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Biblical Quotations and Formulaic Language in the Chronicle of William of Tyre
Alan V. Murray

Since the establishment of modern editorial principles in the mid-nineteenth century, one of the main tasks for editors of medieval historical narratives has been to identify quotations, allusions and borrowings from other works. While these might range from references to the classics to quotations or paraphrases from earlier or contemporary authors, the vast majority are usually biblical in origin. Since most authors of historiographical works of the high Middle Ages were clerics, the Bible and texts deriving from it not only formed the centrepiece of their own education, but also offered them a key to an understanding of the course of human history, past, present and future.
 The scholarly apparatus provided for modern editions of medieval texts gives an immediate impression of the frequency of biblical allusions contained within them, but we need to exercise caution in how we interpret this phenomenon. Can we necessarily assume that in every case where an editor has identified a biblical allusion or resonance, a medieval author was consciously referring to Scripture? 


Chroniclers of the crusades are an especially fruitful object to investigate this question because the Bible offered a rich potential source of historical parallels, metaphor and prophetical allusion which could be employed in the narration of their main themes. The struggles of crusaders and settlers against Muslims in the Levant meant that they could be depicted as new Israelites, fighting gentiles under divine direction, a situation which lent itself to comparisons with the wars of the Jewish people in the Old Testament.
  The conquest and settlement of Palestine invited a reiteration of biblical events associated with particular locations, while Christian defeats and hopes of restoration of the Holy Land from the later twelfth century onwards often encouraged references to the ancient Jewish prophets of the exilic period. 
William of Tyre offers a potentially fruitful field for the investigation of this topic. The period of almost twenty years spent at the universities of Paris and Bologna, as revealed in the rediscovered autobiographical chapter of his chronicle, included six years of study under the Parisian master Peter Lombard, one of the greatest theologians of his day, in addition to an education in the liberal arts and canon and civil law.
 This intensive training, unparalleled among the episcopate of the kingdom of Jerusalem, means that we should have a reasonable expectation that William’s theological knowledge would inform his historical work, and indeed this can be demonstrated during the period in which he was preparing the final version of his chronicle. The starting point for any discussion of the religious influence in William’s work must be the pioneering study of Peter Edbury and John Gordon Rowe, which showed how while William accepted that God repeatedly intervened in human affairs, the actions (and also the sins) of men were instrumental in determining the outcome of events. In particular, the unification of Syria and Egypt under Saladin and the ever growing threat to the Christian polity in Outremer led William increasingly to reflect on the divine purpose and to question why, in contrast to the glorious time of the First Crusade, God was evidently permitting the unbelievers to prevail.
 Edbury and Rowe concluded that William ‘used the Bible as he used the Latin classics, as a means of sharing with his audience their common heritage’, and that ‘scriptural phrases flowed naturally from his pen’.
 The aim of the following discussion is to consider in greater detail how some of these phrases were employed by William, by comparing their biblical context with the way in which they are used in the chronicle.
 To keep the discussion manageable within the length of this essay, it is restricted to cases relating to encounters between the Franks and their Muslim enemies. I have avoided William’s account of the First Crusade (Books 1-9), as much of this derives from the earlier accounts of Fulcher of Chartres, Albert of Aachen, and other contemporary chroniclers; examples chosen have therefore been taken from the later parts of the chronicle dealing with the history of Outremer from 1100 up to 1186.  

For twelfth-century authors such as William of Tyre the Bible was less fixed and even less accessible than we might at first suppose. The text of the Vulgate was not completely stabilised until the mid-thirteenth century, and complete Bibles were a rarity outside the universities, monasteries and cathedral schools. It was more common for clerics to own or have access to parts of the Bible, in the form of the Psalter or a gospel harmony. However, the most regular contact of most clerics with biblical texts would have been in their participation in the liturgy of the church. Many established liturgical texts of the West had been in existence before the stabilisation of the Vulgate, and ultimately derived from the Old Latin version.
 So this means that in trying to identify biblical allusions we have to be alert to the possibility that the phrasing used might not exactly correspond to what is found in the Vulgate. The relatively free word order that could be employed in written Latin also means that we should not necessarily expect to find fixed sequences of words, but need to look out for collocations whose syntax may be broken up by the inclusion of other words.  


