after the fall of Jerusalem in 1099. Yet its design, albeit temporary, nonetheless
managed to influence ecclesiastical structures in the West in Cambridge and Bologna.110 Several
other churches around Jerusalem were rebuilt in the same period, including the Holy Cross
monastery.

The Fatimids and the Others

Turning to Fatimid–Jewish relations, a similar tale of rapprochement emerges in the wake of al-
Hakim. On the one hand, there was considerable freedom of worship, and we know of major
intellectual communities in Fustat, Jerusalem, Damascus, and Tiberias, where Jewish law was
observed on a community level and Jewish schools continued to operate.111 It was also a time of
some religious innovation in Jerusalem in particular, with both Muslims and Jews introducing
new rites and observances in what has been called a period of “religious creativity.”112 An
interesting way of getting at the details is through the letters from the “Cairo Genizah”
collection, which offer lenses into social disputes and reconciliations in these and other cities.
While genizah typically refers to a depository for discarded prayer books, in the nineteenth
century thousands of other sorts of documents were found in Egyptian storerooms in remarkable
condition and have henceforth been maintained in the Taylor–Schechter collection at the
University of Cambridge.113

These documents reveal a panoply of Jewish experience under Fatimid rule. In some places
life seems to have been rather tranquil: in others, not so much. One text, the so-called “Egyptian
Scroll,” describes an incident in 1012 in Cairo, where a Jewish funeral procession erupted in
violence. Death sentences were decreed summarily for 23 local Jews. However, their leaders
appealed to Caliph al-Hakim, who investigated the matter personally and—in direct
contradiction of his typical reputation for intolerance—altered the verdict. Upon discovering that
Muslim witnesses had lied about the transpiring events, al-Hakim commuted the sentences and
ordered the Jews released.114 In contrast, a letter from the Jewish community in Ascalon, dated
to 1025, speaks favorably of the governor there and his treatment of them thereof.115 Pilgrimage
of Jews between cities in the Levant remained widespread, and overall, as S.D. Goitein has
found, the genizah letters do not suggest displeasure with Fatimid rule during the early eleventh
century.116

This Ascalon missive also makes reference to a group of Jewish Karaites, or those who
recognize only the written Tanakh (books of the “Old Testament” but in a different order) and
not the oral Torah (the Tanakh as well as scripture explained in subsequent works such as the
Talmud).117 There was a great deal of strife between these Karaites and the Rabbanites (oral
Torah adherents) in Jerusalem at the time, not only related to theological dispositions but also on



account of accusations that the Rabbanites were violating the Sabbath, utilizing Muslim courts,
and even dabbling in witchcraft. Caught in the middle was Solomon ben Judah, the gaon of the
yeshiva (academy) in Jerusalem who was still negotiating the dispute 10 years later in 1035.118

Several of the genizah documents concern Solomon and his counterpart in Fustat, Ephraim
ben Schemariah. These conversations center on the related issues of authority and finance. Both
men confronted challenges to their authority: Ephraim from the envy of Samuel Hakohen ben
Abtalion, which led to some intense splintering of the Jewish community in Fustat in the
1020s,119 and Solomon from a rival, Nathan ben Abraham, who set himself up as a challenger in
Ramla and busied himself soliciting Jews in Egypt for support.120 For his part, Solomon begged
Ephraim to settle affairs with his rivals, not only for the relief of the community in Egypt but
also for the benefit of the academy in Jerusalem. Here the financial matters intertwine: the
Jerusalem Jews were apparently burdened by debts levied by the Fatimid governor, for which
some had even been imprisoned. This time, continuing leadership strife in Egypt stymied
potential fundraising there for Jerusalem’s relief, and Solomon reveals that his own son,
Abraham, had been caught up in the mess in Cairo and needed to return home.121 The nature of
these debts is disclosed in another letter from the previous year, 1024, which details the tax and
also the petitions by that community to the Fatimid governor for relief.122 Solomon notes
generous donations to the Jerusalem community by the Jewish community in Old Cairo, to the
tune of over 29 dinars, 20 of which went to pay off debts in the year 1030.123

It seems that these petitioners to the Fatimid governor in 1024 included not only Jews but
Muslims and possibly even a Christian. This, and other similar documentation, complicates the
social picture, which was not simply a binary and antagonistic dhimmitude.124 One fascinating
genizah document relates a legal matter, in which a Jewish woman was suspected of sleeping
with a Christian doctor: her frequent visits to his office led three Muslim stalkers to alert the
authorities. Upon further review, they discovered she was simply seeking to escort him to a
remote patient.125 A comparative case elsewhere indicates that Jerusalem was not an outlier in
this regard. In 1050, local Arabs seized control of Damascus and enacted several anti-Jewish
stipulations: heavy taxes, and prohibitions on using city wells and the kosher slaughtering of
livestock. In response, the Jews sent messengers to the caliph in Cairo, al-Mustansir Billah,
seeking redress, which they promptly got. However, Haydara, the new Fatimid governor, threw
the caliph’s letter away and only agreed to relax the new rules upon payment of a bribe, which
was duly handed over.126

Such incidents give credence to our argument: that the religious strife in Jerusalem in the tenth
and eleventh centuries was predominantly internal and not the result of military conquest.
Moreover, the condition of the Jews suggests yet another angle of rough tolerance. It is clear that
they were an important element of the city’s economy and probably a vital one at that. Jewish
connections to the Diaspora (including their own relatives) played key roles in Fatimid trade, so
much so that they worked with Muslims “to their mutual advantage.”127 In other respects, Jewish
and Muslim rites had enough in common that they respectively flourished in the city. And while
conversion between religions were technically forbidden by Fatimid law, such events did happen
at the individual level, and perhaps at a greater rate than commonly imagined.128

In a similar vein, al-Hakim’s strains against the Christians resemble those against the Jews:
anomalies, breaks from the status quo agreement that reached back to ˈUmar and were thereafter
reaffirmed in 1020. More typical was the steady governance of the Fatimid vizier al-Jarjaraˈi,



who had emerged from deadly bureaucratic infighting to become the prime mover of caliphal
affairs between 1028 and 1045. In other respects, renewed Byzantine incursions into Syria
dictated the peace, and these had allowed Romanos III to negotiate the sepulchre repairs in the
first place.129 To a large extent, conditions in the city were guided by Fatimid–Byzantine
economic and political relations. For example, in 1056 Caliph al-Mustansir ordered 3,000
Christians expelled from Jerusalem and the sepulchre church locked, whereupon its treasures
were looted by Fatimid officials. This shocking event was not precipitated by deteriorating
interfaith relations however, but rather by the Byzantine inability to supply Egypt with grain as
promised by treaty.130

Other events are probably more indicative of al-Mustansir’s personal attitudes towards
Christians. One was the German pilgrimage of 1064–1065. In those years, raiders intercepted
thousands of travelers from the western Empire as they moved south en masse along the
Levantine coast. The caliph ultimately rescued them with a relief army sent from Ramla. He gave
them rest and then escorted the survivors to Jerusalem, where they spent two weeks before
finally returning to the west via ship.131 Before that, merchants who had arrived from Amalfi
received properties in the Christian Quarter, around the sepulchre church, and residents
eventually built a hospital in that district as well.132

Of course, anomalies are not meaningless. The suffering of the city’s residents under al-Hakim
was very real and the destruction significant. Still, a generation after his depredations Jerusalem
had returned to its old, bustling self. The famous Bactrian poet and philosopher Nasir Khusraw,
whose works are still actively read today, chanced to visit the city in 1047 and wrote a
memorable description of it in his book Safarnama, the book of travels. He claims Jerusalem’s
population sat at about 20,000, living among tall churches and pleasant bazaars. Each year,
thousands of Muslims went there annually for family circumcisions—Shia, Sunni, and even
Sufis had their own mosque at the northern end of the Temple Mount—but Christians and Jews
visited the churches and synagogues there, too, and from a variety of locales.133 There was
always a tension, of course, between balancing the needs of the Muslim population against those
of rival faiths, but in the meantime, actions like those of al-Mustansir reveal more tolerance
between individuals of the three Abrahamic faiths during the Fatimid period than not.134

The Turkish Onslaught

Below the surface, however, the city was on a path of steady economic decline. Bouts of famine
in Egypt, from whence the Levant received much of its grain, and regional disease outbreaks
were real problems in the early eleventh century. While urban activity in Jerusalem continued, as
noted by Nasir, the built environment took a beating from accidents and natural phenomena. The
Dome of the Rock’s cupola collapsed in 1016–1017, with reconstruction not beginning until
1032. Work on the city walls commenced at about the same time, in early 1033, with a new line
in the south that pulled back from the Kidron Valley. Ronnie Ellenblum argued that this indicates
both a shrinking population and a realization that the old circuit’s circumference was simply too
big to defend. This meant that Mount Zion was now outside the southern defenses (it remains
outside the walls of the Old City today), and builders stripped away stones from its churches for
the new fortifications.135 Subsequent to these projects, the earthquake of 1033–1034 struck and
took its toll on the sepulchre church, as noted; then, during Passover in 1034 a nine-meter section
of the city wall collapsed for no discernible reason. The building was thus interrupted, and work



was suspended again in the 1050s, with the result being that the new walls were not finished until
1063.136

Meanwhile, in other Muslim circles the winds of war continued swirling in the mid-eleventh
century. As historians of the period know well, there was no appreciable Muslim unity in the
mid-to-late eleventh century. Arabs of different persuasions, some in Egypt and others in Iraq
and Syria, routinely fought each other; the Turks descended from the north and made various
alliances with both, and numerous other lesser actors drew the attention of the leading powers.137

One threat emerged in Algeria, where the Fatimids embarked on a 10-year war with the Zirgid
dynasty.138 Another, more problematic, contest was in the east. The father and son Abbasid
caliphs in Baghdad, al-Qadir Biˈllah and al-Qaˈim bi-amri Allah, successively sponsored the
martial exertions of the Ghaznavids. These were mamluks, or slave warriors, who had served
under the Sunni rulers of Iran, the Samanids. Al-Qaˈim granted the Ghaznavid general Masˈud
governance over what lands he could conquer, and the Fatimid domains sat squarely within the
sights of his Turkish and Afghan army. Unfortunately for Masˈud, another Sunni army was
surging south at the same time: the Seljuk Turks, who defeated him at the Battle of Dandanqan in
1040.139 Following the loss, Masˈud—a man of legendary generosity who once donated a
thousand dirhams to a poet for every verse he could muster—came to an untimely end when
rivals threw him into a well and then sealed it up, burying him alive.140

The follow-up to the Ghaznavid losses was a full-scale invasion of the Near East by the
Seljuks under the leadership of their two first leaders, Tughrul Beg and Alp Arslan.141 The
former systematically worked his way through targeted regions, starting in 1049 with Diyar Bakr
(provinces in Upper Mesopotamia), where he defeated his cousin Ibrahim Yinal in battle and
siege. Afterward, in what would become his standard policy, Tughrul had his name pronounced
in the khutba there, thus demonstrating his authority to the people. The same sequence of events
then played out in Isfahan (central Iran) in 1050–1051, Baghdad in 1055, and Tikrit in 1057,
after which he marched on Mosul.142 Yet Tughrul’s grip on Baghdad was still too slight. There, a
commander of Turkish slave soldiers, al-Basairi, favored Shia interests and emerged as a rival to
both Tughrul and the Abbasid vizier, Ibn Muslima.143

The hits came quickly. In 1057, Tughrul withdrew to northern Mesopotamia to resupply his
army and his enemies struck. First, al-Basairi, funded by the Fatimid caliph, moved north from
Basra and entered Baghdad, where the khutba was said for his benefactor. Then, al-Basairi
funded a revolt among the sultan’s Turkish troops and sponsored Ibrahim Yinal to lead it.144

Tughrul deployed his family to defeat these incursions. His brother, Chagril Beg, had been ruling
the eastern portions of the Seljuk domains in central Asia, and now his children became
instrumental in the shifting political and military tides. In 1056, Chagril’s daughter married al-Qa
ˈim, and in the next year Tughrul turned to her brother, Alp Arslan, for military assistance. In
due course he destroyed Ibrahim’s forces and then dispatched Ibrahim himself (Alp’s first
cousin, once removed) by strangling him with a bowstring.145

Tughrul Beg died in 1063 without an heir, and so a scrum between his male relatives
immediately broke out. It would be his nephew, Sultan Alp Arslan, who emerged victorious and
went on to become even more consequential than his uncle. His victory over a Byzantine army at
the Battle of Manzikert in 1071 is justly famous and, perhaps, of world-historical proportions.
There, the Byzantine army of Emperor Romanos IV Diogenes was cut down by the Seljuks,
laying bare the Anatolian highlands for exploitation and precipitating a political crisis in



Constantinople. A traditional interpretation of these developments is that they led, along with the
fall of numerous Byzantine cities in the 1080s and 1090s, to the “Call from the East”: Romanos’s
successor, Emperor Alexios Comnenos, requested military assistance from western magnates and
also the papacy, which led to the First Crusade.

Much like Yarmuk long before it and Hattin well after, the story of the Battle of Manzikert has
been told and retold ad nauseum and analyzed from most possible angles.146 There is no need to
do so again here, where a brief summary will suffice. The Byzantine army, numbering probably
between 30,000 and 40,000 soldiers, advanced southeast from Theodosiopolis towards
Manzikert, which lies just north of Lake Van in eastern modern-day Turkey. Before arriving,
Romanos dispatched a portion of his force towards Khilat (modern-day Ahlat), effectively
splitting his army in half, with the more seasoned troops departing towards this secondary
objective.147 He then advanced on the citadel at Manzikert, which appears to have been taken
with an independent assault by his Armenian allies.148

As John Haldon has explained, well-led Byzantine forces in the mid-eleventh century could be
quite capable, but logistical problems and the too-heavy armament of infantry and cavalry
proved detrimental. Increasingly a motley collection of militias, mercenaries, full-time regiments
(tagmatas), and other levees, retainers, and allies, the army had neither the flexibility to match
Turkish operational movement and maneuver nor the tactics to reliably engage the masses of
enemy light cavalry.149 The Turks surprisingly arrived outside of Manzikert and repulsed three
successive advances of a Byzantine column on the first day of fighting. On the second day, both
armies formed ranks and the Byzantines advanced, but the Turks utilized feigned retreats to goad
their enemies forward into clouds of arrows. Romanos ordered a retreat, but the Turks attacked
his flanks, broke through the right wing, and collapsed the center of the Byzantine army. In the
ensuing rout, they killed thousands and captured the emperor himself.150

The memory of Manzikert lived on in the Arab world. Poetry celebrated the occasion, which,
despite having been ushered in by foreign Turks, was still a signal event in the glorification of
mighty deeds against the Byzantines.151 Much later, other writers interpreted the battle as the
first step in the grand effort to expel Christians from the Near East.152 In practical terms, the
victory had lasting effects in territorial acquisition and a corresponding breakdown of Byzantine
military and political assumptions regarding their regional security. The Seljuks steadily gained
control of border lands as they moved westward. The continuator of the Skylitzes chronicle
lamented that, “from this point on, the offspring of Hagar raided the east with impunity and did
not cease from ransacking and looting this region day by day.”153 Much of Anatolia had been
lost by 1081; the rest largely fell in the decade after.

Alp Arslan did not survive long past this capital success. The Mosul writer Ibn al-Athir
provides an account of what can only be described as his pathetic death. One day, the sultan
presided over the execution of a captured garrison commander, Yusuf, who dared to denounce
him for cowardice as he was being tied to stakes. The proud sultan ordered him released,
presumably to meet a more fitting death: but Yusuf then seized the incredible opportunity and
hurtled forward in rage. Alp Arslan managed to discharge a single arrow, which missed its target,
then ran to attack the prisoner but tripped while coming down from the throne. Yusuf fell on
him, stabbing furiously before one of Alp Arslan’s servants finally smashed the attacker’s head
in with a mace. The sultan died soon after from his wounds.154



Jerusalem Falls Twice More

Alp Arslan’s death led to yet another succession dispute, following which his son, Malikshah,
took his place. And it was during Sultan Malikshah’s reign that Jerusalem came under attack yet
again. The new sultan enabled the militant activities of Turkish generals active in Syria,
Mesopotamia, and Arabia: Atsiz Beg and Artuq Beg, two men who would successively capture
and then govern the city. In the process, Fatimid-held Jerusalem would fall not once but twice
more in rapid succession, the second event featuring a massacre of its garrison à la the Persian
siege of 614.

In a technical sense, the Fatimids did not wage the struggle against the Turks. The formative
rule of al-Jarjara’i set a precedent of powerful viziers who swiftly became the real rulers of the
caliphate. A series of detrimental developments led to this change: famines due to low flows of
the River Nile, an increasing dependence on Byzantium for grain, and infighting in the Fatimid
army ranks between Turks and black African slave soldiers. The latter had become an
increasingly potent force, and in the early eleventh century a training school for them opened in
Cairo. Along with the Turks, Armenians, and different free-born Berber groups, they formed a
component of a very heterodox Fatimid army, which Yaacov Lev has described as a
conglomerate of corps differing by specialization, ethnicity, free–slave status, and their loyalty to
particular commanders or political leaders.155

This leads us back to the reign of Caliph al-Mustansir, who we have already seen protecting
the German pilgrims from Turkish raids. The infighting among his army ranks eventually grew
beyond his control. His mother, Sayyida Rasad, actually played a formative role in the
development of the black contingents. A woman of sub-Saharan African origin, she grew their
ranks by tens of thousands via aggressive recruiting. In 1062, however, a certain inebriated Turk
encountered a group of them while stumbling through the streets of Cairo. He drew his sword,
likely muttered some choice insults, and thus met a predictably sudden end. The incident sparked
a virtual civil war between army factions, and thousands of blacks were cut down by Turkish
soldiers at the Battle of Qum Rush the next year. This did nothing to settle the issue: Rasad
recruited ever more numbers and the interservice rivalries remained.156

Needing a better hand to counter both his mother’s machinations and the persistent hostilities,
in 1073 al-Mustansir solicited the aid of the powerful governor of Acre, Badr al-Jamali. He
arrived with an army of Armenian soldiers, was named vizier, ended the factionalism, and
thereafter enforced a harsh policy of law and order.157 Successive military viziers took up this
mantle, and as a result the practical workings of the Fatimid state were guided by outsiders, with
the caliphs—though still critical spiritual figures—reduced to mere figureheads in a political
sense.158

In the meantime, Jerusalem fell to the Turks under the command of Atsiz Beg, a Khwarazmian
(Turco-Persian) general. As with the Fatimid capture of the city in the 970s, we are once again—
and remarkably so, for a city of such prominence as this—ignorant of the exact date Atsiz took
it. Vague references in the source material have led to all sorts of different conclusions. In broad
strokes, Atsiz seems to have initiated a siege in either 1070 or 1071. This was likely a far
blockade, with Turks posted well outside the city gates to control ingress and egress. The
Fatimid garrison resisted for a time until its commander (who was Turkish) surrendered on the
condition that Jerusalem not be sacked. This occurred anywhere between 1071 and 1073 and
seems to have been relatively bloodless; indeed, Atsiz himself was thereafter hired by the



Fatimids to suppress some local Bedouin antagonisms.159 The siege, then, can be reasonably
compared to ˈUmar’s conquest in 638: some sporadic garrison resistance seems likely, but the
city surrendered when it became apparent that no hope for succor was imminent. The city was
now firmly in Turkish (and Sunni) hands, and in 1075, the khutba was said in Jerusalem in the
name of the Abbasid caliph, al-Muqtadi.160

The next developments were decidedly bloodier. Atsiz set off on an attempted invasion of
Egypt but did not stay there long. Screened by Badr’s large army patrolling the Nile, which
enjoyed resupply from his fleet, the Turks avoided battle but lost sizable numbers of soldiers to
desertion while wandering through the desert. At length, Atsiz elected to engage Badr’s
Armenians but was defeated at Fustat.161 Retiring to the east, Atsiz apparently got word that
some Jerusalemites had revolted and imprisoned his family in the Tower of David, the massive
citadel guarding the city’s western wall.162 He therefore returned to the city, rescued his
relatives, and massacred a portion of its population, usually pegged at the round number of
3,000.163 This second entrance into Jerusalem occurred in either 1077 or 1078 (although
confusion clearly reigns because scholars have occasionally placed it in 1073).164

Two principal questions spring to mind: how did Atsiz get into the city, and who did he kill
there? His combat power had been massively reduced during the Egyptian campaign and his
army probably numbered no more than five thousand by the time he retreated.165 He could not
have blockaded the entire city and probably concentrated his forces against a single gate to gain
entry. Who did Atsiz kill within the city walls? Ibn al-Athir’s account seems to suggest they
were primarily Muslims: “Large numbers were killed, even those who had taken refuge in the
Aqsa Mosque and the Haram. He spared only those who were in the Dome of the Rock.”166 One
can imagine the defenders fleeing as the Turks breached the city gate, and making a last stand on
top of the defensible Temple Mount makes sense.

There is a chance, of course, that members of the minority faiths took up arms to oppose the
Turkish attack, although it is more likely that Muslims defended the city. Christians at that point
resided exclusively in the northwest quarter. Following the earthquake in 1033–1034, they were
expected to finance repairs in their sector; the Byzantine emperor agreed to pay for these but
negotiations with the Fatimids stipulated that the quarter could be internally fortified provided
that Christians lived within—and only within—it. Jews, meanwhile, resided in the northeast
quarter, outside the walls of the Temple Mount.167 If Muslims held the city against him, these
demographic placements mean that Atsiz probably entered through the city’s western gate, by
the Tower of David, and pursued the defenders eastward to the Temple Mount. Moreover, since
the Turks ultimately spared those hiding in the Dome of the Rock, we might assume these were
only Muslims, as surely non-Muslims encroaching on such a holy site would have been cut
down, especially in the heat of battle.168

An oft-referenced account of this second Turkish siege is that of the poet Solomon ben Joseph
ha-Kohen, who wrote a verse commentary on the attacks in Egypt that utilized both sieges as
reference points. As one of just a few Hebrew war poems retelling actual military events (and
likewise unique as a Hebrew account praising the Muslim commander, Badr), it is certainly an
interesting text.169 Solomon spoke of the judgment of God upon the Turks for what they had
done:

He also remembered what they had done to the people of Jerusalem,



That they besieged them twice in two years,
And burned the heaped corn and destroyed the places,
And cut down the trees and trampled upon the vineyards,
And surrounded the city upon the high mountains,
And despoiled the graves and threw out the bones,
And built palaces, to protect themselves against the heat,
And erected an altar to slay upon it the abominations . . .170

We need not read this passage literally to gain a sense of the destruction. It really only speaks to
the first phases of the siege: a general ravaging of the landscape as the Turks arrived and set up
their small blockade. The second phase, the entry into the city and the tactics employed there,
goes unmentioned, as does the third phase in which the garrison was wiped out. We should also
be hesitant of presuming massive damage to the built environment inside the walls. This appears
to have been a very bloody but nondestructive affair in which the last vestiges of resistance to
Turkish rule were finally eradicated; once again, the khutba was said in Jerusalem in the name of
the Abbasid caliph al-Muqtaqi.171

Whatever the carnage, Atsiz had little time to savor the fruits of his victory. In either the same
year or the next (1077–1078), Badr dispatched the Egyptian army to Damascus. In desperation,
Atsiz called for aid from a political rival, the emir Tutush, one of the sons of Alp Arslan. Tutush
agreeably moved his forces there but upon arriving seized Atsiz and executed him.172 A later,
anonymous Turkish chronicle notes that Tutush “behaved very properly” in this act.173 For the
moment, Jerusalem essentially existed in a political no-man’s land.

The tumult of the 1070s apparently induced many Jews and Muslims to leave Jerusalem for
more favorable climes. In that decade, a Shafiˈi sheikh moved his law school (madhab) to Tyre,
in modern-day Lebanon, and according to genizah documents persuaded the Rabbanite Yeshiva
to follow suit. As a result, the bulk of Jerusalem’s Jewish population left the city. A much
smaller Karaite community was now all that remained.174

At this point, Alp Arslan’s other former general, Artuq Beg, entered the picture.175 He had
fought not only for the famous victor at Manzikert but also for his son, the sultan Malikshah, and
he moved towards the Levantine coast. The history of the well-traveled trustee Ibn al-Azraq (d.
1176), who was located in Damascus for the later part of his life, offers a sparing account. Artuq
was in the service of Tutush, and he entered Jerusalem and became its governor on the latter’s
behalf, also supervising affairs in the surrounding area. Upon his death, Artuq was succeeded in
this role by his sons.176 This was the beginning of the Artuqid Dynasty, which lasted well into
the thirteenth century but only held onto Jerusalem until 1098. In that year, the Fatimids, down
but not out, returned in a show of force that would surprise the principal actors in both East and
West.

Headlines in the West

Meanwhile, these and other Turkish affairs had become known back in the West. Despite the
Battle of Manzikert in 1071 and Atsiz’s first capture of Jerusalem thereafter, Christian visitors
and pilgrims had still been able to visit the Holy City. Knowledge about affairs in the East could
sometimes be scarce, but important elements of current events nonetheless flowed into Rome in
the 1070s, where Pope Gregory VII (d. 1085) took a keen interest.177 An embassy from the



Byzantine emperor arrived in Rome in the summer of 1073 and reported the Turkish threat in
Anatolia, proposing a military alliance to combat it.178

In a well-known intellectual prelude to the formal crusade at the end of the century, Gregory
began to contemplate the notion of military assistance in the East. Yet it was only the latest in a
series of such contemplations. We have already mentioned the letter of Sergius IV: to that can be
added, at least, the appearance of sacred war banners and an early “crusading” indulgence in the
army amassed against the Normans by Pope Leo IX at the Battle of Civitate in 1053.179 One
historian has likewise emphasized the importance of the Treaty of Melfi in 1059, in which Pope
Nicholas II encouraged their reconquest of Sicily from whoever held it, including presumably the
Muslims there. Such muscle flexing was regarded by the Mosul historian Ibn al-Athir as a
seemingly deliberate sequence designed to defeat Islam writ large.180

Gregory’s attitude towards affairs in the East is only somewhat revealed by documents in the
papal registry. They indicate a growing perception of the need to defend both Byzantium and the
Holy Land. In some letters to European leaders, he solicited personnel for a possible military
expedition.181 One letter from Gregory, dated to 27 November 1073, refers to a recent visit to
Jerusalem by Isimbard, the abbot of Saint-Lomer (near Chartres), but makes no mention of any
reported violence there or even unsettled affairs.182

In the following year Gregory’s tone increased in severity. In a letter from March 1074, he
wrote of the increased pressure of the Seljuks upon Byzantium, of which he had learned from a
contact who had “visited the threshold of the apostles.” The letter is not so much about Jerusalem
as the general state of affairs at and around Constantinople, where the Turks had “slaughtered
like cattle many thousands of Christians.”183 Thereafter, his fears ebbed and flowed as 1074
moved on. By September, Gregory had concluded that the Byzantines had improved their
position and no longer needed western aid; in December, however, he changed his mind
again.184 Writing to Emperor Henry IV, who was to become his bitter foe during the Investiture
Controversy, the pope repeated some of his lamentations and added new concerns.185 The letter
references Armenia, interesting because he may have received a personal visit from the
Armenian patriarch Gregory II (“the Traveler”) that same year.186 Gregory now feared the
extirpation of whole Christian communities and made the extraordinary offer to personally lead
an army of 50,000 soldiers “as far as the sepulchre of the Lord.”187 Here then, Jerusalem firmly
enters the equation.

What had changed in the Holy City during 1073–1074? Nothing so dramatic as to raise a
pontiff’s anxiety to fever pitch. It was in Turkish hands but had been surrendered, as we have
seen, without a sack. Valuable research by Shimon Gat has transformed our understanding of life
in the city while under this early Turkish rule: far from being a den of suffering, it was (with the
exception of the 1077 revolt) peaceful and secure, economically prosperous, and active and
diverse in terms of religious worship. Latin sources of the First Crusade, which have been
utilized heavily to comment on life in Jerusalem before the western warriors arrived, erroneously
describe the situation there as oppressive to Christians. The situation was actually the
opposite.188 And shortly after Atsiz’s vengeance, the new church of St. Mary Major arose south
of the sepulchre and was dedicated in 1080.189

If we reconsider his letters, Gregory VII’s animus in the 1070s was based on much hearsay
and seems to have been more intense against the Seljuks than the Muslim rulers in Sicily.190

Because affairs in Jerusalem had been relatively quiet after Atsiz’s first conquest, he was



thinking primarily of Seljuk depredations against Christians in Asia Minor.191 His was a general
sense of foreboding rather than a targeted response to a threat to the Holy City in particular. He
was partially prescient in such thinking, for the Turks did indeed move swiftly across Asia Minor
and, starting in the 1080s, western magnates now knew the situation was dire. The Armenian
Gregory II appealed again to Rome, this time in a letter, seeking military assistance against the
Turks.192 Moreover, Alexios Comnenos had been personally, and actively, communicating news
of the travails while planting the seeds for his eventual call for assistance. One by one Byzantine
strongholds fell: Nicaea in 1081, Antioch in 1085, Cappadocia in 1090, Nicomedia in 1094, and
the entire western Anatolian coastline by 1094.193

That said, it was Gregory’s sense of events on the ground that is important. Sense overrode
reality and continues to do so today. The general threat of the Turkish conquest notwithstanding,
the caliphal grip on Jerusalem up to the 1070s and beyond was not close to the caricature
presented in the West during the eleventh century. There was no consistent theme of anti-
Christian, anti-Jewish, or even anti-Sunni or Shia oppression. Like many other premodern cities
in the Near East, it had experienced periods of unrest, uncertainty, and local strife, but these
headlines, despite their exceptional nature, were understood as a ubiquitous part of life.

Pointing to individual events as evidence of interfaith strife in the Fatimid and Artuqid periods
can therefore be misleading. Jerusalem experienced revolts in 842 and 938, but in their midst
travelers and pilgrims still visited the city and marveled at its unique buildings and features. The
burning of the sepulchre church and murder of Patriarch John in 966 was shocking, but we can
easily miss that he had called for aid from both Muslim and Christian powers for what was,
essentially, a dispute with the local governor. That development was followed by a bloodless
Shia conquest of the Sunni-held city, and the church was repaired within a decade of the
patriarch’s death. Thereafter, the genizah letters reveal the contours of a pluralistic society.
Although it is true that the heinous activities of al-Hakim at the turn of the first millennium were
destructive in many ways to adherents of all three Abrahamic faiths, they were aberrations
lamented by nearly everyone. Later in his reign, Jerusalemites swiftly rebuilt interfaith
agreements and set about a restoration. Finally, the Sunni retaking of the city in the 1070s was
initially peaceful, with violence only coming with Atsiz’s suppression of a Shia move against his
family. Thereafter, the city returned to normal functioning.

What do these events tell us? In the main, the history of Jerusalem from the days of ˈUmar to
the First Crusade was one of social and religious pluralism. Tensions occasionally boiled over
and led to violence, but these incidents were nearly always caused by local issues of taxation and
governance rather than the killing of people in the name of a particular religion or confession.
Western Christians read the Turkish march through Anatolia as a series of campaigns against
Christendom itself, but in the Holy City the walls kept most of that noise at bay. Christians,
Jews, Muslims, and others continued to work and pray alongside each other in a cosmopolitan
environment only periodically interrupted by strife and division.194 In other words, modern
believers in the notion that Jerusalem’s history, or medieval history in general, is a tale of eternal
religious strife in a grand clash of civilizations should beware of hasty generalizations.
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ANKLE-DEEP BLOOD
1098 AND 1099

o far, this book has argued that the broad history of medieval Jerusalem from the seventh
through the eleventh centuries was not one of interfaith conflict. It will continue to make

this argument through the remaining chapters, which will take us to the end of the thirteenth
century. Such a position goes against most modern sensibilities, which tend to conflate Jerusalem
and the region around it as one story of never-ending religious strife.

This misconception is not entirely without historical foundation. In a general sense, there were
obviously animosities between different faith confessions throughout the Middle Ages, not only
in the Near East but in North Africa and Europe as well. Those histories are deep and complex.1
Violence between Jews, Christians, and Muslims certainly manifested in and around Jerusalem
itself, as has been shown. However, in that particular urban center, physical conflict was highly
episodic and not the dominant theme, nor anywhere close to being so. Long stretches of time—
years and decades—regularly elapsed without major catastrophes or controversies, and those that
did occur, such as under al-Hakim, were swiftly recognized by all parties as aberrant and
followed by restorative measures. Other incidents, like the murder of Patriarch John or the
elimination of the Jerusalem garrison in 1077, were the result of fleeting local disputes, not
between whole governments or faith communities but rather individual generals, charismatic
leaders, or politicians.

It is perhaps human nature, however, to focus almost exclusively on the exceptional events,
and the phenomenon of negativity bias is very real.2 And in this vein, there is one elephant in the
room, a single event universally remembered for its viciousness and lingering effect on
memories of Jerusalem’s place in the history of violence and warfare: the First Crusade (1096–
1099). We cannot help but be fascinated by this episode’s complexity and notorious elements.
The enduring impression of the event on modern memories of the past comes not from its
calling, nor its progress, nor its colorful antagonists. Rather, we most commonly recall with
horror the First Crusade’s conclusion, the brutal massacres in Jerusalem on 15–17 July 1099. In
their wake, the crusaders expelled all surviving Muslims and Jews from the city and, for a time,
prohibited their return. Sometimes dubbed the “original sin” of the Crusades, the event seems an
irrefutable retort to any portrayal of tolerance in the medieval city. This chapter will argue,
however, that it was actually a tragic exception that proves the rule.



I
There are degrees of familiarity with physical places. Jerusalem’s Old City residents know the
city intimately. Those who have personally visited it learn, to some degree, its streets and
tunnels, its quarters and gates. Likewise, those who have traveled around modern-day Israel and
the West Bank are familiar with the historical depths of the region, the idea that places of
immense significance lie virtually everywhere one walks. But the familiarity drops steeply in the
absence of direct experience: those peoples living in the Middle East but with no travel history in
these places have a sense of the setting, but only just that. Indeed, it is not uncommon for visiting
university students from elsewhere in the Middle East to ask with wonder about what Jerusalem
is like, or Caesarea, or Nazareth, or Galilee. Despite their closer proximity as residents of, say,
Kuwait, Iraq, or Saudi Arabia, many of these students have neither chanced to visit the city nor
really thought about trying to do so in the face of confounding national travel regulations and
restrictions.

We would do well to remember that the medieval world was much the same, as illustrated by
the lived experiences of locals. For them, Jerusalem was a place with daily encounters and
exchanges between people of different ethnicities and religions, a setting where life bustled and,
for the vast majority of time, was as “normal” as any other comparable city in the Near East.
Visitors like al-Maqdisi, Nasir Khusraw, or Benjamin of Tudela, on the other hand, offer
fascinating outsider views in which we can read of their reactions and recollections of time spent
there. But the bulk of the Near Eastern population visited neither Jerusalem nor its environs, so
its relative familiarity was based on what people had heard or, in rare cases, had read. Even the
great invasions within the four hundred years of history covered thus far (by the Persians, Arabs,
Byzantines, and Turks) probably represented the first regional forays for most of the soldiers
involved.

