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▼ AbstrAct  The article tackles transformation in the idea of
sacred war at the close of the Middle Ages, paying attention to
the way crusading propaganda was reframed in the de recupera­
tione body of literature that flourished after the 1291 fall of Acre.
A comparison of three crusading treatises compiled in the follow­
ing decades — by Fidentius of Padua, Marino Sanudo, and an
anonymous Dominican — shed light on the growing divide between
the rhetoric of sacred war and its actual implementation. Despite
the distance and divergence from the first crusades, the need to
emphasise continuity with this tradition fostered new references
to the military enterprises of the Old Testament, the image of
Jerusalem, and the sacrifice of Christ and its penitential imitation
by the miles Christi, thus reviving ideals of sacred war that were
markedly out of line with proposed late-crusade enterprises.
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At the turn of the fourteenth century, the crusading world was gradually changing. 
With the fall of Acre in 1291, the last crusading dominions in the Near East were 
lost to the Mamluks, thus marking the definitive disappearance of what had been 
Outremer.1 These events marked a turning point in the history of crusades, prompting 
some historiographical accounts to maintain that authentic crusading was irrevocably 
over by the end of the thirteenth century, since later expeditions were no longer 
concerned with reconquering the Holy Land.2 Yet, the fall of Acre and loss of the 

1 Regarding the fall of Acre, see Musarra, Antonio, Acri 1291: La caduta degli Stati crociati (Bologna: il 
Mulino, 2017).

2 Hans Meyer, for example, significantly ends his history of crusades in 1291: see Mayer, Hans, Geschichte der 
Kreuzzuge (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1965).
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last Frankish dominions did not cause crusading to fade away. Indeed, in the next 
decades Jerusalem and the Holy Land continued to occupy a prominent position 
in the debate about how to recover what had been lost. Expeditions to the Holy 
Land thus remained a cornerstone of diplomatic relations between the Holy See, 
the French Kingdom, and most European powers until at least 1336, when Pope 
Benedict XII gave up crusading. After promoting a naval league in the Aegean that 
was intended to set the preliminary groundwork for a general passage to the Holy 
Land, the pope cancelled the project because of the political crisis in Europe at the 
outset of the Hundred Years War.3 From then on no other magnum passagium was 
ever organised, although a number of minor expeditions did take place. The idea of 
crusade also slowly changed but it was certainly not abandoned altogether.

In recent years, increasing scholarly attention has focused on the so-called ‘later 
crusades’. Based on a broader, plural understanding of what constituted crusading, 
much research has expanded the chronological and geographical contours of crusade 
to explore how it transformed, or even underwent an actual ‘metamorphosis’, during 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.4 Along these lines, the treatises de recuperatione 
produced after the loss of Acre — sources which are central to this article — have 
been the object of important research. Sylvia Schein, Anthony Leopold, Jacques 
Paviot, and Antonio Musarra, among others, have insightfully analysed these texts’ 
potential for advancing our understanding of the ‘late crusades’ and the wider politi‐
cal, financial, and cultural history of late medieval societies. This large body of crusad‐
ing literature comprises about thirty treatises, opuscules, and pamphlets regarding the 
recovery of Jerusalem and liberation of the holy places. They were mainly drafted 
from 1291 to the early 1330s, with production peaking in the decades between the fall 
of Acre and the Council of Vienne (1311–1312).5 As their chronology and content 

3 See Housley, Norman, The Avignon Papacy and the Crusades, 1305–1378 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1986), especially pp. 27–32; and Carr, Mike, ‘Benedict XII and the Crusades’, in Pope Benedict XII 
(1334–1342): The Guardian of Orthodoxy, ed. by Irene Bueno (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 
2018), pp. 217–41.

4 Works in this vein include Atiya, Aziz Suryal, The Crusade in the Later Middle Ages (London: Methuen 
& Co., 1938); Setton, Kenneth M., The Papacy and the Levant (1204–1571), 3 vols (Philadelphia: The 
American Philosophical Society, 1976–1984); Housley, The Avignon Papacy and the Crusades; Housley, 
Norman, The Later Crusades, 1274–1580: from Lyons to Alcazar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); 
Housley, Norman, Crusading in the Fifteenth Century: Message and Impact (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmil­
lan, 2004); Lombardo, Simone, La crociata dopo la peste: Metamorfosi di un’idea (secolo XIV) (Milan: Vita 
e Pensiero, 2023); Lombardo, Simone, La Croce dei Mercanti: Genova, Venezia e la Crociata Mediterranea 
nel tardo Trecento (1348–1402) (Leiden: Brill 2023); Weber, Benjamin, Lutter contre les Turcs: les formes 
nouvelles de la croisade pontificale au xve siècle (Rome: École française de Rome, 2013); Pellegrini, Marco, Le 
crociate dopo le crociate: da Nicopoli a Belgrado (1396-1456) (Bologna: il Mulino, 2013); Pellegrini, Marco, 
La crociata nel Rinascimento: mutazioni di un mito, 1400–1600 (Florence: Le Lettere, 2014); and the series 
‘Croisades tardives’ published by Presses Universitaires du Midi.