We may gain an initial impression of the range and variation in William’s use of the Bible text within the chronicle from a single passage which contains three biblical references. In October 1146 Count Joscelin II recaptured Edessa, the former capital of his eponymous county, which had been lost to the Turkish leader ‘Imād al-Dīn Zangī two years previously. The attempt to restore the county of Edessa ended in disaster for the Christians after Zangī’s successor Nūr al-Dīn quickly besieged the city and routed the attempt of the Franks and their Armenian allies to fight their way out: 

… Quibus auditis letatus est ubique populus christianus et secundum multitudinem doloris, quam de illius urbis captivitate conceperat, videntur in ea mensura recepisse consolationem. Sed extrema gaudii luctus occupat et subito versa est in merorem cithara et dolor natus redivivus peior priore. Noradinus enim, audiens quod comes predictam urbem tradentibus civibus receperat, conrogatis undique ex omni Orientali tractu militaribus copiis et populis vicinarum urbium voce preconia in unum congregatis, adest subito et urbem in circuitu dispositis legionibus vallat obsidione. Erat itaque nostris, sicut scriptum est, foris gladius et intus pavor. Nam hostiles exterius acies exitum negant, parant prelia, mortem intemptant.

[… Hearing this, the Christian people everywhere rejoiced and, just as they had felt great sorrow over the capture of that city [Edessa], they took consolation in similar measure. But mourning took the place of extreme joy and suddenly the harp turned into the sound of grief and sorrow was reborn worse than before. For Nūr al-Dīn, hearing that the aforesaid city had been handed over to the count by its inhabitants, called together strong forces from all of the East and summoned the people of neighbouring towns by heralds to assemble at one point. Suddenly he appeared and surrounded the city with his legions in a siege. Thus it was with our people, as it is written: the sword without, and terror within. For the enemy forces outside prevented escape, made ready for battle and threatened death.]
Describing the initial joy of the Christian populace at the recapture of the city, William seems to allude to IV Reg 11.20: laetatusque est omnis populus terrae et civitas conquievit (‘and all the people of the land rejoiced, and the city was quiet’). This verse occurs in a passage which describes the renewal of the covenant between the Jews and God at the beginning of the reign of the infant Jehoash, king of Israel. It does not offer any particularly appropriate parallels with the recapture of Edessa by the Franks, and seems to be employed in a merely formulaic sense. The second biblical allusion is far more suitable, since it compares the predicament of the besieged Christian population with the sufferings of the prophet Job (Iob 30.31): versa est in luctum cithara mea et organum meum in vocem flentium (‘My harp is turned to mourning, and my organ into the voice of those that weep’). However, this quotation is used elsewhere by William in a fairly generic fashion to express sorrow. When he discusses how the Muslim general Shirkūh and his nephew Saladin have overthrown the Fātimid caliphate in Egypt, William offers a pessimistic summing up of the new geopolitical situation. He uses a variation of the allusion to Job, versa est in luctum cithara nostra, pairing it on this occasion with a similar statement from Lamentations (Lam 4.1): quomodo obscuratum est aurum mutatus est color optimus (‘How is the gold become dim, the finest colour is changed’). The latter quotation is an appropriate sentiment given that William had a shrewd awareness that the rich economic resources of Egypt could no longer be exploited to the advantage of the kingdom of Jerusalem.
 The final allusion in the passage dealing with the loss of Edessa is also appropriate to the situation, but it represents the most explicit biblical reference of the three, giving a fairly close echo of the book of Deuteronomy (Dt 32.25): foris vastabit eos gladius et intus pavor (‘Without, the sword shall lay them waste, and terror within, both the young man and the virgin, the sucking child with the man in years’). This example differs from the previous ones in two respects. Firstly, the reference to the Bible is signalled explicitly by the introductory words sicut scriptum est (‘as it is written’). Secondly, William’s comment has the character of the fulfilment of a prophecy which occurs in Scripture. 

