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abstract
it is the thesis of this study that research into medieval communication, its audiences, purposes, and channels, 
plays a central role in a better understanding of the crusades. the military Orders played a significant role in 
communication developments in europe and the levant, because their international character and the fact that 
their own survival relied on their ability to exchange accurate information in the shortest period. the significant 
increase in letter exchange, the acceleration of information transmission, and the new awareness of delivering re-
liable information in the shortest period, all these developments reflect the decisive role of the military Orders 
in the emergence of a more communication-oriented society at the late middle ages.

the various aspects of the crusades, whether from a religious, political, or 
socioeconomic perspectives, have received satisfactory attention in his-
torical research.1 One crucial facet, however, remained for many years 

terra incognita, mainly, the communication challenges that confronted the cru-

* OrCid: https://orcid.org/0000–0002–8479–9272
1 any attempt to give a historiographical list is condemned to failure. up to date information can 

be found in the bulletin of the Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East, published 
annually.
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saders and the different channels they developed in this regard.2  some years ago, 
i devoted my book The Vox Dei to the history of medieval communication, with 
one chapter dealing with the crusades; 3 still, much work has to be done. From the 
wide field of medieval communication, this paper focuses in three main questions, 
namely, 1) the main methodological problems inherent in the investigation of 
medieval communication. more specifically, 2) the communication challenges 
that confronted the crusaders, and 3) the leading role of the military Orders in 
promoting what can tentatively be regarded as a more communication-oriented 
society.

The ability to communicate in the highest level is a manifestation of the social 
nature of humankind.4 Being an interpersonal process, communication requires 
a shared code of symbols and some standardized usage.5 it is a transactional pro-
cess, affective and purposive, and it implies goal-directed behavior.6 traditional 
societies do not require a skilled, professional communication system nor is it 
essential to the economy or the production process. The most primitive communi-
cation channels were indeed characterized by the immediate contact between the 
communicator and his audience.7 The feudal pyramid reflects a Kommunications-
modell, in which the amount of information assimilated by the various social strata 
was determined by their socioeconomic status and political functions. Whereas 
peasants or artisans contented themselves with scanty information, the sociopo-
litical elite required a considerable amount of data, while dealing with a large and 

2 the failure to continue with the traditional crusades after the fall of the Crusader Kingdom 
has recently been regarded as a failure in communication, more specifically, in propaganda; 
see: Karl Borchardt, “On Hospitaller initiatives in the Western mediterranean, 1291–1307,” in 
Communicating the Middle Ages: Essays in Honour of Sophia Menache, ed. iris shagrir, Benjamin 
Kedar, and michel Balard (abingdon: routledge, 2018), 24.

3 sophia menache, The Vox Dei: Communication in the Middle Ages (new York: Oxford univer-
sity Press, 1990), 98–123.

4 Owen Hargie, Christine saunders, and david dickson, Social Skills in Interpersonal Communi-
cation (Chatham: routledge, 2000, 3rd edition), 19–55; Charles r. Berger, michael e. roloff, 
and david r. ewoldsen, The Handbook of Communication Science (newbury Park: sage Publi-
cations, 2009), 3–11.

5 Charles r. Berger, “interpersonal Communication: an introduction,” in Interpersonal Com-
munication, ed. id. (Berlin–Boston: sage Publications, 2014), 1–3.

6  Katherine miller, Communication Theories: Perspectives, Processes, and Contexts (Boston: mac-
graw Hill, 2005, 2nd edition), 290–310.

7 Pascal Boyer, Tradition as Truth and Communication: A Cognitive Description of Traditional 
Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1990), 1–24; manashi mohanty and Prit-
ishri Parhi, “Folk and traditional media: a Powerful tool for rural development,” Journal of 
Communication 2, no. 1 (2011): 41–47.
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miscellaneous range of reports.8  still, any attempt to investigate medieval commu-
nication faces historians with the risk of limiting themselves to the narrow borders 
of written documents while ignoring the different expressions of what the Annales 
School has successfully called “culture populaire.”9 Prophecies, coins, artistic mani- 
festations of all kind, music, legends, the whole rich spectrum of popular culture 
offers new insights for a better understanding of the past. in other words, investi-
gation of medieval communication requires complementing written testimonies 
with other expressions of medieval society, a task that very often turns historians 
into archaeologists.10 

*

alongside ideological, political, and economic factors, the crusades can be regard-
ed as an outcome of communication and, at the same time, an important factor 
in the development of new channels, primarily in europe but also between both 
shores of the mediterranean.11 at a first stage, the success of the crusades depend-
ed on the convincing transmission of ideological tenets, well rooted in the spirit 
of medieval Christendom. The crusades further confronted contemporaries with 
the challenge of developing efficient channels of communication with those who 
departed overseas, a rather difficult goal due to the heterogeneous character of 
the crusader armies. at a more advanced stage, the reliance of the latin states on 
manpower and supply from europe made it imperative to find the most efficient 
communication channels between both shores of the mediterranean.