5 The most comprehensive overviews of de recuperatione literature are provided in Schein, Sylvia, Fideles 
Crucis: The Papacy, the West and the Recovery of the Holy Land: 1274–1314 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1991); Leopold, Anthony, How to Recover the Holy Land: The Crusade Proposals of the Late Thirteenth 
and Early Fourteenth Centuries (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998); Musarra, Antonio, Il crepuscolo della crociata: 
L’Occidente e la perdita della Terrasanta (Bologna: il Mulino, 2018). See also Mantelli, Luca, ‘De recupera­
tione Terrae Sanctae: dalla perdita di Acri a Celestino V’, Rivista di storia della Chiesa in Italia, 67 (2013), 
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show, these works are representative of the uneasy transition between old and new, 
attesting to the attempt to reconfigure crusading ideals and praxis at the turn of the 
fourteenth century.

Despite the enduring collective commitment to the crusade cause, of which the 
recovery literature is a prominent testimony, notable expeditions to the Holy Land 
did not follow through and Jerusalem was slowly sidelined among the Latin powers’ 
priorities in the eastern Mediterranean. The inability to coordinate an effective war 
against Mamluk and Turkish forces, then Ottoman ones, progressively changed the 
nature of the crusades: they came to be directed towards new theatres of war — the 
Aegean, Romania and the Balkans — entailing smaller military leagues and minor 
campaigns instead of a magnum passagium to the Holy Land.6 No longer intended 
in the sense of a religious conflict against Islam, from the late fourteenth to the 
sixteenth century crusade gradually became a Mediterranean war, aimed at containing 
the Turkish danger and defending the Western faith and civilisation from Ottoman 
advance. The fear generated by the Crescent and its disruption of Europe’s eastern 
borders revived a religiously motivated war that was otherwise becoming obsolete: 
without the Turkish danger, crusade would have been eclipsed.

While the fourteenth-century popes’ crusade policy proved unsuccessful overall 
— hampered as it was by the multiple conflicts that divided Europe at the outbreak of 
the Hundred Years War — the communal dedication to the negotium Terre sancte was 
still far from waning. Hence, the theme of recovering Jerusalem and the holy places 
continued to be the subject of incessant discussion, prompting international negotia‐
tions and becoming the focus of a copious literature: the lack of action notwithstand‐
ing, crusade ideology was still profoundly rooted in the collective mentality. This 
concern extended far beyond the intellectual and diplomatic circles of the European 
courts, nurtured as it was by sermons and liturgical celebrations. Indeed, the sacred 
war directed at Jerusalem constituted such a powerful and seductive horizon that it 
could not yet be renounced.7

The de recuperatione literature mirrored these changes faithfully: its purpose was 
to draw timely empirical plans, describe military strategies soon to be implemented, 
and make them credible through a narrative overflowing with logistical information, 
practical considerations, financial data, and notes on the actors involved. At the same 
time, the awareness that times were changing compelled the authors of some of 
these treaties to assert the legitimacy of their proposed expeditions. Their ambition, 

397–440; and Mantelli, Luca, De recuperatione Terrae Sanctae: da Bonifacio VIII alla crisi del modello 
d’alleanza cristiano-mongola’, Rivista di storia della Chiesa in Italia, 68 (2014), 45–77; and Les projets de 
croisade: Géostratégie et diplomatie européenne du xive au xviie siècle, ed. by Jacques Paviot (Toulouse: 
Presses universitaires du Midi, 2014). Further bibliographic references are provided below.

6 Tyerman, Christopher, ‘New Wine in Old Skins? The Crusade and the Eastern Mediterranean in the 
Later Middle Ages’, in Byzantines, Latins and Turks in the Eastern Mediterranean World after 1150, ed. by 
Catherine Holmes and Jonathan Harris (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 265–89.

7 Regarding fourteenth-century preaching about and ideas of crusade, see in particular Georgiou, Constanti­
nos, Preaching the Crusades to the Eastern Mediterranean: Propaganda, Liturgy and Diplomacy, 1305–1352 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2018); and Lombardo, La crociata dopo la peste.
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therefore, was also to demonstrate ideal-based continuity between modern and 
past enterprises: they did so by drawing on multi-secular representations of sacred 
violence, sacrifice, and Christian martyrdom, and linking new expeditions with the 
undertakings of Biblical heroes and crusaders of the past. Despite the temporal 
distance separating them, the first expeditions to the Holy Land were shown to be just 
like the ones being planned in the present.