These three examples show quite varying degrees of appropriateness to the matter discussed. The first of William’s allusions simply seems to be an extension of the biblical phrase laetatus est … populus, without having any deeper significance in its immediate context. Similar examples occur elsewhere. In describing an expedition which Saladin led from Egypt to Damascus in 1182, William states that the sultan intended to use the opportunity to ravage the lands held by the Franks beyond the Jordan: 

Adiecit etiam ut in veniendo regionem nostrum que est trans Iordanem pro posse dampnificaret aut fruges succendendo, que iam albe erant ad messem, aut unum vel plura de presidiis nostris, que in ea in provincia, violenter expugnando.

[By entering our region which lay beyond the Jordan he intended either to destroy the crops which were now white and ready for the harvest, or to take by storm one or more of the strongholds which were located in that province] 
The reference to the crops originates from John 4.35, levate oculos vestros et videte regiones quae albae sunt iam ad messem (‘lift up your eyes, and see the countries. For they are white already to harvest’). It is difficult to see any particular point to this quotation, which derives from the encounter of Christ with the Samaritan woman, and it simply seems to be used by William as an appropriate, literary means to describe the ripeness of the crops which were under threat. Similarly, when William describes the capture of the town of Caesarea by the Franks of Jerusalem and their crusader allies in 1101 (which is discussed in more detail below), he states in the words of the Psalms (Ps 73.21) that the Christian soldiers had once been pauper et inops (‘poor and needy’) but that they became wealthy from their plunder. There is no deeper significance in the reference, and the Latin phrase seems to be employed as a familiar formula to describe the indigent state of the soldiers before the siege. In William’s account of the siege of the Egyptian-held port of Ascalon in 1153, he describes how, when the resistance of the Fātimid garrison was crumbling, the leaders of the Frankish forces parleyed with them. The speech attributed to these leaders begins with the words:

Viri Ascalonite et qui habitatis intra portas istas, nostis, et nemo vobis melius, quam periculosis et difficilibus cum populo isto ferreo et in proposito nimium pertinaci iam per annos quinquaginta luctam habuerimus experimentis …]  
[Men of Ascalon, who dwell within these gates, you know, and no one better than you, how we have for fifty years waged a dangerous and difficult struggle against this redoubtable people, so persistent in their purpose …]

This rather rhetorical beginning signals that the direct speech quoted here is a literary construction (written some three decades after the event) rather than a verbatim rendering of what might have been said by the Frankish leaders in 1153. Edbury and Rowe note that William was relatively sparing in his use of fictionalised speeches after his account of the First Crusade, so at first sight this example would seem to have a certain importance.
 Huygens identifies it as containing a reference to a passage in the Acts of the Apostles (Act 2.14) describing the miracle of Pentecost, when members of diverse nationalities understood the Galilean apostles in their own tongues. When some of the bystanders mock the apostles, Peter rebukes them, saying: viri iudaei et qui habitatis Hierusalem universi hic vobis notum sit et auribus percipite verba mea (‘Ye men of Judea, and all you that dwell in Jerusalem, be this known to you and with your ears receive my words’). This could perhaps be taken as implying that the people of Ascalon are being condemned for their resistance, but in that case one might have expected William to quote more of the Bible verse. In fact the biblical reference to Jerusalem and the Jews is simply replaced by words referring to the people of Ascalon. A similar case occurs when William describes how Saladin invades Transjordan in 1172 and besieges the castle of Montréal. He concludes by describing how the Turks abandoned the siege: Ubi cum per dies aliquot inutiliter consumpsisset operam videns quod non proficeret, indicto suis reditu viam solitudinis ingressus in Egyptum reversus est (‘After spending several days on this work to no avail and seeing that it would have no effect, he [Saladin] ordered his men to depart and returned to Egypt by way of the desert’).
 The phrase via solitudinis seems to be an echo of a description from the account of how Joshua drew his enemies into an ambush (Ios 8.15): Iosue vero et omnis Israhel cesserunt loco simulantes metum et fugientes per viam solitudinis (‘But Josue, and all Israel gave back, making as if they were afraid, and fleeing by the way of the wilderness’). However, the reference is so abbreviated that it can surely only be considered as formulaic. It may have occurred to William because it described journeys between Egypt and the Holy Land, but since the Israelites were returning from Egypt to their ancestral home, we should not read a deeper significance into it. There is certainly no implication of Saladin’s troops falling back to lure the Franks out of their position in the manner of the ancient Israelites. I would suggest that William employed phrases such as via solitudinis, pauper et inops, albe …ad messem and laetatus … populus as formulaic building blocks which could be incorporated into newly formed sentences as required. 