The armies of the First Crusade are a more extreme example of this unfamiliarity, given the
sheer distance between the Levant and northwest Europe. A select few of their number had
visited the Levant on pilgrimages, but for the vast majority it was an uncharted place
encountered before only in stories, homilies, or scripture. And what a place it would have
seemed! Attached to two manuscripts of an anonymous account of the campaign, the Gesta
Francorum (Deeds of the Franks), is a pilgrim’s guide to sites of interest in the wake of the
Christian reopening of the region. In Jerusalem sat the houses of Hezekiah and Caiaphas; sites
related to Abraham, Solomon, and Zachariah; the mounts of the Temple, Olives, and Zion; and
of course all the places related to Christ’s trial, Crucifixion, and Resurrection. Away from the
city awaited Zachaeus’s tree; Elisha’s spring; Mount Tabor, the site of the Transfiguration; the
tombs of Isaiah, Jacob, and Lazarus; Bethlehem, Galilee, Jericho, and Hebron.3 For devout
Christians on a first trip to the region, the presence of so many Biblical sites must have been
profound.

However, before experiencing such wonders, pilgrims and crusaders alike needed to reach
Jerusalem alive. There is no need to offer yet another narrative of the First Crusade from the
western perspective; doing so has been a bustling cottage industry for some time.4 Instead, after
commenting on the nature and motivation of the western armies, we will see how newsworthy
events in the Levant add pertinent details to an already interesting campaign. What is needed is
some sober analysis of the place of the massacres on the Temple Mount within the broad context
of the city’s history.



The Generation of the First Crusade

In the late eleventh century, Byzantium was under attack from the Seljuk Turks who, as we have
noted, had obtained the bulk of important Anatolian cities and coastline between 1081 and 1094.
In an escalating response to the threat, Alexios Comnenos petitioned western magnates for
military assistance while simultaneously promising rewards and, to some, the possibility of
recovering Jerusalem in the process.5 He eventually directed his diplomatic onslaught towards
Rome and the court of Pope Urban II. He found a willing partner: Urban gave a sermon urging a
campaign to the East at the Council of Clermont in 1095 to western bishops, who thereafter
returned to their dioceses and rallied volunteers for the martial enterprise.6

Voila!—supposedly the First Crusade was born. Inconveniently, this narrative is full of
elements that deny straightforward explanations. As a result, the foundation of the First Crusade
has been told, retold, and analyzed from nearly every conceivable angle. Likewise, it occupies a
central place in all major books on the Crusades and is prominent in most surveys of medieval
history in general.7

Several controversies and disputes surround the generation of the First Crusade, including why
it was ordered and what it was, exactly: a holy war, or a new type of holy war, and if so, how
new and what type? What was Urban trying to do through his sermon: continue a long-running
fight against Islam, fashion an army that could aid Byzantium, defend eastern Christians, recover
the Holy City, or a combination of these aims? Going further, what constitutes a “crusade” (a
name that arose centuries later) in the first place, and what is the history and theology of its
constituent parts? Finally, why did Christians volunteer for the crusade: did their motivations
match or depart from Urban’s, why or why not, and why does it matter?

As it turns out, discerning the exact reasons why western Christians pledged themselves to a
holy war, sewing crosses upon their tunics and becoming crucesignati (those signed with the
cross), is not so simple.8 Alas, there seems to have been no single driver for the war. Historians
have located multiple causes for participation that are endlessly debated at academic conferences,
online, and in print. The spent ink has been prodigious, so much so that answering the simple
question of “What caused the First Crusade?” now necessitates a ridiculously long and often
convoluted answer. At this point, any scholar proclaiming a sole “reason” that it happened ought
to be accused of historical malfeasance.

Two major grand explanations can be dispensed with at once for these were neither righteous
Christian armies merely seeking to counter a creeping tide of Muslim jihadist aggression nor a
barbaric Christian assault on an otherwise tranquil and peaceful Muslim world.9 Both ideas are
nonsense and speak more to the proclivities of their propagators than any historical reality.
Blanket explanations and massive generalizations presume that crusaders marched for the exact
themes in Urban’s sermon (for which we have only testimonies, not an original copy), and there
are numerous other possible motivations for the crusade, some more convincing than others.10 A
default position that often appears in more popular discussions is that the crusaders were seeking
to enrich themselves. While perhaps a strong motivator for later expeditions, for the First
Crusade material gain seems to have been lower on the pecking order of priorities—and once
again, any argument for a single cause is suspect.11 More spiritually attuned soldiers may have
felt the need to take vengeance, performed in the name of God, to expel unbelievers from the
Holy Land. This was likely not a dominant theme but certainly was a particular motivator for
some.12 To get closer to understanding the war’s nature, then, a major emphasis in the literature



has been on the people who were drawn to it.
The heritage of Christian pilgrimage was a significant factor. Pilgrims had visited Jerusalem

for centuries, with occasional interruptions caused by violent episodes in the city or political
interference such as during the reign of al-Hakim. These pilgrims continued doing so all the way
up until the 1090s, with one known example actually coinciding with the First Crusade itself.13

As an “armed pilgrimage,” as many historians would dub the enterprise, the crusade was a
devotional event of a different sort; William Purkis has called it an “apostolic activity,” in which
the pilgrim sells his belongings for campaign supplies, picks up his cross, and follows Christ to
the Holy Land.14 These pilgrims acted out of love and charity, sacrificing themselves in the
defense of others in a “morally satisfying” venture.15 Other participants looked back to past
efforts in Sicily and Iberia for inspiration and attempted to match the deeds of forefathers there
by journeying to the East.16 Linked to this was Urban’s offer of spiritual rewards to those who
participated: that if they fought for God in penitence, they would merit the remission of sins.
This is the so-called crusading indulgence: fighting for the Church was the same as saying
penitential prayers after making a good Catholic confession, so crusading was deemed a
meritorious activity.17

A general sacralization of warfare smoothed the path of those seeking to fight righteously for
God. This phenomenon had deepened steadily since the fall of the western Roman Empire and
especially the eighth century. Priests began to perform liturgical rites for armies, hearing
confessions on campaign, consecrating war banners, blessing swords, and incorporating saints’
relics into weapons and battle standards.18 The papacy deliberately sponsored warfare, even in
contests between Christians, with the two most famous examples being Leo IX watching his
recruited army engage the Normans at Civitate and Pope Alexander II’s banner flying above
William the Conqueror’s forces at the Battle of Hastings (1066).19 However, with sponsorship
came limitations. The various “Peace of God” and “Truce of God” movements in France in the
tenth and eleventh centuries, in which bishops prohibited collateral damage and limited the days
on which warfare could be conducted, are sometimes correlated with crusading opportunism.
Given that soldiers seeking military action were stymied from doing so locally, the crusade
offered a route to fighting abroad: thrill-seekers and the bored alike could follow Urban’s call
and ply their trade without episcopal restriction.20

Of course, Urban II was not the first pope to consider a military expedition East, and crusades
studies are occasionally criticized for unduly obsessing over his sermon. As early as the tenth
century, signs and indications appeared of Christian resistance to areas of Muslim occupation,
and this is the history that Urban and his predecessors—Sergius IV and Gregory VII, among
others—likely reflected upon.21 Sergius was responding to events surrounding the destruction of
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre which, as we have seen, led to the identification of al-Hakim
as the Antichrist and the Jews as the pernicious enemies of Christ.22 The physical setting and the
timing both inspired apocalyptic expectations in some people—hopes of the approaching
millennium of the year 1000 that, while perhaps not as intense as some have postulated, were
nonetheless a very real element of the medieval outlook and partially had provoked great
pilgrimages to the East in 1033 and 1064.23

So-called “popularist” interpretations seek to position this apocalyptic expectation as a prime
motivator for the early crusaders. Gregory VII, like Urban, may have felt the need to defend
Byzantium, but he was also responding to Turkish depredations in the Near East and sought to



liberate the sepulchre from them. Pilgrims increasingly traveled to Jerusalem, including hordes
of monks wishing to remain there and await the return of Christ and the descent of the “heavenly
Jerusalem” above the earthly Jerusalem in fulfilment of the Book of Revelation. Western
monastic communities increasingly associated their own houses with the city, and the divine
office resounded with references to it.24 Later, Urban may have hit upon apocalyptic themes in
his Clermont sermon, and he viewed the Muslims as the necessary soldiers of the Antichrist,
against whom Christian warriors must strive.25 Three different, though linked, elements thus
emerge: fear of the Antichrist, expectations of an approaching Final Judgment, and anti-Judaism,
the latter of which manifested concretely in the Jewish pogroms in the Rhineland in 1096. These
and other explanations and schools of thought have been well-explored in recent literature.

In the end, for the bulk of the participants on the First Crusade, it was all about Jerusalem.26

Jerusalem was the single crystallizing element that brought all others together in 1095–1096. For
those seeking vengeance, it was in Jerusalem that the Mad Caliph’s destructive order had been
carried out. For those with apocalyptic dispositions, it was where Christ would return, the Tau
Cross would rise, and the heavenly Jerusalem would descend. For those seeking the return of
formerly Christian lands, who perhaps modeled the future on past Iberian and Sicilian exploits,
Jerusalem had been taken from Christians in 638 and was the place to which the Jews had
surrendered any claims through their condemnation of Christ. For those seeking penance,
spiritual rewards such as indulgences could be earned specifically on the road to Jerusalem; as
the Gesta Francorum urges, “if any man, with all his heart and mind, really wanted to follow
God and faithfully to bear the cross after him, he could make no delay in taking the road to the
Holy Sepulchre as quickly as possible.”27 For those who crusaded out of love for God or
neighbor, Jerusalem was an ideal location for the dispensing of charity. For the militum Christi,
the preparatory sacralization of past years—army rites, blessings of sword and banners and
campaigns, theories of Just War, the Truce of God—along with the urgings of long-gone
occupants of St. Peter’s chair, bolstered the legitimacy of the act; the heritage of pilgrimage
smoothed the road to the same Levantine destination. For those of practical mindsets, it was
Jerusalem that Alexios dangled as an incentive to the western magnates and Urban II, and the
city figures prominently in every version of his sermon. Jerusalem was not the goal of every
crusade or the sole animating force behind the phenomenon of “crusading” writ large, but in the
late eleventh century it was the single element that cut through and clarified, that pierced the din
of excitement and outrage, that gave meaning to an audacious plan to set right the state of the
world.

Progress of the Crusades

Our interest here is not to retell the story of the First Crusade but rather to observe its progress
from the vantage point of the East. While bishops preached the cross and the crusaders prepared
and departed for their journey, some important events were taking place in the Levant. In the
autumn of 1095, the famous Persian theologian al-Ghazali visited Jerusalem. It was during these
travels that he finished his book, The Revival of the Religious Sciences, a massive text that united
Sufi mysticism with Sunni practice in a comprehensive study of Muslim life and death. It
became the most cited Islamic text after the Qurˈan and hadith.28 In those days, Jerusalem was
still a pluralistic society. Despite the movement of the Rabbanite yeshiva and Shafiˈi madhab to
Tyre in the 1070s, plenty of religious activity remained in the Holy City. It hosted visiting



religious scholars from all three Abrahamic faiths and had active communities of practitioners
and busy schools. The account of a visiting Muslim scholar from Iberia, Ibn al-ˈArabi, noted the
existence of two madrasas and 28 circles of Muslim scholars there on the eve of the First
Crusade—a vibrant community indeed. Al-ˈArabi also speaks well of local Christians and does
not suggest any persecution of them or of Jews.29

In the same year, the two sons of the Seljuk emir Tutush quarreled: Ridwan marched on
Damascus, held by his brother Duqaq, but ultimately determined that he could not successfully
besiege it. As a second option, he turned towards Jerusalem, held by the Artuqids. Ibn al-Athir
relates that Ridwan was unable to capture the Holy City—no details are offered in his account,
so we cannot know if Ridwan tried to take it and failed or, alternatively, if he judged it similarly
impregnable as Damascus.30 In any case, unbeknown to virtually everyone in the West, then and
now, the Jerusalemites saw an army outside their gates in the same year Urban II was preaching
his crusade.31

The brotherly conflict was not over. Duqaq assembled an army in response to Ridwan’s
aggression and moved towards Aleppo in the north. The two armies battled each other at
Qinnasrin (southwest of Aleppo), and Ridwan’s was defeated. Chastened and humbled, Ridwan
supposedly consulted with an astrologer who, along with Egyptian envoys promising military aid
against Duqaq, persuaded him to ally with the Fatimids. Consequently, Ridwan ordered the
khutba said in the name of the Imam-caliph in certain portions of his lands.32 This sparked a
conflict with two local Turkish leaders, Yaghisiyan, the governor of Antioch, and Suqman, the
lord of Jerusalem. Both were “outraged” by Ridwan’s supplications to the Shia; cowed by their
anger, he relented and sent apologies to the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad.33 The incident provides
a glimpse into the state of Shia–Sunni affairs on the eve of the First Crusade: some squabbling
between Turkish leaders who sensed a need for unity against Egypt, which itself remained a
potent political force that deliberately intervened in Levantine and Syrian affairs.

Despite these defeats and diplomatic blunders, in late 1096 Ridwan was still the master of
Aleppo. He then made another fateful decision by consenting to release from captivity Kerbogha,
one of the warlords who had been imprisoned by his father, Tutush. At the time, Kerbogha was
landless; following his release, he hired a force of mercenaries and conquered the town of
Harran. Thereafter, he marched on Mosul and took it by November.34 In command of substantial
forces, this Seljuk Turk was now, as it turns out, in an ideal position to thwart the southern
movement of the crusaders.

And they were indeed on their way. 1096 was a busy year for the First Crusade and saw the
arrival of the first group of western warriors at Constantinople. Alternatively dubbed the
“Peasants’ Crusade,” the “People’s Crusade,” or, alternatively, the “first wave” of a coherent
army deployed in phases, it numbered perhaps 20,000 people, inclusive of about 700 knights and
a host of noncombatants.35 Led across Europe in two separate columns by the minor lord Walter
Sans-Avoir (often given as “Walter the Penniless”) and the rabble-rousing priest Peter the
Hermit, its participants made terrific progress, with some elements achieving a marching tempo
of 29 kilometers a day.36 The columns reached the Byzantine capital on 20 July and 1 August,
respectively.37 The warriors lodged outside in its suburbs, where they eventually grew bored and
began rioting, so Alexios sent them into Anatolia where “in a little over ten weeks, they would
almost all be dead or enslaved.”38 After committing a series of atrocities against local eastern
Christians around Nicaea, some of them captured the castle of Xerigordos. However, they were



promptly besieged within it and died there. Others engaged the forces of Sultan Kilij Arslan at
the Battle of Civitot on 21 October and were destroyed, with the survivors caught in Civitot itself
and killed or captured.39

The Peasants’ Crusade led to disaster in the West as well. Peter’s preaching had partially set in
motion local recruiting movements, most notoriously that of Emicho, the count of Flonheim. He
recruited soldiers for the crusade but ended up attacking the Jewish community in Speyer in May
1096, then Worms and Mainz; thereafter, he pivoted away from the holy quest and marched to
Cologne, Trier, and Metz, capturing the local Jewries and then forcibly baptizing or killing them.
As a result, the Jewish Rhineland community virtually ceased to exist.

It seems clear that these forces were driven by both vengeful and messianic sentiments, in
which the old blood curse was tied to two notions: the stripping of Jewish inheritance of Canaan
(as a consequence of Jewish complicity in the Crucifixion) and the expected return of Christ
upon the rescue of Jerusalem.40 This much was understood in the Jewish sources of the crusade,
one of which puts a speech in the crusaders’ mouths:

Behold, we journey a long way to seek the idolatrous shrine and to take vengeance upon
the Muslims. But here are the Jews dwelling among us, whose ancestors killed him and
crucified him groundlessly. Let us take vengeance first among them. “Let us wipe them
out as a nation; Israel’s name will be mentioned no more.” Or else let them be like us and
acknowledge the son born of menstruation.41

As we have already noted, these were western Christian views, not eastern—the disinheritance
argument was not prominent in Jerusalem before the crusades. In Europe, however, these views
fused with the preexisting apocalyptic notions sown in the period after al-Hakim’s razing of the
sepulchre church, both in the sense of the reprisal attacks on Jews in western Europe and the
clerical expectations of the years 1000 and 1033, the millennium anniversaries for Christ’s birth
and death.42 Yet this train of thought can be pushed too far; we know of manifold other
motivations for crusading, and it is a stretch to believe the apocalyptic was the most prevalent.43

Moreover, whether anti-Judaism was part and parcel with crusading idealism or a byproduct of
crusading enthusiasm—or something else entirely—has been a source of debate.44 Nonetheless,
for Emicho’s march, at least, the notion of the approaching “End Times” certainly spurred
violence against groups deemed as implacable or heretical, such as European Jewish
communities, and this motive was reported not only in Hebrew lamentations but also rather
widely in Latin sources.45

In that same year, 1096, soldiers mustered to form the regular armies of the “First Crusade,”
“Princes’ Crusade,” or “the second wave.” These necessarily took more time, given that the
participants had to make arrangements for their property and movables.46 Between December
1096 and the spring of 1097, the different contingents began to arrive at the rallying point of
Constantinople, where their leaders were welcomed by the Emperor Alexios, whose instructions
and counsel they alternatively welcomed, grudgingly accepted, or outright rejected.47 In May,
the Latin–Byzantine coalition army crossed the Hellespont into Asia and marched to besiege the
Turkish-held city of Nicaea. It surrendered on 19 June 1097, at which point the crusaders trekked
further into Anatolia.



The View from the East

The local Muslim view of the approaching crusaders is difficult to perceive because of the
lateness of the Arabic sources. Although Ibn al-Qalansi notes the flow of reports about the
crusade’s movement into Anatolia, it is unclear whether that news reached very far south, and
when.48 It likely took some time for the fall of Nicaea to become known widely in Syria and the
Levant. Once it was, alarms rang out among civilians, although the response further away in
Baghdad remained muted.49 Not so in Egypt, for the Fatimids had a direct line of communication
with the crusade leaders very early on. The difference is that, unlike with the Turks, the crusade
leaders had taken the initiative to establish diplomatic ties with Cairo as they weaved their way
through Anatolia. It was likely not their original idea, however, for during the siege of Nicaea
Alexios advised the westerners to send an embassy to Egypt to establish relations and
presumably work to safeguard their southern flank should the Levant come into their
possession.50

Here, the relative attitudes of the crusaders towards different Muslim ethnicities are germane.
Outside of intellectual circles, most of the West knew very little about Islam as a religion—the
Qurˈan would not be translated into Latin until 1143—but there was wider experience with
Muslims themselves.51 Most of that experience was with Arabs, against whom Christians had
struggled in Mediterranean conflicts. Although Arabs were certainly viewed as enemies, there
seems to have been no special hatred of them; moreover, despite the charged attitudes of the
time, political goals could override religious animosities.52 Likewise, some Muslim knowledge
of the West had been evident in Islamic intellectual texts since the tenth century.53 Popularly, the
Franks were regarded as barbarous: zealous and courageous, but also dirty and licentious and
accompanied by unclean women.54 On the other hand, the bulk of Muslims’ experience with
Christians had been with those of the eastern rites, who had practiced their religion while
simultaneously respecting Muslim holy sites. Thus Christians could be derided but grudgingly
tolerated.55 All told, it is not so surprising that diplomatic relations were established between the
Fatimids and crusaders. Politically and militarily, the crusade leaders recognized Alexios’s
suggestion as sage counsel, and they took it.

The diplomatic outreach was efficacious. The crusaders moved from Nicaea and further into
Anatolia, where they narrowly avoided destruction at Dorylaeum (near modern Eskişehir,
Turkey) on 1 July 1097. From there, the army marched southeast to Heraclea Cybistra (modern
Eregˇli, Turkey) and then divided into two portions. One, led by Baldwin of Boulogne and
Tancred d’Hauteville, advanced south through Cilicia; the other moved first north to Caesarea
(Cappadocia) then southeast to Marasch.56 It was a difficult journey across a harsh, mountainous
countryside, and we still do not have a full understanding of how the armies emerged on the
other side essentially intact.57 Both columns eventually arrived outside of Antioch, and it was
there that Egyptian ambassadors arrived at the crusader’s camp in February 1098.58

The purpose of this Fatimid embassy is unclear. An account commonly attributed to the
Bavarian abbot Ekkehard of Aura, who missed the First Crusade but participated in the crusade
of 1101, noted that “messengers and spies hurried from all parts of the world”; some of these
constituted a legation sent to Antioch, who promised an alliance with the Christians if they could
expel the Turks from the Holy City.59 That is one explanation, but the anonymous Gesta
Francorum and, a few years later, Benedictine monk Guibert of Nogent’s paraphrase of it, offer
another. In their telling, the Egyptians went to Antioch to scope the size and condition of the



western army. Upon seeing the degradation of the starving crusaders outside the city, they held
little hope for a strong alliance and indeed there is no mention one was ever made.60 In any case,
the general Egyptian belief seems to have been that the crusaders were working for Byzantium
and were therefore potential reliable allies.61

A much longer and more intriguing proposal is the one sketched by the Benedictine monk
Robert (probably from St-Rémi in Reims, France), whose account of the crusade dates to 1106–
1107. In his telling, al-Afdal’s envoys objected to the crusaders’ use of violence because pilgrims
to the Holy Land ought not do such things. Were they to put down their arms and continue to
Jerusalem using only “staff and scrip,” free passage to the city and worship in the sepulchre
church would be guaranteed. This is a fascinating offer suggestive of the broad strokes of
Fatimid tolerances toward Christian pilgrims that we have seen, but even were it a true story,
Jerusalem was not at that time in Egyptian hands. In any case, the crusaders subsequently
declined the offer.62

Nonetheless, diplomatic efforts continued and knights returned with the legation to Egypt.
Raymond of Aguilers, a participant on the crusade and chaplain to Raymond IV, count of
Toulouse, offers an insightful story that has partial credibility.63 One dubious element is that the
Fatimid envoys saw and were moved by miracles visited on the crusaders by the Triune God, but
this is likely to be an embellishment. But the second facet tracks with our material in chapter
two: the envoys related stories about generous past Fatimid treatment towards Christians and
pilgrims. These read like allusions not only to tolerances within cities like Jerusalem but also to
the German pilgrimage and the Egyptian efforts to protect it from raiders. As at least a partial
result of these assurances, Christian representatives thereafter journeyed with the Fatimid
embassy to unknown whereabouts to effect a treaty.64

Those Christian knights, perhaps accompanied by an abbot, remained in the Fatimid domains
in close proximity to the Armenian vizier, al-Afdal, the son of Badr al-Jamali. Al-Afdal was
essentially the ruler of Egypt. The Fatimid caliphs had suffered a succession schism in 1094
upon the death of Caliph al-Mustansir: his eldest son, Nizar, had been assassinated in Alexandria
after his younger brother, al-Mustaˈli, had received the caliphate. In the political chaos, al-Afdal
maintained a close grip on the instruments of Egyptian power.65

At that point, Jerusalem was held for the Seljuks by the two sons of Artuq, Suqman and
Ilghazi, who were accompanied also by some of the extended family members of the Artuqids.
We can make some assumptions about the state of the city and its garrison. By the time the
Fatimids arrived, some of Jerusalem’s combat power had been reduced. The Gesta Francorum
notes that along with soldiers from Damascus and Aleppo, men from Jerusalem had trekked
north (led by Suqman it seems) in a bid to assist Kerbogha’s enterprises against the crusaders.
These joined with Ridwan of Aleppo, whose 12,000 men then engaged with 700 knights under
the command of Bohemond of Taranto, at the Lake Battle of 9 February 1098.66 As we have
seen, Ridwan and Suqman had had their differences, with the former attacking Jerusalem in 1095
and the latter later reproaching him for his support of the Fatimids. In 1098, however, the march
of the crusaders seems to have been enough for the two leaders to ally in response to a common
threat. A sentimental interpretation might be that the two men’s fathers had once been allies
themselves. How the Gesta Francorum’s author knew the regional origin of any of the Muslim
combatants is an open question; Count Stephen of Blois knew them as well, as evidenced by a
letter he sent to his wife from Antioch.67



As for Suqman, he was found in the region again in June 1098, leading a Jerusalem contingent
in Kerbogha’s army. This time, he participated alongside Ridwan’s brother, Duqaq, who had
fought a foraging crusader group to a draw in December 1097.68 Neither enjoyed a good
experience in the fighting that followed. On 28 June 1098, the besieged crusaders burst out of the
Bridge Gate of Antioch and, in a primarily infantry attack, smashed into components of
Kerbogha’s army and drove them off. Thousands of Muslims fell and the rest fled in a
disorganized fashion. Ibn al-Athir notes that Suqman escaped the carnage because he was
“stationed in ambush,” which probably means that he was positioned in a guard role at the
southern end of the St. George Gate of Antioch.69 This portion swept to the west but was stymied
by men under the command of Reynard, the count of Toul. Fleeing the carnage with those troops
still under his command, Suqman turned south and hastened back towards Jerusalem.

The Fatimids Retake the City

Suqman arrived in Jerusalem just in time. The Antioch breakout was at the end of June, and the
Arabic sources indicate that al-Afdal’s army reached Jerusalem sometime in July. That left
precious little time to understand the new state of regional affairs. Kerbogha had drawn so many
of the urban emirs to his side at Antioch that several Syrian cities, especially those south of
Aleppo, were now vulnerable in the wake of his defeat. Should anyone exploit the vacuum in
Turkish military power, Suqman, along with his brother Ilghazi, would be forced to fight
essentially alone. Worse, his losses at Antioch presumably meant that he now had far fewer
soldiers with which to organize a defense of his city.

The siege of Jerusalem in 1098 gets incredibly short shrift from historians, and not just those
of the modern sort. The chronicles of the First Crusade offer scant details about it as well. The
siege has traditionally played the role of a set-up piece for the arrival of the First Crusade the
following year. However, within our limited material for the event lay a number of elements that
fit squarely within the overall theme of interfaith toleration and cooperation in the Holy City.
Therefore, it deserves a close look from that perspective.

The dizzying machinations of Turkish affairs had left Jerusalem vulnerable. The Artuqids
threw in their lot with Ridwan and his former prisoner, Kerbogha, but all three had now been
defeated.70 In July 1098, the Egyptian vizier made his move on the city. The opportunity was
simply too good to pass up: news of the events in Antioch had reached al-Afdal, and with the
largest Turkish relief army in tatters he swiftly took advantage. Both al-Maqrizi and Ibn al-
Qalansi claim that he first sent a message to the Artuqid garrison in Jerusalem demanding its
surrender; when this was refused, he assembled his forces and marched east.71

Details on the siege proper are scanty. All things considered, Suqman and Ilghazi seem to
have led a respectable defense, but the loss of so many soldiers at the Lake Battle and
subsequently at Antioch had to have taken a toll. For his part, al-Afdal ordered a steady artillery
bombardment: for 40 days, dozens of catapults rained direct fire on the walls as the garrison
responded with its own countermeasures. Finally, near the end of August a section of the wall
collapsed from the strikes. Faced with a breach and an imminent penetration by Egyptian
soldiers, the Artuqids surrendered.72

In what we can now safely call a recurring theme, the city fell without further bloodshed. Al-
Afdal allowed local Christians to remain residents of the city and observe their rites, even touring
the sepulchre church. And then, some gifts: candles and incense for use in that building.73



Similar mercy was likewise offered to other Muslims: al-Afdal not only gave safe conduct to the
Artuqids, allowing them to depart the city in peace, he also did the same for their followers and
gave them gifts as well.74 The western chronicles offer another element: that the vizier allowed
some of the Turks to remain in Jerusalem and actually assigned them the defense of the Tower of
David on its western side.75 In classic Fatimid style, he was more than willing to place Turks
under the command of Jerusalem’s new governor, Iftikhar ad-Daulah, if it provided military
advantage. The son of one of Suqman’s men even went on to personally serve al-Afdal in
Egypt.76 That these soldiers indeed owed some loyalty to the Fatimids could be argued from the
events of the next year, for when Jerusalem fell to the crusaders in 1099 they sought, and
received, safe passage to the Egyptian-held city of Ascalon.77 It was an extraordinarily
businesslike progression of events in which very little ill-will can be detected in the sources and
certainly no whiff of Shia–Sunni animosities.

This is not to say that bad feelings were entirely absent, however. The chronicler al-Azraq, our
chief source on the Artuqid state, is suspiciously silent on the matter, simply jumping to the later
crusader siege in 1099.78 Perhaps this was due to embarrassment or even resentment. He does,
however, provide some epilogue for the two Artuqid brothers. Suqman subsequently took control
of Diyar Bakr (Upper Mesopotamia), which became the heart of the Artuqid state. His brother
Ilghazi went to Baghdad, where the Seljuk sultan Muhammad Tapar made him a shihna (military
administrator) tasked with informing the sultan about events in Baghdad and the activities of the
Abbasid caliph.79

At any rate, the siege in 1098 was the third time Muslims had exchanged Jerusalem (along
with Jaˈfar in the 970s and Atsiz in 1073) without a sack. Certainly, there was an opportunity
here to avenge Atsiz’s massacre of the Shia defenders in 1077. And we ought not to forget that it
was al-Afdal’s own father, Badr, who was vizier of Egypt during that massacre—the bloody
event was surely well-known to him. This makes al-Afdal’s restraint all the more interesting,
especially given his long-term focus on the Turks, not the crusaders, as his principal foe.80 There
is an accusation by Ibn al-Qalansi that al-Afdal was actually a Sunni, which would help to
explain his mercy.81 Of course, he also knew that the crusader army was advancing south
towards him and that time was of the essence. Whether al-Afdal spared the Sunni garrison out of
benevolence or sheer practicality one can only guess.

His subsequent actions should be considered in the same light. The later report of Albert, a
canon from Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) claims that an embassy from al-Afdal, numbering 15 men,
trekked north as well to announce the expulsion of the Turks from Jerusalem.82 It evidently
offered access to Jerusalem to small groups of pilgrims, but this was rejected by the crusade
leaders, who were now at ˈAkkar (northern Lebanon) and committed to nothing less than
complete possession of the Holy City.83 It is interesting that the Arabic sources say nothing of
this meeting, nor of the earlier embassies sent by al-Afdal to Antioch. Ibn al-Athir, who was well
informed about other diplomatic engagements between the crusaders and cities like Tripoli and
Shayzar, offers not a whisper.

II
With regard to Jerusalem itself, the key element is the role of the western emissaries. These were
the men who had journeyed with the Egyptian embassy, subsequently remained with al-Afdal



and, crucially, had witnessed the 1098 Fatimid siege. Ekkehard claims the vizier used them, via a
demonstration of his new alliance, to strike fear into the Artuqids and compel their surrender,
though this runs counter to the tactical descriptions in all the Arabic sources.84 The city was
taken by assault, not psychological warfare. Following the victory, these emissaries may have
spent several more months in Jerusalem; another later source written at Montecassino, Historia
belli sacri, claims they spent the following Easter (on 10 April, in 1099) praying at the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre.85 This seems like a reasonable notion; indeed, it is hard to believe that the
Christian envoys would have spent months in the Holy City without having done so. By mid-
May 1099 they had said their farewells to the Fatimids and rejoined the Christian host
unharmed.86

An Intelligent Operation

This oft-overlooked presence of the western envoys is important: they not only saw the tactics
employed by the Fatimids but also knew the exact spots on the wall that were damaged and the
specific place where it was breached.87 In military terms, they were in an excellent position to
conduct intelligence collection, and we should assume that they shared the information with the
crusade leaders once they rejoined the Christian army.

That army’s progress had been delayed after the victory over Kerbogha at Antioch. Because of
the summer heat, the crusade leaders elected to remain there for a time, delaying the expedition
south.88 Disagreements and divisions arose among them, most notably with the acrimony
between Bohemond of Taranto and Raymond of Toulouse over the possession of Antioch.
Bohemond eventually withdrew from the crusade in March 1099 to attend to his new holdings
there. In addition, Baldwin of Boulogne had established a state in Edessa in 1097 and probably
took power there in 1098; included among his new lands was Saruj (southwest of Edessa), which
he acquired via a treaty with the Artuqid ruler Belek, the nephew of Suqman.89 Meanwhile,
hopes of further assistance from Emperor Alexios were dashed when a Byzantine army at
Philomelium (modern Akşekar, Turkey) elected to withdraw instead of moving to join the
westerners.90

During the remainder of 1098, different elements of the army consolidated gains by capturing
various fortresses and towns in northern Syria. The central action in that time was the siege of
Maˈarra (Maˈarrat al-Numan-an-Noman), which Raymond and Count Robert of Flanders
attacked in late November. It was taken on 12 December through the use of a poorly constructed
siege tower that nonetheless allowed the crusaders to overtop its southern wall.91 The march
south resumed in January 1099, and the crusaders worked their way down the Levantine coast
and engaged at Jabala, Maraclea, Tortosa, ˈAkkar, Sidon (where a small company was
annihilated by ambushers and others were bitten by poisonous snakes), Arsuf, and Ramla,
winning some victories but losing significant numbers of men in the process.

Meanwhile, other later sources written after the crusade by nonparticipants provide potential
glimpses into crusader-initiated negotiations with other Muslims in the region. They received
supplies, monies, and the services of local guides from the Arab lord of Shayzar in February
1099, who had chosen conciliation instead of resistance to the approaching crusader army.92 The
accounts of Robert the Monk and Baldric, the abbot of Bourgueil, outline an offer from the emir
of Tripoli in April and May 1099; he purportedly promised the crusade leaders that he would



convert to Christianity if they managed to wrest Jerusalem from Fatimid control.93

Once the Christian emissaries rejoined their comrades in Tripoli in May, the crusading army
finally decided to move against its principal target and began the direct march to Jerusalem. The
gap between their return and the subsequent siege of Jerusalem was less than a month: the
remnants of the crusading host left Tripoli on 16 May and arrived before the Holy City on 7
June.94 Three weeks, then, were available for the incorporation of the envoys’ new intelligence
into battle planning.

More intelligence was gathered once the host reached Jerusalem. Six days elapsed between the
crusaders’ arrival and the first attack on 13 June, during which they reconnoitered the city
walls.95 According to his biographer Ralph of Caen, Tancred d’Hauteville took a personal stroll
up the Mount of Olives to gaze down on Calvary; there he met a hermit who pointed out local
New Testament sites of interest. The hermit offered some advice as well: that the crusaders
attack the city immediately, as opposed (presumably) to first creating a thorough blockade.96 The
hermit made this argument again on 12 June, when he descended from the mount and repeated
his counsel to all the crusade leaders present; when they balked, on account of insufficient
siegeworks, he suggested that only a ladder was needed to get the job done.97

And so it was that on the next day, Monday, 13 June, the Christians boldly attacked Jerusalem
with a single ladder, which is all they had managed to build with the scarce amount of wood at
their disposal. The move was audacious but fraught with difficulty. Jerusalem’s city wall was
defended by first a dry moat (19 meters wide and 7 meters deep), and then a forewall, a shorter
structure (4.5 meters wide and 5 meters tall) that protected the city’s main curtain wall from the
approach of siege engines.98 This forewall had been built by the Artuqids and ran north from
David’s Gate (near today’s Jaffa Gate) in the center of the western side of the city; at the
northwest corner it turned and ran along the northern side, turned again at the northeastern
corner, and then continued some length down the eastern side.99 The crusaders attacked the
northwest section, next to the strong “Quadrangular” tower on their left (subsequently known as
“Tancred’s Tower”).100 The accounts of Peter Tudebode, a priest from Poitou present at the
siege, and the Gesta Francorum share many similarities, and both relate that the crusaders broke
through the forewall, allowing them to place their ladder against the main curtain wall; the
account of Raymond of Aguilers corroborates this.101 Attackers, including Tancred, scaled up
the ladder but were driven back down by the Egyptian garrison and the assault was thwarted.102

Two reasons have been given for this “hasty attack.” One concerns religious enthusiasm: that
being in such proximity to the steps of Jesus Christ encouraged the crusaders’ zealous
proclivities and they attacked with expectations of divine assistance. Another take concerns the
Fatimids: that al-Afdal would soon return to succor his city after hearing news of the crusaders’
arrival there, so time was of the essence. Both are possibilities, but there is another potential
reason that centers on military intelligence. No doubt Tancred’s hermit knew about the Fatimid
siege of 1098, and he may have witnessed it personally. After all, the view of Jerusalem from the
Mount of Olives is excellent, as any modern tourist posing for a photograph with the famous
camel there can attest. It could be that the hermit also knew about the breach al-Afdal’s catapults
had made in the wall or, perhaps more importantly, the subsequent efforts by the garrison to
repair it. But even if our hermit was ignorant, surely the crusader envoys who had traveled with
al-Afdal were not. They would have known and transmitted the details of the breached section,
which would have been a tactical focus for the 13 June assault.



