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In recent years historians such as Jonathan Riley-Smith have depicted
the crusades as strictly religious, as well as political and economic,
enterprises.
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recognizes its religious motivation but wonders whether such religious
fervour is acceptable.

The crusades which took place between 1095 and 1291, the
{JROGHQ DJH- RI FUXVDGLQJ UHPDLQ D VRXUFH RI IDVFLQDILRQ IR PRGHUQ
historians. Yet it is remarkable how much our ideas about them are still
affected by the works of novelists and historians of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. For the eighteenth-century philosopher-historian
William Robertson (1721-1793) crusades were the incursion of
glamorous but uneducated westerners, childish and destructive, into a
civilization superior to their own; for his near contemporary Joseph
Michaud (1767-1839) they were unashamedly glorious instruments of
nationalism and proto-imperialism.* Although such ideas have been
thoroughly questioned by modern scholarship, they remain present in
how we think about crusading today. Even recent supposedly
SROLILFDOON-FRUUHFI- ILOPV VXFK DV 5LGIH\ 6FRI-V Kingdom of Heaven
(2005) still bring out many of the same stereotypes about the crusades.
Hence although the cause of the western crusaders is no longer seen as
glorious, more often than not the depiction of their Muslim foe remains
stereotypical.’

For nineteenth-century novelists especially, the crusades were
romantic enterprises 2 DV ZH VHH FIHDU\ LQ = DOIHU 6FRI-V 0LIHUDU\ ZRUNV
Scott was a Scot from Edinburgh, a life-long Conservative, but in many
ways also a product of the Enlightenment.” His novels are an excellent
example of how writers have interpreted the past in the light of the
Zeitgeist of their own age. /vanhoe and The Talisman, both of which
have a medieval setting, allow the general public not only to enjoy stylish
fiction but to retrieve and appreciate its medieval past.” In the
eighteenth century people had been fascinated by the classical myths of
$IKHQV DQG 5RPH %\ FRQIUDVI 6FRIll-V GHSLFiLon of the Middle Ages
appealed to the particular sensibilities of his nineteenth-century
audience: a desire not just to imbue the past with a sense of permanence
but to heroicize the individual and to unify and order society. The
nineteenth-century idea ol fPHU\ (QJIDQG: ZDV D UHDFILRQ WR WKH
drabness of a contemporary society in the throes of the industrial
UHYROXILRQ DQG HQFDSVXIDIHG HiKH LGHDO RI fIR\ LQ ZLGHW FRP PRQDILIN
VSUHDG- LGRILVHG EN\ FRQIHPSRUDU\ SRHIV VXFK DV = RUGVZRUIK 9%0DNH
and Coleridge.” Hence, /vanhoeis set in England rather than Scotland,
LV QDUUDIHG QRII EN f7KH $XIKRU Rl = DYHUH\- - 6FRIli-V PRUH FRPPRQ
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Utilitarian-influenced Poor Law Amendment Act, commonly known as
the New Poor Law, passed by the Whig Government in 1834, with the
compassionate charity practiced in many medieval monasteries.”
Indeed, despite the continuing propagation of the idea of a medieval
Church cram-packed with self-seeking clergymen, fat, greedy abbots,
wicked knights and heinous villains in the shape of the Military Orders,
even within the conventional arms of the Church of England, many
believed that the Reformation had unrelentingly and catastrophically
dehumanised many important aspects of Christianity.

Added to this mixture of contemporary ideas about Catholicism,
there was also the influence of popular imagery of the medieval world
in general and in particular of monasticism. Such images were captured
by the writers of Gothic novels, fascinated by medievalism and revelling
in its supposed darkness, ghoulishness and exotic, yet bigoted, nature,
strove to create a sense of fanaticism and terror.” Given the popularity
RI' VXFK ZRUNV LI LV QRN VXUSULVLQJ IKDII 6FRIli-V RZQ {PHGLHYDI: QRYHV
struck a similar chord.

