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a b s t r a c t

This article explores the evolving use of Maccabaean ideas in
sources concerning the conduct of Christian holy warfare between
the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. It demonstrates that the
memory of the Maccabees and other Old Testament exemplars
played an important role in shaping the idea of crusading and its
subsequent evolution to encompass new frontiers in the Baltic and
Iberia, as well as structural developments in crusading, such as the
establishment of the military orders.
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On 8 June 1191 King Richard I of England landed at Acre, joining the forces of the Third Crusade outside
the city. His arrival was met with celebration and one writer recalled: ‘It would have been difficult to
find anybody who was not praising and rejoicing, each in their own way. Some testified to the joy in
their hearts by singing popular songs, others recited epic tales of ancient heroes’ deeds, as an incite-
ment to modern people to imitate them.’1 Describing this and other campaigns, many writers drew
upon legendary and biblical warriors to provide instructive paradigms for crusaders. Among the most
popular were the Maccabees and their famous leader Judas Maccabaeus.

The Maccabaean (Hasmonaean) family led the Jews of Judaea in revolt against the persecutions of
the Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV in the second century BC, subsequently defending Jerusalem against
a series of invasions. Their actions are recorded in the Books of the Maccabees, which in the medieval
period were included in the Bible under the title Libri historici novissimi.2 A famous moment in these
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1 ‘Itinerarium peregrinorum et gesta regis Ricardi’, in: Chronicles and memorials of the reign of Richard I, ed. W. Stubbs, 2 vols

(Rolls Series 38, London, 1864), vol. 1, 212. Translation taken from H. Nicholson, The chronicle of the Third Crusade. The Itinerarium
peregrinorum et gesta regis Ricardi (Aldershot, 1997), 202.

2 See B. Bar-Kochva, Judas Maccabaeus. The Jewish struggle against the Seleucids (Cambridge, 1989).
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accounts was the execution of a group of Jews in Jerusalem in the early stages of the rebellion, who
refused to reject their faith and who became known as the Maccabaean martyrs. As Bernard of
Clairvaux later pointed out, they alone of the Old Testament martyrs had a feast day in the Catholic
calendar, 1 August.3

This study explores the way in which contemporaries drew upon the memory of the Maccabees to
recruit, control and remember the crusades. As the crusading movement developed to take new forms,
so the imagery associatedwith it evolved accordingly. The use ofMaccabaean exemplars before the First
Crusade is discussed to indicate their influence in the emerging ideas of Christian holy warfare and also
to explore the possibility that Armenian traditions may have contributed to the creation of a distinctive
crusader ideology. From this it will be shown how subsequent manifestations of the crusading
movement d including the military orders, the crusades to the Baltic and Iberia, and the struggle
against heresy d adopted these exemplars, moulding their memory to serve new purposes. Earlier
studies on the Maccabees have included work on their memory in western literary culture,4 their
employment in eleventh century and First Crusade sources,5 and their connection to the Teutonic
order.6 Despite this, there has been little attempt to trace the developing employment of Maccabaean
allusions over time and their adaptation to face new challenges within the crusading movement.

The First Crusade and its origins

During the First Crusade there was a tremendous sense of rediscovery as participants found them-
selves in the lands of the Old and New Testaments. Archas was identified as the town founded by
Noah’s nephew.7 Ramleh was described (albeit inaccurately) as the site of St George’s tomb.8 Many
writers drew parallels between the crusade and the exodus of the Jews from Egypt to the Promised
Land.9 The material possessions and corporeal remains of biblical saints and martyrs were recovered
by priests and soldiers, along with items revered for their association with Christ’s life, such as pieces
of the True Cross and the lance which pierced His side at the Crucifixion.10 At other points the
crusaders deliberately recreated Old Testament events in an attempt to gain God’s blessing. While the
crusaders were besieging Arqa (a town to the north-east of Tripoli), Ralph of Caen reports the
construction of a golden image of Jesus Christ in imitation of the Israelites’ creation of the tabernacle.
In doing so, it seems that the pilgrims hoped to receive God’s direction during their pilgrimage, just as
the Jews had received divine support in the desert.11 On 8 July 1099, during the siege of Jerusalem, the
crusaders processed around the city walls in a deliberate re-enactment of Joshua’s actions at the siege
of Jericho.12
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