Indeed, the witness accounts of the siege suggest just such a thing. That the forewall was so
easily disassembled with picks indicates its weakened condition. Attacking so close to the tower
likewise raises eyebrows. Measuring 35 by 35 meters, the quadrangular structure dominated the
northwest corner of the city and was an obvious strong point. Attacking so close to it only makes
sense if the wall had been softened. For the later attacks it was no longer so weak: by July, the
crusaders had located enough wood to construct a battering ram and siege tower, but the Fatimid
garrison had worked hard to restrengthen the northwest defenses in response. These
improvements convinced the attackers that assault would be easier further down the line, and
they relocated their engines eastward past St. Stephen’s gate.103

The circumstantial evidence, therefore, helps to explain the hasty attack on 13 June. In all
likelihood, the northwest corner and specifically the wall portion east of Tancred’s Tower was
the same spot the Fatimids breached in 1098. It would have been repaired by the Egyptian
garrison in the year thereafter to some extent, but the crusader envoys had witnessed that siege
and it is nearly inconceivable that they would have neglected to relay this detail upon returning
to their leaders in May 1099. The hermit on the Mount of Olives merely confirmed what was
already known, and the hasty attack—what one historian has called a “reckless and ill-prepared
assault”—was actually the product of human intelligence collection and an audacious plan to
capitalize on previous Fatimid efforts.104 Moreover, it demonstrated the perils posed by
diplomatic embassies, even when conducted by both sides in good faith.

Into Jerusalem

Following the hasty attack, the crusader host settled down for a proper siege. The army was a
shell of its former self, its ranks much reduced by the trials and battles along the road, the
desertion of allies and crusaders alike, the suffering and starvation at Antioch, and the sieges and
battles endured in late 1098 and early 1099.105 Foraging had been poor, and the growing distance
from Byzantine and Armenian territory resulted in scarcer food supplies, which unsurprisingly
contributed to weakening and desertion.106 From a calculated initial strength of 50,000–60,000
Christian soldiers and noncombatants, at most only 14,000 total individuals remained by June
1099.107 More losses followed as the Holy City came into view. After 13 June, units marched
west to safeguard six ships that had arrived at Jaffa four days later. They were subsequently
ambushed by 700 Arabs and lost dozens of knights and over a hundred horses. An Egyptian fleet
then arrived at Jaffa, forcing the undefended sailors to burn their ships and haul what wood and
supplies they could carry inland to Jerusalem.108 These materials, along with wood discovered
by Tancred in a nearby cave, enabled the crusaders to construct new equipment that included a
siege tower, battering ram, and three catapults.109 A grand procession around the city then
commenced on 8 July, led by the clergy accompanying the army, very much in the style of
Joshua around the walls of Jericho. While there was no expectation for the “walls to come
tumbling down,” it did have an important penitential aspect in that all the Christian soldiers were
asked to reconcile themselves to their peers in anticipation of the climax of their holy quest.110

Once again, the crusaders besieged the city primarily from the north side, while a separate
contingent under Raymond of Toulouse also advanced from the south, attacking the Mount Zion
Gate. In the north, Godfrey de Bouillon, Tancred, and the two Roberts (counts of Flanders and
Normandy, respectively) executed a deception operation. As noted, they built their siege engines
on the northwest corner, by the Quadrangular Tower, which compelled Iftikhar’s garrison to



strengthen the defenses and bolster the supplies there. Then, on the night of 9–10 July, the
crusade leaders partially dismantled and shifted the engines from the northwest to the northeast
section of the wall. There they busied themselves by rebuilding them and also filling in the
moat.111 Three days later, on 13 July, the attack began. The ram broke through the forewall by
the end of the 14th, despite the garrison’s attempts to destroy the weapon with naphtha (a form of
Greek fire).112

This portion of the wall guarded the northern edge of the Juiverie, the Jewish quarter of the
city. Today, it is known as the Muslim Quarter and is reached by entering the sixteenth-century
Herod’s Gate.113 The defenders here, who counted among their number Muslims but also Jews
from the residential quarter below, had at best only a single tower on the wall to support their
activities.114 On top of the interior curtain wall, they watched as the crusaders pushed and
dragged their last remaining siege tower forward through the forewall’s new gap to sit astride it
and then threw logs and beams down to bridge the gap between the tower’s top storey and the
stone of Jerusalem’s circuit. In what must have been a desperate struggle, archers dislodged their
final arrows into the siege tower, while others swung furiously with their melee weapons at those
charging across. When the crusaders overtopped the walls at about nine o’clock in the morning,
the defenders broke in the face of the assault and fled in different directions: some down the
length of the wall west or east, likely some plummeting to their death, and others managing to
climb down and into the streets of the Juiverie.

From there, the defenders eventually rallied to two main locations. A smaller group, composed
of Jews, gathered in the Karaite synagogue but died when it was taken, ransacked, and then
burned by the crusaders.115 The larger group, which appears to have been the mass of Muslims
along with any noncombatants they swept along while retreating, coalesced on the Temple
Mount. They were joined there by another group of Muslims from the south. Raymond of
Toulouse, who had struggled against a tenacious Fatimid defense in the tight confines of the
Mount Zion Gate area, finally succeeded when the defenders there learned of the breakthrough
on the northern side and abandoned their positions. Raymond’s Provençals surged into the city
and towards the Tower of David, where Iftikhar opened the gate after securing an agreement of
safe conduct from the count. Others pushed Muslim defenders east towards the Temple Mount.
As the fleeing garrison piled through the gates to that inner fortress, the space began to fill up
with people, while others fought the crusaders in the streets in a delaying action to cover the
retreat of their fellows.

At this point, most of the crusaders remained outside the city, but gradually more and more
flowed inside through the two breaching points. The attackers were funneled, as it were, by
Jerusalem’s streets, the widest of which were only five meters across, towards the western gates
to the Temple Mount: the Gate of Sorrow on its northern side and the Beautiful Gate nearer its
center.116 Given that the crusaders had to press through these gates to enter the Mount, they
necessarily were much fewer in number than the thousands of Muslims packed on top of it. They
pushed forward anyway, filled with the excitement of the moment or bloodlust (or both) and
engaged the front lines of defenders.

Ralph of Caen offers a particularly close view of the fighting.117 As the attackers pressed, the
defenders fought back, some of them discharging arrows from open windows in al-Aqsa mosque.
Back and forth they all went, with the crusaders making progress only a step at a time.
Meanwhile, their forward push served to compress the defenders and the women and children



they guarded: as men were wounded and fell, or even just tripped, the Muslims jumbled together
in the tumult. The crush undoubtedly made it difficult to swing swords or thrust spears, and
slowly but surely the crusaders cut deeper into the massed humanity. Three hundred Muslims,
who seem to have been mostly noncombatants, found a temporary reprieve by climbing on top of
al-Aqsa’s roof.118

The rest were not so lucky and were cut down in the now infamous Jerusalem massacre. How
many died is unknown, but the round figure of 3,000 is commonly offered in histories. The
deaths of the noncombatants caught in the scrum were a predictable consequence of the city’s
sacking. Most notoriously, the western chronicles speak of a torrent of human blood that rose to
the height of the crusaders’ knees or ankles, or, in one account, up to the bridles of their horses.
This is obviously a vivid exaggeration (and one likely borrowed from the 14th chapter of the
Book of Revelation) that has nonetheless been hard to prove or disprove.119 The only serious
effort to do so beyond pure textual analysis—by actually quantifying the volume of blood spilled
by 3,000 corpses, an admittedly macabre task—has essentially been ignored. Whether rivers or
puddles, enough blood was spilled to encourage such dramatic impressions.120

Luck ran out for those on al-Aqsa’s roof the next day. Despite having been given the banners
of Tancred and Gaston, the viscount of Béarn, as a sign of protection, in the morning of 16 July
crusaders scaled the roof and summarily dispatched them all. Some tried jumping from the roof
to escape the blades and presumably either died upon impact or were cut down after landing.121

Such was the carnage inside the walls and on the Temple Mount. A limited sack of the city
followed, with crusaders sweeping through the residences and robbing, but generally not
destroying, them.122 Substantial debate remains about whether or not there was a comprehensive,
general massacre of the remainder of Jerusalem’s residents on the third day of western
possession. In this telling, with their blood lust diminished and control of both Sepulchre and
Temple Mount secured, the soldiers nonetheless took up their weapons again and coldly
massacred some 10,000 remaining residents of Jerusalem: men, women, and children.
Nonwitness Christian sources make the claim, principally Albert of Aachen, whose account
possibly can be substantiated with Hebrew genizah letters.123 The Arabic texts written closest to
the event, the so-called Syrian Tradition of authors, do not mention it. Although it might have
made strategic sense to remove the possibility of an urban insurgency from surviving residents
by simply wiping them out, the argument for this third-day massacre remains somewhat
speculative.124

The Aftermath

Despite the carnage, much of the garrison and some of the residents survived the siege. Joshua
Prawer once wrote of “the complete annihilation of the non-Christian population,” but this was
simply not the case.125 Many descriptions of the dead are offered in the Christian, Jewish, and
Muslim sources, and they are very often accompanied by numbers. The problem is that the
numbers range wildly, from as few as 3,000 to as many as 70,000—these were then inflated in
successive centuries as historians, both western and eastern, looked back upon the event from
either charitable or cynical perspectives.

Rather than sorting these out in a historiographical fashion as others have already done rather
well, it might be wiser to approach the topic demographically: how many people in Jerusalem in
July 1099 were there to kill? Under Fatimid rule, the total population of Jerusalem was between



20,000 and 30,000 people, more likely on the lower side of that figure, and included the
customary plurality of religious confessions.126 Iftikhar had ordered the expulsion of the resident
Christians, but not all of them left.127 It is also difficult to gauge the size of the garrison
defending it. Following the 1098 siege, al-Afdal, as we have said, allowed the Artuqid brothers
to freely depart, along with their supporters; some Turks remained and received Fatimid wages
while defending the Tower of David. How many Turks left is unknowable, but the brothers
would not have simply left the bulk of their soldiers in Jerusalem. Suqman, in particular, went on
to take control of Diyar Bakr and would have needed soldiers to do so. Then, following the siege
of 1098, al-Afdal withdrew his army to either Ascalon or Egypt.

Compounding the issue were al-Adfal’s diplomatic overtures. By the spring of 1099, al-Afdal
was still dangling access to Jerusalem to pilgrims in the offer rejected by the crusade leaders, and
as late as mid-May the Christian emissaries were still in Jerusalem. These efforts built upon his
earlier efforts at rapprochement, which included his personal assurances for the safe conduct of
the crusaders through Palestine and even the provision of supplies to them from Egypt.128 Had
friendly relations been solidified as he sought, a large garrison would have been wholly
unnecessary.

In other words, the Fatimids did not take Jerusalem and then stuff it with a massive garrison;
rather, they hired some additional help while most of the Turks and Egyptians retired. The
vizier’s Ascalon army numbered between 10,000 and 20,000 (regular soldiers plus thousands of
militia gathered in Palestine) when it finally engaged with crusaders in early August. This was on
the higher end of armies typically mobilized by Egypt for field action, which William Hamblin
calculated at between 5,000 and 10,000 men.129 The circumstantial evidence suggests, therefore,
that the city was not on a proper war footing until, at most, one month before the crusaders
arrived on 7 June. Too many men had been removed from the walls. On the other hand, parts of
the city were inherently defensible and did not require large numbers of personnel; for instance,
as Fulcher, the priest from Chartres, remarked, the Tower of David could be defended effectively
by just 15 or 20 men.130 One wonders if even the 3,000-strong figure for the garrison is too high.

It is also clear that many Muslims survived the siege. The most prominent were those
defending the Tower of David, a point on which the sources concur. Fulcher of Chartres counted
these as some 400–500 “Turks, Arabs, and black Ethiopians”—a historically viable snapshot of
the customarily heterogenous Fatimid army. This was due to a prior agreement in which the emir
had opened the gate to Raymond of Toulouse in exchange for safe passage after the siege
concluded.131 Guibert of Nogent later claimed that the Turks guarding the Tower of David did
not even engage the crusaders during the 1099 siege, which might be hindsight exaggeration but
certainly conveys the impression of a fairly honored agreement.132 Raymond ordered the tower’s
garrison and its commander, Emir Iftikhar, escorted out of the city and to Ascalon on 17 July.133

These soldiers included both the retained Turks and Fatimid cavalry, which had been sent
specifically to the city by al-Afdal to strengthen its defenses by acting in a reserve role—more
evidence that the garrison was weak.134

Moreover, it is possible that not all of the Muslims caught on the Temple Mount were killed.
Fulcher remarks that “not one of them was allowed to live,” but he was not in Jerusalem at the
time, having remained with Baldwin of Boulogne in Edessa.135 Other primary accounts throw
confusion on the matter. Peter Tudebode noted, “after having overwhelmed the pagans, our men
grabbed a large number of males and females in the Temple, killing some, and sparing others as



the notion struck them”; both he and the Gesta Francorum—probably one copying from the
other—relate that these survivors were tasked with piling the corpses into funeral pyres by the
city gates.136 Later accounts are similarly contradictory. Guibert of Nogent claims that these
Muslims pressed into labor were killed once the cleaning was complete; Baldric says some were
killed while others were sold into slavery, and Robert the Monk stipulates that some crusaders
kept young boys and girls who survived as slaves.137 An older notion held that some Muslim
survivors went on to establish a neighborhood in Damascus, but that has now been disputed.
Some captured Muslims, like the scholar al-Rumayli, were imprisoned and executed in later
months.138

What of the Jews? Due to the migration of the Rabbanite Jews to Tyre in the 1070s, the
community occupying the Juiverie was much smaller, and the genizah letters make clear that it
was made up primarily of Karaites.139 A later addition to Baldric’s account states that some of
them were captured near the Temple Mount and, like the surviving Muslims, pressed into service
disposing of the corpses.140 Several probably died in the synagogue fire, though it is impossible
to know the number.141 Still more were ransomed, and the genizah letters indicate that they were
released by Raymond of Toulouse because they journeyed alongside Iftikhar, who had
surrendered the Tower of David.142 These Jews are not mentioned in the Christian accounts,
which speak only of the Muslim ethnicities. Other Jews managed to escape from the city through
unguarded gates during the tumult, journeying to Ascalon on their own. The remainder were
ransomed, tortured, or killed. Some might have converted to Christianity and were thereafter
granted freedom.143 Recent research suggests, however, that far more Jews may have survived
the siege than previously thought, with possibly up to 400 being ransomed via funds from Egypt
in the months afterward.144

Therefore, out of a population of 20,000, conservatively speaking, a rough estimate is that
about a fifth (4,000) were killed: the 3,000 on the Temple Mount, plus the 300 on the al-Aqsa
roof, with the remainder being composed of the small Karaite community and others who had
resisted in the streets and on the walls. That number leaps if we accept the occurrence of the third
day massacre for which Benjamin Kedar has argued. Without it, however, the number is still
significant and the killings in the synagogue and al-Aqsa were certainly cold-blooded. Whatever
the method, the intent seems to have been to depopulate the city of non-Christians, by sending
away the David tower garrison, ransoming captive Jews, plus either killing or expelling the
remaining Muslim residents. Following the crusade’s conclusion and the establishment of the
Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, Jews and Muslims were prohibited from living within the city
walls, a topic to which we shall return in the next chapter.

Jerusalem was not the only massacre during the First Crusade. We have already noted those in
the Rhineland at the start of the Peasants’ Crusade. There was another at Maˈarra in December
1098: despite attempts to negotiate a surrender, its garrison was at length eliminated. The
apparent reason was booty. In a formal turnover of a city or fortress, the spoils within were
divided generally among the leaders; however, when storming into a city, the knights and
common soldiers could claim their own share through theft, larceny, or burglary.145 This
behavior, and the other actions that often resulted from it, such as rape and murder, were
customarily accorded “the cloak of legality” in western military tradition.146 It was therefore in
the soldiers’ interest to get inside fortifications quickly, before matters calmed and order was
restored: in chaos there is profit.



This reality raises questions about command and control during the Jerusalem siege. There
was no restraint of soldiers entering the city’s interior, no discipline, and no order, especially at
the southern walls. In a best-case scenario the entry process would have been preplanned before
any breach was made. Ralph of Caen admonishes Tancred on the general issue of planning—
perhaps with the benefit of hindsight—by employing the ancient wisdom of Sallust, the Roman
historian of the Jugurthine War (112–106 B.C.):

This leader and soldier [Sallust], expert in what it means to be both a leader and a soldier,
said: “Before taking action it is appropriate to take stock. Once having done so, the task
should be undertaken properly.” It is clear even to the simple folk that it falls to the leader
to plan and to the soldier to fight.147

Without an operational pause no planning could take place. At the Mount Zion Gate, Raymond
urged his men up the ladders once he saw the defense slacken, an increase in tempo that allowed
the crusaders to retake the initiative but that also risked a loss of control. Raymond himself may
have been negligent in his duties, for Robert the Monk seems to suggest that the count made his
way over to the Tower of David in the west while his soldiers marauded eastward to the Temple
Mount.148

In the north we see a counterexample. A later account has Godfrey immediately sending a
squadron of soldiers from the breaching point westward through the city to safeguard the
sepulchre church against any potential looting by errant crusaders.149 If true, these men did not
participate in the Temple Mount massacre. Peter Tudebode also speaks of three of Godfrey’s
men approaching Raymond’s southern camp from the Mount of Olives with information that the
northern forces were in Jerusalem.150 Both incidents demonstrate that effective command and
control was possible even in the frenetic atmosphere. On the other hand, Godfrey himself
remained personally involved in the killing, shedding an “incredible” amount of blood.151

Without planning, command and control might still have taken place once soldiers gained
entrance to Jerusalem’s interior. As the Muslim defenders retreated, the situation was more akin
to a routed enemy on the battlefield: should one’s soldiers maintain contact by pursuing
immediately, or pause, reconstitute, and then move forward? The latter would have required
moving units into the city interior (either over the walls or through a gate now unlocked from the
inside) and then issuing new orders. But this seems not to have taken place. In a situation where
soldiers were pouring over the walls in two separate streams, north and south, it would have been
extremely difficult for the crusade leaders to restrain their men. Military professionals know well
the inherent difficulties presented by pursuit, defined as “completing the destruction of fleeing
enemy forces by destroying their ability and will to resist.”152 Indeed, the leaders seem to have
joined right in with their men, charging forward and into the fleeing defenders. In this sort of
scrum, attempts at communication and the imposition of discipline—sending orders, rallying
friends, and identifying foes—was well-nigh impossible.153

Judgments

None of this analysis should be read as an excuse for the crusaders’ behavior inside the city. As
Alan Murray notes, they had committed other massacres, executions, and atrocities on their
march south, and these were probably well known among Jerusalem’s residents.154 Indeed, one



could argue that this was the First Crusade’s modus operandi, and such a judgment probably has
amplified modern condemnation with the affair, although one could counter that similar
massacres had not occurred at Nicaea or Antioch. Nor do we seek to diminish the event’s horrific
nature. That it was soon recognized as a spiritual reckoning, a second “cleansing of the Temple”
(in imitation of Christ having done so by overturning the money-changers’ tables) raises modern
hackles about the confluence of religion and warfare.155 The elimination of large besieged
populations in such a fashion was not uncommon in the Middle Ages, although it was more
common and at a much larger scale in the ancient world and (arguably) the early modern as
well.156 Yet for the victims there was little solace in that they were brutally killed in the context
of a long-running custom of siege warfare. One Jewish apocalyptic text compared the event to
Pharaoh forcibly drowning Israelite babies in the Nile.157

Still, the specter of moral equivalence beckons. The massacre of the First Crusade receives far,
far more attention than does Atsiz’s in 1077, despite their similar figures. It is not even close;
indeed, one suspects that a large contingent of medieval scholars have not even heard of Atsiz,
perhaps due to the relative lack of interest in Seljuk studies and dominant preferences for the
western sources for the Crusades. Alternatively, as has been argued, the intense scholarly focus
on the strict “crusading period” of 1095–1291 has obscured what came before it.158 The result
has been a generalized sense that the significance of Christian versus Muslim interreligious strife
trumps that of Muslim versus Muslim intrareligious strife. However if we are honest, Atsiz’s
deed should inspire equal revulsion: the Muslim lives lost in 1099 were no more or less precious
than those lost in 1077.

Yet we also might remember that, in a refrain familiar to modern military professionals, the
enemy always gets a vote: one’s plans are always conditioned by those of one’s opponent. Al-
Afdal’s strategy had clearly failed. Positioning the Turks as his principal foe, he capitalized on
Kerbogha’s defeat by capturing Jerusalem in 1098 which, as a result, put him in the crusade’s
line of sight. In the midst of cordial diplomatic discussions between Latin and Fatimid
emissaries, this could only be seen as a treacherous move. Those same Latin envoys provided the
crusade leaders with crucial intelligence about the city walls and the condition of its residents.
Thereafter, his diplomatic outreach grew more desperate, and he gambled—wrongly—that the
crusade leaders would be satisfied with their Levantine gains and a promise of free pilgrimage to
the Holy City. His human and material arrangements for Jerusalem’s perimeter defense were
insufficient to repel the western army, and his relief army at Ascalon was too big to mobilize in
time to relieve the beleaguered garrison. Al-Afdal must therefore bear some of the responsibility
for the massacre of July 1099. It is no accident that, later in the twelfth century, the Egyptian
chancery clerk Ibn Zafir blamed him for losing the city and argued that the Artuqid brothers
would have done a much better job against the crusaders than had the Fatimids.159

On the other hand, al-Afdal’s willingness to engage early and often with the crusader envoys,
as well as extend offers to their leaders, speaks volumes about the nature of the interfaith
environment of the Levant. We should not write this off as simply a pragmatic attempt at military
alliance, although that was obviously an important consideration.160 Open religious tolerance
was part and parcel of the Fatimid way of doing business. And the offer of free pilgrimage, while
seemingly trivial from the crusaders’ perspective, speaks volumes. The right to enter Jerusalem
as pilgrims had been cherished in the past, and the restoration of these rights after al-Hakim’s
reign had been a key step in reestablishing a vibrant pluralistic community there. The Fatimids



had directly intervened in 1064–1065 to protect the German pilgrims from raiders; it can be no
surprise, then, that the vizier supposed that a full pilgrimage allowance would satisfy the Latins
in the 1090s. Moreover, he could not have known the multiplicity of motivations that drove the
crusaders towards their goal. Indeed, as we have seen, even scholars today have trouble sorting
the major from minor impulses. For example, no deal would have satisfied the truly
apocalyptically minded unless it included possession of Jerusalem itself.

Thus did al-Afdal’s offer tie the present with the pluralistic past, and this points to the
extremely exceptional nature of the crusaders’ “original sin.” Simply put, there had been no true
sack of Jerusalem since 614, when the Persian army entered, looted the entire city, and executed
or enslaved its inhabitants. That is a gap of 485 years, or about twice the lifespan of the United
States of America. Some may point to Atsiz’s massacre of 1077. While equivalent in mortality,
however, there was no subsequent looting of the residences afterwards, and it was intrareligious
violence aimed at suppressing a rebellion.161 It was also a targeted, vengeful response to a very
specific slight: the imprisonment of Atsiz’s family.

In fact, all of the preceding medieval massacres in Jerusalem had been the result of internal
strife. Let us consider them in turn. An attack in 614 had initially been negotiated away:
Patriarch Zachariah had a treaty with the Persian army under Shahrbaraz that was nullified when
youths in the city murdered the Persian garrison. Only then did the Persians attack, breach the
walls, and sack the city. This is rather analogous with 1077: broken terms resulted in mass death.
Local Christians were killed during the tumult of 966 and Patriarch John was burned alive, but
the core issue was unduly harsh financial levies from Jerusalem’s governor, redress against
which John petitioned from the Abyssinians. Al-Hakim’s widespread murders and persecutions
were internal as well: it was a Fatimid city, and as the caliph he personally intervened in
religious affairs there. In 1098, al-Afdal breached the wall in a 40-day siege, but when the
garrison surrendered he spared everyone’s lives and put much of the Sunni Turkish garrison
under his pay.

Going further, when internal strife was absent, even military conquest did not lead to
massacres. There were none reported when the Rashidun caliph ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab took the
city in 638, or when the Fatimid Caliph al-Muizz li-Din Allah captured it in the 970s, or when
Atsiz first claimed the city in 1073. All of these were blockades with scant fighting that resulted
in surrender terms but, unlike the aforementioned, those terms were not broken by recalcitrant
residents. In other words, foreign armies did not—and had not since 630—set out with the
purpose of conquering Jerusalem and eliminating members of different religions or ethnicities
there.

The sieges before 638, in the age before Islam, reveal a rather different theme. The Roman
conquest in 70 A.D. caused the destruction of the Second Temple and was followed by pursuit of
Jewish zealots then, and later the establishment of the colony of Aelia Capitolina on the Temple
Mount in 129. A temple to Jupiter was built on the site and Jews were forbidden from entering
the city except on Tisha B’av. This contributed to the outbreak of the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–
136) in which hundreds of thousands of Jews perished.162 When Constantine and Helena entered
the city in the fourth century, the Jewish ban was maintained. In 630, Emperor Heraclius arrived
to reclaim Jerusalem from the Persians and embarked on a pogrom against the Jews who had
moved in when the old ban lapsed. It expanded widely and led to forced baptisms across the
region and beyond. Conquest and forced conversion: this was the heritage of Jerusalem in the



period between the lives of Christ and Muhammad.

We have, then, two different epochs. The pre-Islam one is a tale of religious strife and
intolerance that fits neatly into modern sensibilities. This is the Jerusalem we think we know.
The post-Islam epoch is a rather different tale, however, one in which the three Abrahamic faiths
consistently found ways to live, work, and pray side by side. This epoch is really a story of
diverse populations in a community, speckled with controversies and periodic upheavals that
were nonetheless always followed by mutual reconciliation and “rough tolerance.” Its tragedies
simply were not ushered in by foreign armies bent on destruction. Some have argued that the
western army was designed to destroy Islam or, at the worst, designed for genocidal purposes.
Such judgments, even when they do not descend into polemic, entirely miss the point.163 The
fact is that the crusader army was an exceptional anachronism: the only foreign army in five
centuries to finish off a conquest of Jerusalem with a massacre driven by antireligious fury. It
was shocking precisely because it was so radically against the city’s heritage.

For too long, the shadow of its bloody massacre has skewed understanding of the longer
duration of Jerusalem’s history. By focusing overmuch on the events of 1099, which were the
exception to the rule, we have crafted memories of the past in an illogical, emotionally driven,
and context-free manner. We can do better by directing our ire from a different perspective: it
was awful not only because it was an immoral act but because it undid centuries of interfaith
accord that had begun with the rise of Islam. Such details matter when dealing with the
horrendous event of 1099. Wielding “Massacre!” as a bludgeon has been a popular means of
condemning past actors, religions, and cultures and their present beneficiaries or advancing
preferred political and social objectives.

There is a better argument, which is ecumenical, not moral. It drops the accusatory style in
favor of the sensibility of lamentation. The 1099 massacre was a sad and regrettable thing, not
simply for the people involved but also for the pluralism it impeded, to everyone’s detriment.
The emphasis on the killing obscures the greater lesson of what was lost: a five-century stretch of
accord between competing faith traditions in the most sensitive of places. Those looking for
historical ammunition for their partisan positions have preferred—and surely will continue—to
repeat the body count. That this view has resonated so strongly, however, only means that we
have chosen to privilege it over other interpretative possibilities. An alternate focus on what the
Near East lost that year, and how it might possibly be regained, holds greater potential for
resolving differences but has not really been tried. It is always easier to use history to denounce
the other, but the effect is to remain stuck in neutral, looking through the regrettable “clash of
civilizations” lens. We will only see, as Bernard Lewis famously put it, a “struggle between rival
systems” that “has consisted of a long series of attacks and counterattacks, jihads and crusades,
conquests and reconquests.”164 That is one way to look at the history of the First Crusade, but it
is surely a frail and impoverished one.
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IV

SALADIN THE MERCIFUL
THE 1100S AND 1187

he First Crusade, and its aftermath, was the nadir for interfaith relations in Jerusalem
during the Middle Ages. It was a complete break from the past, from nearly five centuries

in which the dominant theme was accord and resolution within its walls. The damage done went
well beyond the massacre. In the aftermath of the siege the city became the center of a newly
established state, the Kingdom of Jerusalem, and its new Christian rulers henceforth banned all
Jews and Muslims from residing within its walls. It was a total reversal of the pluralistic past and
nearly theocratic in nature. It was a return to the days of Emperor Heraclius, who had banned
Jews from the city in 630.1 For Muslims, this was the first time they had suffered such a
privation there, to which was added the insult of Frankish occupation of the Dome of the Rock
and al-Aqsa Mosque on the Temple Mount. Muslim poets lamented the aftermath of this disaster
in evocative and profound tones.2

Oddly enough, the conquerors did not enact similar policies around the conquered Levantine
regions, neither elsewhere in the kingdom nor in the Crusader States: the counties of Tripoli and
Edessa and the principality of Antioch.3 In those places, there is evidence of better relations
between the different faith communities, where the settling crusaders quickly realized that their
neighbors, tax payers, and customers could be tolerated under legal and social parameters to
everyone’s mutual benefit.4 The particular significance of Jerusalem, then, was what set it apart:
its holiness demanded that those rejecting Christ be kept away. Over time, however, the official
policy began to wilt, and as the twelfth century progressed more of the excluded populations
could be spied within the walls, first as pilgrims or traders, then as settlers granted exceptions,
and finally as full-blown residents. Given the multiplicity of holy sites there, it was rather
impractical to keep the doors locked forever, especially in regard to Muslims, whose relative
access (or lack thereof) was a contributing factor in relations with often antagonistic rulers.
Frankish armies in the region, whatever their size, were typically outnumbered, and they
regularly sought and maintained amicable communications and diplomatic relations with various
Muslim states.

Against this backdrop, a steady desire arose in Muslim communities for the recovery of
Jerusalem and the expulsion of its Christian rulers. But who could reasonably attain such feats?
The Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad could still raise armies, but they had difficulty projecting power
into Palestine and expelling the unwanted guests. The Turks, perpetually fractured in a political



sense and still reeling from the blows of the First Crusade, tried in earnest to reclaim lost
territories but only succeeded in some cases, most notably at Edessa. The Fatimids, themselves
recovering from the loss of Jerusalem and the defeat at Ascalon, entered a slow spiral into
military ineffectuality. It was a perfect storm of opportunity, and eventually exploiting it was the
famous Ayyubid sultan of Egypt, Saladin: successively overthrowing the Fatimids, overawing
the Turks, and out-maneuvering the Franks, he would capture Jerusalem in 1187 and restore in
its sensibilities much of the pluralism that had been interrupted in 1099.5

I
Consolidating Gains

Those crusaders who remained in the Levant moved swiftly to establish their political control of
Jerusalem and also took measures to secure the city. They named Godfrey de Bouillon Defender
of the Holy Sepulchre, and he thereafter established his court in the al-Aqsa mosque, which
occupied the most prominent spot in the city and was certainly the most impressive and lavish
building.6 As Adrian Boas has noted, being few in number and materially wanting, it is no
surprise that the crusaders chose to occupy existing structures instead of replacing them with
expensive new buildings. In time, the Frankish settlers made infrastructural improvements to
sewage and drainage systems and cleared areas to improve access to the city gates.7 There was a
practical element at work here. Given their precarious position in between so many Muslim
polities, to attack the holy sites may have either invited an immediate military response or served
to unite the disparate groups together in a general offensive.8 The situation actually
foreshadowed later similar conundrums: Emperor Frederick II faced a similar dilemma when
retaking the Temple Mount in 1229, as would the Israelis, centuries later, in 1967.