The First Crusade provides a suitable case in point because its immediate 
and extensive response, which was sui–generis in the annals of medieval Chris-
tendom.12 Though the original records of urban ii’s speech in Clermont did not 
survive, analysis of the different versions reflects the main issues that ensured its 

8 Josef Benzinger, “Zum Wesen und zu den Formen von Kommunikation und Publizistik im 
mittelalter,” Publizistik 15 (1970): 295–318.

9 Jacques le Goff, Pour un autre moyen âge (Paris: Gallimard, 1991), passim, especially 4–14.
10 menache, The Vox Dei, 3–37.
11 ead., “the Crusades and their impact on the development of medieval Communication,” 

in Kommunikation zwischen Orient und Okzident: Alltag und Sachkultur, Veröffentlichungen 
des Instituts für Realienkunde des Mittelalters und der frühen Neuzeit, Internationaler Kongress 
Krems an der Donau (6. bis 9. Oktober 1992), vol. 17, ed. Harry Kühnel (Wien: Verlag der öster-
reichischen akademie der Wissenschaften, 1994), 69–90.

12 ead, “the Communication Challenge of the early Crusades, 1099–1187,” in Autour de la 
première croisade. Actes du Colloque de la Society for the Study of the Crusades and the Latin East 
(Clermont–Ferrand, 22–25 juin 1995), ed. michel Balard (Paris: Publications de la sorbonne, 
1997), 293–314.
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wide reception; namely, the imperative to help eastern Christians and Catholic 
pilgrims, both being oppressed by the infidel. more important still, to put an end 
to the muslim sacrilege of the holy places where Jesus Christ lived and was cruci-
fied.13 The fight of those departing overseas thus became a bellum justum and, as 
such, reflected the will of God.14 The apostolic appeal to well-known Christian 
codes provides the key to understand the mass response to urban’s call. indeed, 
Jonathan riley smith characterized apostolic preaching as one with “emphasis on 
rhetoric and theatre,” an “appeal to the guts rather than to the head.”15 Contem-
porary chroniclers were aware of the unprecedented scope of the papal call and 
approached its wide diffusion in a very short time in terms of divine interven-
tion.16 The Vicar of God in earth, however, relied on more temporal means of 
transmission, such as preaching and correspondence.17

urban ii repeatedly emphasized the same well-rooted themes in the surround-
ing areas of angers, tours, and limoges.18 Peter the Hermit complemented the 
papal efforts in urbes et municipia,19 a trend that led Christopher tyerman to ap-
proach medieval cities as the foci for crusader preaching and recruitment.20 The 

13 dana Carleton munro, “the speech of Pope urban ii at Clermont, 1095,” American Historical 
Review 11 (1906): 231–242; ernest O. Blake, “the Formation of the ‘Crusade idea’,” Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 21 (1970): 11–31. 

14 see, for instance, Fulcher of Chartres, “Historia Hierosolymitana,” in Recueil des historiens des 
croisades: historiens occidentaux (henceforth as: rHC hist. occ), vol. 3, (london: Gregg, 1967), 
327.

15 Jonathan riley smith, “History, the Crusades, and the latin east: a Personal View,” in Crusad-
ers and Muslims in Twelfth–Century Syria, ed. maya shatzmiller (leiden: Brill, 1993), 16.

16 robert of reims, “Historia iherosolimitana”, in rHC, Hist. occ., 3: 730; “Historia peregrino-
rum euntium Jerosolymitanum,” in rHC, Hist. occ., 3: 173. 

17 Die Kreuzzugsbriefe aus den Jahren 1088–1100, ed. Heinrich Hagenmeyer (Hildesheim, 1901 
/ new York: G. Olms, 1973), 136–138; Wilhelm Wiederhold, “Papsturkunden in Florenz,” in 
Nachrichten von der Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen, ed. Gesellschaft der Wissen-
schaften zu Göttingen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1901), 313–314; Papsturkunden 
in Spanien, I: Katalonien, ed. Paul F. Kehr (Berlin: Krauss reprint, 1926), 287–288; robert 
somerville, “a new letter of Pope urban ii?” Bulletin of Medieval Canon Law 36 (2019): 
331–335; Judith mcClure, “Pope urban ii. the ‘Collectio Britannica’ and the Council of mel-
fi, 1089,” The English Historical Review 113, is. 454 (1998): 1266–1267; Paul e. Chevedden, 
“Crusade Creationism versus Pope urban ii’s Conceptualization of the Crusades,” The Histori-
an (2013): 1–46.

18 Herbert e. J. Cowdrey, “Pope urban ii’s Preaching of the First Crusade,” History 55 (1970): 
177–188.

19 ernest O. Blake and Colin morris, “a Hermit goes to War: Peter and the Origins of the First 
Crusade,” Studies in Church History 22 (1985): 79–107.