This was the historical and literary context which formed the
backdrop to /vanhoe and The Talisman. As we have noted, on a first
read we find in both novels a stereotypical view of medieval society. On
the surface there is everything we would expect: merry crusaders and
castles, feasting and fasting, chivalry and tournaments, gallant knights
rescuing damsels in distress, fat, rollicking - if not frolicking 2 friars.”
Western Europeans are embarked on chivalric pilgrimage crusades
against their eastern foe; King Richard the Lionheart is at war with
Saladin: the comfortably familiar West is pitted against the exotic East.

In this medieval world good and bad are easy to distinguish.
England is ruled by the evil Prince John who has usurped the power of
his brother, the good King Richard, as these passages of /vanhoe
explain:

In that pleasant district of merry England which is watered by
the river Don, there extended in ancient times a large forest,
covering the greater part of the beautiful hills and valleys
which lie between Sheffield and the pleasant town of
" RQFDVIHU«<

Such being our chief scene, the date of our story refers to a
period towards the end of the reign of Richard I., when his
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return from his long captivity had become an event rather
wished than hoped for by his despairing subjects, who were
in the meantime subjected to every species of subordinate
RSSUHWLRQ«*
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versus Scotland, but Saxons - who stand for England - versus Normans
- who stand for the Catholic European continent.
Hence in
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crusader Brian de Bois-Gilbert 2 whose moral corruption is finally his
own undoing - they represent not only spiritual and moral degeneracy,
but also the two stereotypical centres of medieval England: the Church,
the centre of Catholic piety, and the Court, the centre of Chivalry.*
Scott emphasises that the medieval society he depicts is reliant on
the Catholic Church for its moral steer. Thus, near the beginning of
Ivanhoe one of his characters, Prior Aymer, a monk, remarks:

“1D\ E\ 6/ ODU\ EURIKHU %ULDQ \RX PXVI QR IKLQN \RX are
now in Palestine, predominating over heathen Turks and
infidel Saracens; we islanders love not blows, save those of
+RI\ &KXUFK ZKR FKDWHQHIK ZKRP VKH (RYHIK

,Q SDUILFXDU DV ZH VKDO0 VHH KH IRFXWHV RQ IKH &KXUFK.V
relationship to the crusades, which he rightly recognized as an integral
part of medieval Catholic life.

Scott depicts the western crusaders as brawny, powerful and brave,
as in his depiction of the Templar Brian de Bois Gilbert in /vanfioe.

The companion of the church dignitary was a man past forty,
thin, strong, tall, and muscular; an athletic figure, which long
fatigue and constant exercise seemed to have left none of the
softer part of the human form, having reduced the whole to
brawn, bones, and sinews, which had sustained a thousand
IRLOV DQG ZHUH UHDG\ IR GDUH D WKRXVDQG PRUH«*

By contrast Muslims from the east - albeit graceful and
sophisticated - are disturbingly strange, while their manners and
customs are dangerously exotic:

These two squires were followed by two attendants, whose
dark visages, white turbans, and the Oriental form of their
garments, showed them to be natives of some distant Eastern
country. The whole appearance of this warrior and his
retinue was wild and outlandish; the dress of his squires was
JRUJHRXV «
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champion, whose strength and size are counterbalanced by
weight, and who is exhausted by his own exertions...*

And again:
This haughty feeling of superiority was perhaps equally

entertained by his new European acquaintance, but the effect
was different; and the same feeling, which dictated to the



The Crusades, Catholic Piety and Chivalry 109

Crusades are holy pilgrimages, as 7he Talisman also emphasises:

“%UDYH 6DUDFHQu VDLG WKH NQLIKW “LI , ZHUH QRI RQ D
pilgrimage to the Holy Sepulchre, it should be my pride to
conduct you, on assurance of safety, to the camp of Richard
of England, than whom none knows better how to do honour
to a noble foe; and though I be poor and unattended, yet have
I interest to secure for thee, or any such as thou seemest, not
safety only, but respect and esteem. There shouldst thou see
several of the fairest beauties of France and Britain form a
small circle, the brilliancy of which exceeds ten thousand-fold
IKH 0XWIUH RI PLQHV RI GLDPRQGV VXFK DV IKLQH pu*

Even the pragmatic and worldly Prior Aymer has a sense of a
higher calling and a duty to religion, which the would-be liberators of
the Holy Land believed they were fulfilling through the crusades - as in
this passage from /vanhoe:*