Accordingly, the Franks made substantial alterations to the three principal holy buildings in
the city now in their possession. Starting in 1114, they refurbished the Dome of the Rock, which
they referred to as the Templum Domini, by installing an altar, candelabra, and mosaics on the
interior walls and covering Muhammad’s rock with stone slabs. Work in al-Aqsa, which they
called the Templum Salomonis, was more extensive and took longer to complete. It resulted in a
number of entirely new rooms and adjacent buildings appearing in the twelfth century, including
granaries, baths, a church, and improvements to the interior layout. These changes facilitated the
mosque’s new role as first royal palace, and then headquarters of the Poor Knights of the Temple
of Solomon, more commonly known as the Knights Templar.9

Unsurprisingly, the Franks devoted significant time to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
which was still in some disrepair since the interruptions of the eleventh century. There was a
delay in this construction but by the time it concluded the Franks had tacked on a monastery,
complete with cloister; performed work on the aedicule, a small chapel under the rotunda, which
covered the Resurrection site; and built four new altars plus a new choir and ambulatory. Finally,
a new, two-story chapel arose on the southern side to fully incorporate the rock of Golgotha—
and the purported spot of the Crucifixion on top of it—inside the church itself.10 A new mosaic
was also installed: depicting both Helena and Heraclius, it visually linked the crusaders’
recapture of the city with its Roman heritage.11 Prelates rededicated the restored church on 15
July 1149, the 50-year anniversary of its capture, and revised the liturgy for the occasion:
worshippers chanted “Adore the Lord in His holy house” and marched in a festive procession to



the Temple Mount and back.12 The sepulchre site attracted thousands of pilgrims from abroad
during the remainder of the twelfth century, and the city eventually began to bustle with the
sights and sounds of a thriving Christian community.13

Beneath the veneer of a successful war, the acquisition of towns and territory, and the
restoration of holy sites lay serious military problems. Many enemies surrounded the isolated
Frankish lands; though roundly defeated, they might have taken solace in the fact that the region
had been through this before, when Byzantine armies had moved south under Emperors
Nicephoros Phocas and John I Tzimiskes in the tenth century.14 The Fatimids remained
ensconced in Ascalon, which essentially served as a forward operating base for Egyptian soldiers
that could be resupplied by land and sea. In terms of sheer army size and combat power, Egypt
was the most dangerous threat in the years following 1099. The Turks, still fragmented but
beginning to coalesce in the face of the Latin threat, were represented by some familiar faces: the
brothers Duqaq and Ridwan (in Damascus and Aleppo, respectively), the Selujk sultan Kilij
Arslan and the Artuqid Suqman and his relatives in Diyar Bakr.15 They were down, but not out.
Byzantium presented a rivalry in the north, and while it was not antagonistic per se it was often
adversarial. None of these elements were united. The Turks sometimes joined forces against the
westerners, sometimes not. Egypt, which one might expect to vigorously attempt to regain all its
lost terrain, may have actually preferred having a Christian buffer zone between it and its Sunni
rivals.16

Jerusalem also had insecure lines of supply and communication back to the west. Jaffa was the
sole friendly port of entry and an insufficient one at that in terms of volume and also proximity to
the more northerly territories. Moreover, Fatimid fleets could potentially disembark soldiers at
each Muslim-held port, so the Frankish western flanks were extremely vulnerable to
counterattack.17 Protection was another problem. More soldiers were needed to consolidate the
gains made by the First Crusade. Most of the crusading army had returned to western Europe,
with only about 3,000 remaining in the Levant. These were scarcely enough to safeguard
Jerusalem itself, much less the surrounding area, or to support the conquest of the other coastal
ports, which was a prime goal of the early kingdom.18 The Franks desperately needed new means
of attracting and compensating soldiers for regional defense at the turn of the twelfth century.19

In response, Pope Pascal II called for another expedition in order to reinforce the contingents
in the Latin East. This effort itself followed on the heels of earlier recruiting efforts by his
predecessor Urban in Lombardy while the First Crusade was still stuck at Antioch. New forces
from France crossed into Asia Minor in the spring and early summer of 1101, but rather than
directly reinforcing Jerusalem they split in separate directions. Two contingents moved east in an
attempt to rescue Bohemond—the Danishmends (Turkish rivals of the Seljuks) had wrecked his
army and captured him, after which they had sent messengers to Antioch demanding its
surrender.20 These relief forces, however, were destroyed at Merzifon and Eregli.21 Two other
groups moved south towards Jaffa. Those who took the coastal road were beaten at Eregli and
only a group traveling by ship to Jaffa safely completed the journey.22

Governance questions also abounded. Landed possessions were key to the administration of
the new polities and financing of local defense.23 Ecclesiastical properties within those domains
were likewise important, not only for the propagation of the faith in the Holy Land but for the
maintenance of existing churches and monasteries and those new ones that would presumably
follow. Dissensions between principals arose almost immediately. In the autumn of 1099, the



papal legate Daibert of Pisa essentially blackmailed Godfrey into appointing him Patriarch of
Jerusalem, in exchange for the services of the Pisan fleet.24 Those ships were vital for the
protection of the Jaffa port and the maintenance of the Franks’ communication and supply lines.
But they came at a cost: once Daibert assumed the patriarchate, he became a disruptive force as
he pushed a reform agenda. Godfrey only ruled until July of the next year, upon which his
brother Count Baldwin left Edessa and journeyed to Jerusalem to become its first Christian king
(Baldwin I, 1100–1118). Baldwin first had Daibert expelled from the city and then, when he
returned, deposed.25

Poor and undermanned though it was, Jerusalem was not always on the defensive in its early
decades. Between Godfrey’s initial reign and the Second Crusade (1147–1149), the kingdom
assembled at least 23 armies that are attested in the sources, which alternatively campaigned,
engaged in skirmishes and battles, participated in sieges, relieved beleaguered garrisons, and
even helped to build the castle at Montreal.26 These forces were built from local levies and,
periodically, newcomers from the West.27 Baldwin I moved west in what one historian has
dubbed “the coastal strategy”: limiting the operational reach of the Fatimid navy by seizing every
possible port on the Levantine coast.28 One by one its harbors fell into friendly hands. He
captured three early in his reign (Arsuf and Caesarea in 1101, Acre in 1104), and he acquired
Beirut and Sidon in 1110 as well.29



1.  Easily the most prominent feature of modern Jerusalem, the Dome of the Rock is a shrine that covers the site where
Muhammad purportedly ascended to heaven. The Dome of the Chain, a clear model of the larger shrine, is thought by Muslims to
be the place of the Final Judgment of mankind.



2.  Aerial view of the Temple Mount. The ancient walls of this plateau of Mount Moriah comprise some of the holiest sites on
earth. One can spot the small Dome of the Chain, just to the east of the Dome of the Rock, al-Aqsa mosque, and the large expanse
of the former Temple grounds. To the southeast of al-Aqsa, just outside the walls, lie the remains of an old Umayyad palace.



3.  The aedicule, in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Located within the rotunda of the church in Jerusalem, this “little shrine”
purportedly contains the tomb—and Resurrection site—of Jesus Christ. The location was revealed to Empress Helena in the early
fourth century and in it she supposedly found the wood of the three crucifixes of Mount Calvary. The tomb, and the pieces of “the
true cross,” formed important bases for Christian claims to the city during the Middle Ages and beyond.



4.  The name Mosque of Omar is misleading: named in honor of ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab’s reported prayer near the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, the current building dates not to the seventh century but the twelfth. ˈUmar is renowned as a tolerant leader who
permitted Christian and Jewish residency in Jerusalem even after he had conquered it in 638.



5.  The Madaba Map, at Saint George in Jordan. This sixth-century floor mosaic was discovered in the late nineteenth century
and is an important cartographic representation of the Middle East during early Byzantine times. Jerusalem, represented in oval
form, is prominent, and one can spy the white line of the Cardo, the main street running north to south through the city, parts of
which are still visible in the modern Jewish Quarter.



6.  The Church of the Holy Sepulchre was alternately built, destroyed, and rebuilt throughout the Middle Ages, which explains its
variety of architectural features. The aedicule (“little shrine”), containing the purported tomb of Jesus Christ, lies under the larger
dome, and the main entrance is through the visible twin arches.



7.  Caliph al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah. Popularly dubbed “the Mad Caliph,” this Shia Imam-caliph of Fatimid Egypt was notorious
for his treatment of subjects in the Levant. Persecuting Sunni and Shia Muslims, Eastern Christians, and Jews alike, he is
responsible for the destruction of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 1009.



8.  Despite its name, the Tower of David in Jerusalem dates to medieval, not Old Testament, times. The fortress served as an
anchor for the western defenses of the city and resisted numerous attacks until its destruction in the thirteenth century. It was
thereafter rebuilt, and today it houses the Tower of David Museum.



9.  The Fortress at Shayzar, land of Usama ibn Munqidh. Shayzar, in modern-day northern Syria, was the home of the Banu
Munqidh family. Its most famous member was Usama, the ambassador who visited Jerusalem in the mid-twelfth century and
maintained professional relationships with the Jerusalem aristocracy and the Knights Templar.



10.  Zion Gate, Jerusalem. The capture of Jerusalem by the army of the First Crusade in 1099 is sometimes referred to as
crusading’s “original sin.” Once the Franks overtopped the walls in the north and broke through Zion Gate on the south wall of
the city, they proceeded to eliminate all resistance in the city, including non-combatants. This massacre has overshadowed a
broader story of interfaith accord before and after the siege.



11.  The Western Wall. The wall, or Kotel, is the largest synagogue in the world. Of Herodian construction, it anchors the
southwestern side of the Temple Mount and has served as a formal site of Jewish devotion since at least the twelfth century.
Visible above the wall is the golden Dome of the Rock (left) and the al-Aqsa mosque (right), indicating the proximity of Jewish
and Islamic holy sites in Jerusalem.

12.  The Horns of Hattin. Occurring on this site (pictured in 1934) on 4 July 1187, the Battle of Hattin was a watershed moment
in Sultan Saladin’s career. His near-total destruction of the army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem left the Holy City vulnerable to
attack, and three months after the battle he entered it in triumph.



13.  Effigy of Richard the Lionheart at Fontevrault Abbey, France. Richard I was one of the principal leaders of the Third
Crusade. He and his allies found success against Saladin at nearly every turn, prying away the port of Acre from him and winning
at the Battles of Arsuf and Jaffa. The Treaty of Jaffa, concluded between the two rulers in 1192, permitted the reopening of the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre.



14.  Emperor Frederick II meets Sultan al-Kamil. In an extraordinary event in 1229, the excommunicated Frederick (left) and al-
Kamil agreed to a new Treaty of Jaffa. It confirmed Frankish possession of Jerusalem but also guaranteed the Muslim right to
prayer on the Temple Mount. The legacy of this arrangement, in some measure, remains today in current interfaith agreements in
the city.



15.  Battle of La Forbie, as drawn in the chronicle of Matthew Paris. In 1244, Franks formed a coalition with Muslim soldiers
from Damascus, Homs, and Kerak to fight against the Muslims of Egypt and their Kwarazmian allies. The event belies claims of
an eternal Christian-Muslim antagonisms in the crusading period—when the need arose, leaders of both persuasions found ways
to work together.



16.  Section of Jerusalem’s Ottoman Era walls. A view along the northern side of Jerusalem’s walls, as they appeared in the
1940s. The walls of the city were built and rebuilt many times during the Middle Ages, and most of today’s structure was built
during the reign of Suleiman the Magnificent. Earlier portions, however, remain visible in some places, and archeologists have
excavated others.



17.  Jerusalem. There were several maps of the Holy City created in the Middle Ages, and they typically appeared in manuscripts
containing historical works; this one appears in a twelfth-century manuscript of Robert the Monk’s Historia Hierosolymitana.
These were idealized and typically symmetrical in appearance and thus were likely not meant as practical guides for pilgrims.

Jerusalem was also attacked several times in the following decades. Twice, the city was spared
a direct assault. A Fatimid army from Ascalon moved on the city while the Franks were occupied
with the siege of Tyre in 1124. The Jerusalem residents rallied: led by just a few soldiers, they
grabbed weapons and marched out against them. A standoff ensued and the Fatimids eventually
departed, although the Franks managed to kill a few of them in pursuit.30 Much later, in a
somewhat surprising move, a descendant of the old Artuqid family returned to attack the city in
November 1152. Timür-Tash of Mardin, the son of Ilghazi (and nephew of Suqman), marched
first to Damascus and then south towards Jerusalem in a long column. His advance scouts made
it to the Mount of Olives, but the kingdom’s army, which was stationed in Nablus to the north,
took the main body by surprise. Some Franks ambushed the column as it moved through the
narrow, mountainous roads towards the River Jordan while others blocked the fords there and
killed those who had crossed or watched as others drowned in its waters. Cut off from its
advance units and unhorsed in the hills, the Artuqid force lost perhaps five thousand men in the
defeat.31



The only one of these attacks that actually reached the city was earlier in 1152. In that year,
King Baldwin III became embroiled in a territorial dispute with his mother, Melisende (the wife
of King Fulk V) that erupted into a civil war. In the course of events, she retreated from Nablus
to Jerusalem and barricaded herself in the Tower of David. Baldwin encamped outside and
proceeded to besiege it, and an artillery exchange went on for days until Melisende relented.32

She surrendered the city, with little blood having been shed on either side.

The Return of Safe Conduct

Returning to the early Levantine sieges, some interesting comparisons and contrasts can be made
with the taking of Jerusalem in 1099. Acre withstood an initial attack in 1103 but finally fell the
next year in a joint land and sea effort, with Genoese and Pisan fleets contributing to the latter.33

In the process, however, those Italians also partially sacked the city: Albert of Aachen claims
they killed over four thousand people while stealing gold, textiles, and livestock from within its
walls.34 There are two points of interest here. First, if Albert’s numbers are accurate, they
represent more people than were killed in the sack of Jerusalem in July 1099. Historians who
harp on the unique bloodiness of that event would do well to think about this. Arguably, the sack
of Acre could be read as worse. Most of Jerusalem’s victims fell the day of the breach and in the
heat of battle, with only 300 perishing after safe conduct was violated on al-Aqsa’s roof: whereas
at Acre the city was surrendered but, in a violent mood swing, the attackers applied the sword to
a whole docile population anyway.35

Second, and more important to the general subject of sacks, Baldwin I was apparently
outraged at the Italians’ behavior, for it violated the safe conduct oath he had sworn to Acre’s
leaders.36 That oath assured residents they could leave the city in peace, taking their possessions
with them. Outside of the charged climate of the First Crusade, then, one sees a Christian leader
striving to limit violence during the acquisition of a city. This would not be the last time Frankish
soldiers disobeyed orders in this way, which raises other questions about military discipline and
effective command and control.37 Yet Baldwin’s attitude was representative of a broader
Frankish willingness to negotiate with Muslim polities when it suited them. He captured Sidon in
1110 and granted terms to everyone in the city; while some Muslims departed, many remained
living there in safety. That same year Baldwin’s men sacked Beirut, but in that case Ibn al-
Qalansi notes that its governor had not parleyed but attempted to flee the city.38 When Tripoli
fell on 12 July 1109, after a seven-year-long effort by Raymond of Toulouse, the townsfolk were
tortured and enslaved and the city was looted; the count, however, did grant safe conduct to its
governor and garrison, who escaped to Damascus. In the same year, Tancred took Banyas after
guaranteeing the lives of everyone there.39 In this he treated the Turks the same as he had the
Byzantines, whose safety he also guaranteed in 1103 when he seized Latakia from them.40

There is a distinct theme that emerges: that early Latin warfare in the East generally followed
the same rubric as in the West. As Jim Bradbury suggests—following a long line of consensus
on the matter—“when surrender terms were agreed, the defeated could expect that they would be
carried out.”41 This was true even in the case of the Jews; the major Jewish populations in Tyre
(1124) and Ascalon (1153) were spared because those cities were surrendered, not taken by
force.42 When terms were refused, however, inhabitants could expect to suffer harsh penalties.
This was Muslim custom as much as Christian. In an account of the Continuation of William of



Tyre, after attacking Jerusalem in 1187 Saladin’s men managed to scale the northern wall and
plant several banners there, at which point the city’s commander, Balian, the lord of Ibelin (on
the Levantine coast, between Jaffa and Ascalon) finally offered terms. Saladin’s response is
telling: “Why do you seek to surrender the city and make peace? You can see my banners and
my people on the walls. It is too late. As you see, the city is mine.”43 Although Saladin famously
relented and allowed Balian to ransom the lives of some of Jerusalem’s inhabitants, this was a
departure from the norm.

This reality reinforces the sack of Jerusalem as an exceptional event. On that occasion, the
crusaders had approached the city and attacked almost immediately, without offering terms to the
garrison. They then spent another month gathering supplies and constructing siege engines while
still not talking to the city governor, Iftikhar ad-Daulah. So far as we know, neither did the
Fatimid garrison send envoys to the siege camp, only spies.44 It was highly uncommon for a
medieval army to attack a city without first demanding its surrender; likewise, it was unusual for
a defending garrison not to seek terms. Rushing into the fight meant neither side could lay out
expectations or set conditions. Following the First Crusade, however, Frankish armies
communicated with the garrison commanders at most cities and fortresses they attacked in the
Levant. In other words, once removed from the emotional and once-in-a-lifetime proposition of
rescuing the tomb of Christ, western leaders were broadly in favor of sparing residents who
would provide revenue from taxes, or, in the case of captured garrison troops, ransom, even if
those of a different faith.45 Privileging those moments of atrocity outside the context of each
particular event therefore offers a distorted picture of how sieges were conducted in the period, a
time in which diplomacy was very common and more crucial to conflict cessation than the
annihilation of populations.46 This was a sort of rough tolerance but of an unexceptional sort
because it was part and parcel with standard ways of doing business.

A New Jerusalem Community

Diverse populations could be tolerated in the coastal cities, so long as Christian governance there
was maintained, but this was not the case in Jerusalem. Following the conquest in 1099, the city
was depopulated and its demographics were one-dimensional. Crime ran high and there were not
enough remaining westerners to properly staff the city and maintain law and order while
simultaneously defending its walls. A proper city market that could attract regional merchants
would not be arranged until decades later, but even if one had existed enthusiasm would have
been tamped down due to the recent bloodletting and expulsion of non-Christians.47 Franks
occupied the Christian Quarter around the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and those eastern
Christians who had remained relocated south of the Tower of David (today’s Armenian Quarter).
Of the many who left of their own accord, they flocked to the coastal towns, where life bustled in
the old manner.48 Later, by 1116, Baldwin I partially solved his population problem by reaching
out to surrounding areas. Specifically, he invited eastern Christians (principally Melkites and
Jacobites) from lands east of the River Jordan to relocate to Jerusalem. They came in droves,
settling in the former Juiverie that had been depopulated in 1099 and building a number of
churches there.49

Gauging the size of the Jewish and Muslim populations in the city is trickier. Both were
formally banned by edict, on the basis that their presence polluted the holy sites and could not be
tolerated. Following this, the law deemed both groups a second class of residents.50 We do not



know when this edict was promulgated, although it was probably very soon after 1099. Later, the
canons of the Council of Nablus, which was called by the Jerusalem patriarch, Warmund, and
Baldwin II in 1120, specified laws pertaining to interfaith relations. If, as it has been argued,
these canons were not just rhetorical but laws actually put into practice during the twelfth
century, they represent a further indication of separation: neither Jews nor Muslims could adopt
Christian style attire, Christian–Muslim couples would be mutilated, and any man raping a
woman (Muslim or Christian) would be castrated.51 The rules reveal the Frankish disdain
towards any carnal relations with Muslims, but on the other hand there was no systematic
attempt to convert local Muslims to Christianity in the early decades of Latin rule, despite the
appearance of occasional individual cases in the sources.52

These overt references in the literature obscure, however, undercurrents of a more diverse
society. It seems clear that within 20 years the initial edict banning residency seems to have lost
much of its force. And in general, earlier notions that the crusaders established a sort of apartheid
state, in which the westerners lived apart from easterners in a protocolonial model, have now
been seriously challenged.53 Frankish society, even in post-1099 Jerusalem, was more pluralistic
than once thought.

The case for the early return of Muslims to Jerusalem is a circumstantial one. There are no
formal counts of Muslim residents in Jerusalem early on, but they were clearly out and about in
its streets. In the second decade of Christian rule, Muslim mourners appear in 1118, watching the
funeral procession of Baldwin I. Then, in 1120, his successor Baldwin II issued an edict
permitting the entrance of Muslim merchants into the city tariff free.54 We may suppose that
such tax relief promoted a more vigorous trade between Franks and Muslims living in
surrounding communities.55 Thus, just two decades after the brutal conquest and legal
prohibition on Jews and Muslims, the latter began to physically reappear. The kingdom
eventually established trading regulations with neighboring Muslim polities. These specified
customs rates both from exported products to “pagan” territories and import into the kingdom,
such as salt fish from Baghdad and flax from Damascus. One duty rate distinguished between
licorice imports from “Syrians” (meaning eastern Christians) and “Saracens.”56 Turcopoles, the
descendants of Turks who served as archers in Frankish armies, had usually been Christianized
but some seem to have remained Muslim.57 This was all part and parcel of the westerners
learning to live with—and profit from—their Muslim neighbors on a daily basis.58 Such norms
were generally abhorred back in western Europe, where Muslims were still seen as unreasonable
infidels and worthy of condemnation in a stark contrast to evolving attitudes in the Latin East.59

More evidence of this legal lapse is then found in the 1130s with the fascinating example of
Usama ibn Munqidh, the notable diplomat whose memoirs provide insight into Frankish–Muslim
relations in the years before the Second Crusade. Usama’s father and uncle were the successive
emirs of Shayzar. When a Byzantine army under Emperor John II Comnenos besieged it in 1138,
Usama journeyed to Jerusalem to secure an alliance with the Frankish kingdom in response.
Such compacts were more common between Christian and Muslim governments in the period
than a bystander observing crusade and jihad might imagine.60 Usama returned to the Holy City
several times between 1138 and 1144.61 At other times, however, he opposed their rule, and his
memoirs describe numerous occasions on which he personally fought against the Franks, thus
illustrating the fluidity of the political landscape and the strange bedfellows it often produced.
Medieval historians have wisely taken Usama’s many anecdotes with a grain of salt, for some



seem like wild exaggerations or invented stories used to draw distinctions between what he saw
as civilized Muslims and barbarous Franks, but recently some of his descriptions have been
verified with outside sources. He is thus worth a closer look for the information he relays about
life in Jerusalem in the mid-twelfth century.62

From Usama’s memoirs, it is clear that some Islamic worship was tolerated in Jerusalem by
the late 1130s. In one of his many stories, Usama, who was probably a Sunni, tells of his visit to
the al-Aqsa mosque, in which he spoke to some Templar friends.63 They allowed him to utilize a
small adjacent church (which Usama says had once been a mosque itself) for his prayers, and not
just once.64 On one particular occasion, a Frank disrupted his prayers by repeatedly forcing him
to face towards the east, instead of south towards Mecca—the Templars seized the antagonist,
threw him out of the building, and then apologized profusely to Usama for the disturbance.65

This is an extraordinary tale on many levels. Usama’s diplomatic status likely gained him easy
entrance into the Templum Salomonis, which by that point was no longer the royal residence but
rather the Templar headquarters.66 Foreign dignitaries received uncommon treatment, and
Usama’s connections were of the highest order. He knew both Nur al-Din and Saladin and spoke
to them on multiple occasions, as well as Fulk V, who was king of Jerusalem from 1131 to 1143.
On one occasion he traveled to Jerusalem alongside the emir of Damascus, a natural ally of the
kingdom. Damascus had opposed the militant efforts of the emir Imad ad-Din Zengi, who
captured Edessa in December 1144 and precipitated the Second Crusade.67 William, the
Archbishop of Tyre and voluminous history writer, explains the situation from the Damascene
perspective:

The governor [of Damascus] at once dispatched envoys to the king of Jerusalem. Most
earnestly he begged in conciliatory words that he and the Christian people would lend
their aid and counsel against a cruel enemy, equally dangerous to both kingdoms. Lest he
might seem to be boldly soliciting free aid from the king and his nobles, with little hope
of return, he promised to pay twenty thousand pieces of gold per month for the necessary
expenses of the enterprise.68

This was hardly the first alliance between Frankish and Muslim forces in the Levant. In 1108,
not even a decade after the conclusion of the First Crusade, Edessa and Mosul fought together
against Antioch and Aleppo at the Battle of Tell Bashir; as with Zengi, this also occurred within
the context of inter-Turkish fighting.69 In such situations, the Franks ignored potential alliances
with Muslim states at their peril. Diplomatic ties likewise explain Usama’s casual banter with
Fulk, as recounted elsewhere in the memoirs: he wrote, “I used to visit frequently the king of the
Franks [Fulk] . . . on account of the fact that King Baldwin [II] . . . was under obligation to my
father.”70

But to return to al-Aqsa, status does not necessarily explain Usama’s proclamation of
friendship with Templar knights. This image runs counter to most popular understandings of that
military religious order, which routinely appears in books and media productions as the most
zealous, violent, and anti-Muslim holy warriors of them all. Some tempering is probably needed:
the friendship here was probably of a more formal nature (suhba in Arabic), or what Shlomo
Goitein has coined a commercial friendship.71 Usama may have regarded the Templars as trusted
brokers with whom he could be reasonably honest; in a corporate sense, there is evidence that the



military religious orders approached Christian–Muslim nonmilitary relations with reason and
pragmatism, not unbridled religious animosity.72 Indeed, he had many reasons to hate the Franks
in general: his favorite son and also his brother had died at their hands, and at one point they
robbed his family after they arrived in Acre. He may have actually regarded killing Franks as
somewhat akin to hunting, in that it was a pastime fit for a man of his status.73 These
experiences, combined with the Frankish possession of Jerusalem, probably made for a
transactional relationship, not something like the western modes of friendship (amicitia) as
understood in the crusading period, that is, bordering on brotherly love.74

Nor does status fully explain the provision of a prayer space—on the Temple Mount, of all
places—to a visiting dignitary. And, in fact, it seems that Usama was not the only Muslim to
pray there. The travel guide of John of Würzburg, a priest who visited Jerusalem between 1160
and 1170, offers a most curious tale of Muslim prayer in that space:

In the Temple, at the altar which stood in the open air, distant from the Temple more than
twenty-two paces, Zacharias, the son of Barachias, suffered martyrdom, and upon this
altar the Jews in the Old Testament used to offer turtle-doves and pigeons. It has since
then been changed by the Saracens into a sun-dial, and may be seen at this day, and is
noticeable, because, even at the present day, many Saracens come to it to pray, as it
points towards the south, the direction in which they pray.75

This short passage is counterintuitive. Modern readers can be forgiven for broadly supposing that
the Franks, following the bloodbath of 1099 and outlawing of Muslims from the city, would not
tolerate their prayers within its walls at all, much less on the Temple Mount. And yet here they
were doing just that. John’s report is corroborated by the Persian writer al-Hawari, who himself
prayed on the Temple Mount in 1173.76 Such apparent tolerance on the part of the Latin
Christians might not be so surprising. Centuries earlier, in 638, Patriarch Sophronius had been
similarly nonplussed about Muslim interest in the site. More importantly, however, this passage
demonstrates that freedom of worship in the 1160s was no longer restricted to men of rank or
position (if indeed it ever was).

The belligerent Frank who confronted Usama offers another angle into the complexity of
crusade-era Jerusalem. According to the Templars, he was a newcomer who did not understand
the cultural differences of the local peoples.77 Usama himself makes the point about how longer
association with Muslims bred familiarity and, perhaps, tolerance. The latter is unspoken but
seems implied. Even then, this newcomer did not object to, or try to prevent, the prayer itself,
only the direction in which Usama prayed. All told, this story demonstrates how, at least on an
elite level, there could be cordial relations between Franks and Muslims in Jerusalem and the
granting of religious exemptions, and in the most revered of locations, at that.

Ordinary Muslims, such as merchants and pilgrims, make less of an impression in the sources.
John of Würzburg seems to indicate their presence. Noting the general Muslim distaste for the
cross erected on top of the Dome of the Rock; he writes, in the present tense, “nevertheless they
respect this Temple, because they adore their creator therein.”78 Moreover, each Palm Sunday
the Golden Gate in the eastern wall of the Temple Mount was opened “to a procession and to the
whole people, whether they be citizens or strangers.”79 He lists the various nations of peoples
abundant in the city, and in addition to such groups as English, Armenians, Georgians, and
Caphetirici (who may have been Ethiopians) he mentions Egyptians, whom he distinguishes



from the Copts.80 Because this passage follows a remark on the maintenance of Christian
facilities, the assumption in the literature has been that these were also Christians but this is not
explicitly stated.81 Local interpreters are sometimes spotted as well, and while some were
converts to Christianity others may not have been.82 These are surely vague references.

A clearer example was in the massive, 3,344 square-yard Hospital of St. John in Jerusalem,
the facility run by the Knights Hospitaller. Its roots run back to a hostel operated under the
permission of the Fatimid Caliph al-Mustansir, a very interesting connection indeed.83 As we
may recall, he had given aid to Jewish claimants in Jerusalem and also assisted the German
pilgrims in 1065. An attested 1182 edict of the expanded hospital states that anyone could
receive care there, whatever their origin, status, or sex, and the edict specifically states that
“pagans” (Muslims) were included.84 Presumably, these had been in the city proper or its
immediate environs before admittance into the wards, a further indication of at least their
itinerant presence. Using these multiple accounts, then, we can determine that there were
Muslims in Jerusalem in the 1110s to the 1180s, with the vast majority being visitors and
merchants, not residents, who nonetheless had the right to utilize the hospital and pray on the
Temple Mount. This Hospitaller facility also welcomed Jews, who are likewise specified as
admissible in the 1182 document.

How many Jews utilized this service, or were even seen in Jerusalem at the time, is hard to
gauge. Unlike the larger and active Jewish population in places like Acre, Jewish presence in the
city between 1099 and 1187 seems to have been virtually nonexistent.85 When noted in histories
and travel accounts they are generally in single digits; for example, just one Jew is detected
living there in 1146.86 During his well-known travels through the region in 1167–1173,
Benjamin of Tudela was assiduous in counting Jews wherever he found them, perhaps to help
western Jews locate hospitable lodgings during their pilgrimages to sites in Mesopotamia.87 He
counted only four Jewish families in Jerusalem, engaged in the profession of dyeing cloth.
Located south of the Tower of David, these seem to have lived there under some special
agreement that allowed them to rent lodgings on an annual basis.88 While four families may have
constituted several dozens of people, they remained a tiny number in proportion to the larger
population and certainly far less than the 3,000 Jews Benjamin counted living in Damascus to the
east.89 A few years later, the rabbi Petahyah of Regensburg visited and found, once again, only a
single Jew in residence.90

While residency was light, some allowances for visitation seem to have persisted. Benjamin
himself had been able to enter the city freely and made no mention of interference from any local
authority. One can therefore assume that, by the 1160s, Jewish passage through the city was
permitted and occasional, temporary lodging was possible. Moreover, he notes a crucial detail:
that Jews also continued to worship in the city, and at no less than the Western Wall itself:

In front of it [Dome of the Rock] you see the western wall, one of the walls which formed
the holy of holies of the ancient temple, it is called gate of mercy and all Jews resort
thither to say their prayers near the wall of the court yard.91

Despite the confusing inclusion of the Gate of Mercy, which lies at the other side of the mount,
this reference has traditionally been seen as the first reference to prayer at the Western Wall.92

The most famous medieval Jew of them all, the philosopher Maimonides (d. 1204), probably



prayed at the same spot when he undertook a three-day pilgrimage to Jerusalem in October
1165.93 It is unclear whether or not such prayers were sanctioned or even tolerated by the Franks
or whether they were performed in such a manner so as to avoid suspicion. Nonetheless, these
travelogues of Usama, John, and Benjamin—a Muslim, Christian, and Jew—testify that by the
1160s both Muslims and Jews were saying their traditional prayers at their respective holiest
locations.94 This was more a reflection of, not a contrast to, the general religious freedom offered
to Muslims and Jews in the surrounding cities, towns, and villages in the kingdom of Jerusalem
at large.95

Learning to Live Together

Interestingly, many remarks on Jerusalem’s population center not on religion but rather ethnicity.
In a well-known passage, Fulcher of Chartres remarks on how, in the Levant, God transformed
the West into the East through the settlement of the Franks:

He who was a Roman or a Frank is now a Galilaean, or an inhabitant of Palestine. One
who was a citizen of Rheims or of Chartres now has been made a citizen of Tyre or of
Antioch. We have already forgotten the places of our birth; already they have become
unknown to many of us, or, at least, are unmentioned. Some already possess here homes
and servants which they have received through inheritance. Some have taken wives not
merely of their own people, but Syrians, or Armenians, or even Saracens who have
received the grace of baptism.96

This cultural transformation chimes with John of Würzburg’s rundown of the different ethnic
groups active in the city. Jerusalem was steadily morphing from a Latin-dominated, sparsely
populated city to a diverse landscape of peoples: a product of what one scholar has called the
“multicultural experience and awareness of the crusaders.”97

This was particularly true regarding eastern Christians and especially Armenians, who had
much greater influence than other groups. Indeed, both Baldwin I and II married Armenian
princesses, and Armenians congregated in the cathedral of St. James the Great inside the city.
Christianized Turcopoles were present in Jerusalem’s armies, albeit to a much lesser extent than
in, say, Antioch.98 Other eastern rites maintained their own churches as well; it has been
estimated that Latin churches constituted only 55 percent of the total in the city during the
twelfth century, while 28 percent were Orthodox and 17 percent were of other eastern
denominations.99 Scholarly opinion now holds that the Latin–Eastern Christian relationship was
complex but, while animosities were evident, there was significant accord in interfaith relations.
This was especially true among the people, so much so that churches were sometimes shared,
albeit less so in upper ecclesiastical circles.100

This should not imply that any of these groups were accorded equal, or even fair, treatment in
the city and kingdom of Jerusalem. Visitors and residents could well complain about Frankish
laws, and there were two prominent rumors of Muslims entering the city simply in order to
assassinate local Christians.101 This is an urban manifestation of the broader attacks against
pilgrims on the roads to Jerusalem, which had precipitated the creation of the Knights Templar in
the first place. Much debate has swirled about whether eastern Christians were considered a
separate and/or lower class than the Franks. There was simply too much variation in legal and



policy norms as well as individual lived experiences over time and too many distinctions
between groups—ethnic, religious, and political—to draw blanket conclusions, so attempts to do
so have been heavily criticized.102

Moreover, these hints and allegations of interfaith contact and apparent exemptions, reduced
taxes, or cordial relations do not resemble the sorts of pluralistic societies found in Jerusalem in
earlier periods. The Jewish component is the most strikingly different because Jews were broadly
absent there between 1099 and 1187: not really part of the city fabric and never found directly
engaging with Frankish jurisprudence, the city market, or members of other religions. Still, some
families eventually rented lodging in the city and plied their trades there and Jewish prayers were
said at the Western Wall. Muslims seem to have been broadly tolerated for reasons entirely of
practicality: their money and goods were needed, and periodic alliances with the principalities
from which they traveled served Jerusalem’s political interests.103 Public Islamic prayer was
conducted in at least two places on the Temple Mount, which means that Muslims could be
found near the Dome of the Rock and in close proximity to the Frankish places of worship,
refurbished and newly built there. Sex and marriage between Christians and Muslims, however,
was forbidden, demonstrating the limits of the intermingling. The experiences of Usama ibn
Munqidh are revealing but, as examples of elite contact, can only be pushed so far. Eastern
Christians did much better, as we have seen. This all constitutes incremental forward progress
from the most common image of the crusaders in Jerusalem: that of the frenetic massacre,
enslavement, and ransoming of 1099.

II
In any discussion about medieval tolerance, it is impossible to avoid the subject of the founder of
the Ayyubid dynasty in Egypt, the sultan Saladin. For centuries, he has been celebrated by both
East and West as a model of medieval generalship and statesmanship, cast as a gentleman with
chivalric qualities. Dante gave him a place of honor in Inferno, in which he spends eternity
wandering in Limbo rather than being tortured for his heresy in the sixth circle of Hell: “solitary,
set apart, Saladin.”104 By the time Saladin caught Voltaire’s admiring eye, he had been cast
essentially as a Frenchman of taste and distinction in seventeenth-century France: “nimble . . .
valiant, generous, liberal, courtly.”105 His legend has attracted substantial scholarly and popular
attention, and in 1898 none other than Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany laid a wreath at the sultan’s
tomb in Damascus. He had been, essentially, adopted as a European hero.106

Saladin’s reputation was enhanced from the very start by three fawning medieval biographers,
whom Hillenbrand has called his “spin doctors,” who extolled his virtues in contemporary
accounts.107 The reality of Saladin’s life is somewhat different from the legend. Those celebrated
moments of mercy and tolerance were counterbalanced by others of discrimination, butchery and
enslavement, and in this juxtaposition he was arguably no more or less moral than most rulers of
his time. This reality is hardly unknown, but the interpretation of it has been interesting.

Broadly speaking, in the West his generous reputation still predominates, but in the modern
Middle East this is sometimes discarded in favor of his more violent tendencies. There, he is
celebrated rather as a proponent of jihad, a champion of Arab territorial rights, and a destroyer of
infidels and idolaters. For example, current Palestinian primary and secondary school readings
employ only the jihadi Saladin in their lessons: a powerful Muslim hero who liberated the



Levant from unbelievers and ushered in a glorious epoch through justified, though violent,
means.108 Yet this is one, and the most antagonistic, aspect of his reign—emphasizing it, and
only it, will do nothing but provoke division. What if, instead, the lessons added the sensibilities
of the Saladin legend that western readers seem to prefer? In the eyes of the next generation of
students, he might well become a proud Muslim warrior and liberator, yes, but one who also
allowed Jews to move back into Jerusalem and worship alongside both Muslims and eastern
Christians—the same spirit of accord as in the Fatimid Caliphate he overthrew.