20 Orderici Vitalis Historiae Ecclesiasticae libri tredecim, vol. 3, ed. augustus le Prevost (Paris:  
J. renouard, 1855), 478; Christopher tyerman, “Who went on Crusades to the Holy land?” in 
The Horns of Hattin, ed. Benjamin Z. Kedar ( Jerusalem: Yad ben Zvi, 1992), 18.
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propaganda success of the First Crusade does not therefore indicate the emergence 
of new communication channels but the effective manipulation of old values and 
themes, well-rooted in the minds of eleventh–century believers.21 as claimed by 
Joshua Prawer, an average Christian did not probably know the name of the king 
nor the place of his residence – if there was a permanent royal residence at the time – 
but most believers were able to identify the name of Jerusalem, the holiest city, 
where Jesus Christ was crucified for the remission of sins.22 

Preaching remained a main communication channel during the whole cru-
sader period, though many practical problems remained unsolved. Bernard of 
Clairvaux, for example, preached the Holy War on the eve of the second Cru-
sade in the urban centers of France, lothringia, Flanders, and Germany.23 Bernard, 
however, was able to preach in French and latin while his listeners ignored these 
languages; still, they were captivated by the saint’s message as if it was emitted 
in German.24 Gerard of Wales, as well, preached the Third Crusade in latin and 
French to Welsh people, whose knowledge of these languages was nil; he further 
recognized that the main importance of a crusade sermon did not lie in its content 
but in the way it was delivered and the emotions it raised.25 universal weeping and 
miracles as much as possible were considered fundamental to the success of cru-
sade preaching.26 

miracles, however, were not always at the disposal of Christian preachers, 
who had to deal with the heterogeneous character of their audiences. many lis-
teners did not understand latin, and the itinerant character of preachers did not 

21 sophia menache and esther Cohen, “Holy Wars and sainted men: Christian War Propaganda 
in the middle ages,” Journal of Communication 36, no. 2 (1986): 52–62.

22 Joshua Prawer, A History of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem (Hebrew), vol. 1 ( Jerusalem: Bialik 
institute, 1963), 83–87.

23 marinus B. Pranger, “the ‘Persona’ of the Preacher in Bernard of Clairvaux,” Medieval Sermons 
Studies 51 (2007): 33–40.

24 Giles Constable, “the language of Preaching in the twelfth Century,” Viator 25 (1994): 
131–152; natalie B. Van Kirk, “Finding One’s Way through the maze of language: rhetor-
ical usages that add meaning in saint Bernard’s style,” Cistercian Studies Quarterly 42 (2007): 
11–35.

25 robert Bartlett, “rewriting saints’ lives: the Case of Gerald of Wales,” Speculum 58, no. 3 
(1983): 598–613; michael richter, “Gerald of Wales: a reassessment on the 750th anniversa-
ry of his death,” Traditio 29 (1973): 379–390.

26 there is a rich bibliography on the subject; see, for example, Christoph t. maier, Crusade Pro-
paganda and Ideology: Model Sermons for the Preaching of the Cross (Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 2004), 3–70; id., Preaching the Crusades: Mendicant Friars and the Cross in the 
Thirteenth Century (new York: Cambridge university Press, 1994), passim; Penny J. Cole, The 
Preaching of the Crusades to the Holy Land, 1095–1270 (Cambridge, massachusetts: medieval 
academy of america, 1991), passim.
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make their dialogue with local audiences any easier. The wide success of Bernard 
of Clairvaux and Gerard of Wales, however, make it clear that beyond linguistic 
skills, body language and mass suggestion played crucial roles in enlisting medieval 
audiences to the Holy War. The need to develop a basic dialogue with their con-
temporaries – usually common people who were not familiar with Holy scripture 
even less with the muslim threat in the latin east – fostered the preachers’ use of 
what we would call today “audio-visual channels,” such as loud voices, songs (most-
ly in the vernacular), bells, processions, public prayers, ornaments, and gestures, all 
of them devoted to enhance the Holy War against the infidel.27 

The heterogeneous nature of medieval audiences characterized the crusader 
armies, as well, as colorfully described by Fulcher of Chartres:

“and whoever heard of such a mixture of languages in one army? There were 
present Franks, Flemings, Frisians, Gauls, allobroges, lotharingians, alemanni, 
Bavarians, normans, english, scots, aquitanians, italians, dacians, apulians, 
iberians, Britons, Greeks, and armenians. if any Briton or teuton wishes to ques-
tion me, i could neither reply nor understand.”28

 
at the crusader period, however, a magnanimous God reversed the biblical 

myth of the tower of Babel (Genesis 11: 1–9), and the pilgrims Outremer, who 
could hardly understand each other, amalgamated like brothers:

“Consider, i pray, and reflect how in our time God has transformed the Occident 
into the Orient. For we who were Occidentals have now become Orientals. He 
who was a roman or a Frank has in this land been made into a Galilean, or a 
Palestinian […]. We have already forgotten the places of our birth […]. Words of 
different languages have become common property known to each nationality, 
and mutual faith unites those who are ignorant of their descent […]. He who was 
born a stranger is now as one born here; he who was born an alien has become as 
a native.”29

linguistic barriers among the crusaders did not disappear in the course of time, 
and characterized the crusader period as a whole. thus, contemporary chroniclers 

27 see the differences of opinion in this regard between nicholas l. Paul, “a Warlord Wisdom: 
literacy and Propaganda at the time of the First Crusade,” Speculum 85 (2010): 534–566, and 
Jay rubenstein, “the deeds of Bohemond: reform, Propaganda, and the History of the First 
Crusade,” Viator 47, no. 2 (2016): 113–135.