Testifying to a world in transformation, the crusading literature produced after the 
defeat of Frankish Outremer thus constitutes a privileged point of observation on the 
reframing of holy war, crusade, and sacred violence at the close of the Middle Ages. 
Alongside a large body of empirical data, this literature conveys information about 
how the crusader’s mission was tailored to a new era and the image of Jerusalem was 
reworked for propaganda purposes even as the project to recover the Holy Land was 
becoming increasingly unrealistic.

This article analyses three crusading treatises that display similar motifs regarding 
the late restoration of sacred war ideas, although they differ in chronology and 
scope. First, I focus on Fidentius of Padua’s Liber de recuparatione Terrae sanctae 
(completed in 1291), the earliest counsel advising the pope about how to recover 
and maintain possession of the Holy Land.8 Despite being written earlier than other 
examples of this literature, this text sketches a multi-layered crusading proposal 
the fundamental elements of which also appear in several later recovery counsels 
and bestows a sacred value on the Holy Land war by evoking the example of the 
Maccabees and the memory of the passion of Christ. Second, I discuss the lengthy 
treatise by the Venetian merchant Marino Sanudo the Elder (c. 1270–c. 1343) known 
as Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis.9 This version of Sanudo’s proposal includes and 
complements a previous recovery plan; as I will point out, the mobilization of history 
plays a fundamental role in it, used to demonstrate that the new crusaders are no 
different from those of the past and thereby validate their modern endeavour. Finally, 
the anonymous author of Directorium ad passagium faciendum sheds light on the 
growing divergence between the strategic objectives and ideal fabric of crusading 
in the early 1330s.10 As I will argue by focusing on these three works, all of them 
appear to be inspired by a persistent symbolism associated with the liturgical image of 
Jerusalem as the place of Christ’s sacrifice and, hence, the penitential path undertaken 

8 The text is edited in Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis Terrae Sanctae, ed. by Girolamo Golubovich, 
Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell’Oriente francescano, 5 vols (Quaracchi: Collegio S. 
Bonaventura, 1906–1927), vol. 2, pp. 9–60.

9 The only available Latin edition of this text is still Marino Sanudo, Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis, in Gesta 
Dei per Francos, sive orientalium expeditionum et regni Francorum Hierosolimitani historia, ed. by Jacques 
Bongars, 2 vols (Hanoviae: Typis Wechelianis apud heredes Ioan. Aubrii, 1611), vol. 2, pp. 1–288; a recent 
English translation is provided in Marino Sanudo Torsello, The Book of the Secrets of the Faithful of the Cross: 
Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis, trans. by Peter Lock (London: Routledge, 2011). For a survey of the extant 
manuscripts, see Cardini, Franco, ‘Per un’edizione del Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis di Marino Sanudo il 
Vecchio’, in Cardini, Franco, Studi sulla storia e sull’idea di crociata (Rome: Jouvence, 1993), pp. 313–75.

10 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium ad passagium faciendum, in Recueil des Historiens des Croisades, Documents 
Arméniens, 2 vols (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1906), vol. 2, pp. cxliii–clxxvi, 367–517.
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by the crucesignati.11 These elements do not play a merely rhetorical role; rather, 
they provide the necessary conceptual scaffolding to grant validity to the projects 
being proposed, beyond their own political agenda, economic benefits, and individual 
ambitions.

Holy War, Just War, and Christian Renovation in Fidentius οf Padua

Interesting evidence of an attempt to provide new ideal impetus to late crusading 
plans is conveyed in Fidentius of Padua’s recovery treatise. Liber de recuparatione 
Terrae sanctae is the earliest recovery advice, which inaugurates the flourishing of 
a new genre. A friar Minor, Fidentius completed his text in 1291, just before the 
capitulation of Acre, and addressed it to Pope Nicholas IV.12 Yet, the Liber’s origins 
can be traced to several years earlier, perhaps during the Second Council of Lyons of 
1274 when pope Gregory X entrusted Fidentius with compiling a crusading counsel. 
Appointed vicar of the Franciscan province of the Holy Land in 1266, the author had 
gained a significant amount of experience in the regions overseas, proving himself a 
keen observer and even learning some Arabic and thus able to retell ‘what he had seen 
in part with his own eyes and touched with his own hands’.13

The Liber is divided into two parts.14 The first considers the history of the Holy 
Land at length, enumerating all the peoples that occupied this space from the Old 
Testament era until the crusaders’ arrival. Fidentius then dwells extensively on the 
reasons the holy places were lost, identifying the cause as several moral vices that 
characterise the profile of Christian society overseas, namely ‘infection, variation, ef‐
feminacy, indiscretion, division, and disregard’.15 The author complains in particular 
about the sins that ‘infect’ Christians in the Holy Land and points to their overall 
diversity (in origins, languages, rites, and customs) as one of the main reasons for 
their weak attachment to this land and inability to engage in its defence. ‘Indeed’, 
he argues, ‘many Christians of almost every nation that is under the sky go and 
convene in the Holy Land and especially in Acre, who do not love that motherland 

11 Schein, Sylvia Gateway to the Heavenly City: Crusader Jerusalem and the Catholic West (1099–1187) 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2017); see also Musarra, Antonio, Fra Cielo e Terra: Gerusalemme e l’Occidente 
medievale (Rome: Carocci, 2024).