The Rise to Power

Saladin crept onto the Egyptian scene in the 1160s. A Kurd by birth, hailing from the
Mesopotamian city of Tikrit, he had journeyed to Egypt with his uncle Shirkuh in 1164 on a
mission from the Turkish sultan Nur al-Din. The recently deposed Fatimid vizier, Shawar, had
requested military assistance in order to reclaim his position, promising significant riches in
return (one third of the grain revenues of Egypt, quite literally a king’s ransom).109 Knowing the
economic and strategic potential of Egypt to his continuing struggle against the Crusader States,
Nur al-Din sent his trusted general Shirkuh to Egypt to aid and assist. Together, Shirkuh and
Shawar began a campaign against the usurpers in April, and it was effective enough to procure
the reinstallation of Shawar by the end of May. At length, however, Shawar refused to make
good on his financial promises and ordered Shirkuh to leave Egypt; when he refused, the vizier
formed an alliance with the Franks to drive him out. Together, he and King Amalric of Jerusalem
besieged Shirkuh and Saladin in Bilbais along the Nile. In three months the matter was settled
and Shirkuh retired from the area with a promise of safe conduct, 30,000 dinars in his purse, and
his nephew Saladin by his side.110

Three years later the Kurds were back, once again squaring off against a Fatimid–Frankish
alliance in 1167. Whether they fought on behalf of Nur al-Din or for their own ambitions in
Egypt is still debated, but in any case Saladin held his first real command. Driving off the Franks
in battle south of Cairo, he thereafter held Alexandria for his uncle until peace terms were
reached in August.111 Given the evident strife between the Shia and Sunni principals, Amalric
then decided to invade Egypt himself in 1168.112 Set back on his heels, Shawar begged Nur al-
Din’s assistance once more, but this would be his final move in a fraught diplomatic career.
Shirkuh and Saladin returned and prevented Amalric’s forces from capturing Cairo.113 Despite
their adversarial relationship, there is evidence that Saladin and Amalric actually maintained a
friendship that dated back to the events in Alexandria, and the former later mourned the latter’s
death in 1174.114

Following Amalric’s retreat, Shirkuh finally made his power move: he secured the arrest and
execution of Shawar and was subsequently named the new vizier by the Fatimid Imam-caliph,
al-Adid.115 He received all the traditional titles and privileges accorded to the position; like al-
Afdal and Badr al-Jamali, he was effectively more powerful than Caliph al-Adid and pulled the
major levers of Egyptian power. Upon Shirkuh’s death, he was succeeded by his nephew,
Saladin.116

From that point on, Saladin waged an extremely careful, savvy, and orchestrated rise to power.
As a Sunni, he found ways to support the Shia caliph while subsequently building up his own
influence. After biding his time, he struck the most consequential military blow in 1169. In that



year, the eunuch commander of the Fatimid African corps conspired to ally with the Franks in
order to drive Saladin out of Egypt.117 That force of Nubians, which Caliph al-Mustansir’s
mother, Rasad, had originally created in the mid-eleventh century, was still a huge, potent
defense force barracked in Fustat. The civil war of 1062 had seen them wiped out, only for
Rasad to swiftly replenish them. A century later the story would end rather differently. After
uncovering the plot, in August Saladin ordered the eunuch executed, and the black soldiers rose
up in revolt. In the resulting “Battle of the Blacks,” the other elements of the Fatimid army
crushed them, killing up to 50,000. He then pursued their wives and children; those who survived
were given safe passage across the Nile, where his brother Turanshah wiped them out entirely.118

Saladin was now firmly poised to take control of Egypt. Caliph al-Adid died on 13 September,
and four days later the khutba was said, in both Fustat and Cairo, in the name of the Sunni
Abbasid caliph.119 The Fatimid Caliphate, in which Shia Imam-caliphs had ruled over Egypt and
parts beyond since 969, now came to an end. Saladin then pivoted to defeat the Frankish siege of
Damietta in October 1169 and spent the next two years cautiously moving forces around Sinai
and Gaza to shore up his eastern flank as well as incorporating members of his family into
important positions within his new Ayyubid administration.120

The seizures of the Levantine ports in the first two decades of the twelfth century, along with a
bold invasion of Egypt proper by Baldwin I in 1118, had helped keep the Fatimids at bay during
the early history of the Crusader States.121 Five decades later much had changed. Franks still
held the coast, but Saladin began his movements into the region and either defeated or won over
Nur al-Din’s relatives. Over the course of the 1170s and 1180s, he campaigned against both
Turkish and Frankish targets, including Damascus, Homs, and Hama in 1174, Aleppo in 1174–
1175, Jacob’s Ford in 1179, Beirut in 1182, Mosul in 1182–1183, and several sieges of Kerak.
At length, he was able to consolidate power in Syria and add the resources of its emirs to his core
Egyptian army.

Enemy Relations

We might pause here and consider Saladin’s attitude towards those he conquered. He showed an
utter ruthlessness towards the black units, fueled by his need to erode the Fatimid base of
military support in order to advance his own political goals. Little has been made of the
eradication of their families, an operation that had his full support. If Ibn al-Athir’s figures are
anywhere in the realm of reality, the families of tens of thousands of soldiers would have been of
an equal or higher number. Anne-Marie Eddé has noted that those killed were considered not
“thoroughly Arabized or Islamized”—ethnic and religious difference, therefore, made the task
easier to contemplate.122

Did Saladin treat other non-Sunni demographics similarly? He is typically remembered for
tolerant treatment because nearly everyone concentrates only on his capture of Jerusalem in
1187. There are plentiful examples of Saladin’s mercy. He spared an infant kidnapped from the
crusader camp at Acre, returning it to its mother.123 After taking Jerusalem, he allowed King
Guy’s wife, Sibylla, to depart in safety; in 1188, he even released Guy himself from captivity
after exacting an oath that the king never again take up arms against him. He captured a Templar
garrison at Safad in December 1187 but allowed it to safely depart for Tyre, and in later months
he periodically offered similar terms elsewhere in order to effect prompt capitulations.124

Yet other examples might be raised in retort. While Coptic Christians and Jews had figured



significantly in the Fatimid civil service, Saladin tried to expel them from his new administration
in 1172.125 They, at least, lived to tell the tale: Usama remarks in his memoirs about Saladin’s
capture of two castles near Irbil; “he took captive all the Christians and Jews,” at which point the
writer employs a proverb to explain their fates: “stop now the account of those who were killed
by passion.”126 A group of captured Franks was executed near Hama in October 1178.127

Following his victory at Jacob’s Ford in August 1179, he executed most of a group of 700
prisoners, many of them Turcopoles, who were deemed traitors to the faith of their fathers.128

In 1183, Saladin violated a promise of safe conduct and permitted the execution of captured
Franks, although the circumstances of that event were rather extraordinary. In February, Reynald
de Châtillon, the lord of Oultrejordain (ancient Moab), had led a daring raid on the Hijaz, in
which he assembled a brace of prefabricated galleys at Aylah (modern-day Aqaba, Jordan) and
tacked down the coastline of the Red Sea, periodically burning Muslim ships and landing to hit
caravans on land. At length, he moved on Medina itself, disembarking and marching to within
one day’s march of the city, where the plan may have been to steal Muhammad’s bones.129 There
they were defeated and 170 Franks taken prisoner, although Reynald himself escaped. His good
luck ended in 1187, however, and he was beheaded alongside hundreds of captured Knights
Templar and Hospitaller after the Battle of Hattin.130 On that occasion, Saladin was so keen to
execute them that he first purchased their lives from his emirs (50 dinars apiece), which gave him
the right to then order their deaths at the hands of otherwise pacifistic Sufis.131

Saladin’s motivations for both merciful and harsh treatment of prisoners run the gamut of
possibilities. A highly skilled politician, he was adept at the diplomatic game, alternatively
cajoling or threatening peers, subordinates, and enemies alike; he was often able to swing even
steadfast opposition with flattery and generous disbursements of positions, lands (via the system
of iqta), or lavish gifts.132 He relied on advice from his personal judges and secretaries and so, as
a result, rarely made rash decisions. Strategic considerations were important and sparing a foe at
a given moment sometimes served his larger interests. He also had concrete political goals that
guided his choices, to some extent.

There were other impulses as well, and by far the most prominent in the literature has been the
factor of jihad, which had percolated around Antioch during the First Crusade. In the years
immediately afterward, Muslim holy war against the newcomers grew in intensity. According to
Ibn al-Qalansi, in July 1101 an Egyptian army marched to Ascalon “to prosecute the Holy War
against the Franks.”133 Expectations of divinely sanctioned reconquest increased. Nur al-Din had
felt them previously, when he was the presumed leader of an Islamic resurgence. As cast by the
Muslim intellectuals and poets of his day, this meant no less than to overthrow the Shia Fatimids
in Egypt, unify the world’s Islamic population, and reclaim Jerusalem from the infidel Franks, in
that order.134 It was Nur al-Din who patronized the writer Ibn ˈAsakir, who, at his personal
request, wrote the book Forty Hadiths for Inciting Jihad.135

These burdens subsequently fell on Saladin who, having successfully accomplished the first
goal and making some progress on the second, now set about the third.136 The concept of jihad
(“struggle”) had slowly evolved over time and experienced a steady resurgence of interest in the
period of the Crusades. It was most vibrant among the Muslim religious class but by the days of
Zengi and the run-up to the Second Crusade had become prominent in military circles as well.137

Saladin was able to utilize the propagandistic tools of the holy war, which had been
institutionalized by Nur al-Din, to increase recruitment of soldiers, aggrandize himself



personally, and justify his course of actions to the regional Muslim merchant class and the
Abbasid caliph in Baghdad. Jerusalem eventually became the central target in Saladin’s jihad.138

Hattin and Jerusalem

In 1187, the sultan finally set his sights on the Muslim recovery of the Holy City. As usual,
Jerusalem was protected not only by its walls, which had been improved in 1116 and also 1177,
but also the presence of the army of the Kingdom of Jerusalem.139 Destruction of that army was
a prerequisite to any attempted reconquest of the Holy City. In late June 1187, therefore, Saladin
took what was probably the largest army of his entire reign, numbering between 30,000 and
40,000 soldiers, and marched west from Syria, arriving just south of the Sea of Galilee by
month’s end.140 He then crossed the River Jordan and camped at Kafr-Sabt, on a southwest–
northeast line between Nazareth and Tiberias. These movements were of course easily detected,
and Guy of Lusignan, the king of Jerusalem, ordered his army mustered at Saforie, a well-
protected valley to Saladin’s east. Saladin traveled there in person on 1 July and offered battle.141

Guy dithered as he listened to advisers and considered his options. Refusing battle likely
meant the fall of Tiberias but refuse it he did, and that city fell the very next day. Guy then
changed his mind and left for Saforie on 3 July to join the army, determined to thwart the
sultan’s next move. In a strategic sense this was the king’s fatal mistake, for he had acted on
Saladin’s schedule, not his own.142 His army moved from there eastward but pushed past the last
good water supply at Turan and was eventually caught and encircled at the Horns of Hattin, a
dormant volcano.143 The numbers were roughly even but the Franks were in a poor position,
lacking water supplies, and so tightly encircled that there was no open path of retreat.144 Muslim
campfires choked the Franks with billowing smoke and archers showered them with arrows. On
4 July, Count Raymond of Tripoli managed a cavalry breakout to the east, but the rest of the
army was trapped and either captured or slaughtered when its perimeter collapsed: “they cried
out, but there was no one to save them.”145 Guy, utterly exhausted and defeated, was captured
while sitting on the ground and has traditionally taken the blame for the loss, for a variety of
reasons.146

Following the Battle of Hattin, Saladin was in no particular rush to move against Jerusalem.
The important strategic targets were the same as the Franks in their post-1099 coastal campaign:
the Levantine ports. From early July to early September 1187, he besieged and captured Acre,
Sidon, Beirut, and Ascalon in rapid succession. This gave him control of the entire coastline of
the eastern Mediterranean from Alexandria in Egypt up to modern-day Lebanon, with only two
principal exceptions at Tyre and Tripoli.

Only after Ascalon’s fall did Saladin finally turn his attention to the Holy City. He first
reconnoitered the city for five days and then arrayed his forces west of the city, opposite St.
David’s Gate, on 20 September 1187. An archery assault commenced, but after five days of
inconclusive fighting he shifted his army to the northern side of the city, assembled artillery
devices, and on the 26th began to bombard the wall beyond St. Stephen’s Gate. These fires really
served as cover for the Muslim sappers moving south, underground. Negotiations began on 30
September, and the garrison capitulated on 2 October.147

Coming to an agreement with Balian, Saladin agreed to a monetary ransoming of the
Jerusalem residents. The terms can only be described as generous: 10 dinars per man, five per



woman, and one per child, with 40 days provided to collect the sums; those ransomed could
leave the city in peace with their belongings.148 Thousands departed in this way, and Saladin
graciously exempted thousands more, on the pleading of Balian and the noble Frankish women
in the city. More might have been ransomed, but while the Templars and Hospitallers parted with
some of their monies to ransom the poor, they evidently kept the rest, their avarice consigning
the remainder of the Frankish population to its fate.149

The treaty aside, Saladin’s personal release of thousands of people unable to pay the ransom
speaks volumes about his generosity and has, without a doubt, formed the core of his fine
reputation today in both East and West.150 Moreover, the Ayyubid conquest of Jerusalem is
traditionally cast as the return of social and religious tolerance. Despite his promise to “bathe the
city in blood,” as had the crusaders, Saladin’s siege of Jerusalem was nonetheless relatively brief
and concluded with the surrender of its Christian garrison instead of a massacre. The contrast
with 1099 seems self-evident, and he emerges from the story as a merciful, just conqueror. Yet
the combination of interfaith allowances in the 1130s–1180s under the Franks with Saladin’s
other conduct in 1187 challenge this simplistic judgment.

One must pause and think beyond the popular image. How generous were Saladin’s mercies?
Although he indeed spared the Jerusalem Frankish population a butchering, he nonetheless
enslaved a large portion of its population. They had arguably been left out in the cold by military
religious orders, who are the most responsible for their fate. Still, it is reasonable to examine the
treatment of these prisoners of war. Few historians write in detail about them beyond noting their
number, which seems to have been anywhere between 7,000 and 16,000 people. Saladin gave
some of them to his soldiers as gifts, while slavers purchased the rest and thereafter sold them in
the regional markets. The incident passes rather lightly in the Arabic sources. Even Ibn al-Athir,
the historian whose writings display occasional hostility towards Saladin because of the latter’s
siege of his home city of Mosul in 1182, was succinct, writing simply that these peoples were
taken captive and distributed. Modern biographers of Saladin have followed suit.151

Yet this was not simply the taking of prisoners. The women and children were divided
between Saladin’s soldiers, who took them as wives, concubines, or slaves. The secretary ˈImad
ad-Din Isfahani offers a version of their humiliation. Numbering the women at 8,000, he writes:

How many well-guarded women were profaned, how many queens were ruled, and
nubile girls married, and noble women given away, and miserly women forced to yield
themselves, and women who had been kept hidden stripped of their modesty, and serious
women made ridiculous, and women kept in private now set in public, and free women
occupied, and precious ones used for hard work, and pretty things put to the test, and
virgins dishonoured and proud women deflowered . . . turbulent men able to give vent to
their passion.152

This was not just enslavement: it was forced marriage, concubinage, and rape. Is it the truth, or
just hyperbole?153 ˈImad al-Din’s writing is endlessly creative and full of similes and metaphors;
in one instance, he offers dozens of these to characterize Frankish women as essentially
whores.154 Again, the question of equivalence rears its head: historians have been more than
willing to accept the lurid stories of carnage on the Temple Mount in 1099 and its rivers of
blood. In the case of 1187, however, the notion of poetic license has led many general histories
of the crusades to ignore this event entirely.155 One popular history not only neglects it but,



incredibly, characterizes the whole taking of Jerusalem as “without a bloodbath, destruction, or
hatred,” as if forcible marriage and rape involved none of those things!156 This contrasts with
perceptions when the tables were turned; the poet Ibn al-Khayyat once lamented the purported
rape of Muslims at the hands of crusaders, actions that violated “the sanctity of the
womenfolk.”157

Yet ˈImad al-Din was no ordinary chronicler. He was a friend and companion to Saladin from
1174. Moreover, his work was meant for the sultan himself, recited to him on at least one
occasion and available for his perusal, and its flowery language typically does not preclude
accurate content.158 That proximity makes it highly unlikely that he would lie outright, especially
when describing an event so clearly related to Saladin’s reputation. Depending on one’s
perspective, then, these forced marriages and rapes of thousands of women and girls either rise to
the level of the crusader sack in 1099 or not. It was clearly a brutal process of enslavement and
subjugation, albeit one accepted as current practice in the Islamic armies of the time.159

Nonetheless, some Latin Christian residents seem to have been spared and even asked to
remain in the city, which was permitted so long as they paid the jizya and occupied only menial
employment.160 These Christians were evidently still there in 1192, when envoys of the English
king, Richard I “the Lionheart,” requested that they not be molested.161 Many eastern Christians
remained as well, after humbly requesting a dispensation from Saladin and offering to pay the
jizya, but theirs was a diverse fate: Arabic, Syriac, and Armenian Christians largely left; the
Georgians and Copts were allowed to remain and were, indeed, favored by Saladin; the Jacobites
competed with the Melkites for control of now vacant Latin properties.162

To return to the narrative, seven days later, on 9 October, Saladin rode into Jerusalem. In
retaking the city, he had fulfilled the grandest hopes of the intellectual Muslim class, whose
letters, chronicles, and poetry had collectively cried out for restitution. His men immediately set
to work purifying the city. They stripped away nearly all of the Christian additions to the Dome
of the Rock, including the mosaics, the protective covering of Abraham’s rock, and the large
cross on the top of its dome; Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din washed the interior with rose
water.163 Further south at al-Aqsa, workers dismantled the Templars’ structural additions to the
mosque along with most of those rooms traveled by Usama ibn Munqidh during his prayerful
visit there. Two minbars (pulpits) became the new prominent interior features, one of which had
been built on the order of Nur al-Din for the express purpose of installation in Jerusalem.164

Clerics removed copies of the Bible and reinstituted Islamic preaching, with the first khutba said
in both Saladin’s and Caliph al-Nasir li-Din Allah’s names. Saladin temporarily closed down the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre, but he resisted calls to destroy it, perhaps in imitation of ˈUmar,
who had likewise spared it in 638.165 One anonymous account claims that the church and
Calvary, enclosed within it, was also relieved “of all decoration” in the process.166

Around the city, Muslims busily refurbished existing mosques and repurposed certain
churches as new ones, and Saladin approved the founding and endowing of a madrasa and a
hospice for Sufis.167 Funds were endowed (waqf) for their maintenance and for that of the holy
sites on the Temple Mount, as well as on the Mount of Olives, and the qadi (judge) Baha al-Din
Ibn Shaddad took up the role of overseeing it all.168 In one form or another, that waqf has existed
ever since, and it was affirmed anew in 1967 following the Israeli capture of the Temple Mount
in the Six Day War. Therefore, Saladin’s capture of the city enabled his Ayyubid successors to
permanently stamp an Islamic presence that has persisted and mirrors the modern day: Muslims



on top of the Haram and Jews at the Western Wall below, on the outside looking in.
In the wake of his great victory, Saladin was compared to none other than ˈUmar ibn al-

Khattab, who had first obtained the holy sites for Islam in 638. His entrance into the city was
staged to resemble ˈUmar’s, and the Spanish traveler Ibn Jubayr wrote that God had given the
honor of Jerusalem’s first conquest to ˈUmar but the reward of reconquering it to Saladin.169

Inscriptions in the Dome of the Rock deepen that connection in Qurˈanic terms.170 Clearly the
two leaders had much in common in political and military terms but the pairing goes deeper and
into the eschatological realm. There was apparent fear that the holy sites, especially the rock of
Muhammad, were under threat from the Frankish presence on it, and this was spoken of in terms
of the approaching Last Hour; Saladin arrived and “broke the cross” in apocalyptic symbiosis
with the Qurˈanic Jesus at the final judgment and thus fitted squarely into the narrative of an End
Times scenario.171 The comparison calls for a look back at ˈUmar’s journey to Jerusalem, when
he engaged the Jew about the Gate of Mercy and the defeat of the Antichrist beyond it.172

Reference to that gate is made again in ˈImad ad-Din Isfahani’s description of the city, joining
the two commanders again in a physical and spiritual sense and, in more modern times, together
in Muslim memories.173

Saladin himself did not actually spend much time in the Holy City. He was only there from 9–
30 October 1187, after which he departed for Acre. He took his army first to besiege Tyre and
Hunin in Upper Galilee, abandoning the first and capturing the second, and then, acceding to
demands from his emirs, allowed the soldiers to go home to winter quarters. In March 1188 they
returned and Saladin marched north to attack Belvoir Castle, which was too strongly defended.
Abandoning that siege as well, he regrouped at Damascus and then undertook a lengthy
campaign north. Between June and September he captured a number of minor towns and
fortresses, but Tyre continued to hold fast and he could not reach Antioch before the
commencement of the West’s grand counteroffensive.174

The Third Crusade

Bad news had been the order of the day in the lead-up to Hattin, and the disaster there had
significant effects around the Mediterranean. The Byzantine emperor, Isaac II Angelos, soon
pondered Saladin as a possible ally for the defense of his realm, specifically from the German
army gathering under the leadership of Emperor Frederick Barbarossa.175 The Armenians
lamented the city’s fall, with one poet calling for Prince Levon II to intervene and liberate the
city.176 The defeat struck western Europe particularly hard. Saladin’s earlier defeats were
reported by merchants and clergy in the Latin East; they, and most prominently the patriarch of
Jerusalem, Heraclius, employed biblical language from books like Lamentations to paint a dire
picture.177 Upon hearing about events at Hattin in July, Pope Urban III reportedly died instantly,
and his successor, Gregory VIII, subsequently issued the papal bull Audita tremendi severitate
(“When we heard of the severity”) at the end of October 1187.178 The presumption, which was
possibly the cause of poor Urban’s demise, was that Jerusalem would inevitably be retaken by
Saladin.179 Certainly, history favored this pessimistic view. The absence of a protective field
army has customarily precipitated the city’s fall. This had been the case in 638, when (Emperor)
Heraclius’s army was first wiped out at Yarmuk, again when the Carmathians were defeated
outside of Cairo in 971, and yet again when Badr al-Jamali’s Armenians were busy quelling



strife between the Nubians and Turks in the Fatimid ranks; and finally, once Kerbogha had been
defeated and al-Afdal withdrew his army to Ascalon in 1098–1099.

Gregory VIII’s bull constituted the formal launching of what became known as the Third
Crusade. Christian states in France, the British Isles, Denmark, the Holy Roman Empire, Iberia,
Hungary, Flanders, and elsewhere joined in a massive coalition of soldiers that journeyed to the
Levant in a piecemeal fashion, arriving at different times between 1189 and 1191.180 They
swarmed to Acre, where the now free Guy of Lusignan began a siege in August 1189 with a few
thousand recruits, many of them the ransomed survivors of Saladin’s attack on Jerusalem. At
Acre arriving crusaders were dropped into a blender: Guy’s army encamped between the city’s
Muslim garrison and Saladin’s field army that had arrived to succor them. For nearly two years,
the westerners tried to break through Acre’s fortifications while fending off attacks from the rear,
taking tens of thousands of casualties in the process from combat, starvation, exposure, and
disease. At length, the arrival of fresh soldiers under two kings, Richard the Lionheart and
especially Philip II “Augustus” of France, led to the successful undermining of the wall and
capitulation of the garrison.181

Despite the victory, the army that emerged from Acre was hardly an ideal force for snatching
back Jerusalem. Philip departed for Europe, leaving Richard to lead a depleted force south along
the Levantine coastline. Saladin’s army tracked its movements and intercepted the crusaders at
Arsuf on 7 September 1191, with the latter eking out a victory and opening the road to Jaffa.182

By then, however, Richard commanded no more than 10,000 men. Although the First Crusade
had taken Jerusalem in 1099 with scarcely more than this, it had the freedom to conduct siege
operations in relative security. That would not be the case in 1191, when a potential attack on the
Holy City presented two major issues. Saladin could not only cut the crusaders’ line of
communication and sustainment (westward to Jaffa) but the presence of his field army meant a
siege could feasibly result in either another encirclement—Acre, reprised—or, worse, another
Hattin.

Saladin was also in a strategic bind. His army had been the difference maker because its
proximity prevented Richard from making any serious moves against Jerusalem with his smaller
force. Yet Muslim morale was dropping after more than two years in the field; there had already
been defections at Acre in 1191.183 Richard could cause serious problems even with small
numbers, and the Frankish naval presence at Acre was now a threat to Egyptian trade. Between
December 1191 and September 1192, the sultan worked hard to repair and improve Jerusalem’s
defenses: Muslim workers, alongside 2,000 Frankish prisoners, dug new protective ditches,
repaired the northern wall and some towers, and also elongated the southern circuit to once again
enclose Mount Zion within it.184 Despite these exertions and their expense, by the summer of
1192 Saladin reached the conclusion that a treaty served his interests better than continued
war.185 In a long series of back and forth requests between intermediaries, on 2 September of that
same year Richard and Saladin agreed to a three-year arrangement, the Treaty of Jaffa.186 In
broad strokes, the former retained the Levantine coast, the latter the interior, and in a joint
Christian–Muslim operation the walls of Ascalon were demolished, preventing anyone from
using it as a staging base in the future. Once the negotiators finalized the details, Christian and
Muslim soldiers shared a meal together and the Third Crusade came to an end.187

Relevant to Jerusalem is the treaty’s provision regarding pilgrims. According to his
biographer, Ibn Shaddad, who witnessed the event, Saladin proclaimed (through a herald) that



“any person from their lands who wishes to enter ours may do so, and any person from our lands
who wishes to enter theirs may also do so.”188 Bishop Hubert Walter of Salisbury also secured
an agreement for small Christian staffs to reside in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre for
maintenance purposes.189 So it was that the sepulchre reopened and Christian pilgrims
worshipped there. The Norman writer Ambroise, who composed a verse chronicle of the Third
Crusade in Old French, was part of a company that visited Jerusalem after the signing of the
Treaty of Jaffa. Its members kissed the tomb of Christ, visited the Crucifixion site, then Mount
Zion and the location of the Last Supper, the Siloam Spring, and the tomb of Mary at the foot of
the Mount of Olives.190 Throughout they seem to have been vocally harassed by Muslim
soldiers, but they safely made a circuit of the city: starting in the northwest, moving south
outside Zion Gate, around the eastern side of the city by the Kidron Valley, and ending at the
northeast corner.

One wonders if these visitors spied any Jews while moving through the city. In the midst of
the Third Crusade, while Saladin was himself busy countering the crusaders’ moves at the siege
of Acre in 1190, he appears to have relaxed the previous legal restrictions on large-scale Jewish
residency. According to the writings of Rabbi Yehuda Alharizi, Jews began to move back into
Jerusalem in appreciable numbers.191 Whether Saladin’s decree was in writing or simply
proclaimed is unclear, and Yehuda’s note is uncorroborated in Arabic sources. On an individual
level, fair treatment of Jews and Christians can be found throughout Saladin’s career. In Egypt,
he granted communal autonomy to both after the former petitioned him directly to let them
decide strictly Jewish matters among themselves, as they had during earlier Fatimid times. As
was typical, Saladin first consulted his own jurists, in this case from the Shafiˈi and Maliki
schools, who approved the concept with a few exceptions.192 He was also treated by both Jewish
and Christian physicians throughout his reign.193 Regarding eastern Christians specifically, some
elements of the “status quo” sensibility of ˈUmar’s Assurance remained in force. Those who
could afford the ransom remained in the city and retained some ecclesiastical properties, while
losing others.194 Saladin was therefore a key figure in the rediversification of the city’s
population by amplifying the trend lines of settlement and public devotion that had manifested in
the Kingdom of Jerusalem.

The sultan’s last visit to the city came in September 1192. Following the cementing of the
Treaty of Jaffa, he returned to Jerusalem in order to “prepare the material to restore it, to look to
its welfare and to get ready to leave for the Hajj.” This was probably when he founded the
madrasa and also a hospital; Ibn Shaddad was instructed to stay in the city to oversee the
construction and administration of both.195 Saladin then departed, never to return, and died from
an unspecified illness in Damascus on 3 March 1193. His named heir in Syria was his son, al-
Afdal, who in 1193 endowed a Maliki school (Madrasa al-Afdaliyya) to the west of the Western
Wall, in the Maghribi district where Muslim Africans resided and visited, of which only traces
now remain. A waqf ensured a reliable flow of money for its upkeep and use by pilgrims and
scholars. The modern demolition of this site remains a point of controversy.196

Finessing a Complex Legacy

There is much to ponder here. The Saladin legend that holds him as ever merciful and just should
be revised. Indeed, Eddé has declared in no uncertain terms: “Let us refrain, however, from



projecting onto him our modern conceptions of openness and tolerance.”197 His soldiers did not
sack Jerusalem, and he certainly maintained the best traditions of medieval warfare in terms of
giving freedom to a large portion of the population via negotiated ransom or outright release. Yet
with his permission, his soldiers also enslaved or otherwise raped and brutalized a huge portion
of the population that was unable to secure its liberty. The city’s Christian leaders must bear
some responsibility as well, for they agreed to the terms that made this possible, and those
Templars and Hospitallers who coveted their money more than the lives of the poor are
especially culpable. At other moments in his reign, the sultan was pleased to execute prisoners,
including not only Frankish garrison troops but Christian and Jewish noncombatants. On the
other hand, Saladin also allowed many Christians to remain in residence in Jerusalem and he
later reopened the city to pilgrimage and worship at the sepulchre. That he did so primarily in
response to military pressures must be noted, but the Arabic sources betray no serious hesitation
in this regard; indeed, the biggest sticking point in the Jaffa negotiations was not Christian
pilgrimage but rather the ownership of Ascalon.

Attempting to sort these conflicting realities would surely be an effort fraught with bias and
cultural partisanship. Historians would instead be wise to consider Saladin a complex figure with
attributes that have appealed to different audiences. Modern readers have mined his life story for
those parts they prefer and which serve certain (invariably political) utilities and then ignored the
rest. Equally important, the focus on Saladin as a dominating and consequential personality—the
“great man” view of history—has obscured the contextual story of Jerusalem’s history in the
1180s and 1190s. That story is, arguably, bigger and more important than any individual legacy.

For if we can step back and take a broad view, in some aspects the conquest of 1187 actually
resembles that of 1099. We routinely remember the differences, but they also have a great deal in
common. In both instances, the respective victors meted out harsh treatment to alien believers,
whose religious observations in Jerusalem ceased. They then depopulated the city, “purified” the
prominent buildings for proper use, and instituted oppressive laws. Afterward, they rebuilt walls
in order to protect these hard-won changes. And yet, in both cases the victors also soon relaxed
local restrictions, opened access to the city, and allowed rival, “infidel” worship at the holiest
sites possible. All this resulted from a shared, practical realization: that the Levant was full of
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, and the economic well-being of all required some level of
interaction and tolerance of difference. Saladin reached this conclusion quickly, in just a few
years, while the Franks obstinately held on a while longer. Perhaps that pushes him ahead of the
Baldwins of the world in the line of respectability but ranking in this way is an exercise in
triteness, one that obscures the more important lesson. Once the moments of greatest rancor and
violence subsided, the future of Jerusalem once again lay along its previous path of religious
pluralism.
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ALLIANCES AND ANTICHRISTS
1229 AND 1244

ichard the Lionheart had failed to recover Jerusalem for Christendom. Yet despite latent
disappointment in the situation in the East there was cause for optimism back in the West.

Christian armies had directly confronted and bested Saladin three times (at Acre, Arsuf, and
Jaffa), thus demonstrating that even the mightiest Muslim commander was not invincible.
Moreover, a revised strategy had begun to take hold, one that King Amalric had originally
pursued during Saladin’s original rise to power: the conquest of Egypt. The core of Ayyubid
military power, it provided cash and a substantial block of soldiers for Muslim field armies, and
these served as a constant check to Frankish ambitions.1 A future crusading army might well
recapture Jerusalem, but holding it thereafter was rather unlikely in the face of assured responses
from the Nile. So it was that crusading endeavors of the thirteenth century sought to capture
Egypt as a necessary prelude to any march on Jerusalem itself. Numerous expeditions followed
this pattern.2 The most powerful pope of the Middle Ages, Innocent III (1198–1216), promoted
two crusades to the East and under his successors several more expeditions followed. The results
were mixed, to say the least.

Yet by 1229 Jerusalem was indeed back in Christian hands. As it happened, the pressure was
decisive: while the army of the Fifth Crusade did not actually conquer Egypt it had done well
enough to convince the Ayyubid sultan al-Kamil to negotiate with the western powers.3 The
sultan saw a western presence in Jerusalem as potentially beneficial, a bulwark between Egypt
and his antagonistic relatives in Damascus. As a result, the Holy City was won not by siege and
sack but rather by an agreement between Egypt and the Holy Roman Empire. Entering the city
peacefully, Emperor Frederick II claimed the Jerusalem throne but immediately irritated all other
parties by splitting control of the city among Christian and Muslim sectors. And soon after the
expiration of his treaty the city was inundated with invaders from central Asia, the
Khwarazmians, who brutally sacked the city in 1244 and defeated a combined Muslim–Christian
coalition army desperate to drive them out. Muslim rule over Jerusalem endured for more than
six centuries thereafter, until the dramatic 1917 entrance of the British field marshal, Edmund
Henry Hynman Allenby, during World War I.

Frederick’s actions in 1229, though broadly unknown in the popular sphere or the bookshelves
of diplomats and policy makers, have resounded through the last eight hundred years.4 He
confirmed a running political-religious tradition that had been established in the seventh century



and maintained in various formulations thereafter: Muslim prayer on the Temple Mount,
Christian prayer in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, and a tolerated, piecemeal Jewish presence
in the city at large. For this, and a great many other things, Frederick—who was once deemed
“the most apocalyptic of medieval German figures”—was denounced by the Latin church as the
Antichrist.5 Nonetheless, his arrangements were firmly cemented in the sixteenth century by the
Ottoman sultan Suleiman the Magnificent and remained in force until the twentieth century. So it
was that medieval conquests, which seem so far removed from the vicissitudes of the modern
Middle East, left an indelible stamp on Jerusalem’s present status.