28 Fulcher of Chartres, “Historia Hierosolymitana,” 3: 336–337; A History of the Expedition to 
Jerusalem, trans. Frances rita ryan (Knoxville: university of tennessee Press, 1967), 271–272.

29 Fulcher of Chartres, “Historia Hierosolymitana”, 3: 336–337. 
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emphasize the “diversity of nations, customs, and languages” among those who 
restored lisbon to Christian rule in 1147, as well.30 

The heterogeneous nature of medieval audiences represents just one commu-
nication challenge inherent in the problematic essence of conducting the Holy 
War overseas. The evolution and tempo of the second Crusade reflect additional 
obstacles that confronted the Christian fight against the infidel. according to Wil-
liam of tyre, “when the city of edessa was captured […] the story of the ominous 
disaster was carried by rumor throughout the entire west.”31 However, only  by de-
cember 1144, i.e., almost one year after the Christian defeat overseas, messengers 
from antioch formally delivered the distressing news to the pope. eugenius iii re-
acted immediately – the first bulls calling for a new crusade dated on 1 december 
1145.32 The pope reissued his call for a new crusade three months later, and the ap-
ostolic letter reached england, denmark, tournai, the lowlands, Flanders, and 
lisieux very close to its publication. eugene iii also wrote about his crusade pro-
ject to emperor manuel, who replied in august 1146 and again in march 1147. 
still, the Christian armies left europe only by april 1147, almost eighteen months 
after the papal call and two and a half years after the fall of edessa.33 The considera-
ble delay in the Western response appears to be the rule rather than the exemption. 
The urgent needs of the latin states encountered a slow response, if any, in Chris-
tendom, thus neutralizing even more the fragile cohesion between the two shores 
of the mediterranean.34 additional examples may clarify the slowness of transmis-

30 De expugnatione Lyxbonensi, ed. Charles W. david (new York: Columbia university Press, 
1936), 52; Jonathan Phillips, “ideas of Crusade and Holy War in ‘de expugnatione lysbonen-
si’,” Studies in Church History 36 (2000): 123–141; alan Forey, “the siege of lisbon and the 
second Crusade,” Portuguese Studies 20 (2004): 1–13.

31 Willelmi Tyrensis Archiepiscopi Chronicon, ed. robert B. C. Huygens (turnhout: Brepols, 
1986), 739–740. On the spread of rumors on the fall of edessa, see also: “annales Herbipo-
lenses,” in Monumenta Germaniae Historica. Scriptores rerum Germanicarum (henceforth as: 
mGH ss), vol. 16, no. 1–9, ed. auguste molinier (lyon: Persee, 1902), 4–5; ralph l. rosnow, 
“rumor as Communication: a Contextualist approach,” Journal of Communication 38 (1988): 
12–28; theodore Caplow, “rumors in War,” Social Forces 25 (1947): 298–302.

32 Peter rassow, “text der Kreuzzugsbulle eugens iii. vom 1. märz 1146, trastevere ( J-l. 8796),” 
Neues Archiv 45 (1924): 302–305 (source edition “Quantum predecessores”).

33 Willelmi Tyrensis, ed. Huygens, 326; Giles Constable, “the second Crusade as seen by Con-
temporaries,” Traditio 9 (1953): 213–279; Jonathan Phillips, The Second Crusade: Extending 
the Frontiers of Christendom (new Haven-london: Yale university Press, 2007), 37; laurence 
W. marvin, “King louis Vii as General of the second Crusade: a Failure of Command, Con-
trol and Communication,” in Louis VII and his World, ed. michael l. Bardot and laurence W. 
marvin (leiden: Brill, 2018), 29–49.

34 malcolm Barber, “supplying the Crusader states: the role of the templars,” in The Horns of 
Hattin, ed. Benjamin Z. Kedar ( Jerusalem: Yad be Zvi, 1992), 314–326; John H. Pryor, “In 
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sion: pilgrims delivered in Jerusalem the news of emperor Henry V’s death and 
his succession by lothar almost one year later, in easter day (11 april 1126).35 
similarly, the notification of Frederick i’s death in Filifke Castle (asia minor) on  
10 June 1190, reached Germany only four months later.36 

**

if the average crusader could cope with the relative stagnation of information, the 
situation was rather different with regard to the crusade leaders, the masters of the 
military Orders among them. they became, indeed, a leading factor in communi-
cation practices between europe and Outremer, the very existence of the Orders 
conditioned by the reception and delivery of up-to-date reports among the ranks 
of the institution itself and with the leading powers in Christendom, the papacy 
at their head, as well. throughout the crusader period, moreover, the activities 
of the templars, Hospitallers, and teutonic Knights remained in both shores of 
the mediterranean.37 General Chapters – in which the master, the convent, and 
capitular bailiffs participated – provincial chapters, and periodical visitations to 
the Order houses, each of them provided important communication channels.38 

Subsidium Terrae Sanctae: exports of Foodstuffs and War materials from the Kingdom of sicily 
to the Kingdom of Jerusalem, 1265–1284,” Asian and African Studies 22 (1988): 128–141.