12 Concerning Fidentius of Padua and his Liber, see Sorelli, Fernanda, ‘Il mondo orientale nell’attività e 
negli scritti di due francescani del Santo: F. da P. e Oderico da Pordenone’, in Storia e cultura al Santo 
(Vicenza: Neri Pozza, 1976), pp. 225–64; Schein, Fideles Crucis, pp. 93–102; Musarra, Il crepuscolo della 
crociata, pp. 107–14; Evangelisti, Paolo, Fidenzio da Padova e la letteratura crociato-missionaria minoritica: 
strategie e modelli francescani per il dominio (XIII–XV sec.) (Bologna: il Mulino, 1998); Evangelisti, Paolo, 
Dopo Francesco, oltre il mito: i frati minori fra Terra Santa ed Europa (XIII–XV secolo) (Rome: Viella, 2020), 
pp. 33–77.

13 ‘…ea que pro parte oculis meis vidi et manibus attractavi’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, p. 9.
14 The first part occupies chs 1–22 of the treatise: Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, pp. 9–27; the 

second part comprises chs 23–94: Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, pp. 27–60.
15 The corresponding Latin terms are: infectio, variatio, effeminatio, indiscretio, divisio, defectio, derelictio, on 

which see Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, pp. 12–6.
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as their own, and do not watch over it as natives’.16 Moreover, the ‘effeminacy’ of the 
Christians who live in the Holy Land and rivalry among the communities operating 
in the region (especially the Venetians, Genoese, and Pisans) also prove detrimental 
to the fight against the infidels.17 The absence of a single leader is regarded as another 
fundamental reason for the loss of the conquered territories. After discussing the 
moral weakness of the Latin and Eastern Christians overseas, the first part of the 
treatise finally reviews the life of Muhammad and delves into the religion and customs 
of the Saracens, pointing out their immorality.18

Conversely, the second part of Liber drafts a positive response meant to reverse 
the current decline of the crusading dominions, sketching a program that is both 
ethically and military based. First, Fidentius dwells upon the moral and Christian 
virtues that are deemed essential not only to maintaining and expanding the Latin 
dominions in the East, but also to demonstrating a comprehensive renovation of 
Christian society at large. Shaped by Franciscan ideals, these virtues are presented 
as a prerequisite for establishing a Christian government overseas. Subsequently, 
Fidentius sketches the military plan for retaking and maintaining hold of the Holy 
Land, providing abundant details about the relevant strategies, itineraries, weapons, 
finances, and logistics.19

Anticipating the plan laid out in a number of subsequent treatises — including 
Sanudo’s proposal and Directorium — Fidentius introduces the idea that a commer‐
cial blockade must be mounted against Egypt prior to the holy expedition. A flotilla of 
30 to 50 galleys ought to be armed for this blockade, to prevent Christian merchants 
from reaching the sultanate and Mamluk traders from doing business across the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea. The disruption of Mamluk trade would deprive Egypt 
of a number of fundamental commodities, including slaves and the supplies needed 
for war, and substantially decrease the flow of tax revenues to the sultanate.20 The 
Holy Land expedition would thus be facilitated. Fidentius then dwells on the compo‐
sition of the armies and the best routes to follow; calls for alliance with Ilkhanids and 
East Christians; and focuses at length on weapons and how they should be used.21

The only extant exemplar of Liber, preserved in Paris and copied in Bologna in the 
first half of the fourteenth century, complements these pieces of information with a 
schematic map of the regions involved.22

As noted by Paolo Evangelisti, over half of the treatise is dedicated to considera‐
tions and proposals regarding moral and political matters. These are aimed at building 

16 ‘Nam ad Terram Sanctam et maxime ad Acon vadunt et conveniunt multi Christiani ex omni fere natione 
que sub celo est, qui non diligunt patriam illam sicut suam, nec custodiunt illam sicut indigene’, Fidenzio 
da Padova, Liber recuperationis, ch. 7, p. 13.

17 ‘Nam tres communitates, videlicet Venetorum, Januensium et Pisanorum ad invicem discordes fuerunt et 
multa bella commiserunt’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, ch. 10, pp. 15–6.