I
Affairs in the Levant were decidedly unsettled as the thirteenth century approached. Saladin’s
sons quarreled soon after his death and Jerusalem changed hands twice in rapid succession
during the course of rapidly deteriorating family matters. In 1194, al-ˈAziz, the ruler of Egypt,
marched against his brother al-Afdal in Damascus; the latter then called for assistance from his
uncle, al-ˈAdil (Saladin’s brother), who gathered allies and swiftly marched south from the Jazira
to succor him.6 In a mutual agreement, the brothers essentially split Palestine and Syria between
them, with al-ˈAziz ending up with Jerusalem and his brother with Damascus.7 This was the
beginning of a long history of quarreling between the Egyptian and Syrian branches of the
Ayyubid confederation. In the next year al-ˈAziz tried again, but this time the alliance against
him was so strong that he fled backwards to Egypt, abandoning his holdings in Palestine entirely,
including Jerusalem. Al-Afdal took the city without a fight, simply sending emissaries to demand
the surrender of its governor.8 Al-ˈAdil established himself in Egypt, surreptitiously as an adviser
to his bellicose nephew. Together, they campaigned against al-Afdal, took Damascus, and
reclaimed Jerusalem for the Egyptian branch of the family.9

Frankish affairs in the Holy Land at the turn of the thirteenth century were likewise unsettled.
Jaffa had fallen in 1197, and the security of the other Levantine ports was questionable. Still, the
army of Duke Henry of Brabant successfully secured Sidon and Beirut with an army in the same
year, making for favorable prospects and perhaps even a move on Jerusalem itself. Aimery of
Cyprus married Isabella of Jerusalem to create a Cypriot line for the throne and, backed by
Henry’s some three thousand Germans, that king might have created some strategic momentum.
Instead, the Germans withdrew to Europe and the truce with the Ayyubids was extended to
1204.10 The latter fortified the top of Mount Tabor, the purported site of Christ’s Transfiguration,
which has a dominating view of lower Galilee and thus posed a renewed threat to Frankish
localities, including the kingdom’s capital at Acre.11

Pope Innocent III

Innocent III was a transformative pontiff. On his reception of the papal mitre and crown, he
remarked that the first was for spiritual things and the second for temporal, “the crown for the
regnum.”12 His papacy was decisively political in that respect, and in the medieval power swings
between papal and secular figures Innocent represents one of the apogees for the former. He
dominated several of the rulers of his day, excommunicating King Alfonso IX of León and also
King John of England. From John he received England as a fief and, later, he annulled Magna
Carta, which sparked a rebellion of the English barons. He openly supported the Welf family of



Otto IV for the imperial throne, while simultaneously hedging his bets by acting as the childhood
guardian of Frederick Hohenstaufen. Going further, Innocent personally launched numerous
crusades and took an active role in their propagation and regulation and after entreaties by St.
Francis of Assisi he endorsed the Order of Friars Minor, or the Franciscans.13 He was thus a
monumental figure in high medieval history.

In 1198, Innocent’s mind was on Jerusalem, and “he hoped most fervently to aid and recover
the Holy Land, considering carefully how he could effectively fulfill this desire.”14 Within six
months of his rise to St. Peter’s chair the forceful pope was calling for another crusade. That war,
known as the Fourth Crusade (1202–1204), infamously went awry. Unable to pay for passage
east on Venetian vessels the expedition’s leaders agreed to sack the Christian city of Zara (Zadar,
modern-day Croatia) as partial payment, a deed for which Innocent excommunicated the
Venetians.15 They continued on nonetheless, eventually reaching, and then sacking,
Constantinople. The warriors were brutal and thorough in their tasks: they despoiled and looted
houses, palaces, and churches; they greedily stole holy relics; and they made off with precious
art and melted down bronze statues. They murdered Byzantines who resisted, and raped women
in the streets and in churches.16 With these heinous acts the Fourth Crusade essentially came to
an end, although some army units did eventually reach the Levant to conduct limited operations.
In the process, the grand campaign did tremendous diplomatic harm to Latin–Byzantine
ecclesiastical relations, which continues, in some measure, to the present day.17

Some time elapsed between this debacle and the next major crusading effort to the East, for
numerous concerns filled Innocent’s schedule. One, of course, was the new situation of
Constantinople, which resulted in the election of Count Baldwin of Flanders to the (now Latin)
Byzantine throne. While Innocent cheered and personally promoted the political change, he
remained concerned about the violent and unstable civil and religious situation there.18 A second
was a threat closer to home, that of heresy: specifically, the stubborn and growing population of
dualist “Cathar,” or “Albigensian,” heretics in Languedoc (southern France). This heresy was not
new by any stretch of the imagination, and neither was adherence to it in that region; indeed, the
Third Lateran Council had denounced it in 1179.19 Now, however, Innocent embarked on a
course to stamp it out entirely, which led to the so-called Albigensian Crusade of 1209, his
second push for a holy war.

In time, however, the reality that Jerusalem remained in Ayyubid hands returned to the fore.
One of the most notable church assemblies of the Middle Ages, the Fourth Lateran Council,
became one of Innocent’s vehicles for propagating his new, and second, crusade to the East. It
commenced in Rome in April 1215 after two years of preparation, and the long wait enabled a
massive and thorough, society-wide effort to recruit soldiers and funds for the expedition.20

Innocent’s call to arms, Ad liberandum, displays an interesting East–West dissonance in
Christian interfaith perceptions and interactions. He called for all Jewish moneylenders to cease
the collection of interest on loans and forbade trade of supplies or “any aid, counsel, or favor”
with Muslims.21 Infamously, the canons of Lateran IV announced a host of restrictions on
Muslims and Jews generally, including a decree that they dress in distinguishing clothing so that
they (or their children, if from mixed marriages) could be more easily spotted.22

In reality, interfaith relations in the East were better than these discriminatory prohibitions in
Europe suggest, and one reading only histories of the medieval West can easily be led astray.23

As in prior centuries, there was certainly mistrust, manipulation, and, depending on who was in



charge, oppression of other faith communities in the Levant. The Ayyubids levied heavy, nearly
extortionate, taxes on the dhimmi populations of eastern Christians and Jews.24 Even so, relations
between adherents of the three major faiths in the early thirteenth century continued to follow the
customary, if uneasy, path of grudging tolerance. In Egypt, the pragmatic relations of past
centuries between political and monied interests remained largely in effect and there had even
been some broad strokes of accord between western entities and the next Ayyubid sultan,
Saladin’s brother al-Adil. These included commercial agreements with Venice and Pisa in 1207–
1208, and in 1212 some 3,000 western merchants could be found in the city of Alexandria alone.
The bulk of these merchants relocated to Acre in 1216, which gave the savvy al-Adil a measure
of advance notice of Innocent’s grand designs.25 Silver poured into the Levant from the West, in
what one scholar has dubbed “a period of unprecedented economic exchange with Europe.”26

Thirteenth-century calls to holy war thus sidestepped market realities, in which plenty of people
—both Muslims and Christians alike—conducted increasingly lucrative activities that were,
perhaps, worth preserving. As one scholar has quipped, “holy war is bad for business.”27

Jewish Pilgrimage

Meanwhile, Jerusalem remained a popular destination for pilgrims of all stripes, and this was
especially notable in the Jewish communities. Those western Jews with enough interest and
wealth tended to make the journey, so in the main, pilgrimage was not exactly an
institutionalized practice.28 Correspondingly, somewhat dormant messianic activities percolated
anew in the early thirteenth century in the wake of Saladin’s 1187 conquest: his decision to allow
Jews back into the city sparked eschatological enthusiasm and led to a renewed interest in
performing certain rites in the Holy Land.

The most famous of these Jewish pilgrimages was the so-called aliyah (“going up”) of the 300
rabbis, a group that set out for Jerusalem from Provence in 1209–1210. Led by the head of the
yeshiva in Lunel, Jonathan ha-Kohen, it had been stoked by messianic rumblings in Yemen as
well as the numerical reckonings of the philosopher Maimonides.29 Years earlier, sometime after
1196, Jonathan had written a letter to Maimonides in which he invited the philosopher to journey
again from Egypt to Jerusalem himself, in order to hasten his people’s redemption.30

The plot thickens. The author Samuel ben Samson, who accompanied Jonathan and wrote
about the trip, asserts that the King of Jerusalem, John of Brienne, had personally invited Jews to
relocate to Jerusalem, and that this was the practical reason for the pilgrimage of the 300.31 It is a
very curious possibility. John was obviously not in control of Ayyubid-held Jerusalem itself and
ruled from Acre. His invitation could be read as either welcoming and conciliatory or, rather,
deliberately subversive if the plan was to use pilgrimages to destabilize a Muslim-held polity.
Such a plan seems far-fetched in conception. Alternatively, given John’s strictly titular status,
Prawer doubts that the reference is really to John at all but rather to Jerusalem’s Muslim
governor. Even if that were so, he readily notes that Jews nonetheless gathered to welcome John
of Brienne to Acre in the same year, 1210.32

Soon after entering the city through the David gate in the west, Samuel and Jonathan first
made their way to the Western Wall and prayed in its vicinity. An arch, perhaps Wilson’s Arch,
is noted as the entrance to a tunnel system.33 Samuel also mentions the burning of the red heifer,
which is seen by some as a prerequisite to the rebuilding of the Third Temple.34 In time, these



travelers were followed by more Jewish pilgrims, enough of whom ended up staying
permanently and thus shifting the local demographics. By 1216, the Jewish community in
Jerusalem had greatly increased and numbered three principal congregations from Ascalon,
France, and the Maghrib.35

The thriving business affairs between East and West and resurgence of visitors to Jerusalem
did little to bolster the spirits of western ecclesiastics. Indeed, the plight of Christianity in the
Levant seemed as desperate as ever. Jacques of Vitry (d. 1240), the prodigious bishop of Acre,
spoke and wrote in tones more akin to the anxieties in Rome. In one of his sermons to pilgrims,
he focused more on difference than similarity, alluding to non-Christians in the Levant as
“infernal dogs” and “demons and most pernicious inhabitants.”36 Jacques heaped scorn on those
cordial relations that did exist, accusing settled Franks in the Levant of not only being soft and
living degenerate lifestyles of luxury but also of complicity with the enemy:

A multitude of Saracens would flee from before their fathers, even though they were few;
at the voice of their thunder they hastened away; but they feared their cowardly
descendants no more than so many women, unless they had some French or other
Westerns [i.e. crusaders] with them.37

This sentiment accords well with the social bifurcation established in the twelfth century between
western settlers who had culturally adapted to life among Muslims and Jews in the Levant and
those newcomers who, like the man who had accosted Usama ibn Munqidh at al-Aqsa,
maintained their contrariness. Along with cowardice, Jacques condemned the Franks for their
infighting, their frequent treaties with Muslim polities, and the periodical interfaith alliances
between the two. On the Italian merchants specifically, of whose trade activities he was
intimately aware, he complained that they were simply more interested in making money from
Muslims than fighting them.38

Jacques of Vitry also had little but scorn for the Jews, who he argued had no understanding of
the Old Testament, a history of idol worship, and complicity—carrying on, here, the old blood
curse charge—in their ancestors’ crucifixion of Christ. This latter reference corresponds with his
general eschatological persuasion, which had been forcefully thrust back into prominence by the
contemporary Italian theologian Joachim of Fiore. Joachim’s precise calculations on the contours
of the Antichrist’s activities, in which he “had moved from unfounded conjectures to science,”
pegged his coming to some time before 1260, and many eventually identified the emperor
Frederick II as this servant of Satan in the flesh.39 In the meantime, Jacques of Vitry saw a need
for crusade in order to counter the machinations of the Antichrist’s designs.40 The Muslims, he
claims, only permitted Jews to work in the laboring professions and did not trade with them, as
they did with the aforementioned Christian traitors.41

This is probably an overstatement. The reality was more akin to the days of Fatimid rule in the
tenth and eleventh centuries: a small Jewish population that lived and worked in Jerusalem but
were somewhat dependent on funds from relatives and connections in Egypt and the other, more
populous Levantine cities.42 Jacques’s assessment of interreligious relations in the early
thirteenth century is jaundiced but representative of a general western medieval view, and his
depiction of a region split by tensions is akin to those so often held by modern intellectuals
today.



The Fifth Crusade

Meanwhile, Innocent III’s call to crusade had not gone unheeded. Recruitment efforts were more
widespread than in previous wars, with minute attention paid to the local and diocesan level.
Priests were trained to integrate their pastoral messages with crusading themes, and theologians
wrote preaching manuals and assembled sermon collections to aid in the effort. Crucially, these
centered on the role of crusading in personal salvation (or, particular judgment) and the role of
the crusading indulgence.43 The most famous examples are the model sermons of Jacques of
Vitry, which hit on devotional themes of the cross of Christ and tied crusading to Old Testament
exemplars: Rahab, Jacob, Joshua, and Elisha.44 Jacques ably prosecuted the cause of the holy
war and preached not only to men but women including, on one occasion, the wives of Genoese
soldiers.45 When Pope Innocent died in 1216, his successor Honorius III took up the mission
with gusto, utilizing the bureaucracy of the papal curia and its departments to disseminate
materials pursuant to recruiting, taxation, and diplomatic efforts.46 Two hundred relevant letters
survive in his registers, which attest to his intense interest in the endeavor.47

The combined efforts were efficacious, though not of the order of magnitude of the crusades
of the twelfth century. Several notable magnates took the cross and journeyed East, but they
were not from the most powerful states in Western Europe: Henry III of England was only 10
years old; Philip II of France, fresh from his great victory at the Battle of Bouvines in 1214, had
already had his crusade and was content to watch the exploits of his son, Louis VIII, against
England; and while Frederick Hohenstaufen had taken the cross he never personally participated
in the war.48 Instead, the principal leaders of the Fifth Crusade were such leaders as King
Andrew II of Hungary, John of Brienne, Duke Leopold VI “the Glorious” of Austria, King Hugh
of Cyprus, and Hermann von Salza, the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights.49 The mustered
forces were, combined, somewhere in the range of 13,000–23,000 soldiers at most, a third of the
size of the armies of the First Crusade.50 These soldiers traveled in contingents from both Italian
ports and the Low Countries; a significant chunk of the latter were held up after getting diverted
in Portuguese affairs and entangled in the siege of Alcácer do Sal, southeast of Lisbon. There,
claims of miraculous events made it back to Rome: in the sky a banner bearing the cross had
appeared, and a shining heavenly knight had joined in the fight on the ground.51

Eventually, the crusaders rendezvoused in Acre, joining Frankish contingents from the army
of Jerusalem as well as the military religious orders. However, in accordance with the strategic
tradition of the period, this coalition was not bound for Jerusalem, but rather Egypt. It departed
Acre on 24 May 1218, made a short stop at Atlit to the south, and finally arrived at the Egyptian
shore on the 27th.52

According to the English chronicler Roger of Wendover, two signs awaited the crusaders on
the Egyptian shore. A total eclipse of the moon served as a portent of success against their
adversaries and a sudden salting of the Nile south of Damietta—thereby denying the Muslim
garrison in that citadel any refreshment—provided them an operational advantage. They would
need every edge obtainable, for Damietta was an exceedingly daunting target: “in the middle of
the river Nile . . . a high and handsome tower strongly built of stone, from which an immensely
thick iron chain was extended across the river to the city which stood on the other bank of it.”53

This structure has not survived, and indeed that space in the Nile Delta has changed dramatically
over the centuries from damming, canal alterations, and silting from both those and the shifting
shoreline of the Mediterranean Sea. A participant on the Fifth Crusade, the German scholar



Oliver of Paderborn, claimed that Damietta’s fortifications included three walls and a moat; the
giant chain served to block passage down the Nile towards Cairo, the seat of Ayyubid power.54

The resulting siege of Damietta occupied the Christian soldiers for the duration of the Fifth
Crusade. As they dug siegeworks and thought of creative ways to attack the citadel, including a
siege tower mounted on top of galleys, they also weighed the importance of taking it versus
marching directly on Cairo itself.55 Central to this debate was the morale of the men who, long
encamped before Damietta, grew frustrated by their lack of progress and the nonaggressive tone
of the campaign in general. Two offensive actions resulted from the tedious climate, both aimed
at the camp of the new sultan of Egypt, al-Kamil, southwest down the Nile. The first (in May)
came to nothing when al-Kamil refused battle and remained in camp. The second (in August)
was a substantial force led by John of Brienne, as well as the cardinal legate Pelagius and
Jacques of Vitry. It elicited a Muslim response, and the result was a crushing defeat at the Battle
of Fariskur on 29 August 1218, in which between 2,000 and 4,000 crusaders perished alongside
several of their leaders.56

Jerusalem: Refused

This defeat did not end the crusade, however, and the Christian–Muslim negotiations before and
after it are interesting, especially in reference to the status of Jerusalem. Despite Fariskur,
crusaders remained entrenched around Damietta and had even strengthened their circumvallation
of the citadel, and the defeat in battle did nothing to change that fact. Lower than expected
flooding of the Nile also foretold a poor farming season and possible famine for the Ayyubid
subjects. With time not on his side, in September 1219 al-Kamil offered to cede control of
Jerusalem to the Christians in exchange for their departure from Egypt. The deal included not
only Jerusalem but monies for its reconstruction, the return of the piece of the True Cross
captured by Saladin at Hattin, and the return of other castles west of the River Jordan, plus an
annual payment of 15,000 bezants—a rent payment for the castles of Kerak and Montreal, which
were to remain in Muslim hands.57 A second, similar offer was made some time after the fall of
Damietta, in August 1221, when the sultan’s strategic situation was even more desperate, and he
may have even returned the True Cross independently in an apparent show of good faith.58 Here
was a strategic victory served on a platter, and yet the crusaders rejected both offers.

Why were these stunning deals turned down? The reasons are complicated but all center on
the notion that Jerusalem, by itself, no longer held the allure it once did. Opinion in the army
split over the terms.59 John of Brienne wanted to accept the deal: more strategically minded than
others, he saw how it achieved both the ends of the crusade and his own personal interest, which
was the acquisition of his lost capital. Others, such as Pelagius and the Italian leaders, saw his
transparency for what it was. From their perspective, Kerak and Montreal sat east of the Jordan
and were therefore essential regional defense pieces. Without them, Jerusalem could simply be
retaken by Muslim forces in due course. Moreover, the Italians had commercial interests that the
Holy City, sitting off the major maritime routes as it did, simply did not serve.60 The August
1221 deal in particular came after the fall of Damietta and the departure of John of Brienne to
Syria in 1220, where he pressed his claim to Cilician Armenia and defended his other lands
against attacks from al-Kamil’s Ayyubid brother, al-Muˈazzam.61 Lacking proper military
leadership but confidently in control of a major ingress port to the Nile, as well as expecting
further reinforcements from the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II, Pelagius and others believed



the full conquest of Egypt was in sight.62

On the other hand, there is also reason to doubt the sincerity of al-Kamil’s offers. It clearly
served his interests of having a buffer zone of Franks between Egypt and Syria, where the
Damascene branch of the Ayyubid dynasty remained a threat. Yet he also knew his proposals
would cause dissension within the crusader ranks, divisions that he could exploit in a strategic
sense.63 Moreover, one can further question al-Kamil’s good faith because he was not actually in
possession of Jerusalem in either 1219 or 1221; that honor was held by al-Muˈazzam. The latter
was willing to assist Egypt by sending relief raids, but he was otherwise quite worried about the
crusaders’ success, so much so that he took drastic measures of his own.

In a dramatic move, while the Christians were bolstering their siegeworks at Damietta in 1219
al-Muˈazzam ordered the demolition of Jerusalem’s defensive walls. His logic was that the
Christians would be less interested in an indefensible city, which, even if retaken, could not be
held for long. (Whether known to him or not, the Umayyad caliph Marwan II had pulled the
same trick, as we have seen, in the 740s.) In Ibn al-Athir’s interpretation of events, a looming
envelopment beckoned: recent incursions of Mongol forces from the east and the Fifth Crusade
in Egypt raised the prospect of a vise slowly closing on Palestine, and Jerusalem’s destruction
was designed to forestall it.64 According to al-Maqrizi, the entire circuit of walls and all of the
towers were pulled down, with only the Tower of David surviving.65 This was likely due to the
strength of its construction, for 20 years later another Muslim force was only able to demolish it
with great difficulty. The demolition caught other structures in its path. Oliver of Paderborn
claims that al-Muˈazzam considered destroying the Church of the Holy Sepulchre but ultimately
stayed his hand.66 St. Mary on Mount Zion was not so lucky. It had been given over to eastern
Christians by Saladin in 1187 but was now destroyed in 1219.67 The various Ayyubid
improvements to the Temple Mount, including new fountains for washing and drinking, two new
madrasas, and assorted architectural flourishes, survived. But as Hillenbrand has noted, despite
Jerusalem’s religious significance no Ayyubid ever tried to make it their capital. Moreover, both
al-Muˈazzam’s reduction of its walls and al-Kamil’s later relinquishing of the city to Frederick II
in 1229 illustrate that political expediency was more important than anything.

Word of the demolition spread quickly. John of Brienne knew about it and personally
informed Frederick II in a recently discovered letter: “they destroyed the holy city of
Jerusalem.”68 Jacques of Vitry claims that the action provoked a reaction from Christians in
Georgia, who threatened al-Muˈazzam with war as a result.69 Certain Orthodox prelates also
suspended pilgrimages for eastern Christians due to the overall tensions of the Fifth Crusade.70

Muslims likewise despaired, with men, women, and children reportedly shaving their hair at the
top of the Temple Mount in anguish. One poet lamented, “the rest of my tears overflow”;
another, “Mecca should cry for it, because [Jerusalem] is its sister.”71

Going further, al-Muˈazzam expelled most of the city’s population. This included some of the
Jews, who had returned to Jerusalem in growing numbers since Saladin’s conquest in 1187. The
three congregations there were active, and in 1211 genizah letters show some of their members
soliciting monies from Egypt for the restoration of a synagogue (probably the old Karaite
synagogue destroyed during the First Crusade in 1099). Al-Muˈazzam himself had a Jewish
physician named Abu Zikhri, but such interpersonal relationships did not deter his expulsion
order. Those Jews who were not expelled left voluntarily, many for Acre, because they evidently
feared the insecurity of a defenseless city in the face of potential Frankish sieges.72 Some



evidently returned by 1221, but evidence of them is slight and the population must have been
very small.73 It was a scene reminiscent of the dangers while rebuilding the city in the wake of
the ancient liberation of the Jewish people from the Babylonian captivity: “But they are in great
distress, and count for nothing; Jerusalem is but broken walls and charred gates.”74

In sum, then, al-Kamil’s offers to trade a broken Jerusalem for Damietta came to nothing. And
despite the enthusiasm for victory in 1221, the Fifth Crusade ultimately stalled during the
eventual great offensive towards Cairo. The crusading army became trapped by Ayyubid forces
amidst the Nile’s water system near al-Mansourah, and in exchange for their lives they
“surrendered Damietta without compensation.”75 A poet celebrated al-Kamil’s victory, calling
the sultan “a Glorious One / Generous in praise, flawless, brave / Handsome in countenance, full
of goodness and good actions.”76 Safe in the comfort of twenty-first-century hindsight, it is hard
to avoid lambasting the crusaders for squandering the political fruits of effective warfare in the
pursuit of final, total victory.

Amplifying the disappointment was the fact that promised reinforcements from the Empire
never arrived. In late July 1215, Frederick had been crowned emperor at Aachen. He amplified
his already high profile coronation by also taking the cross, after which he listened to a day’s
worth of crusade sermons by preachers conveniently on the scene at the exact moment
required.77 However, he inadvertently boxed himself in with a promise to depart for the East no
later than August 1221. In theory he had plenty of time to participate in the great expedition,
given that the first major groups of crusaders, taking both land and sea routes, did not arrive in
the East until late 1217.78 Yet he missed the deadline anyway because of numerous complicating
factors, not least his effort to gain recognition of his son, Henry, as his heir.

By the time Frederick’s nobles agreed to the succession scheme it was too late.79 The stakes
are revealed in a letter from the Damietta camp, from the summer of 1221:

Moreover we have long expected the arrival of the emperor and other nobles by whom
we hope to be relieved, and on their arrival we hope to bring this business, which has
commenced by the hands of many, to a happy termination; but if we are deceived in our
hope of this assistance in the ensuing summer, which I hope will not happen, both
countries, namely Syria and Egypt, and that which we have lately gained possession of as
well as that which we have held a long time, will be placed in a doubtful position.80

Deceived they were. Two modest groups of soldiers had sailed from Frederick’s lands to Egypt,
but by the time they arrived John of Brienne’s army was already surrounded.81

Frederick II was one of the more dazzling figures of medieval history known as stupor mundi,
or “the wonder of the world”: a modern-style skeptic, he had strong interests in natural science
and political theory and authored a book on hunting with birds of prey, which is considered a
classic to this day.82 He was also a lightning rod in imperial–papal relations. Two popes,
Gregory IX and Innocent IV, eventually denounced him as the Antichrist himself, a heretic with
designs on the desecration and debilitation of the Catholic Church. Frederick gave as good as he
got, retorting that Gregory was, in fact, the real Antichrist: a false prophet, and an enemy of
peace.83 However, all those controversies postdated the events at Damietta: in 1221, the major
takeaway was his lukewarm interest in the cause for holy war, and he thus received partial blame
for the failure of the Fifth Crusade.



II
Yet to some extent Frederick’s eye remained on the East. In 1223, he reaffirmed his interest in
crusading at San Germano and promised to depart by 1225, along with other stipulations
regarding the number of knights and ships.84 Along the way, Honorius III carefully prodded the
emperor forward to the task in a series of negotiations, which culminated in that pontiff helping
arrange Frederick’s marriage. The bride, Isabella, was the daughter of John of Brienne, and the
match had the purpose of more closely connecting Frederick to affairs in the East which would,
hopefully, persuade him to finally go there himself. But in a surprise move, at least on the
surface, Frederick had instead enlisted the aid of the Syrian barons to abandon John and declare
him the true holder of the Jerusalem crown.85 In 1225, John was deposed from the throne—he
lost his kingdom, and Frederick gained an enemy for life.86

Frederick II on Crusade

His claims to Jerusalem now solidified, Frederick set out for the East in August 1227 but,
infamously, turned back to Sicily on account of a debilitating illness. Contemporary accounts
seem to indicate that his sickness was legitimate and not a ruse slyly employed to get out of the
war. Honorius’s successor in Rome, Gregory IX, cared not a whit and excommunicated the
emperor anyway for failing to fulfill his crusading vow. Ernst Kantorowicz sketched an enduring
image of a formidable pontiff nonetheless acting with prejudice and ill intent:

Though an old man he was still strong and handsome . . . The wild fire of his youth still
burned in the aged man and flared up, now in the ecstatic mysticism of a Francis of
Assisi, now in passionate unbridled hate towards Frederick II. [. . .] His weapons and
methods were for the most part unattractive . . . and produced an ugly impression . . . The
obstinate old man, drunk with hate, pursued his end with the singleness of airn [iron] to
his last hour.87

Ad hominem aside, Gregory was within his rights to impose the ban. It seems clear he did so on a
purely technical basis: whatever the excuse, the emperor had missed the deadline. Frederick’s
apparent recalcitrance was amplified by scholarship over the course of centuries, in which he was
cast as a reluctant crusader and, worse, a friend to Muslims, willing to sacrifice Christian
interests for better relations with them.88 As Gregory reportedly complained, “he takes more
account of the servants of Mahomet than those of Christ.”89

Yet it was not as if Frederick had shirked his holy war responsibilities wholesale. Back in
Sicily, in the midst of what the papacy saw as dithering on the cause of the crusade, Frederick
had set about eradicating the Muslim presence. This meant cutting off the island from its line of
support from Tunisia by capturing the island of Djerba off its coast; he thereafter invited North
African Jews to move to Sicily.90 On the other hand, his motivation for these efforts was fairly
transparent: he sought to join Sicily with his imperial lands in central Europe, and his
overwhelming interest was in that course, not in the affairs of the East. Still, he sought a removal
of the excommunication ban on these and other grounds and could legitimately claim to have
ridden Sicily of its Muslim population, which had persevered through centuries. Gregory, for his
part, refused to relent unless Frederick accepted papal counsel on the political question of



imperial expansion there.91

The emperor could not abide this delay. On 28 June 1228, Frederick sailed from Brindisi with
70 ships in a dramatic, disobedient start to his long-awaited crusade.92 Sailing first to Cyprus,
where he entangled himself in local politics with King John of Ibelin, he eventually landed in
Beirut.93 From there, he made his way to Tyre, and finally, south to Acre.94 Discord arose there
immediately in certain quarters due to his excommunicated status; and questions about his
legitimacy—and the legalities of following a hell-bound monarch—persisted throughout his stay
in the East.95 From Acre, Frederick entered into talks with the Egyptian Ayyubids. He first sent
envoys to Nablus to discuss terms with al-Kamil; then, in November 1228 the two leaders met
together in Jaffa.

It was an extraordinary event. Not even Richard the Lionheart and Saladin had managed to
meet in person, and this was, indeed, the first time a western monarch had sat down with an
Egyptian sultan.96 More astounding is the nature of the negotiations: the two leaders talked by
themselves, apparently with no interference by either leader’s magnates.97 Several factors guided
their discussion. One was the threat posed by Frederick’s army. It was not a huge force, even in
comparison to the modestly sized Fifth Crusade. The emperor did have somewhere around a
thousand knights, in addition to whatever infantry was transported on the 70 vessels that
preceded him to Cyprus.98 Most of them had arrived in the Levant before Frederick and those
who had not immediately returned West in despair about his absence busied themselves by
fortifying Caesarea and Jaffa.99 These were bolstered by the local forces of the Templars and
Hospitallers (who supported his campaign, but not him personally), and the more reliable
Teutonic Knights.100 Overall, however, the military threat to al-Kamil’s interests was not great
and other contextual elements probably influenced the negotiations more. These included the
history between the two leaders, who had been corresponding since at least 1226 in both
diplomatic and friendly terms. In December of that year, al-Maqrizi claims the sultan personally
invited Frederick to Acre, promising him Levantine ports in exchange for military assistance
against his brother.101 Al-Kamil was effectively prioritizing the need to settle with the crusaders
so that he might attend to his Muslim rivals in Syria.

The result of this capital meeting was a new Treaty of Jaffa, to which al-Kamil and Frederick
agreed on 18 February 1229. It included several restorations of lands and fortresses to the
emperor, including Bethlehem, Nazareth, and Sidon. The Franks and Ayyubids exchanged
prisoners and agreed to a truce with a duration of just over ten and a half years.

Jerusalem Reclaimed

The most controversial elements of the treaty concerned Jerusalem. Al-Kamil turned over the
city to Frederick, who agreed to maintain an Islamic presence within it in two ways: Muslims
retained a court there and, more importantly, retained the right to freedom of worship on the
Temple Mount. When the emperor entered the city, he represented himself as a successor to
King David (and by extension Jesus Christ) and took the crown of Jerusalem for himself in the
sepulchre church. Less coronation and more demonstration of his preexisting rule, based on his
familial claims to the throne, the audacious act generated tremendous hostility among the
Christian intellectual class.102 Jewish rights go unmentioned in the treaty. Their residence in the
city was apparently forbidden after 1229 but pilgrimage to and worship at the Western Wall



persisted into the 1230s and the 1240s.103

It all seems a remarkable concession: that a Christian ruler would grant Muslims religious
liberties on their most hallowed ground. Frederick likely had little choice in the matter and had to
agree in order to secure the rest of the city so easily and without bloodshed. Moreover, the
concept of this compromise was not exactly a new idea. Something similar had been proposed
back in 1192 during the early negotiations between Richard and Saladin: “Jerusalem shall be
ours and you can have the Dome of the Rock.”104 The details of Frederick’s and al-Kamil’s
arrangement differ, depending on the source. Frederick himself spelled out his thinking in a
notable letter to his counterpart in England, King Henry III:

It is provided, however, that the Saracens of that part of the country, since they hold the
temple in great veneration, may come there as often as they choose in the character of
pilgrims, to worship according to their custom. And we shall henceforth permit them to
come, however, only as many as we choose to allow, and without arms, nor are they to
dwell in the city, but outside, and as soon as they have paid their devotions they are to
depart.105

In this telling, the Franks retained a measure of control by regulating Muslim traffic and
preventing their residency. It was an illusion. These may well have been words designed to win
over Henry to the imperial side, for the English king had spent the previous two years trying to
mediate between Frederick and Pope Gregory IX. In April 1229, the papacy exacted a tenth of
the English clergy’s goods for the prosecution of war against the emperor and then, later in that
same month, attempted to extract monies from a recalcitrant English laity.106 Henry III’s indirect
support of the papal armies was further compounded by his political ties. He had been in
communication with a rival claimant to the imperial throne from the Welf family, to which
England had prior connections: Emperor Otto IV had allied with Henry’s father, King John,
against the French in 1214, only to suffer a decisive defeat at the Battle of Bouvines.107 In this
context, Frederick’s letter, which offers an alternate reality vis-à-vis the Temple Mount, seems
more a calculated political ploy than an honest reckoning of events in the East.

Indeed, the Muslim perspective was rather different. The limited, controlled, and invitation-
only space for Muslim prayer was actually as unrestricted as before. The scholar and Ayyubid
ambassador, Ibn Wasil, whose first teaching position was in a Jerusalem madrasa, wrote:

The sacred precincts of the city, with the Dome of the Rock and the Masjid al-Aqsa were
to remain in Muslim hands, and the Franks were simply to have the right to visit them,
while their administration remained in the hands of those already employed in it, and
Muslim worship was to continue there.108

This is the opposite of Frederick’s claim: it was the Franks who could periodically visit but the
Temple Mount itself, and the holy sites at the top remained firmly in Ayyubid hands. What was
the reality? A letter from Gerold, the patriarch of Jerusalem, seemingly settles the question in
favor of Ibn Wasil’s interpretation. In a missive full of invective against Frederick, Gerold
lamented that the emperor had received the crown “although the Saracens still held the temple of
the Lord and Solomon’s temple, and although they proclaimed publicly as before the law of
Muhammad—to the great confusion and chagrin of the pilgrims.”109



Despite Frederick’s assurances, then, it seems to have indeed been the case that Muslims
retained the Temple Mount. This Christian correction of the record thus illustrates that
continuity, not change, was the order of the day at al-Aqsa. Al-Maqrizi tells a revealing story in
which the emperor actually threw a Bible-toting Christian cleric out of al-Aqsa and warned that
any other Franks daring to enter would lose their eyes as a consequence.110 For those looking to
accuse him of pro-Muslim sympathies the proof seemed in the pudding.

The magnitude of Frederick’s prohibition was not immediately apparent. Frankish political
activity at these sites, such as the former Templar headquarters, had obviously disappeared with
Saladin’s entrance into the city in 1187. With it went any devotional activities in and around the
Dome of the Rock. In the 42 intervening years any formal Christian prayer on the mount had
been wiped away. Technically, Christian pilgrims still had a right to visit the locale but they were
likely few and far between, and in any case the real draw was not the Dome but rather the
Church of the Holy Sepulchre. This seems borne out in the numerous Christian itineraries from
the period that have survived. These are essentially travel guides, containing descriptions of
various sites of interest for the faithful. Whether or not the respective authors had actually visited
the places mentioned is unclear but all the texts center thematically on five similar areas of
pilgrim interest: the Mount of Olives, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Mount Zion the
Jehoshaphat Valley, and, last and decidedly least, the Temple Mount.111

For in regard to the latter an odd lacuna exists in these itineraries. Three anonymous texts, all
dating to between 1229 and 1265, contain instructions to pilgrims not only on how to get to
Jerusalem but also on what to visit, and where, in the city after arriving. All three include brief
descriptions of the Temple Mount, the Templum Domini and Templum Salomonis, and other sites
such as the gates leading to it. However, unlike their descriptions of the sepulchre church, none
describe the inside of those buildings.112 Perhaps this was simply because their authors did not
visit them, due to Muslim presence on the plateau. More surprising, however, is that neither do
these accounts mention that Muslims controlled these sites.113 A fourth Latin account dating to
1239 purports to list all the territory under Ayyubid control; Jerusalem is not mentioned, which
makes sense, but neither is the Temple Mount, which does not. The single nod to any sort of
Muslim ownership or restrictions is in a Greek itinerary from 1253–1254, which only mentions
that the Golden Gate had been closed with iron.114 Such accounts cannot be expected to provide
full contours of the political-religious landscape, of course, but the absence of caustic remarks or
even laments in these travel guides is noticeable. In any event, pilgrims to the Levant of the
thirteenth century differed somewhat from those of the twelfth, in that the former were less
connected to crusading objectives in Egypt.115

Betrayal!