«3URU $\PHU DIVR DWHQIHG R IIKH JHQHUDI SURSRVLILRN,
REVHUYLQJ KRZHYHU ~7KDIl WKH EOHVWHG -HUXVDIHP FRX(G QR
indeed be termed a foreign country. She was communis
mater2 \KH PRIKHU RI D00 &KUVILDQV<<p®

Furthermore, in both /vanhoe and The Talisman the morality of
the crusades appears from a surface read not to be in doubt: the
Christians are in the right, the Muslims in the wrong. Hence in The
Talisman, Scott contrasts the noble and devoutly religious hero of the
piece, the crusader Sir Kenneth, with an unknown, decadent and
unbelieving Muslim opponent 2 who is in fact, unbeknown to the hero,
Saladin in disguise:

«6lU - HQQHIK NQHZ HQRXJK RI IKH (DVIHUQ (DQIXDJHV IR EH
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With inconsistency enough, the Saracen also sung lays in
praise of wine, the liquid ruby of the Persian poets, and his
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“7KHVH WUXFHV ZLUIK WKH LQILGHVY KH > = DPED§ H[FIDLPHG
without caring how suddenly he interrupted the stately
7HPSIDU “PDNH DQ RIG PDQ RI PH

“*RIR NQDYH 2 KRZ VR" |1 VDLG &HGULF KLV IHDWXUHV SUHSDUHG
to receive favourably the expected jest.

“%HFDXVHU DQVZHUHG = DPED ~, ULHPHPEHU IKUHH RI IKHP LQ
my day, each of which was to endure for the course of fifty
years; so that by computation, 1 must be at least a hundred
DQG ILIMN \HDUV RIG pi*
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Likewise, in The Talisman the crusaders as a group receive much

criticism for their petty jealousies, and tactical miscalculations:

The scene must change, as our programme has announced,
from the mountain wilderness of Jordan to the camp of King
5LFKDUG RI (QJIDQG IKHQ VIDILRQHG EHIZLLV -HDQ G-$FUH DQG
Ascalon; and containing that army with which he of the Lion
Heart had promised himself a triumphant march to
Jerusalem, and in which he probably would have succeeded,
if not hindered by the jealousies of the Christian princes
engaged in the same enterprise, and the offence taken by
them at the uncurbed haughtiness of the English monarch,
DQG 5LFKDUG-V XQYHLHG FRQIHPSH IRU KLV EURIKHU VRYHUHLIQV
who, his equals in rank, were yet far his inferiors in courage,
hardihood, and military talents.  Such discords, and
particularly those betwixt Richard and Philip of France,
created disputes and obstacles which impeded every active
measure proposed by the heroic though impetuous Richard,
while the ranks of the Crusaders were daily thinned, not only
by the desertion of individuals, but of entire bands, headed
by their respective feudal leaders, who withdrew from a
contest in which they had ceased to hope for success.”

Furthermore, throughout /vanhoe there is great underlying

suspicion of religion, a horror that bloodthirsty crusades should be
ZDJHG IRU JSLRXV: UHDVRQV DQG DQ DSSHDI IR enlightened common-sense.
In particular, it is through the speeches of the Anglo-Saxons such as the
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noble Saxon Cedric, who, for Scott, in his nineteenth-century colonial
and imperial world, stands for everything English and sensible, the
religious nature RI IKH FUXVDGLQJ HQIHUSULVH LV ULGLFXOHG §+R0\ &KXUFK:
turns out to be not so holy after all:

" 3DOHWILQH p UHSHDIHG WKH 6D[RQ 2 “3DIHVILQH KRZ PDQ\ HDWV
are turned to the tales which dissolute crusaders or
hypocritical pilgrims bring from that fatal land! 1 too might
ask 2 | too might inquire 2 | too might listen with a beating
heart to fables which the wily strollers devise to cheat us into
hospitality; but no 2 the son who has disobeyed me is no
longer mine; nor will I concern myself more for his fate than
for that of the most worthless among the millions that ever
shaped the cross on their shoulder, rushed into excess and
blood-guiltiness, and called it an accomplishment of the will
RI *RG i