18 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, chs 13–21, pp. 16–25.
19 A summary of Fidentius’ crusading strategy is provided in Musarra, Il crepuscolo della crociata, pp. 108–14.
20 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, chs 59–71, pp. 46–9.
21 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, chs 75–93, pp. 51–60.
22 Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS latin 7242.
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a new, united Christian community overseas, guided by Christian and Franciscan 
values. Not only is this community meant to establish a renovated Christian govern‐
ment overseas; ultimately, it would also stand as a model for the entirety of Christian 
society. Such formulations played a fundamental role in reconsidering crusading 
ideals and practices at the turn of the fourteenth century, when the holy expedition 
could no longer be the same as it had been in the past.23

As part of a lengthy analysis of Christian society overseas, Fidentius’ bitter criti‐
cism of Christians’ heterogeneity (their diverse national origins, languages, leaders, 
customs, and rites) has a positive counterpoint in his appeal to the common Christian 
virtue of bonitas. This shared virtue re-invokes and encompasses a list of the multiple 
virtues that should characterise all those fighting for and ruling over the Holy Land: 
virtues of charity, chastity, humility, piety, unity, sobriety, legality, patience, contempt 
for cupidity, and frequency of prayer.24 Characterised in this way, the ideal crusader 
should be led by an inner fortitude that also corresponds to strength on the battle‐
field. Fidentius’ thorough reconfiguration of crusading in moral as well as military 
terms clearly emerges in the semantics he mobilises here: the crusader is defined as 
pugil christianus, a ‘Christian fighter’ whose fight (pugna) conveys both ethical and 
martial meanings.25 Similarly, the Franciscan author draws attention to the virtues 
that should characterise the leader of the Christian army (capitaneus), arguing first 
that he ought to be powerful (potens) so he will be obeyed and respected, and then 
dwelling on several qualities that ought to distinguish him, such as being honest, 
wise, just, generous, meek, and consistently good. Several exemplary figures from the 
Old Testament — including Joseph, Moses, and Salomon — are invoked to further 
substantiate Fidentius’ portrait of the ideal Christian captain.26

Moreover, according to the Franciscan writer, the crusader’s strength is further 
corroborated by the ‘just cause’ (justa causa) of his endeavour. Indeed, he argues, ‘the 
Saracens violently occupied the land and motherland which our Lord Jesus Christ 
acquired with his own blood, the land which Christians possessed for a long time. 
Therefore, Christians now demand what is de jure theirs.’27 These considerations 
are further supported by Fidentius’ discussion of ‘just war’, to which he devotes an 
entire chapter (De bello justo).28 Citing the Lord’s admonition to the people of Israel 
in Deut. 20. 10 (‘When you draw near to a city to fight against it, offer terms of 
peace to it’), the author argues that, were the Saracens reject the peace they are 
offered by Christians, then what ensues is a just war, driven by good consciousness 

23 Evangelisti, Dopo Francesco, oltre il mito, pp. 33–77, 229–42.
24 The virtues contained in bonitas are: caritas, castitas, humilitas, pietas, unitas, sobrietas, legalitas, pacientia, 

cupiditatis carentia, orationis frequentia, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, chs 37–47, pp. 35–41.
25 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, pp. 31, 40.
26 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, chs 49–57, pp. 41–6.
27 ‘Debet, inquam, quilibet pugil Christianus esse fortis in bello, quia justam causam habet. Nam Sarraceni 

violenter occupaverunt terram et patriam quam Dominus Jhesus Christus suo proprio sanguine acquisivit, 
quam terram Christiani multo tempore possederunt, unde Christiani petunt et querunt illud quod de 
jure suum est. Sarraceni autem Terram Sanctam non possederunt justo titulo, quia sola violentia tenent et 
habent’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, ch. 28, pp. 30–1.

28 Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, ch. 74, pp. 50–1.
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and supported by the Lord. Once the enemy has been admonished and yet refuses 
peace, therefore, the war that begins is necessarily just because it is motivated by a just 
cause.29

The recovery enterprise is thus fully legitimised: according to Fidentius, the Holy 
Land expedition is a just war in that this was the land of Christ’s incarnation, sacrifice, 
transfigurations and resurrection, where Christ taught, walked, made miracles, and 
appeared to the apostles after his resurrection.30 However, in Liber, just-cause claims 
to the Holy Land are not only bound to the specific territory that witnessed the life 
and passion of Christ. Interestingly, the Holy Land is sometimes understood in a 
wider near-eastern sense that ‘includes Egypt and the entire Holy Land up to the 
Euphrates’, thereby corresponding to the crusading scope of the advice and not only 
the Biblical holy places themselves.31 To recover this larger land, the pugil Christianus 
must now fight with all his strength, fortiter sicut leo, just like Judas Maccabeus did.32

The sacred fight for the Holy Land, sanctified by the blood of Christ, thus binds 
together the biblical stories of the Maccabees, the deeds of the Christian kings of 
France, and the present-day enterprise outlined by Fidentius — an enterprise that 
aims not only to recover what de jure belongs to Christendom, but also to bring about 
a spiritual and moral renovation of Christian society at large.