As often happens with compromise agreements, no party was entirely happy with the situation in
Jerusalem. Complaints flooded in from all quarters in the wake of Frederick’s treaty. Merchants
of all stripes in cities like Acre, Damascus, Beirut, and Tyre worried about how the event might
destabilize the tenuous—but positive and lucrative—trade relations between Frankish and
Muslim communities.116 The Muslim faithful packed into the Great Mosque of Damascus and
filled it with their cries and lamentations.117 The muezzin at al-Aqsa, who was responsible for
calling Muslims to prayer, issued an invective against Frederick while the emperor was still in



the city, reciting anti-Christian passages and calling out that “God has no son.”118 No doubt
Frederick’s physical movements spurred other negative reactions: after securing his treaty, he
took a guided tour of the Temple Mount and entered both the Dome and al-Aqsa, even ascending
the minbar in the latter. His guide, the qadi Shams al-Din of Nablus, actually forbade the
muezzin from offering Friday prayers that day, in deference to their honorable guest.119 Al-
Kamil’s general deference and religious outreach to Frederick has been characterized as
essentially earnest by at least one scholar but it unsurprisingly read poorly in the minds of
contemporary observers.120 In Damascus, the Ayyubid sultan al-Muˈazzam instructed his best
preacher, the renowned intellect Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, to attack al-Kamil for his parleys and
denounce him as a traitor, which he was more than happy to do: “O shame upon the Muslim
rulers!”121

Things were no better from the Christian perspective. Patriarch Gerold judged Frederick’s
conduct deplorable and called him despicable and wicked.122 On Gerold’s personal orders, Peter,
the archbishop of Caesarea, journeyed to Jerusalem and placed the entire city under interdict,
which incredibly banned all church services from being held in this holiest of Christian cities.
This earned Frederick the wrath of the Christian pilgrims who, unlike their Muslim counterparts
on the Temple Mount, now had no sanctioned place to pray.123

Compounding the overall negative impression was Frederick’s prior history with Muslims
living in Christian lands. Earlier in the 1220s, he had solved the problem of a latent Muslim
insurgency in Sicily by rounding up most of the belligerents and deporting them to a colony in
Lucera, on the Italian mainland. An Islamic governor ruled over this fortified city, assisted by
religious advisers, while the Muslims farmed and raised horses for Frederick’s army.124 And in a
fascinating move, he did not even attempt to convert them to Christianity, which won him not
only continuing poll tax payments (similar to the Islamic custom of jizya) but also their loyalty.
They became his personal standing army, and one Muslim bodyguard even accompanied him to
Jerusalem in 1229.125 Frederick could well be accused of personally providing for the wellbeing
of Muslims in both Italy and the Holy Land, which from a spiritual perspective were the two
most important regions of Christendom.

That the emperor brokered the Treaty of Jaffa while excommunicated only compounded the
feelings of betrayal, as did the nature of his departure from the Holy Land. He redistributed the
lands secured in the treaty to those who had supported him, namely the Teutonic Knights, and
dispossessed the Templars and Hospitallers.126 He had backed the Teutonic order from early on
in his reign by contacting it immediately after taking the cross, granting it gifts and privileges
and working very hard to get papal backing for their order.127 Frederick then traveled from
Jerusalem to Acre, where Philip of Novara says he “was unpopular with all the people” as well
as with the Templars and Hospitallers.128 According to Gerold, they reignited their conflicts by
informing him of their plan to retain soldiers in Acre for the defense of the city. Frederick
responded that this was unnecessary because of the peace with al-Kamil; they retorted that there
were other dangerous Ayyubid actors and forces in the region but could not ultimately convince
him. At length, he denied their request and forbade any soldiers from remaining, but the people
of Acre declined to obey any orders from a sullied excommunicate like him.129

This led to a bit of nastiness in which Frederick, as the saying goes, went out on a bad note.
The emperor besieged the Templar quarter in Acre, ordered its knights expelled on pain of death,
and had his bailiff whip any soldiers who lingered in the streets, as well as some visiting



Dominican and Franciscan brothers.130 In opposition, Gerold and his ecclesiastical company
placed the city under interdict. Frederick seized Acre’s defensive weaponry and carried it away
on his ships and destroyed the other vessels in the harbor, thereby rendering the city and its
people trapped and defenseless. At length, he himself slipped away in a galley, but not before
some of the angrier residents spotted him and “pelted him with tripe and bits of meat most
scurrilously.”131

Amid the high drama of an emperor fleeing the Holy Land in a flurry of ecclesiastical
invective and food fighting, it is worthwhile to step back and appreciate the significance of
Frederick’s compromise, ill received as it was. Jerusalem had now changed hands several times
since the early seventh century, and in every one of those cases Muslim prayer on the Temple
Mount had been maintained. ˈUmar cleaned and sanctified the place when Sophronius freely
gave it to him in 638, and the Umayyads established al-Aqsa and the Dome of the Rock there
afterward. Sunni worship was the rule until the 970s when the Fatimids captured the city, but
they did not make the spot exclusive to Shia devotions. In the flip-flops of the eleventh century
—the Sunni Atsiz in 1073 and 1077, and the Shia Fatimids in 1098—no one excluded the other’s
confession from the spot. Following a hiatus after the massacre of 1099, Muslims were praying
on the spot again by the 1130s. It was once thought that in 1229 the Franks, now back in control
for the first time since 1187, again prohibited Muslims from living in the city; alternatively, as
Ibn Wasil alleges, al-Kamil himself ordered them to depart. It seems, however, that this never
actually happened, for other Arabic sources indicate that Muslims lived there from 1229
onward.132 Islamic devotions were therefore a near constant feature of the Temple Mount, at
both dome and mosque, for seven medieval centuries. Crucially, these had been allowed not only
by Muslim rulers but also by the Christian kings of Jerusalem.

All this being the case, the deeper meaning of Frederick’s action is easy to overstate. From his
friendship with al-Kamil and other related matters, he is sometimes cast as a “precursor to
modern tolerance,” especially since so much of the evidence comes from Arabic sources—and is
thus thought freer of imperial propaganda. This is probably not the case, however. James Powell
has argued for the immense role of propagandistic efforts on all sides: eastern writers
demonstrating how a Christian king might see the error of his ways, and western writers
amplifying his dealings with Muslims in order to denounce his antipapal measures.133

In any case, since 1229 Muslim worship on the Temple Mount has been interrupted just twice
due to warfare, and that only slightly. The first occasion would be in 1243, as we shall soon see.
The second was not until the elapse of seven more centuries, in early July 1967 during the Six
Day War.134 In other words, the Muslim right to worship survived throughout a stretch of nearly
1,400 years—from ˈUmar’s acquisition of the city to the present day. It is, in fact, one of the
most enduring traditions in the history of Jerusalem and one that has been successively ratified
by Muslim, Christian, and Jewish politicians in several different centuries and a diverse array of
historical contexts.

The Truce Expires

As he sailed from Acre, Frederick II named two men the custodians, or baillies, of the kingdom
of Jerusalem: Balian of Sidon and Garnier l’Aleman.135 In a shifting political landscape, these
Syrian barons could at least look forward to a measure of peace with the Egyptian Ayyubids over
the next decade. It was fleeting, however, because the kingdom was only one piece in a puzzle



involving the other Latin states and the interests and possessions of the military religious orders.
By negotiating with al-Kamil, the Franks had aligned with the Egyptian branch of the

Ayyubids, but after al-Kamil’s death in 1238 alliances shifted in a curious manner. The politics
are complicated but center on four actors. Al-Kamil had two sons: al-Adil II, who took control of
Egypt from his father, and al-Salih Ayyub. The latter initially accepted this arrangement, as well
as the rule of the third actor, al-Kamil’s brother (for casual readers, unhelpfully named al-Salih
Ismaˈil) in Damascus. In 1240, however, al-Salih Ayyub ousted his brother with the help of the
fourth actor, al-Nasir Daˈud, a former lord of Damascus, and now controlled Egypt himself.136

These events have a backstory that involves Jerusalem. Frederick II’s 1229 Jaffa treaty had a
term of ten years, five months, and forty days, and this expired in the fall of 1239. Despair
percolated as the end date drew near. Pope Gregory IX, figuring that by the time masses could be
assembled Jerusalem would be lost once more, issued a letter to all Christians lamenting the
city’s fall.137 The Franks moved swiftly to reconcile their defensive situation with the new threat
environment. Calls for a renewed crusade had been ongoing since Frederick’s departure from
Acre, and preparations for what would become known as the Barons’ Crusade were active in the
late 1230s. However, some of its forces ended up diverted to the aid of Constantinople instead
and only small contingents ended up in the East. One, led by Count Theobald of Champagne,
arrived in Acre in September 1239: it marched to fortify Ascalon but was defeated in November
by an Egyptian army and limped back north to Jaffa without several captured and imprisoned
magnates.138

Also in November, the resident Franks began to rebuild the city’s defensive walls. The
construction included a new citadel on the western edge, which incorporated the Tower of
David.139 But they, too, had waited too long: in the same month, al-Nasir Daˈud, now the ruler of
Kerak, made two power moves. First, he imprisoned his cousin, al-Salih Ayyub, and then he
moved against Jerusalem and besieged the Tower of David from the city’s western side.140 For
three weeks, the Muslims assaulted the tower, perhaps using artillery against it, while the small
garrison put up a desperate fight.141 With no relief armies on the horizon its members
surrendered the tower in exchange for their lives. In the aftermath, al-Nasir sent his miners
forward, and they proceeded to crack its mortar, pry out its iron bindings, and tear it down stone
by stone:

Thus was destroyed the Tower of David which had stood there ever since it was first built
until that day, in times of peace and war, of heathens and Jews, of Muslim Saracens, of
Christians and all kinds of people.142

The Tower of David had directly experienced, yet survived, numerous sieges, from the assault of
Atsiz in 1077 to the sack of 1099.143 After taking fire from Baldwin III’s catapults in 1152, it
was refurbished by King Amalric in the late 1160s: he added towers, forewalls, and a ditch and
barbican to offer further protection. It could supposedly hold thousands of people in its late
twelfth-century condition, and in 1219 the stronger citadel had ably resisted al-Muˈazzam’s
demolitions of the rest of the city.144 But 1239 was its swan song, and the structure’s return to
grandeur would have to wait until the fifteenth century, during Ottoman rule.145 In the meantime,
Jerusalem had fallen yet again.

Treaties negotiated on the strength of the crusaders’ military presence proved the way forward.



In August 1240, Count Theobald struck two agreements, one with Damascus and the other with
al-Nasir, that returned Jerusalem and several other cities, including Tiberias, Ascalon, and
Bethlehem, to Frankish control, and also authorized the release of some prisoners.146 A letter
from Hermann of Perigord, the Templar Master, overstates the deal by claiming that God “has
restored to the Christian power the whole of the country entire,” but it was, in any case,
successful in restoring the Holy City itself.147 Theobald then departed the East, in advance of the
arrival of the second major contingent of crusaders in October 1240. Led by Earl Richard of
Cornwall, Frederick II’s brother-in-law, this force had to choose carefully amid a revised threat
landscape. His role was to conclude a third treaty with the final principal, the now free al-Salih
Ayyub in Cairo. Its terms granted the return of the remaining French prisoners taken in 1239; the
treaty was confirmed in April 1241, the men were returned, and by mid-August Richard was
sailing back west, having first fortified Ascalon as a bulwark against future Egyptian aggression.
Muslim control of the Temple Mount, as decreed by Frederick II, was reconfirmed.148 For the
moment, Jerusalem was safe.

The Khwarazmian Factor

Lost in all the niceties of the treaties and truces was the reality of the situation: with neither the
Tower of David nor city walls for protection, Jerusalem remained virtually defenseless against
future moves by either branch of the Ayyubids or their allies. The latter were particularly
dangerous. Sultan al-Salih Ayyub, who now had some security against Damascus by virtue of his
agreement with Richard and alliance with al-Nasir, moved to further consolidate his position in
the period of 1241–1244. He barracked a new unit of mamluks in Egypt and hired Sunni, Turco-
Persian Khwarazmian mercenaries from central Asia to guard his lands in northern
Mesopotamia.149

The Khwarazmians were especially terrifying to all concerned, and one Christian source
seemingly ranked them as more dangerous than the Ayyubids, for they “destroyed all sorts of
people—heathens, Muslims, Jews and Christians—without distinction.”150 The name
Khwarazmian applied to a loose coalition of soldiers made up largely of Kurds, Oguz (related to
the Pechenegs and originating near the Aral Sea), and Qipchaks (from the Altai mountains in
central Asia).151 Through a representative to Innocent IV, who had become pope in 1243,
Frederick II himself offered to fight the various Muslim forces in the East, but only in exchange
for a removal of his excommunication ban. This superficial offer was promptly refused, and in
any case Innocent blamed the emperor for causing the problems in the first place, fomenting, as
he had, discord between not only Christian interest groups in the Levant but also among his own
subjects and magnates in Europe.152 Among the Muslims, the situation was dangerous enough to
rupture the agreement between Kerak and Cairo: in 1243, “dissension broke out again between
the princes,” and al-Nasir allied instead with the Damascene Ayyubid al-Salih Ismaˈil. Together,
they made a fairly astounding offer to the Franks: in exchange for military assistance against the
Khwarazmians, Christians would not only be guaranteed Jerusalem but also control of the
Temple Mount itself.153

It is useful to pause here to comprehend the relative gravity of this event. On the one hand, to
surrender the holy places on top of the mount for even a short time must have been a tremendous
sacrifice. After all, by that point it had been an exclusive Muslim possession for 56 years, and
Islamic prayer had been permitted there for several decades before Saladin’s liberation of the



city. On the other hand, Jerusalem was still without walls, and it lacked a robust garrison to boot.
Yet even in these precarious circumstances, it seems that the Christians, unlike in 1099, had been
reasonably respectful towards the Muslim holy sites.154 The hope was that this would continue
even if the mount’s ownership changed hands. Moreover, the Muslim lords must have surely
known that any Christian possession of the city could only be temporary—and indeed they
would have been prescient because it was reconquered the very next year.

In August 1244, the Khwarazmians reminded everyone of their presence in the most
spectacular way possible: by taking and sacking Jerusalem. Their attack, in fact, was the most
savage in centuries. Not since 614, when the Persians took the city from the Byzantines, had
there been such brutalization of the local population and destruction of the city’s built
environment. The Rothelin author notes that it took place in three stages. First, the
Khwarazmians attacked the city several times in succession, attriting the defenders and
ultimately killing about 2,000 of them. The residents then appealed to their Muslim allies in
Damascus and Homs for help, but as it was slow in coming many of them faced the hard choice
of whether to stay or go. A group of about 6,000 decided the danger was too great and sneaked
out of the city, attempting to reach the Mediterranean coast to the west. Some were caught and
either killed or enslaved by local Muslim forces while the rest were intercepted on the Ramla
Plain by Khwarazmian riders and cut to pieces. Only 300 survived the ordeal.155

The city was now emptied of its residents, but a few remained to take the brunt of what
happened next. According to Ibn al-Furat, the Khwarazmians entered and put every Christian
man inside to the sword, sparing none, and then enslaved all the women and children. They
ransacked the sepulchre church and destroyed the aedicule tomb inside it, and from its other
tombs in the floors and walls they extricated and burned the bones. Afterward, they “purified”
the Temple Mount in an unspecified manner and then departed for Gaza.156 In the words of
William of Châteauneuf, the Grand Master of the Hospitallers:

Young men and virgins they hurried off with them into captivity, and retired into the
Holy City, where they cut the throats, as of sheep doomed to the slaughter, of the nuns,
and aged and infirm men, who, unable to endure the toils of the journey and fight, had
fled to the church of the Holy Sepulchre and Calvary, a place consecrated by the blood of
our Lord, thus perpetrating in His holy sanctuary such a crime as the eyes of men had
never seen since the commencement of the world.157

In a stroke, the Khwarazmians had done what no other Muslims had attempted since the days of
“the mad caliph,” al-Hakim, in 1009. They tore asunder the old assurance of ˈUmar ibn al-
Khattab and violated the Christian sites in the city that had largely persevered over two centuries
(apart from a few repossessions ordered by Saladin).

The Khwarazmian sack ensured that the exclusion of Muslims from the Temple Mount had
lasted only a single year, from the summer of 1243 to the summer of 1244. If one accepts that a
similar loss occurred between 1099 (the crusader sack) and 1138 (Usama ibn Munqidh’s first
appearance in the city), then Muslims had been denied the right to pray on al-Haram al-Sharif for
a maximum total of 40 years during the Middle Ages. In quantitative terms, this is a paltry sum.
Today, in 2022, Muslims retain exclusivity on the plateau, in the tradition begun by ˈUmar in
638, so by subtracting these 40 years, that right to pray has existed for 1,344 years—or 97
percent of all Islamic history.



Back in the crusading era, for the third time Christians had failed to hold Jerusalem against
Muslim assault, but other regional Muslim actors now found themselves in a similarly tight spot.
Still hemmed in on two flanks between the Khwarazmians and Egyptians, they doubled down on
their treaty with the Franks and, in 1244, recommitted to a military alliance with them.158 The
coalition is fascinating for its interreligious complexion. Three Islamic polities joined:
Damascus, led by al-Salih’s uncle, al-Salih Ismaˈil; Homs, led by the Kurd al-Mansur Ibrahim;
and even Kerak, led by al-Nasir Daˈud who had, just four years previously, assisted the Egyptian
sultan’s expulsion of his own brother.159

Politics makes for strange bedfellows, indeed. According to Ibn al-Furat, Damascus wanted
the Homs soldiers because they had a successful track record against Khwarazmians in previous
encounters. Together, al-Salih and Ibrahim reached out to the Franks for both infantry and
cavalry support, but negotiations were somewhat obtuse. Some of the Franks, for their part,
requested support from Damascus and Homs in accordance with previous treaties guaranteeing
Frankish retention of lands. It now seems that the Franks and Muslims agreed to two separate
treaties. The first, in early 1244 and concluded between the Syrians and only the Templars,
granted to the latter the whole of Jerusalem and lands west of the Jordan River. The second
brought in the rest of the Frankish principals, including the Hospitallers, and thus boosted the
combat power of the alliance. It likewise granted Jerusalem but only if the coalition managed to
conquer Egypt first.160

It was all sorted in time and in early October 1244 Ibrahim met with the Christians in Acre and
enjoyed the hospitality of the Templars for an evening. Thereafter, he, his retainers, the Templars
and Hospitallers, and soldiers from the kingdom’s army traveled south to Gaza, where they
joined with the men of Damascus and Homs. Once there, Ibrahim reached out to al-Nasir and
successfully procured his military support as well, although not his personal participation.161 Al-
Nasir himself certainly had his own issues with the Franks. Not only had he destroyed the Tower
of David in 1239, but in 1242 he had raided Bethlehem; that provoked a Frankish sacking of
Nablus in response, but in the same year he actually teamed with some Knights Templar to
defeat an Egyptian expeditionary force near Gaza.162 The common menace of the Egyptians
motivated all concerned groups to unify for the sake of expediency.

So it happened that on 17 October 1244, a coalition of Christian and Muslims leaders
assembled a grand army to destroy the Khwarazmian menace and, by doing so, cut the legs out
from under the Egyptian Ayyubids. However, the resulting clash of arms at the Battle of La
Forbie—a fascinating, interfaith moment virtually unknown outside of specialist circles—was
more nadir than apogee.163 The total force was impressive for its time: up to 5,000 soldiers for
the Syrians and 9,000–12,000 for the Franks.164 Give such numerical disparity, it is remarkable
but not surprising that all the coalition soldiers rode under Christian standards: the Franks on the
right wing, men from Damascus and Homs in the center, and those of Kerak on the left. In what
may be propagandistic flair, both Ibn al-Furat and al-Maqrizi claim that priests blessed the
Muslims with the sign of the cross and, in the former’s telling, gave them wine to drink.165 These
Arabic accounts thus skewered the anti-Egyptian Muslims with apostatic rhetoric, on the basis of
which they could subsequently celebrate their justified destruction.

Indeed, it was a poetic beginning to a tale of disaster. The Khwarazmians crashed into the
allied left wing, which crumbled as the Muslims fought each other, “just as if they had not been
followers of the same law.”166 The center, under Ibrahim, held out a little longer but was also



routed. Meanwhile, the Christian right appears to have fared somewhat better, driving off much
of the Egyptians, but the remainder held fast and, with the Khwarazmians, eventually encircled
the Franks and captured or killed most of them.167

La Forbie was a strategic disaster. Out of an army of several thousand coalition warriors, only
a few escaped and some 800 were captured.168 The losses among the military religious orders
were particularly devastating: only 10 percent of the Knights Templar survived, 8 percent of the
Hospitallers, less than 1 percent of the Teutonic Knights, and the leper knights of the Order of St.
Lazarus were wiped out entirely.169 Following the annihilation, the orders withdrew to their
customary strongholds in Acre, Atlit, Montfort, and the Galilee region to lick their wounds and
recuperate.170 The loss of so many soldiers meant that recovering Jerusalem was now out of the
question for local Christian forces. Damascus and its allies were likewise powerless to prevent
future strategic designs on Cairo.

The attempt to regain Jerusalem had failed and future efforts would repeatedly do so again.
Given the destruction of the kingdom’s army, military success in the East could now only be
achieved via the traditional route: more crusades. These were abject failures. The Seventh (1248–
1254) and Eighth (1270) Crusades, led by the pious king Louis IX of France, both came to
disastrous ends, with Louis being captured in Egypt in the former and then dying from sickness
in Tunisia in the latter.171 Despite other attempts in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the so-
called “Later Crusades,” no western army would again enter Jerusalem until that of General
Allenby on 11 December 1917.

The New Becomes Old Again

There followed yet another shifting of Muslim alliances. With the Christians in retreat, al-
Mansur Ibrahim of Homs got his payback against the Khwarazmians in May 1246, crushing their
army before his own city. The survivors fled and received the aid of al-Nasir, the lord of Kerak,
who had not been at La Forbie himself and now found himself needing soldiers. This was an
opportunity. Previously so antagonistic to the Damascenes and all their allies, al-Salih, the sultan
in Egypt, now saw a chance to eliminate the dangerous threat of the zealots themselves, who had
grown so powerful in such a short time. Together with Ibrahim’s men, a joint army of Homs and
Cairo smashed most of the remaining Khwarazmians in Gaza in September 1246. In March of
either 1247 or 1248, the Egyptian sultan was in Jerusalem, distributing alms and making
arrangements for the reconstruction of its walls.172 Work was sporadic and incomplete, however,
and it would fall to Suleiman the Magnificent to finish the job in the 1500s.173

As our story nears its conclusion in the mid-thirteenth century, Jerusalem had been reduced to
rather desperate straits in a Near East that was inexorably changing in complexion. The military
power of the Franks had been largely broken at La Forbie and Frankish-held towns in the
kingdom declined in number. They were steadily reconquered, first by the Ayyubids and then by
their successors, the Burji Mamluks, led by the general Baybars.174 In the 1260s, Baybars
captured Nazareth, Arsuf, Atlit, and Jaffa; he also invaded Asia Minor, captured Antioch, and
ended the Mongol threat from the East at the Battle of Ayn Jalut.175 In the course of these events,
Jerusalem’s political role in the region was virtually nonexistent. By 1268, its population sat at
only some 2000 people: 1700 Muslims, 300 Christians, and, reportedly, no Jews at all—a hollow
shell of its former self.176



A dreary image, indeed, but deceptively so. The lower population figures come from a report
by Nahmanides, a famous Catalonian Jewish scholar who had made his way to Jerusalem in
1268. Once there, he proceeded to help rebuild the community, which had not been exiled by any
law but rather had fled the approach of the Mongols.177 The result was the Ramban Synagogue,
built on Mount Zion, which, after a lengthy hiatus during the Ottoman period, remains in use
today.178 Jews thereafter returned to live and worship in the city, albeit in small numbers. As for
the Christians, who were in an increasingly precarious position, allowances for continuing
pilgrimages to the Holy City were confirmed in a series of treaties with the Mamluks. One
brokered in 1272 by the Lord Edward (the future Edward I of England) set a truce for 10 years,
10 days, and 10 hours.179 Once that decade elapsed another truce was concluded between the
Mamluks and Templars.180 More deals with the Mamluks followed in the fourteenth century and
trade continued between them and the West. However, a more permanent peace, whatever the
conditions, proved elusive in the run-up to the final expulsion of the Franks from the Levant, at
Acre in 1291.181

As the thirteenth century drew to a close, therefore, a circle had seemingly been completed.
Jerusalem’s society was returning to its state during the days of ˈUmar in the seventh century:
small, poor, and sparsely populated but, nonetheless, religiously diverse. The city remained
vulnerable to attack, and indeed, in 1299–1300 the Mongol soldiers of the Ilkhanate territories
may have entered it during the course of their war against the Egyptian Mamluks.182 Soon after,
however, a remarkable event took place within the city. In 1317, famine struck Jerusalem hard,
and as its wells dried up the residents came together in common cause. Muslims, Jews, and
Christians alike made their way outside and, together, prayed earnestly for rain. And rain it did,
two days later—a fitting image for Jerusalem’s pluralistic heritage.183



S

CONCLUSION

“If the past has lessons for the future anywhere on the face of the earth, Jerusalem is the
place.”

o wrote Rashid Khaladi, the Edward Said Professor at Columbia University in 1992, and
the sentiment is undoubtedly true. But the nature of those lessons may not be what he and

others have supposed.1 The bulk of studies on the Arab–Israeli conflict, written by historians,
political scientists, policy makers, ambassadors, and even heads of state, have centered
specifically on the last two centuries, often neglecting the Middle Ages entirely or dispensing
with that period in one or two summarizing chapters.2 This has been a poor and even dangerous
course. So many interpretations of the city’s history end up being superficial treatments that
either foster or buttress ignorant and jaundiced memories of the past, through which individuals,
peoples, governments, and interest groups make claims about respective rights in, and to, the city
on grounds of historical legitimacy that can only ever be partial.

These claims are often predicated on time and tolerance. In any given telling, a claim is
usually based on how long “we” have possessed Jerusalem, or when we acquired it, or at what
moments we took it back; and going further, how while in control “we” treated non-Jews, non-
Christians, and/or non-Muslims better than they treated us when the roles are/were reversed.
Such claims are usually accompanied with indictments of the other side—while “we” were
seeking solutions “they” disrupted the status quo by seizing control through a morally suspect
use of violence, discrimination, and intolerance. These are historical and ethical arguments. As
this book has hopefully illustrated, however, in the Middle Ages there was no one who was
universally tolerant, no single faith confession that displayed greater political morality while in a
position of power.

However, what the preceding chapters strongly suggest is that a dominant theme of medieval
Jerusalem’s history is one of military conflict leading to gradations of rapprochement. This
consistently enabled a diverse ethnic and religious community. Karen Armstrong has noted that,
“for centuries, Jews, Christians, and Muslims were able to live together there.”3 It is an obvious
point, albeit one that requires deeper pondering. This coexistence was not happenstance but
rather the result of deliberate choices made by an array of commanders, political and religious
leaders, and visitors and neighbors who made self-interested and practical (and, yes, often
grudging) choices in order to thrive and survive. The result was diversity of religious worship
and a measure of a pluralistic society over exceedingly long stretches of time. In short, there are
no entities that can lay sole claim to proper, “tolerant” treatment of religious minorities because
this was actually the norm. An examination of the major points of dispute in the medieval period,



despite having been employed in the past as means of distinguishing between good and bad
actors, really illustrates that Jerusalem’s medieval people and rulers consistently sought ways to
coexist.

Interfaith Relations

The end of Byzantine rule over Jerusalem in 638 was a watershed moment in that it set a
pluralistic tone that has endured to the present day. Caliph ˈUmar and the armies under his
command could have easily overpowered Patriarch Sophronius’s defenders, captured the city
whole, and established a purely Islamic city. Instead, ˈUmar negotiated a surrender and thereafter
issued his Assurance, which established the basis for the tolerance of the three Abrahamic faiths:
Muslims worshipping on the Temple Mount, Christians retaining rights to their churches, and,
soon after, the relaxing of physical and devotional prohibitions on Jews. It was a pleasant notion
that played out thematically over the next seven centuries, albeit at times with some difficulty.

From 638 to the eleventh century, a Jewish/Christian/Sunni/Shia community persevered
through the swirls of warfare outside Jerusalem’s walls, between Umayyads, Abbasids,
Carmathians, Fatimids, and Seljuks. The common myth of a medieval Middle East as a sectarian
region dominated by a Muslim majority has been exposed by Jack Tannous, who has shown that
one can only understand the growth of Islam in the region by including the context of the other
faith communities living there.4 There were no pogroms against anyone until the reign of al-
Hakim, and the episodes of violence against Christians had more to do with internal politics than
religious strife. Even after the year 1000, members of the Abrahamic faiths experienced
hardships but always rallied back towards repair and reconciliation. Disgust with the Mad Caliph
was nearly universal, and his own mother worked hard to repair the damage his policies inflicted.
The coming of the Turks represented a new threat, but one that is easy to overstate. Karaite Jews
remained in Jerusalem while the Rabbanite yeshiva moved to Tyre in the 1070s, but that, too,
demonstrates a fascinating continuation of the theme: they left upon the suggestion of a Muslim,
Shafiˈi sheikh, who had already moved his madhab there, so even in flight there was interfaith
cooperation. When the Egyptian vizier al-Afdal took back Jerusalem from the Sunnis in 1098, he
maintained the tolerant and multifaceted Shia, Sunni, Jewish and eastern Christian community he
found there. Four hundred years, then, of living together.

This arrangement was dramatically sundered by the First Crusade, which no doubt did
enormous damage to pluralism by expelling Jews and Muslims outright. But as we have seen,
those prohibitions did not last long. By the 1130s Muslims could again pray on the Temple
Mount, and by the 1160s Jewish visitors could pray at the Western Wall. Conflicts and confusion
remained. Usama bin Munqidh’s memoirs illustrate the tensions between newcomers, who had
trouble processing the existence of Muslim devotions in a Christian city, and old-timers who
knew that coexistence demanded a measure of tolerance, even if it was only in the name of
profit.5 Still, despite the brief interruption during the early formation of the Crusader States, from
the mid-twelfth century forward the trend lines were in the direction of both minority and
majority ethnic and religious groups visiting, worshipping, and then living in the city, and this
continued into the fourteenth century and beyond.

Property destruction occurred alongside the occasional bouts of violence, and there is no point
in denying that it happened under everyone’s watch. The Umayyads pulled down the city walls
in the mid-eighth century. Bedouins destroyed churches in Jerusalem in the mid-ninth century;



more were harmed in 938. The Fatimids presided over the burning at the stake of Patriarch John
VII, the toppling of the sepulchre church’s dome, and the reviled desolations of al-Hakim.
Crusaders burned down the Karaite synagogue and converted the Muslim holy sites for Christian
use. Saladin then destroyed some of their churches and/or replaced them with mosques and
madrasas. His Ayyubid successors demolished Jerusalem’s walls again, the church of St. Mary
of Zion, and then expelled Jews and Christians from the city. In the thirteenth century, the army
of Kerak destroyed the Tower of David, and the Khwarazmians sacked the city and massacred its
Christian residents. They then destroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, as had Caliph al-
Hakim the Mad in the eleventh and, before him, the Muslim and Jewish rioters of 966; the
Fatimids also looted it in 1056. No medieval possessor of Jerusalem had clean hands, and to
center only one faction as deliberately demolishing physical structures of the other is to distort.

The above sounds terrible when combined into a simplistic narrative. Some have plucked from
it certain events in order to argue a given political position: Christians did worse deeds than
Muslims, or vice versa. This is common and holds tremendous power because certain audiences
are disposed to the idea that their side has been treated unjustly or has suffered inordinately
compared to everyone else. However, neither of these methods provide real avenues towards
reconciliation, only continuing rancor. In reality, as these pages have shown, each event occurred
within complex contexts. Seizing upon any single transgression in order to generalize about the
disposition of its religious adherents can be politically satisfying but can never be considered
scholarly. Moreover, the transgressions were actually rather few in number when considered
against a timeline of some 700 years, and after every occasion people swiftly moved to rebuild.

There is therefore another way to think about interfaith relations in Jerusalem. As one author
has noted, the status and protection of these sites today “hangs suspended like a sword over
future negotiations regarding the city.”6 Instead of focusing on guilt for foul deeds, historians,
religious leaders, policy makers, and educated readers could emphasize that, despite the litany of
offenses, the medieval rulers and communities of Jerusalem themselves consciously preferred
and pursued religious pluralism of the sort idealized in ˈUmar’s Assurance. That trend continued
into the early modern and modern periods and was confirmed through a series of Ottoman and
Israeli laws. Following the fall of Jerusalem in 1967, the State of Israel issued a law known as
the Protection of Holy Places, which states that “The Holy Places shall be protected from
desecration and any other violation and from anything likely to violate the freedom of access of
the members of the different religions to the places sacred to them or their feelings with regard to
those places.”7 These “holy places” were then enumerated in the following years and include, in
Jerusalem, the Tomb of the Virgin Mary, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the Sanctuary of the
Ascension, and the Convent of Dayr al-Sultan.8 These match those protected in earlier Ottoman
protections under Sultans Mehmed II in 1458, Osman III in 1757, and Abdülmecid I in 1852—
the so-called “Status Quo” agreement.9 In some measure, then, the legacy of ˈUmar’s Assurance
has persisted into the twenty-first century.

Wars and Massacres

Yes, some may retort, Jerusalemites generally got along, but the military conquests of the city
tell a different story: one of assault, suffering, massacres, and destruction. These events pop out
of the history books more than anything else and can draw the eye away from the complicated
mosaic of civil relations. In particular, the First Crusade is often singled out as a singularly



heinous example of medieval religious violence. Like the occasional persecutions and
demolitions of buildings and walls, however, a single war tells only an incomplete story. A
quantitative approach is an easy way to approach the problem. Jerusalem was at least attacked 19
times in the period 614–1248 (see Appendix), and that seems like a lot. As usual, however,
context is needed to interpret the statistics.

Of these 19 attacks on Jerusalem, 14 of them were muted in one way or another, giving the lie
to an impression of constant, destructive conflict across the centuries. Its military history is
actually one of relatively modest sieges. Three of the attacks were military offensives that never
reached the city walls: Ridwan of Aleppo in 1095 (aborted mid-campaign), the Fatimids in 1124
(driven off by resident skirmishers), and Timür-Tash in 1152 (destroyed on the march). On eight
more occasions Jerusalem surrendered either immediately or after blockades that did not produce
any sort of mass suffering: Heraclius in 630, ˈUmar in 638, al-Muˈizz in 971–974, Atsiz in 1073,
al-Afdal in 1098, Frederick II in 1229, Theobald in 1240, and al-Salih Ayyub in 1247–1248.
Three more involved intense artillery attacks on the city that prompted capitulation but no mass
casualties: the Fatimids in 1098, Baldwin III in 1152, and al-Nasir Daˈud in 1239. That we have
emphasized only the worst sieges says more about the modern uses of history than historical
reality.