In some cases there is a closer correspondence with the biblical text, although the appropriateness of the comparison again varies. One of the amirs in Saladin’s army during his invasion of Palestine in 1177 was a renegade Armenian named Ivelinus (Jawalī), who, we are told, relicta mediatoris dei et hominum fide ad gentilem impietatem devia sequutus se contulerat (‘having abandoned the faith of the mediator between God and men, had gone over to the impiety of the gentiles and no longer followed the straight path’).
 This description employs a phrase from the First Letter of Timothy (I Tim 2.5), unus et mediator Dei et hominum (‘one mediator of God and men’), as an elegant synonym for Jesus Christ; there is no deeper theological relevance. We can discern rather more of William’s thought processes in a description of how the Franks besieged a Muslim-held fortress near Antioch in 1157-58. Here he relates how a projectile hurled from one of their siege machines killed the Muslim commander. Then, he says: 

Quo defuncto tanquam pastore percusso disperse sunt oves et tanquam arena sine calce sibi invicem non coherentes destiterunt ab illa quam prius habuerant resistendi pertinacia.

[After he died, the people dispersed like sheep when the shepherd is struck down, and as sand without lime cannot hold together, so the obstinate resistance which they had hitherto shown ceased]. 
This sentence seems at first sight to allude to a passage in which the prophet Ezekiel is commanded by the Lord to rebuke ‘evil shepherds’, that is earthly authorities, who are contrasted with the true shepherd who is yet to come (Ez 34.4-5):
quod infirmum fuit non consolidastis et quod aegrotum non sanastis. quod fractum est non alligastis et quod abiectum est non reduxistis quod perierat non quaesistis sed cum austeritate imperabatis eis et cum potentia. et dispersae sunt oves meae eo quod non esset pastor. et factae sunt in devorationem omnium bestiarum agri et dispersae sunt.
[The weak you have not strengthened, and that which was sick you have not healed, that which was broken you have not bound up, and that which was driven away you have not brought again, neither have you sought that which was lost: but you ruled over them with rigour, and with a high hand. And my sheep were scattered, because there was no shepherd: and they became the prey of all the beasts of the field, and were scattered.]

William seems to be using this reference in order to express a universal truth. However, the biblical text states only that the sheep were scattered because of the absence of the shepherd. William changes the biblical metaphor into a simile, altering its sense by stating that the sheep are dispersed when the shepherd is struck down, in order to make it fit the description of a soldier killed in a siege. In the biblical text the sheep also figure as a metaphor for God’s people, so its application to the followers of a Muslim leader is hardly appropriate. So while the language of this passage is obviously influenced by the Bible it is difficult to regard it as a deliberate quotation, since William has adapted it to the situation he is describing, changing its sense in the process.

We are on the firmest ground in cases where a reference to a biblical origin is signalled explicitly by William through a phrase denoting its provenance, such as sicut scriptum est (‘as it is written’), as in an example discussed above, but this is also done by reference to prophecy, meaning that a biblical verse is interpreted as having foretold events in William’s own time. In describing the aftermath of the victory won by King Baldwin IV over Saladin at Mont Gisard in 1177, William describes the booty brought back by the Franks who pursued the fleeing Muslims: exultantes secundum prophete dictum quasi victores capta preda, quando dividunt spolia (‘the victors rejoicing, as it is said by the prophet, when they divide the spoils’).
 He uses the words of Isaiah (Is 9.3): laetabunter coram te sicut laetuntur in messe sicut exultant quando dividunt spolia (‘They shall rejoice before thee, as they that rejoice in the harvest, as conquerors rejoice after taking a prey, when they divide the spoils’). The image may have occurred to William because it is already used as a simile in the biblical text, but he has altered the original syntax to fit in with his own phrasing. 