Similarly in 7he Talisman although we find emphasis on the
undeniable importance of religious faith as a motivating force for
medieval people, there is again the same emphasis on the excess of piety
pervading the medieval world which has, as it were, to be overcome by
the heroes of the piece:

The distinction of religions, nay, the fanatical zeal which
animated the followers of the Cross and of the Crescent
against each other, was much softened by a feeling so natural
to generous combatants, and especially cherished by the spirit
of chivalry. This last strong impulse had extended itself
gradually from the Christians to their mortal enemies the
6DUDFHQV ERIK RI 6SDLQ DQG RI 3DIHVILQH«<*

For Scott, steeped in the ideology of the Enlightenment, there is
mistrust, if not disgust, with a religious piety he sees as little less than
fanaticism when taken to extremes. Such fanaticism seems to be
tempered only by the spirit of Chivalry.

Indeed the theme of Chivalry constantly re-occurs in both novels.
Thus, in The Talisman we find this speech of the hero:
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" .QRZ 6DUDFHQ p VDLG IIKH &KULVILDQ VLQFH VXFK LV IIK\ VINGH
that the name of a knight, and the blood of a gentleman,
entitle him to place himself on the same rank with sovereigns
even of the first degree, in so far as regards all but regal
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IKH KHUR ,YDQKRH ZKR LV IKH UHD0 KHURLQH RI IKH SLHFH 6FRIl-V KHURLQH
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RULJLQV LGHQILN DQG FXMIXUH  (YHQ LQ -1QJ S5LFKDUG-V GLVPLWDI RI IKH
Templars near the end of /vanfioe DQG IKH *UDQG ODWHU-V IKUHDI RI an
fDSSHDO IR 5RPH: IRU XUILPDIH DUELIUDILRQ ZH VHH ERIK D UHIHUHQFH IR
nineteenth-FHQWXU\ GHEDIHV DERXI fIKH -HZLVK TXHWILRQ- DQG D UHDVRQ
why England needs to steer clear of Catholicism and continue to
embrace the Reformation.” Scott, like so many writers in English of the
early nineteenth century, wanted his readers to contrast unfavourably
the Catholic nations of Europe, which had once included medieval
England, with Protestant countries in the way they treated Jews.”

Throughout the description of the Trial by Wager, Scott
deliberately focusses attention not only on the fact that Rebecca is a Jew,
but on the fact that she is all alone as the moral presence in the novel.
$I IKH WULD0 EHIRUH IKH *UDQG ODVIHU SHEHFFD-V SHUWRQDO LGHQILIN LV
central to the interpretation of the evidence:

Less than half the weighty evidence would have been
sufficient to convict any old woman, poor and ugly, even
though she had not been a Jewess. United with that fatal
circumstance, the body of proof was too weighty for
RHEHFFD-V \RXIK IKRXJK FRPELQHG ZLIK IKH PRW H[ TXLVUIH
beauty.”

Her keen sensibilities mean that she suffers more acutely than
anyone else for her compassion and tolerance. Indeed, when the
Templars attempt to distort and exaggerate her character and religious
beliefs, their religious prejudice, blind zeal and rampant bigotry are only
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Scott was alive at a time when many were interested in the medieval
period as associated with Romanticism and the idea of a purer, freer,
rural age, before Industrialisation. As a sensitive writer drawn to the arts
he could not but love the medieval Catholic past, even if he (and others)
could not admit such love and needed to proclaim that the true Church
had always been fundamentally English as a way of justifying the creation
of the Church of England. His novels reveal a deeply held belief that
the post-Reformation world in which he lived could not welcome the
possibility of a Catholic revival.” Yet he also lived at a time when, due
to Catholic emancipation, Catholics were starting to come out of the
woodwork; even famous men like Pugin were converting to
Catholicism. This of course was a challenge and a worry to many; yet
to some it was a great relief. Scott imbibed a measure of anti-
Catholicism because that was still the prevailing Zeitgeist. Nevertheless,
despite the obvious stereotyping of Catholic culture in /vanhoeand The
Talisman - which speak of his concern about fanaticism - he is not
virulently anti-Catholic by the standards of some of his contemporaries;
rather his description of Catholic piety, chivalry and the crusades shows
him as representative of the age in which he lived and of the literary and
historical circles in which he made his mark.
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