35 Fulcher of Chartres, “Historia Hierosolymitana,” 3: 480; Holger macht, Lothar III. Kampf mit 
den Staufern (Hamburg: diplomica, 2004), 22–25.

36 “Quellen zur Geschichte des ‘Kreuzzuges’ Kaiser Friedrichs i.,” ed. anton Chroust, in mGH 
ss, n.s., vol. 5 (Berlin: m.G.H., 1928), 92; rudolf Hiestand, “’Precipua tocius christianisi-
mi columpnii’: Barbarossa und der Kreuzzug,” in Friedrich Barbarossa: Handlungspielraüme 
und Wirkungsweisen ders staufischen Kaisers, ed. alfred Haverkamp (sigmaringen: thorbecke, 
1991), 51–108.

37 this study focuses in the templar, Hospitaller, and teutonic Knights due to the international 
character of these Orders in contrast with the regional essence of those active in the iberian Pen-
insula such as Calatrava, santiago, alcántara and avis. see: enrique rodríguez–Picavez, “the 
military Orders in medieval iberia: image, Propaganda, and legitimacy,” Mirator 13 (2012): 
1–35.

38 due to space restrictions, we avoid here reference to the whole Orders’ network. From the rich 
bibliography in the subject, see: malcolm Barber, The New Knighthood: A History of the Or-
der of the Temple (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1994), 229–280; Jonathan riley 
smith, The Knights of St. John in Jerusalem and Cyprus c. 1050–1310 (edinburgh: macmillan, 
1967), 227–372; Jochen Burgtorf, “structures in the Orders of the Hospital and the temple – 
select aspects,” in The Crusades and the Military Orders: Expanding the Frontiers of Medieval 
Latin Christianity, ed. Zsolt Hunyadi and József laszlovszky (Budapest: Central europe uni-
versity, 2001), 379–393; Jochen Burgtorf, The Central Convent of Hospitallers and Templars: 
History, Organization and Personnel (1099/1120–1310) (leiden: Brill, 2008), 27–121.
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The imperative to develop suitable communication channels between eu-
rope and the levant generated many challenges but the knights also enjoyed some 
advantages. against the transitory character of most pilgrims or crusaders who 
reached the Holy land,39 the members of the military Orders, especially the mas-
ters, spent large periods in situ thus becoming better acquainted with the levant 
and the beliefs and practices of its inhabitants, including muslims and/or eastern 
Christians. usama ibn munqidh, a syrian prince and diplomat who travelled ex-
tensively in syria, Palestine, and egypt,40 confirmed the knights’ advantages over 
other Christians:

 
“When i went into the mosque al–aqsa, which was occupied by the templars, who 
were my friends, they assigned me this little mosque in which to say my prayers. 
One day i went into it and glorified allah. i was engrossed in my praying when one 
of the Franks rushed at me, seized me, and turned my face to the east, saying, ‘That is 
how to pray!’ a party of templars made for him, seized his person, and ejected him. 
i returned to my prayers. The same man, escaping attention, made for me again and 
turned my face round to the east, repeating, ‘That is how to pray!’ The templars again 
made for him and ejected him; then they apologized to me and said to me, ‘He is  
a stranger who has only recently arrived from Frankish lands. He has never seen any-
one praying without turning to the east.’ i answered, ‘i have prayed sufficiently for 
today.’ […] among the Franks, we notice those who have come to dwell in our midst 
and who have become accustomed to the society of [muslims]. They are greatly 
superior to those who have more recently joined them in the country which they 
occupy. They form, in fact, an exception, which must not be made into a rule.”41

in the eyes of the syrian diplomat, the templars thus represented those Chris-
tians who spent long periods in the east, thereby becoming more aware of muslim 
practices and rituals. The templars’ behaviour was therefore described in most 
positive terms, without the charges of heresy that later Capetian propaganda as-
cribed to the knights.42 

39 Benjamin Z. Kedar, “the Passenger list of a Crusader ship, 1250: toward the History of the 
Popular element in the seventh Crusade,” Studi Medievali 13, no. 1 (1972): 267–279.

40 adam m. Bishop, “usama ibn munqidh and Crusader law in the twelfth Century,” Crusades 
12 (2013): 53–65; robert irwin, “usama ibn munqidh: an arab–syrian Gentleman at the 
time of the Crusades reconsidered,” in The Crusades and their Sources: Essays presented to Ber-
nard Hamilton, ed. John France and William G. Zajac (aldershot: ashgate, 1998), 71–87.

41 usama ibn munqidh, The Autobiography of Ousama, trans. and ed. George richard Potter 
(london: 1929 (repr.: Whitefish: Kessinger’s rare reprints, 2008)), 172–177.