The final example to be considered here combines the reference to prophecy with the transitional phrase quod scriptum est. This occurs in a passage which describes the siege and capture of the city of Caesarea by the forces of King Baldwin I and his Genoese allies in May 1101. The city was inhabited by a predominantly Muslim population which owed allegiance to the Fātimid caliphate of Egypt. The Muslim leaders refused the terms that Baldwin offered and eventually the city was taken by assault. In keeping with the king’s policy of emptying the coastal cities of their Muslim inhabitants, the population was put to the sword and the town given over to plunder. William describes the slaughter with an explicit Bible reference:

Occisis autem per loca varia omnibus pene civibus adultis, virgunculis vix parcitur et pueris inpuberibus: hic dabatur vere ad litteram intueri quod scriptum est in propheta: tradidit dominus in captivitatem virtutem eorum et fortitudinem eorum in manus inimici.

[Almost all of the adult citizens were slaughtered in different places, only the young girls and boys being spared: this truly fulfils that which is written in the prophet: the Lord delivered their strength into captivity and their glory into the enemy’s hand]
The biblical quotation can be identified as Psalm 77.60, in the so-called Gallican version of the Psalms, which was common in France during the High Middle Ages: et tradidit in captivitatem virtutem eorum in manus inimici. (‘And he delivered their strength into captivity: and their beauty into the hands of the enemy’). William’s main source for this episode, Fulcher of Chartres, agrees that only a few of the Muslims were spared but neither he nor Albert of Aachen cites the Bible verse, which can therefore be regarded as William’s own addition to the account.
 However, there is one significant problem with William’s use of the Bible in this case. The crusaders who conquered Palestine from the Muslims in 1099 identified themselves as new Israelites who had come to liberate the Promised Land from the gentiles. This association is evident in almost all of the contemporaneous narratives of the crusade and of William’s chronicle himself. Yet this particular Psalm is one which is critical of the behaviour of the ancient people of Israel. Even though the Lord had driven out the gentiles and given the land of Israel to the Jews, they failed to keep his commandments and resorted to graven images. As a result, the Lord punished them: ‘And he shut up his people under the sword: and he despised his inheritance’ (Ps. 77.62), which is the immediate context of the Bible verse cited by William. However, if William believes that an ancient prophecy was fulfilled by the actions of King Baldwin I and the Franks of Jerusalem, he is mistaken, since his allusion is the wrong way round. According to the understanding of his time, the Franks are the new Israelites. Yet the terrible slaughter is wrought not on the Lord’s own people, as in the Psalm, but on the Muslims of Caesarea, who in the understanding of twelfth-century Christians would be identified with the gentiles. So it would appear that on this occasion, William of Tyre has made use of a biblical allusion which seems to fit the events he is describing superficially, but makes no sense when considered in its original meaning. 

This brief study has shown that William of Tyre’s allusions to the Bible are quite diverse and show varying degrees of appropriateness. While, like most clerical writers, he was greatly influenced by the Vulgate and liturgical texts which were related to it, not all of his allusions can be considered as conscious references to biblical truth. Memorable phrases and syntactical constructions were employed as the building blocks of narrative, often in ways which had no deeper significance. Chroniclers repeatedly employed ready-made formulaic phrases because this was the way that they were accustomed to hearing and reading Latin, and I suggest that in William’s case, he readily made use of these in a manner that was often unconscious in its intention. We need to distinguish these frequent occurrences from cases where William deliberately employed a complete Bible verse or verses, which he introduced as evidence of a universal truth or as a prophetic statement. However, even some of the cases examined suggest that William did not always think through the appropriateness of such quotations. Biblical language is central to William’s literary style, but the extent to which the actual sense of the Bible influenced his thinking will require further investigation.
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