Marino Sanudo and the Historical Validation of Crusade

Associating the Holy Land with the redemption and spiritual renewal of Christendom 
obviously represented a central node of crusade preaching, liturgy, and propaganda.33

These motives continued to be mobilised even in the crusading counsels of lay traders 
and lobbyists, such as Marino Sanudo of Venice whose idealised digression on the 
Holy Land fits within a peculiar historical narrative. A member of a prominent family 
of Venetian merchants and member of the Serenissima Senate, Sanudo had acquired 
first-hand knowledge of the Eastern Mediterranean during his numerous voyages to 

29 ‘Quod si Sarraceni nolunt recipere pacem oblatam sibi a Christianis, et nolunt Christianis de malis irrogatis 
satisfacere sicut debent, ex tunc Christiani juste possunt et bona conscientia Sarracenis bella inferre, et 
Dominus eos in omnibus adjuvabit’; ‘Postquam autem hostis admonitus est, et equitati parere recusat, ab 
hiis qui justam causam habent potest merito impugnari’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, ch. 74, 
p. 50.

30 ‘Quanta igitur ignominia est, quod ubi Christus Dominus fuit conceptus, ubi natus, ubi fuit passus, ubi fuit 
transfiguratus, ubi fuit in ascensione elevatus, ubi docuit, ubi ambulavit, ubi post resurrectionem apparuit, 
ubi Spiritum Sanctum apostolis dedit, ubi miracula multa fecit’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, 
ch. 28, p. 31.

31 ‘Possunt ergo Christiani juste petere a Sarracenis totam Terram Sanctam que fuit Christianorum, sub qua 
comprehenditur Egiptus et tota Terra Sancta usque ad Eufratem’, ch. 74, p. 50.

32 ‘Ideo quilibet Christianus debet pugnare fortiter sicut leo, ut dictum est, in omnibus, ut habeat terram que 
de jure Christo debetur, et per consequens cuilibet Christiano’, Fidenzio da Padova, Liber recuperationis, 
ch. 28, p. 31.

33 See, among others, Maier, Christoph, Preaching the Crusades: Mendicant Friars and the Cross in the 
Thirteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Flori, Jean, Prêcher la croisade: xie-xiie 

siècle: Communication et propaganda (Paris: Perrin, 2012).
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Romania and Latin Greece, Cyprus, Armenia, Rhodes, Acre, and Egypt. In 1309, he 
completed his first crusading counsel, entitled Conditiones Terrae Sanctae, which he 
submitted to Pope Clement V. He then thoroughly supplemented it in subsequent 
years so that the version he gave the pope in 1321 was much longer; this text was 
further modified by the author after being examined by a papal committee.34

This final work, entitled Liber secretorum fidelium Crucis, is augmented by exten‐
sive historical sections and several maps. It consists of three books, only the first 
of which contains the Conditiones. The first two books instead outline a detailed 
strategy for defeating the Sultanate of Egypt and then turning to the conquest of 
Syria and Palestine. Just like Fidentius and many others, Sanudo likewise argues 
it is necessary to undermine Egyptian forces by means of a commercial blockade 
before engaging in an open conflict against the Sultanate, guided by Venice. As in 
Fidentius’ proposal, the preliminary defeat of the Mamluks is regarded as a necessary 
condition for undertaking a general passage to the Holy Land, relying once again 
on Ilkhanid cooperation. The third book, by far the lengthiest of the treatise, is 
entirely new: it focuses on the history of the Holy Land, Egypt, and Syria from 
biblical times to the beginning of the fourteenth century. In this context, sacred 
and crusading history intertwine, framing the entire history of the Promised Land 
within a unitary trajectory: this land, the origin of all peoples, witnessed the heroic 
struggles of Judas Maccabeus, the passion of Christ, the rise of the Eastern Churches, 
the conquests of Muhammad and his followers, the Mongols’ expansion, and the 
crusaders’ undertakings from Peter the Hermit until the recent loss of the Holy 
Land.35 Within a compilation loaded with details, Sanudo brings together a number 
of different sources: he draws on the Scriptures, classical works and patristic texts 
(Cicero, Flavius Joseph, Seneca, Augustine, Isidore, Bede) while also building on the 
writings of William of Tyre, Jacques of Vitry, Vincent of Beauvais, Burchard of Mount 
Sion, and Hayton of Korykos. Moreover, Sanudo’s collaboration with the Franciscan 
historian Paolino of Venice (c. 1270–1344), whom he met at the papal court of 
Avignon, resulted in mutual influences and borrowings.36