42 Julien théry, “a Heresy of state: Philip the Fair, the trial of the ‘Perfidious templars’, and 
the Pontificalization of the French monarchy,” Journal of Medieval Religious Studies 39, no. 2 
(2013): 117–148; alan J. Forey, “Were the templars guilty, even if they were not Heretics or 
apostates?” Viator 42 (2011): 117–148.
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in order to ensure the Orders’ survival in a hostile environment, however, the 
information advantages implied in their permanent residence in the latin east 
should be effectively channelized to medieval Christendom, to recruit a positive 
response time and again. messengers and delegations performed a most important 
function in this regard. However, the long delays in transmission and the many 
dangers in the route intensified the sense of insecurity that was an intrinsic part of 
the crusaders’ existence overseas and weakened the fragile cohesion between the 
two shores of the mediterranean. They justified, even dictated, an independent 
policy, since it was impossible to rely on timely advice, not to mention concrete 
help from the West. The communication perspective thus helps to counterbalance 
the colonial essence ascribed by some scholars to the latin Kingdom,43 whose rul-
ers had no choice but to act or more often react in a rather independent way. 

along with their original duty as couriers, messengers orally transmitted  
a large amount of their information.44 The continuous dependence on the substan-
tial assistance of Western Christendom – much expected but only exceptionally 
received in time – brought about numerous delegations to the West, the main 
goal of which was to increase support in funds and manpower. The military Or-
ders played a main role in the many delegations that called for the much needed 
support of the Orders but also of the latin settlements as a whole. From the very 
beginning, the knights embarked in a series of journeys to the West, very often 
promoted by the Kings of Jerusalem. according to William of tyre, Baldwin ii 
sent Hugh of Payns westwards in order to recruit potentes for his campaign against 
damascus. Between 1128 and 1130, indeed, the First master of the temple trav-
elled through Champagne, anjou, normandy, england, and scotland, and then 
back to Flanders, probably returning to the east via the rhone Valley and mar-
seilles.45 The Council at troyes (13 January 1129), where the templar rule was 
approved, was therefore preceded by a vigorous campaign to recruit donations and 
new volunteers.46 arnold of torroja, the ninth master as well,47 set out for the West 
in 1184 with other prominent latin leaders. The plan was to visit italy, Germa-
ny, France, and england in order to alert about saladin’s threat. Though arnold 

43 see the classical book of Joshua Prawer, The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem: European Colonialism 
in the Middle Ages (london: Weidenfeld and nicholson, 1972), passim.

44 markus stock, “letter, Word, and Good messengers: towards an archaeology of remote 
Communication,” Interdisciplinary Science Review 37 (2012): 299–313; mary C. Hill, “King’s 
messengers and administrative developments in the thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries,” 
The English Historical Review 61 (1946): 315–328.

45 Willelmi Tyrensis, ed. Huygens, 620.
46 Barber, The New Knighthood, 8–20.
47 nikolas Jaspert, “the election of arnau de torroja as ninth master of the Knights templar 

(1180): an enigmatic decision reconsidered,” Archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de (2009): 372–397.
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died at the very beginning of the mission, the essence of such delegations is rath-
er clear: only most reliable men were sent to the Continent both because their 
knowledge of the critical situation Outremer and their ability to negotiate in the 
highest levels. similarly, the master of the Hospital, Garin of montaigu, led in 
1222 a delegation to europe, where he met emperor Frederick ii, before he visit-
ed england and France.48 The last master of the temple, Jacques de molay, as well, 
participated in various delegations to europe, where he held general chapters and 
met the King of aragon.49 members of the military Orders also played a main 
role in delicate diplomatic missions, which required most subtle skills. during the 
second Crusade, King louis Vii sent everard des Barres – the templar master in 
France who became Grand master later on50 – to conduct difficult negotiations 
with emperor manuel i. 

 Beyond their rivalry, the Orders joined forces many times to cope with the ap-
athy of Western Christendom, an apathy that turned into open enmity from the 
second half of the thirteenth century onwards.51 Thus, the newly appointed tem-
plar master William of Beaujeu and the former Hospitaller marshal William of 
Corceles, appeared before the second Council of lyons (1274),52 to enlarge the 
support of both Orders in the critical situation overseas.

notwithstanding the importance of such delegations as the situation Ou-
tremer deteriorated, they turned often into a “mission impossible”. indeed, the 
Grand Commander of the temple, Geoffrey Foucher, warned King louis Vii not 

48 Jochen Burgtorf, “travels, troubles and trials: the montaigu Family between Capetian France 
and lusignan Cyprus,” in The Capetian Century, 1214 to 1314, ed. William Chester and Jenna 
r. Phillips (turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 281–303.