Those worst moments came in the five other falls of the city, but their lessons are not as
obvious as supposed. Two of them, narrated in chapter one, belong to the pre-Islamic era in
Jerusalem and are more relics of the ancient past than representative of the accord engendered in
the Middle Ages. In 614, Persians and Jews enabled the sack of Jerusalem, which was surely a
horrific event, and this was followed by Heraclius’s peaceful retaking of the city in 630 after
triumphing in the Byzantine–Sasanid War. For the latter, the conquest of the city was essentially
nonviolent, but its aftermath most certainly was not: the emperor’s mass persecution of Jews that
resulted in untold executions and forced conversions to Christianity. Outside of individual
anecdotes, such things largely went away after Heraclius bid adieu to Syria. This was a turning
point: the coming Rashidun armies eschewed such methods and instead ushered in the first era of
religious coexistence of all three Abrahamic faiths in the city. We could harp on the destruction
or, rather, commemorate and celebrate the paradigm shift: the coming of Islamic rule was a break
from the comparative ugliness of the ancient world.10

As chapter two then demonstrates, there were no massacres in Jerusalem for the next four
centuries. This accomplishment is all the more impressive when remembering that the Shia
Fatimids attained possession of the city in the tenth century but did not eliminate, much less
persecute, the Sunnis living there. Inter-Muslim violence finally erupted in the third fall of
Jerusalem, in 1077, when Sunni Turks under Atsiz killed 3,000 Shia. Here, context matters.
Atsiz’s first siege in 1073 was a relatively tame blockade that concluded with capitulation but no
massacre. He only returned four years later when insurgents imprisoned his family and
challenged his authority—his response, while unpleasant to say the least, does not appear to have
been driven by religious acrimony. In the aftermath, Shia were not banned from the city, and a
pluralistic community persisted all the way up to the First Crusade, even after the Fatimids
reclaimed it in 1098 and could have easily taken bloody revenge.

This trend line continued with the fourth example, in chapter three: the crusader sack of 1099.
It is easily the most infamous attack in the medieval history of Jerusalem, and incredible amounts
of ink have been spilt on it. Moreover, it continues to inflame passions about religious warfare in



modern discourse. It was, indeed, out of step with the heritage of peaceful coexistence. But we
have focused too much on the blood and not enough on the event’s place in Jerusalem’s broader
story. Even the crusaders could not permanently alter the trajectory of the city’s pluralism, which
had been cemented by that point with 461 years of interfaith traditions. Given the city’s history,
it should be no surprise that, less than two generations after the sack, Muslims were back on the
Temple Mount, praying towards Mecca.

Chapters four and five covered the remaining violent assaults on Jerusalem. Saladin’s in 1187
is justly celebrated as restrained, in that he could have massacred its Christian population but did
not. Reasonable discussions should be had about the allegation of mass rape of those who could
not pay the ransom price and whether or not the glowing contours of the sultan’s legend are
legitimate. Still, it is clear that in the aftermath he tolerated an interfaith community of Jews,
Muslims, and (eastern) Christians—very much in the vein of ˈUmar, to whom Islamic poets
compared him specifically. Finally, the sack of the Khwarazmians in 1244 wiped out the
remaining Christian population, and Jews likely would have suffered too, had they not already
fled the city in advance. The event gladdened no one, and led to a grand alliance between
Christians and Muslims that likely surprises those modern readers who presume that East and
West have always been at war in a grand clash of civilizations. After that army failed at the
Battle of La Forbie, a coalition of forces from Homs and Cairo—the latter of whom had recently
hired the Khwarazmians in the first place—crushed what was seen by virtually everyone as a
pernicious threat to both political and religious stability.

As with property destruction, these climactic five events tell us that virtually every major
interest group contributed to massacres in Jerusalem. The method of employing a particular
massacre as the basis of a modern complaint can never prevail in an argument because
competing parties can retort with a counterexample. It may be more productive to simply admit
that, yes, the history of the city showcases bad actors from every persuasion. Following this are
two other, more optimistic conclusions: the bulk of Jerusalem’s falls occurred in a restrained,
even mundane, fashion; and that the rest did not—could not—transform the city into the
exclusive domain of any given faith confession.

The Temple Mount

A common refrain from Islamic authorities today is that al-Aqsa is in danger, which is taken to
mean the entire structure of the plateau, that mosque and the Dome of the Rock, and the Muslim
right to prayer on the Temple Mount. The latter tradition is, in fact, the most enduring in
Jerusalem’s medieval story. Muslims have been praying on the Temple Mount since 638, as
permitted by medieval Sunni and Shia rulers as well as the Christian kings of Jerusalem. As we
have seen, there were only two breaks in this tradition: after the First Crusade (1099–1130s), and
then possibly in 1243–1244. In both cases, prayer was, counterintuitively, restored by the
Christian kings of Jerusalem. Put another way, over the 1,400 year history of the religion,
Islamic prayer has been absent from the Temple Mount for less than 40 years: under 0.03% of
those 1,400 years.

This grand heritage has not been interrupted again, but there are fears that could change. These
are not entirely without foundation. In 1969, there was an attempt to burn down the al-Aqsa
mosque, and plots to blow up the holy sites followed in the 1980s.11 Corresponding efforts by
some ultra-Orthodox Jews to pray on the site, as well as messianic Jewish (and fundamentalist



Christian) groups seeking to rebuild the Temple, have not helped.12 Seemingly giving credence
to Muslim suspicions were much publicized visits to the Temple Mount like that of then Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon in September 2000, accompanied by Likud officials and the Israeli
Defense Forces (IDF) and, afterward, asserting the rights of Jews to visit the area.13 Likewise,
periodic IDF quellings of protests and riots have engendered another measure of discomfiture.14

The reaction to these perceived slights has been multifaceted: a campaign waged since 1996 by
the Islamic Movement in Israel to position “al-Aqsa as the central religious-nationalist symbol of
the Palestinian struggle”; The Second Intifada (2000–2005), a period of intense violence and
conflict, which carried the alternative name of “the Al-Aqsa Intifada”; protests and riots; and
even political rhetoric from world leaders.15 For their part, the Israelis have consistently
maintained that their interest is to keep the status quo, but obviously mistrust runs rampant on
both sides.

Some historical comparisons are instructive here. One of the most controversial events of the
Six Day War was the Israeli conquest of Jerusalem’s Old City and securing of both the Western
Wall and the Temple Mount.16 Firmly in control of the city and with enough combat power to do
as he pleased, the Israeli Minister of Defense, Moshe Dayan, could have drastically altered the
long-established arrangements. But ignoring the purported urgings of Shlomo Goren, Chief
Rabbi of the Military Rabbinate of the IDF, to detonate the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa
mosque (the veracity of which is still debated today), Dayan, refused. In an address to IDF
soldiers, he said:

We have returned to our holiest site so as never to part with it again. To our Arab
neighbors, Israel stretches out its hand in peace . . . We did not come to conquer the holy
sites of others or to restrict their religious rights, but to ensure the integrity of the city and
to live there with others in brotherhood.17

For those familiar with the medieval story, this should sound very familiar. Dayan (a Jewish
atheist) was acting in the same manner as Frederick II (a Christian) had over six hundred years
before him. Dayan himself may have been oblivious to this connection, for he mentions neither
Frederick nor the 1229 Treaty of Jaffa in his autobiography.18 Yet the similarity is unmistakable:
at the precise moment when each military leader held supreme power over the city and occupied
it with soldiers, both opted to retain Muslim worship on the mount.

Today, Israel has still not moved to claim the Temple Mount for itself, and Muslim prayer
remains the only legal sort on the plateau. Not everyone was happy about this in 1229, and many
remain unhappy even today. But if read in the spirit of medieval detente that this book has
charted, the events in the Old City in 1967 could be substantially reimagined. At least in the
sense of religious rights, they do not represent a rupture but rather continuity with a centuries-old
tradition in which these rights had been confirmed by Muslims and non-Muslims alike: from
ˈUmar, al-Muˈizz, and Saladin—but also Frederick, Richard of Cornwall, and Moshe Dayan.

The Western Wall

Because it was granted by both Christian and Jewish governments, there is thus a sturdy Islamic
argument for devotional rights on the Temple Mount: on, that is, but not around. There has been
an ahistorical tradition running parallel to the al-Aqsa debate that seeks to disinherit the Jews



from prayer at the Western Wall. Their devotions, like those of Muslims above on the mount,
also date back to the twelfth century, at least, and were confirmed by both Muslim and Christian
rulers.

As this book has shown, the notion that medieval Jews only prayed outside Jerusalem until
1800, which is repeated in various publications and statements, is fanciful. Jewish worship there
dates back to at least the mid-twelfth century. Benjamin Tudela noted devotions there in the
1160s, and Maimonides probably prayed there in 1165. In 1210, the travelers Samuel ben
Samson and Jonathan ha-Kohen prayed there, and Jewish pilgrimages to the spot continued into
the 1240s.19 One of the criticized Israeli demolitions after 1967, the Madrasa al-Afdaliyya, had
only been endowed in 1193, meaning that Jewish worship at the spot technically predated it.20

This is not to say, however, that the Western Wall, or even Jerusalem itself, was always central
to Jewish devotional activities, and we have seen that other Levantine cities very often held the
more vibrant, and populous, portions of their communities, especially in the tenth and eleventh
century.

Equally important is understanding how these devotions were made possible: through the
dispensations of Christian and Muslim rulers. Prayer there, by a few sparse residents but mostly
by visitors, began in either the reign of Baldwin III or Amalric I. Saladin’s conquest resulted in a
large influx of Jews to this city, where they were tolerated, and this continued through the
pilgrimages of the early thirteenth century. The practice continued after Frederick II obtained
Jerusalem in 1229. After Jews fled the city in advance of the Khwarazmians and, later, the
Mongols, they returned in sparse numbers, as noted by Nahmanides, to the Mamluk-controlled
city. Prayer at the Western Wall was, by then, an established tradition. In 1546, the Ottoman
sultan Suleiman the Magnificent confirmed it by issuing a decree (firman) that Jews had the right
to pray at the Western Wall in perpetuity.21 This happened, it should be noted, in the wake of an
earthquake that same year, in which the Temple Mount was damaged—so even in a time of
worry for the Muslim holy sites above, a Muslim ruler nonetheless cemented Jewish rites down
below. Subsequently, Jews resided in southern neighborhoods near the Western Wall during the
following century.22 The firman remained in force all the way until 1949, when Jordan prevented
any and all Jewish access. It proved to be an exceptional and short break: the Israelis retook the
wall in 1967 and Rabbi Goren blew the shofar on a live radio broadcast. Save for that 18-year
gap, Jewish worship at the Western Wall is a historical tradition nearly nine hundred years old, at
least.

However, today it seems that many have sought to deny this history or explain it away. The
Palestinian Authority has claimed that the Western Wall or, as they call it, the Al-Buraq Wall, is
part of al-Aqsa and Jews have no right to it.23 They are not alone in this claim, which is made by
the Waqf itself: that “al-Aqsa” refers not just to the specific mosque first built by Walid I but the
entire Temple Mount, above, below, and all around.24 This dispute exploded in 2016, when
UNESCO adopted a resolution that called the Western Wall “the Buraq Plaza,” which followed
on the heels of assorted moments of calling Jewish heritage sites only by their Arabic names,
thereby implying their primary Islamic functions. The technique appears to be part of a
comprehensive movement to deny any Jewish connection to the Temple Mount at all.25 These
and other resolutions ultimately led to both Israel and the United States withdrawing from
UNESCO entirely in October 2017.26

What’s good for the goose is good for the gander: if medieval history can be used to validate



Muslim claims to al-Haram al-Sharif, then it likewise validates Jewish claims to the Western
Wall. As with Frederick and Dayan, accommodations there were proffered and confirmed by
non-Jewish rulers. An appeal to medieval tradition, if considered in its fullness, is honest and
unifying: as their forefathers agreed to a sharing of Herod’s great edifice, so too could
contemporary voices confirm the pluralistic accords of the medieval past.

Epilogue: A Path Forward

As noted in its opening, this book is designed neither as a sledgehammer to destroy studies that
emphasize Jerusalem’s violent past nor as a means of advancing any sort of policy agenda.
Rather, it has sought to fill in the gaps of such studies and provide a fuller history of the city, one
in which the dominant theme appears to be accord, not antagonism. This interpretation
emphasizes not historical rights in and of themselves but rather the avenues by which they were
acquired. Crucially, it also centers on the fact that the major interreligious rights and allowances
in the Middle Ages were either proffered or confirmed by rulers practicing different religions. In
other words, diversity led to community.

Such a conclusion is only possible through a review of the contexts of the military, political,
and religious history of medieval Jerusalem across the period, and here it arose from a
consideration of a certain set of archaeological and textual materials. This study has focused on
Jerusalem itself, but further inquiry into interfaith trends in the broader Near East across the
same stretch of centuries would no doubt add further layers of meaningful context.27 Diverse
communities existed elsewhere in the region. In cities like Acre, Tyre, Cairo, and even
Damascus, hints of interfaith problem solving can be spotted in the period following the seventh-
century Arabic conquests. Whether or not Jerusalem was exceptional in its pluralism will need to
be determined through further inquiry into the broad history of such places. Moreover, future
studies could likely find more connections between the medieval world and modern
controversies that this book has not addressed.

The fuller the historical inquiry, then, the better. Nothing shocking there, but in the case of
Jerusalem most treatments have lacked both breadth and width. In this sense, periodization can
be problematic because while the history of, say, religious customs in the eleventh century tells
us one story, the history of both religion and warfare in the tenth through twelfth century reveals
others. Partial histories, especially when written from partisan perspectives and for activist
purposes, neglect elements that suggest the counternarrative and help feed the rhetorical contests
seen on news broadcasts. In these, advocates make divisive claims based on historical
precedence, in the full knowledge that they each have built-in audiences who are already
favorably disposed towards their interpretation. This approach sells books and wins applause in
different quarters but has not, and likely will not, produce any winners.

Historians look to the past and ought not to be in the business of prescribing solutions, but it is
well within the disciplinary ethic to suggest that past preludes can be useful for thinking about
contemporary issues in new ways.28 The medieval narrative both validates and nullifies historical
claims for every party, in both reassuring and uncomfortable ways. In the end, what Jerusalem
was, then, is what it remains: a city for all.



APPENDIX: ATTACKS ON AND EXCHANGES OF MEDIEVAL
JERUSALEM

Chapter Year On Offense On Defense Result
1 614 Shahrbaraz Zachariah/Byzantines Taken; massacre
1 630 Heraclius Sasanid Persia Surrendered
1 638 ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab Sophronius/Byzantines Surrendered after blockade
2 971–4 al-Mu‘izz li-Din Allah Carmathians/Abbasids Surrendered
2 1073 Atsiz Beg Fatimid Caliphate Surrendered after blockade
2 1077 Atsiz Beg Shia revolutionaries Taken; massacre
3 1095 Ridwan of Aleppo Artuqid dynasty Attack aborted
3 1098 al-Afdal Shahanshah Artuqid dynasty Surrendered after assault
3 1099 Godfrey de Bouillon et al Fatimid Caliphate Taken; massacre
4 1124 Fatimids Kingdom of Jerusalem Attack aborted
4 1152 Timür-Tash Kingdom of Jerusalem Attack aborted
4 1152 Baldwin III Queen Melisende Surrendered after assault
4 1187 Saladin Balian of Ibelin Surrendered after assault
4 1195 Al-Afdal ibn Salah ad-Din al-Malik al-Aziz Uthman Abandoned to attackers
5 1229 Frederick II al-Malik al-Kamil Acquired via treaty
5 1239 al-Nasir Da‘ud Kingdom of Jerusalem Surrendered after assault
5 1240 Theobald of Champagne al-Nasir Da‘ud (Kerak) Acquired via treaty
5 1244 Khwarazmians Kingdom of Jerusalem Taken; massacre
5 1247/1248 al-Salih Ayyub Khwarazmians Surrendered
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(xxi), (xxii), (xxiii), (xxiv), (xxv), (xxvi), (xxvii), (xxviii), (xxix)n39, (xxx)n41, (xxxi)n129, (xxxii)n133, (xxxiii)n158,
(xxxiv)n5

Fatimid Imam-caliphs
al-ˈAziz Billah (i)
al-Adid (i)
al-Hakim bin-Amr Allah (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi)n99, (xii)n106, (xiii)n22
al-Muˈizz li-Din Allah (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
al-Mustaˈli (i)
al-Mustansir Billah (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
al-Zahir (i), (ii)

Feast of the Exultatio (i)
Filastin (i)
First Fitna (i)
First Zealot Revolt (i)
Flanders (i)
Flavius Phocas, centurion (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Fontevrault (i)
France (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Francia (i)
Frederick Barbarossa, emperor (i)
Frederick II, emperor (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi)n4, (xii)n90
Freikorps (i)n84
friendship
Fulk Nerra, count of Anjou (i)
Fustat (Old Cairo)

gang warfare (i)
Ganzak (i)
Gaston, viscount of Béarn (i)



Gaza 160, 208–10, 212m (i)n28
Genoa (i), (ii)
German Pilgrimage (i), (ii)
Gerold, patriarch of Jerusalem (i), (ii)
Ghassanids (i)
Ghaznavids (i)
Givati Hoard (i)
Golan Heights (i), (ii)
Golden Horn (i)
Golgotha (i), (ii), (iii)n71
Goren, Shlomo, Chief Rabbi of the Military Rabbinate of the IDF (i)
Great Lavra, monastery of (i)
Gregory II, Armenian patriarch (i)

Haydara, governor of Damascus (i)
Hagia Sophia (i)
Hama (i)
Harran (i), (ii)
Hasan, son of Ali (i)
Hashim ibn ˈUtba ibn abu Waqqas, Rashidun general (i)
Hebron (i)
Helena, mother of Constantine (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n188
Heliopolis (i)
hell (i), (ii), (iii)
Hellespont (i)
Henry III, king of England (i)
Henry IV, emperor (i)
Henry, duke of Brabant (i)
Heraclea Cybistra (Eregˇli) (i)
Hermann of Perigord, Templar grand master (i)
Hermann von Salza, Teutonic grand master (i)
Herod the Great (i), (ii), (iii)
Hijaz (i), (ii)
hisba (i)
Holy Roman Empire (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Homs (Emesa) (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)
Horn of Africa (i)
Horns of Hattin (i)
Hubert Walter, bishop of Salisbury (i)
Hugh, king of Cyprus (i)
Hujaria, Fatimid corps (i)n76
Hungary (i)
Hunin (i)
Husayn, son of Ali (i)
Hussein bin-Talal, king of Jordan (i)

Iberia (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n1
Ibn Muslima, Abbasid vizier (i)
Ibn Sallar, soldier (i)n76
Ibn Tughjl, Ikhshid ruler (i)
Ibn Zafir, Egyptian clerk (i)
Ibrahim Yinal, cousin of Tughrul Beg (i)
Ibrahim, nephew of Jawhar al-Siqilli (i)
Ikhshids (i), (ii)
Ilghazi, son of Artuq (i), (ii), (iii)
Imad ad-Din Zengi, lord of Damascus (i), (ii)
intermarriage (i), (ii)
interpreters (i), (ii)n82
Investiture Controversy/Contest (i)
iqta (i)



Iraq (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
Isabella, daughter of John of Brienne (i)
Isabella, wife of Aimery of Cyprus (i)
Isfahan (i)
Isimbard, abbot of Saint-Lomer (i)
Islam

hajj (i)
hegira (hijra) (i)
jihad (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n28, (vii)n108, (viii)n137, (ix)n138, (x)n160
jizya (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n169
khutba (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
madhab (Shafiˈi) (i), (ii), (iii)
madrasa (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)n167
Mahdi (i), (ii), (iii)
Maliki jurisprudence (i), (ii)n174
minbar (i), (ii), (iii)
Muhammad

ascension (Miˈrāj) (i)
Night Journey (Isrā) (i)

qibla (i)
Shafiˈi jurisprudence (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n174
Sufis (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

Islamic Movement in Israel (i)
Ismaˈilis (i)
Israel, State of (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)n149, (ix)n12, (x)n15
Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) (i), (ii)n14

Jaˈfar ibn Falah, Fatimid general (i), (ii)
Jaˈfar ibn al-Furat, Fatimid vizier (i)
Jabala (i)
Jabala ibn al-Ayham, Ghasanid king (i)
Jabiyah (i), (ii)n138
Jacob, a converted Jew (i)
Jawhar al-Siqilli, Fatimid general (i)
Jazira (i)
Jericho (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Jerusalem, city of

administrators of
al-Sabahi, governor (i), (ii)
Balian of Sidon, baillie (i)
Garnier lˈAleman, baillie (i)
Iftikhar ad-Daulah, governor (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Muhammad Ishmael ibn al-Sabahi, governor (i), (ii)
Nehemiah ben Hushiel, exilarch (i)
Godfrey de Bouillon, duke of Lower Lorraine (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Zachariah, patriarch (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)

aedicule (i), (ii), (iii)
Aelia Capitolina (i), (ii)
Al-Aqsa mosque (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii), (xix)n9,

(xx)n64, (xxi)n75, (xxii)n15
Armenian Quarter (i)
Christian Quarter (i), (ii), (iii)n116
Church of the Holy Sepulchre (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii),

(xix), (xx), (xxi), (xxii), (xxiii), (xxiv), (xxv), (xxvi), (xxvii), (xxviii), (xxix), (xxx), (xxxi), (xxxii), (xxxiii)n4, (xxxiv)n156
City of David (i)
Dome of the Chain (i), (ii), (iii)
Dome of the Rock (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii)n9, (xviii)n75
Hospital of St. John (i)
gates

Beautiful Gate (i)



Damascus Gate (i), (ii), (iii)n100
David’s Gate (i), (ii)
Gate of Sorrow (i)
Golden Gate (of Lydda; of Mercy) (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)
Herod’s Gate (i)
Jaffa Gate (i), (ii)
Mount Zion Gate (i), (ii), (iii)

Juiverie (i), (ii), (iii)
Khanaqh al-Salahiyya, madrasa of (i)n167
Kidron/Jehoshaphat Valley (i), (ii), (iii)
kings of

Amalric 588–9, (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n37, (v)n114
Baldwin I (Baldwin of Boulogne) (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)
Baldwin II (i), (ii)n82
Baldwin III (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Fulk V (i), (ii)
Guy of Lusignan (i), (ii), (iii)
John of Brienne (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Maghribi district (i)
Mamilla Pool (i), (ii)
Mount Moriah (i)
Mount of Olives (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x)
Mount Zion (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Muslim Quarter (i)
Quadrangular Tower (Tancred’s Tower) (i)
Ramban Synagogue (i)
Sanctuary of the Ascension (i)
sieges of

70: (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
614: (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii)
1099: (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n120
1187: (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii)
1244: (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)

Siloam Spring (i)
St. James the Great, cathedral of (i)
St. Mary Major (i)
St. Mary’s Magdalene’s Postern (i)n113
St. Stephenˈs Gate (Damascus Gate) (i), (ii), (iii)n100
Temple Mount (al-Haram al-Sharif) viii, 7, 12, 23, 32, 37, 39, 48, 54–6, 58, 66, 83, 90, 100, 123–5, 127–30, 135, 137, 139–40,

151–3, 156, 167–9, 177, 189– (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)n149, (x)n1, (xi)n168, (xii)n103, (xiii)n12
Templum Domini (i), (ii)
Templum Salomonis (i), (ii), (iii)
Tomb of the Virgin Mary (i)
Tower of David (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv)
Umayyad palace complex (i)
Western Wall (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi)n94, (xii)n33, (xiii)n103, (xiv)n9, (xv)n19

Jerusalem Islamic Waqf (i), (ii)n149
Jewish Diaspora (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Jews, expulsions of (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n34
John of Ibelin, king of Cyprus (i)
John VII, patriarch of Jerusalem (i), (ii)
John, king of England (i), (ii)
Jonathan ha-Kohen, head of Lunel yeshiva (i), (ii)
Judaism

messianic (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n34, (v)n12
Karaite (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n118
Passover (i)
Rabbanite (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n118
synagogues (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)n141
Tisha bˈAv (i), (ii)



Ultra-Orthodox (i)
yeshiva (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n103

Judean Hills (i)
Julius Caesar (i)
Jupiter, cult of (i)
Just War (i), (ii)n5

Kafr-Sabt (i)
Karijites (i)
Kawadh-Siroes (Siroy), son of Khrosrow II (i), (ii)n74
Kerak, fortress of (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Kerbogha, son of Tutush (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Khalid ibn al-Walid, Rashidun general (i), (ii), (iii)
Khatkin, Fatimid general (i)
Khazars (i)
Khilat (Ahlat) (i)
Khosrow II, Sasanid shah (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n69, (viii)n74
Khurasan (i)
Khwarazmians (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Kufa (i), (ii)
Kurds (i), (ii)
Kutama Berbers (i)
Kuwait (i)

La convivencia (i)n1
Lake Van (i)
Languedoc (i)
Latakia (i)
Lebanon (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Leopold VI, duke of Austria (i)
Levon II, prince of Armenia (i)
Libya (i)
Likud Party (i)
Louis VIII, king of France (i)
Louis IX, king of France (i)
Lucera (i)
Lunel (i)
Lydda (i)

Maˈarra (Maˈarrat al-Numan) 1098 siege of (i)
Madaba Map (i)
Magdeburg, 1631 siege of (i)n156
Maghrib (i), (ii), (iii)
Magna Carta (i)
Mainz (i)
Mamistra (i)
mamluks (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Maraclea (i)
Marasch (i)
Mardin (i), (ii)
Maria, daughter of Emperor Maurice (i)
Mecca (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)n156
Media (i)
Medina (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)n154
Melisende, mother of Baldwin III and wife of Fulk V (i), (ii)
Merzifon (i)
Metz (i)
miracles (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n99
Modestus, deputy patriarch of Jerusalem (i), (ii)
money fiefs (i)n19



moneylending (i)
Mongols (i)
Montreal, fortress of (i)
Morocco (i)
Mosque of Omar (i)
Mosul (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)
Mount Athos (i)
Mount Tabor (i), (ii)
Muˈtamin al-Khilafa, eunuch (i), (ii)n117

naphtha (i), (ii)n112
Napoleon Bonaparte (i)
Nathan ben Abraham (i)
Nazareth (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Nazi Party (i)n84
Nicaea (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Nicomedia (i)
Nizar, son of al-Mustansir (i)
Nur al-Din, lord of Syria (i), (ii)

Oguz (i)
Orleans (i)
Oshin, Armenian chief (i)n108
Otto IV, emperor (i), (ii)
Ottoman sultans

Abdülmecid I (i)
Mehmed II (i), (ii)
Osman III (i)
Suleiman the Magnificent (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n20

Pact of Umar (i)n167
Palestinian Authority (i)
Peace of God (i)
Peasants’ Crusade (People’s Crusade) (i), (ii)
Pechenegs (i)
Pelagius, cardinal legate (i)
Petahyah, rabbi of Regensburg (i)
Peter the Hermit (i)
Peter, archbishop of Caesarea (i)
Philip II, king of France (i), (ii)
Philomelium (Akşekar) (i)
Phoenicia (i)
pilgrimage (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii)n24
Pisa (i), (ii), (iii)
Popes

Alexander II (i)
Gregory VII (i), (ii), (iii)
Gregory VIII (i)
Gregory IX (i), (ii), (iii)
Honorius III (i), (ii), (iii)n85
Innocent III (i), (ii)
Leo IX (i), (ii)
Nicholas II (i)
Pascal II (i)
Sergius IV (i), (ii), (iii)
Urban II (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n26, (vi)n24
Urban III (i)

Popularist school 104 (i)n43
prisoners (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x)n117, (xi)n129, (xii)n150
Protection of Holy Places (i)



Provence (i), (ii)

Qipchaks (i)
Qurayshi (i)

Rabba (i)
Rahab (i)
Rahzadh, Sasanid general (i)
Ramla (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
ransom (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)n117, (x)n150
rape (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n155, (viii)n159
Rashidun Caliphate (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)
Rashidun caliphs

Abu Bakr as-Siddiq (i), (ii), (iii)
Ali ibn Abu Talib (i), (ii)
Uthman ibn Affan (i), (ii)
ˈUmar ibn al-Khattab (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii)n130,

(xix)n147, (xx)n155, (xxi)n167, (xxii)n169, (xxiii)n171
Raymond IV, count of Toulouse (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
Raymond of Aguilers (i), (ii), (iii)n25, (iv)n59, (v)n120
Red Sea (i), (ii)
restrictions of dress (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n34, (v)n22
Reynald de Châtillon, lord of Oultrejordain (i)
Reynard, count of Toul (i)
Rheims (i)
Rhineland pogroms (i), (ii), (iii)
Richard I, king of England (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Richard, earl of Cornwall (i), (ii), (iii)n148
Ridda Wars (Wars of Apostasy) (i)
Ridwan, lord of Aleppo (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
rivers

Bosphorus (i)
Jordan (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Nile (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)
Tigris (i)
Yarmuk (i)

Robert, count of Flanders (i), (ii)
Rome (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii)n99

Saforie (i)
Saint-Cybard, abbey of (i)
Saladin, Ayyubid sultan (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii),

(xix)n108, (xx)n114, (xxi)n150, (xxii)n168, (xxiii)n1
Salamiyah (i)
Samanids (i)
Samaritan revolts (i)
Samarra (i)
Samuel Hakohen ben Abtalion (i)
San Germano (i)
Saruj (i)
Sasanid Persia (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix)n51
Saudi Arabia (i)
Sayyida Rasad, mother of al-Mustansir (i), (ii)
scorched-earth tactics (i)
Sea of Galilee (i), (ii), (iii)
Second Fitna (i)n25
Second Intifada (“Al-Aqsa Intifada”) (i)
Seljuk sultans

Alp Arslan (i), (ii)
Kilij Arslan (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)



Malikshah (i), (ii)
Muhammad Tapar (i)
Tughrul Beg (i)

Seljuk Turks (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi)
Shahen, Sasanid general (i)
Shahrbaraz, Sasanid general (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Shams al-Din, qadi of Nablus (i)
Sharon, Ariel, Prime Minister of Israel (i)
Shawar, Fatimid vizier (i), (ii)n109
Shayzar (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)
shihna (i)
Shirkuh, uncle of Saladin (i), (ii)n111
Sibylla, sister of Baldwin IV (i)
Sicily (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n90
Sidon (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Sinai Peninsula (i), (ii), (iii)
Six Day War (i), (ii), (iii)n28
slaves (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii)n37, (xviii)n155, (xix)n159
Slavs (i)
Solomon ben Judah (i), (ii)
Spain (i), (ii)
Speyer (i)
St. Benignus, abbey of (i)
St. Francis of Assisi (i), (ii), (iii)n56
St. George Gate, Antioch (i)
St. Peter (i), (ii)
“status quo” (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)
Stephanie, daughter of Leon I of Armenia (i)n61
Stephen, count of Blois (i), (ii)n58–9, (iii)n67
St-Rémi, monastery of (i)
Sts. Cosmas and Damian (i)
sundials (i), (ii)n75
Suqman, son of Artuq (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
Syria (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi), (xvii), (xviii), (xix), (xx), (xxi), (xxii),

(xxiii), (xxiv), (xxv), (xxvi), (xxvii), (xxviii), (xxix), (xxx), (xxxi), (xxxii), (xxxiii), (xxxiv), (xxxv), (xxxvi), (xxxvii)n147,
(xxxviii)n30

Tachiks (i)
Tancred d’Hauteville (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n100
Taqi al-Din, nephew of Saladin (i)
Tarsus (i)
taxes and tariffs (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii)n169, (xiii)n160
Tel Aviv (i)n71
texts

Ad liberandum (i)
Audita tremendi severitate (i)
Balfour Agreement (i)n28
Book of Lamentations (i)
Book of Numbers (i)n34
Book of Revelation (i), (ii), (iii)n120
Book of Zerubbabel (i)
Cairo Genizah (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
Chronicle of 1234 (i)
Chronicle of 640 (i)
Chronicle of Fredegar (i)
Chronicle of Seert (i)
Chronicon Pascale (i), (ii)
Continuation of William of Tyre (i), (ii)n156
Egyptian Scroll (i)
Gesta Francorum (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)



Gospel of Mark (i)
Gospel of Matthew (i)
hadith (i), (ii), (iii)
Historia belli sacri (i)
Khuzistan Chronicle (i), (ii), (iii)n113
pilgrim itineraries (i)
Qur’an (i), (ii)
Restitutio crucis (i)
Talmud (i)
Theodore Psalter (i)n105
Torah (i), (ii)n141

Theobald, count of Champagne (i), (ii), (iii), (iv)n148
Theodore Trithourios, Byzantine treasurer (i), (ii), (iii)n108
Theodosiopolis (i)
Theophano, wife of Emperor Nicephoros Phocas (i)
Third Fitna (i)
Third Temple (i), (ii)
Tiberias (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
Tiflis (Tbilisi) (i)
Tikrit (i), (ii)
Timür-Tash of Mardin, the son of Ilghazi
Titus, Roman emperor (i)
Tortosa (i)
torture (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)n42
Treaty of Jaffa (1191) (i)
Treaty of Jaffa (1229) (i), (ii), (iii)
Treaty of Melfi (i)
Trier (i)
Tripoli (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n93
Truce of God (i), (ii)
True Cross (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi)
Tunisia (i), (ii), (iii)
Turan (i)
Turcopoles (i), (ii), (iii)n98
Turkey (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)n15
Tutush, Seljuk emir and son of Alp Arslan (i), (ii)
Tyre (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x), (xi), (xii), (xiii), (xiv), (xv), (xvi)n42

ˈUbaydalla Sa‘id, Isma‘ili imam (i)
Umar’s Assurance (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x)n170, (xi)n187
Umayyad Caliphate (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii)
Umayyad caliphs

ˈAbd al-Malik (i)
Marwan II (i), (ii)
Muawiyah I (i), (ii), (iii)n17
Umar II (i)
Walid I (i), (ii)
Yazid II (i)

UNESCO (i)

Vahan, Armenian general (i)
Venice (i)
Venus (i)
vizier (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v), (vi), (vii), (viii), (ix), (x)

Wadiˈl-Ruqqad (i)
Walter Sans-Avoir (Walter the Penniless) (i)
Warmund, patriarch of Jerusalem (i)
Welf family (i), (ii)
Western Roman Empire (i), (ii)



Wilhelm II, emperor of Germany (i)
William of Châteauneuf, Grand Master of the Hospitallers (i)
William the Conqueror, king of England (i)
William, archbishop of Tyre (i)n119
Wilson’s Arch, Jerusalem (i)
witchcraft (i)
World War II (i)
Worms (i)

Xerigordos, fortress of (i)

Yaghisiyan, governor of Antioch (i)
Yazdin of Karka de Beth Slouq, Sasanid minister (i)
Yemen (i), (ii), (iii), (iv), (v)n41
Yom Kippur War (i)n28

Zara (Zadar) (i)
Zirgid Dynasty (i)
Zoroastrianism (i), (ii), (iii)n51
Zubaida, wife of Harun al-Rashid (i)
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