34 Regarding Marino Sanudo Torsello and his crusading proposals, see Magnocavallo, Arturo, Marin Sanudo 
il Vecchio e il suo progetto di crociata (Bergamo: Istituto italiano d’arti grafiche, 1901), pp. 19–34; Laiou, 
Angeliki, ‘Marino Sanudo Torsello, Byzantium and the Turks’, Speculum, 45 (1970), 374–92; Tyerman, 
Christopher, ‘Marino Sanudo Torsello and the Lost Crusade: Lobbying in the Fourteenth Century’, Trans­
actions of the Royal Historical Society 5.32 (1982), 57–73; Cardini, ‘Per un’edizione del Liber secretorum’, 
pp. 313–75; Schein, Fideles Crucis, pp. 203–06; Leopold, How to Recover the Holy Land, pp. 39–41; Marino 
Sanudo Torsello, The Book of the Secrets, pp. 1–11.

35 The first book is in Sanudo, Liber secretorum, pp. 21–33; the second at pp. 34–96; and the third at pp. 96–
281; a comprehensive scheme is offerred by Sanudo at pp. 10–8. For a summary, see also Cardini, ‘Per 
un’edizione del Liber secretorum’.

36 Regarding the cooperation between Marino Sanudo and Paolino of Venice, see in particular Degenhart, 
Bernhard and Annegrit Schmitt, Marino Sanudo und Paolino Veneto: Zwei Literaten des 14. Jahrhunderts in 
ihrer Wirkung auf Buchillustrierung und Kartographie in Venedig , Avignon und Neapel (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 
1973); for a discussion of Sanudo’s history of the Mongol conquests and use of Hayton of Korykos, see 
Bueno, Irene, ‘Le storie dei Mongoli al centro della cristianità: Het‘um da Korykos e i suoi primi lettori 
avignonesi, Marino Sanudo e Paolino da Venezia’, Reti Medievali Rivista, 17.2 (2016), 152–82.
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What is the role of history in Sanudo’s narrative? And how does it intersect with 
his wider understanding of crusade? First, the historical digressions contained in the 
third book are meant to entertain and educate Sanudo’s readership, admonishing 
future generations and teaching them how to avoid repeating the errors of the past. 
Indeed, history is conceived here as a teacher and guide for future enterprises: as 
Sanudo argues, ‘from history it is possible to see when the Holy Land came under 
the yoke of perdition’ and learn how to ‘save this land from the Infidels’ force’ 
and ‘maintain it forever’.37 In addition, Sanudo’s historical narrative contributes to 
a wider mission of legitimising. Given the temporal distance from the first crusades, 
the author is compelled to emphasise the continuity between modern and past 
enterprises. History thus serves the purpose of reinvigorating crusading ideals and 
strategies while demonstrating that present-day ideals are generally in line with those 
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It is therefore by means of history that Sanudo 
accomplishes the uneasy task of positioning his own crusading proposal within the 
long-standing historical trajectory of Promised Land recovery projects, proving that 
modern crusades resemble not only the first crusades but also the Maccabees’ exem‐
plary battles.38 In this perspective, Jerusalem and the Promised Land stand at the core 
of Sanudo’s lengthy historical compilation, presented as the main targets of a holy war 
that is not all that different from those of the past in terms of military ambitions and 
spiritual vocation. The mission of the first and last crucesignati thus appears sanctified 
by their common destination: the places chosen by Christ and bathed in his blood. 
In this vein, Sanudo highlights the sacred character of his proposed military campaign 
in that the Promised Land is the place where the foundational moments of salvation 
history intersect, from the creation of the human race to the final Judgement. These 
are also and most significantly the places of the Passion, thus pointing to the centrality 
of Christ’s sacrifice in the economy of salvation. As Sanudo writes, ‘He showed the 
necessity of acquiring redemption through his own blood by ascending the Cross’.39

The return to Jerusalem by reconquering the holy places is thus regarded as the 
faithful’s return to the Lord, until the time of the final Judgement: their coming back 
to Jerusalem and retaking the holy sites is thus fully in line with the unfolding of 
Christian history.40

At the time Fidentius and Sanudo were writing, retaking Jerusalem was still central 
to the international debate even though nothing was actually being done to achieve 

37 ‘Narrata proinde historia, videre poterimus ob quam causam Terra Sancta aliquando perditionis iugo subi­
acuit, aliquando extitit Christiano cultui mancipata: propterea id quod super istius negotio est agendum, 
ad ipsam de infidelium viribus extorquendam, ac in posterum perpetuo retinendam, ex praedictis cognosci 
poterit clarius et videri’, Sanudo, Liber secretorum, p. 98.

38 Bueno, Irene ‘Sacrificio e violenza sacra nella propaganda crociata di età avignonese: Marino Sanudo 
e l’immagine della Terra Santa’, Storicamente, 18 (2022), 1–21 <https://storicamente.org/bueno_croci­
ata_violenza_sacra_avignone_marino_sanudo>.