49 sophia menache, “Jacques de molay, the last master of the temple,” in Knighthood of Christ: 
Essays on the History of the Crusades and the Knights Templar presented to Malcolm Barber on his 
65th Birthday (aldershot: ashgate, 2007), 229–240.
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zation 42 (new York: Columbia university Press, 1948), 52–55. On everard’s influence in the 
latin east, see: marion melville, “les débuts de l’Ordre du temple,” in Die geistlichen Ritteror-
den Europas, ed. Josef Fleckenstein and manfred Hellmann, Vorträge und Forschungen XXVi 
(sigmaringen: Jan thorbecke Verlag, 1980), 23–31; Jonathan riley smith, “the templars and 
the Castle of tortosa in syria: an unknown document concerning the acquisition of the For-
tress,” The English Historical Review 84 (1969): 278–288.

51 sophia menache, ”a Clash of expectations: self-image versus the image of the Knights templar 
in medieval narrative sources,” Analecta Turonensia 13 (2005): 47–58.

52 Cartulaire général de l’Ordre des Hospitaliers de Saint Jean de Jérusalem, 1100–1310, vol. 4, 
(1301–1310), ed. Joseph delaville le roulx, (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1906), no. 
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to expect further delegations since the Christians strongholds in the Holy land 
remained too weak to allow the dispatch of additional emissaries to the West.53  
a partial solution was found later on throughout the thirteenth century with per-
manent representatives of all military Orders at the papal and royal courts, often 
acting in some official capacity such as royal almoners or treasurers.54 Brother mar-
quisius, for example, was appointed the Hospital full-time representative at the 
apostolic see with plenary power in all legal actions (1231).55 long before the 
Western powers – with Venice at their head – the military Orders thus discovered 
the importance of permanent embassies.56

The masters of the military Orders, like other rulers in the latin east, were 
confronted with the need to balance between the very few and defective commu-
nication channels at their disposal and the imperative to receive continuous and 
urgent support from europe. Bearing in mind the impediments of large delega-
tions as those mentioned by Geoffrey Foucher,57 correspondence became a very 
important if not a most indispensable communication channel.58 although let-
ter-exchange across short distances – between Byzantium, antioch, Jerusalem, and 
acre – was relatively efficient, it encountered many difficulties between the Cru-
sader Kingdom and europe.59 The maritime journey between Western europe and 
the latin east was relatively short, lasting from fifteen to twenty–five days with 
favourable winds, but only during specific seasons, from late march to late Octo-
ber.60 notwithstanding the many difficulties, the masters of the military Orders 
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were forced to develop a fluent communication with Christendom, their critical 
condition dictating the frequency and weight of correspondence. some examples 
may clarify the current state of affairs: in 1150, the seneschal of the temple, an-
drew of montbard, wrote to everard des Barres, the Grand master then in France, 
asking for funds to cover the considerable expenses incurred by Baldwin iii’s ex-
pedition to antioch. 61 The seneschal’s request found full response the same year 
at the chapter meeting in Paris (14 may 1150).62 From september 1163 until Jan-
uary 1165, at least thirteen letters were written to King louis Vii by the templar 
master, Bertrand of Blancfort, and Geoffrey Fulcher, the procurator and precep-
tor of the temple, among others.63 in his letter to the King of France, the Patriarch 
of Jerusalem, amalric of nesle, recommended Gilbert d’assailly, the master of the 
Hospital, who had departed for europe for fund raising and would be able to de-
liver more information orally. Found raising remained therefore the first concern 
of all military Orders, which sometimes found a positive response. after the mas-
ter of the teutonic Order, Hermann von salza, wrote to Gregory iX about the 
great expenses caused by the fortification of montfort,64 the pope urged the faith-
ful to contribute to the Order, since all “Christians in the area are known to receive 
great advantage” from the castle.65

The exchange of correspondence with Christendom increased in times of cri-
sis, which characterized the history of the latin Kingdom from the second half of 
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the twelfth century onwards. during saladin’s advance (1177–1187),66 the masters 
of all military Orders multiplied their calls for assistance. Between 10 July– 
–6 august 1187 and January 1188, the Grand Commander of the temple after 
the Battle of Hattin, Brother terricus, wrote a series of letters informing Pope ur-
ban iii, Henry ii of england, and Philip of alsace, as well as the brethren in the 
West about the dramatic episodes in the latin east, primarily, saladin’s execution 
of 230 templars.67 This last example exemplifies the awareness of the military Or-
ders with regard the imperative to report most accurate information about the 
actual situation in the Holy land not only to the brothers across the sea but also 
to the papal curia and most prominent Christian rulers. letters to the pope claim-
ing for supply actually characterized the maters’ interplay with the apostolic see. 
although we lack evidence of all letters written by the Hospitallers to the pope,68 
the letter of William of Chartres to Honorius iii in October 121769 clearly testi-
monies the desperate situation of all military Orders in the latin east. already in 
January the same year, the pope had called the faithful to help the knights who de-
voted themselves to the service of Jesus Christ and the defence of the Christian 
faith. This plea was repeatedly voiced during the course of the year and, again, in 
november 1218.70 

What we may call today “emergency pleas” accompanied the mongols’ ad-
vance in the following century, as well.71 The master of the temple, Thomas Bérard, 
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wrote to the Order officials about the mongol devastation that brought about the 
conquest of aleppo and damascus, and an endless number of refugees (4 march 
1260), as well.72 Thomas further complained about the distressing incidents of 
letters’ theft, a crime rather common in the levant.73 delinquency of this kind jus-
tified the parallel use of oral messages, while special messengers orally delivered 
part or the entire message.74 Three months later (10 June), Thomas’s letter reached 
the Visitor of the temple in the West, Guy of Basainville, who sent messengers to 
Françon of Borne, Preceptor of aquitaine, and to Pope alexander iV. The Flores 
historiarum validates the dramatic impact of the master’s report in london by  
16 June, the dramatic situation being confirmed by letters of the papal legate, 
Thomas agni on 1 march,75 and by officials of other military Orders on 22 april.76 
From a communication perspective, one may also note the muslim influence in 
the use of carrier pigeons, a practice unknown europe but regularly used in the 
Frankish states during the thirteenth century.77 regular mail services, however, 
like those operating in the neighboring muslim states and Byzantium, remained 
completely extrinsic to the crusaders’ world. Yet, the teutonic Order developed an 
advanced postal system in the Baltic area.78  

The desperate situation Outremer is clearly reflected in the letter of Hugh rav-
el, master of the Hospital, to Ferrand des Barres, prior of st. Giles (1268):
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The tiny number of Christians who are on this side of the sea are unable to resist the 
indescribable power of the saracens. even the city of acre cannot be fortified as it 
ought to be by all the Christians everywhere on this side of the sea. in any case, the 
Christians are so stupefied at the immense damage which they have received and 
which they are receiving every day that they can provide no remedy of defence.79

The repeated calls for assistance usually found a positive response at the Papal 
see, being the papacy the sponsor of the crusades and the patron of all military 
Orders. Pope Gregory X, for example, sent the archbishop of Corinth to Philip 
iii asking the King of France to strengthen his support of the Orders Outremer  
(4 march 1272), and the same day informed the Visitor of the templars and the 
Prior of the Hospitallers in France about the apostolic mission to the Capetian 
King.80 The papal affirmative, effective response, however, was not in line with the 
hesitant attitude of most Christian princes, who conditioned their support of the 
crusade to their immediate political interests. 

regardless the slowness of transmission, medieval chroniclers regarded letters 
as an important and faithful source and, as such, gave them some place in their 
writings. matthew Paris, one of the most prolific chroniclers in the thirteenth 
century, based much of his description of the crusaders’ dealings Outremer on let-
ters written in the Holy land.81 matthew was not an exception; on the contrary: 
Following the conquest of damietta (5 november 1219), the Chronicle of Mel-
rose copied the detailed letter of Hermann von salza, the master of the teutonic 
Order, to leo, Cardinal of the Holy Cross in Jerusalem.82 Besides the master’s con-
cern for the crusaders’ greediness and their wild pursuit of booty, one may note his 
touching awareness of the muslims’ suffering: 

such a terrible mortality broke out among its inhabitants, that the living could 
not bury the dead. The survivors were so oppressed with the burden of disease 
that when we first gained an entrance into the city we found more than three 
thousand human corpses lying in the street, like so many dead dogs […] before 
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nicholson (Woodbridge: the Boydell Press, 2001), 35–36. 
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the city of damietta was taken, the citizens declared that they were so exhausted 
that they could no longer hold out.83

The Annals of Burton, as well, included a letter of the templar master, Thomas 
Berard, to the master of the Order in england.84 letters, indeed, were a first-hand 
and sometimes a unique source of the main developments in the Crusader King-
dom, as clearly reflected in the letter of John de Villiers, master of the Hospital, to 
William de Villaret, Prior of st. Giles, following the painful fall of Crusader acre 
(31 may 1291):

They [the muslims] entered the city on all sides early in the morning and in very 
great force. We and our convent resisted them at st. anthony’s Gate, where there 
were so many saracens that one could not count them […] i myself on that same 
day was stricken nearly to death by a lance between the shoulders, a wound which 
has made the writing of this letter a very difficult task. meanwhile a great crowd 
of saracens were entering the city on all sides, by land and by sea, moving along 
the walls, which were all pierced and broken […].85

notwithstanding the emotive essence of letters of this kind, they did not suc-
ceed to overcome the indifference of thirteenth–century Christendom. This was 
not only a political failure that heralds the decadence of papal leadership but per-
haps primarily a propaganda fiasco. 

 to conclude, in contrast to the localism inherent in feudal practices, in the 
crusader period, a growing number of people began travelling between europe and 
the levant thus requiring and eventually also developing a constant exchange of 
information between both shores of the mediterranean. The military Orders be-
came an important catalyst for communication developments in europe and the 
levant because their international character and the fact that their own sur-
vival relied on their ability to exchange the most accurate information in the 
shortest period. The significant increase in letter exchange, the acceleration of 
information transmission, and perhaps above all, the new awareness of the cru-
cial importance of delivering reliable information in the shortest time, turned the 
military Orders into an important promoter of communication developments at 
the late middle ages. 
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