39 ‘Qui dum ibi Crucem, quasi navem, ascendit, redemptis suo sanguine transfetandi ad crucem sumendi 
necessitatem ostendit, propterea dicebat Qui non baiulat crucem suam, et venit post me, non potest meus esse 
discipulus’, Sanudo, Liber secretorum, p. 9.

40 ‘Portionem terrae illius procuremus habere, aut belli aut emptionis iure, ut in die iudicii inveniamur ibi non 
hospites et advenae, sed cives sanctorum et domestici Dei’, Sanudo, Liber secretorum, pp. 8–9.

https://storicamente.org/bueno_crociata_violenza_sacra_avignone_marino_sanudo
https://storicamente.org/bueno_crociata_violenza_sacra_avignone_marino_sanudo
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this objective. Later on, the reconquest of the Holy Land had become no more than 
an aging old mirage that late propagandists continued to nurture to confer credibility 
to their proposals and meet the expectations of audiences still profoundly permeated 
by this enduring myth.

Redirecting the Crusade in Directorium ad passagium faciendum

In 1332, these themes were significantly reiterated by the anonymous author of 
Directorium ad passagium faciendum, a later crusading treatise addressed to the French 
king, Philip VI of Valois. The author’s identity remains debated. The text tells us 
he was a Dominican living at the court of Avignon who had been preaching among 
the infidels for at least twenty-four years, traveling across the Balkans, Persia, the 
Greek Empire, the Indian Ocean, perhaps Ethiopia, and the Holy Land, and thereby 
reporting ‘what he had seen and experienced, rather than heard’. The recorded name 
‘Brochard l’Alemant’ is not reliable, however, as it was added in the mid-fifteenth 
century French translation of Directorium but does not appear in the original Latin 
version.41 In contrast, the similarities between Directorium and the earlier De modo 
Saracenos extirpandi, completed in Avignon in 1318 by the Dominican missionary 
William of Adam, suggest that the anonymous author might be identified as either 
William of Adam himself or a friar in close contact with him, such as the Dominican 
missionary Raymond Étienne (Stephani).42 Given these uncertainties, therefore, most 
of the information available about pseudo-Brochardus derives from his text: it points 
to a learned and acute observer, skilled in history, geography, and cosmology, who 
acquired profound familiarity with a number of different regions and nations during 
his long journeys in the East and was equally knowledgeable about warfare.43

The addressee of his work, King Philip VI, embodies the role of an ideal Christian 
leader and new protagonist of crusading history. The French king was designated 
as the leader of a Holy Land expedition and was ready to take the cross until he 
prioritised the war against England and pope Benedict XII, as mentioned above, 
eventually renounced the project.44 From that point on no other major expedition 

41 As stated at the beginning of the text: ‘Incipit Directorium ad passagium faciendum, editum per quemdam 
fratrem ordinis Predicatorum, scribentem experta et visa, pocius quam audita, ad serenissimum principem 
et dominum Philippum, Francie regem illustrem, anno Domini millesimo trecentesimo tricesimo secundo’, 
to which the French version adds the alleged name of the author, ‘nommé frere Brochard l’Alemant’, 
Brocardus, Directorium, p. 367. ‘In quo quidem Directorio, non tam aliorum relacione audita, quam ea que 
per XXIV annos et amplius, quibus fui in terris infidelium moratus, causa fidei predicande, visa refero et 
experta’, p. 368. Regarding the name Brochard, occasionally identified with Burcard of Mount Sion, see 
Brocardus, Directorium, pp. cvliv–cxlv.

42 In relation to the first hypothesis, see Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. cxliii–clxiii; and Leopold, 
How to Recover the Holy Land, pp. 43–44; for an identification of the anonymous author as Raymond 
Étienne, see Golubovich, Biblioteca bio-bibliografica, vol. iii, p. 405; see also William of Adam, How 
to Defeat the Saracens, ed. by Giles Constable (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, 2012), pp. 5–8.

43 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. cxlviii–cliv.
44 See note 3 above.
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overseas had been planned and the prospect of a magnum passagium to Jerusalem 
was definitively shelved. Despite these modest developments, the anonymous author 
celebrates King Philip’s fame as a crusading leader by drawing on old motifs: the 
king is depicted as ‘another Maccabeus bestowed from above (‘alter provisus de 
superis Machabeus’), ready to undertake ‘God’s war’ (‘bellum Dei’) to ‘liberate the 
land consecrated by the blood of Christ’.45 The French king’s reputation as an ideal 
crusading leader is further boosted by his predecessors’ commitment to defending the 
Church: as ‘anyone who reads the ancient histories can easily glean’, since the French 
kings have embraced Christianity, they have been ‘an unconquerable shield of faith, 
arm of the Church, hammer and hardest stone of the Cross and faith, which strikes 
and overthrows enemies’.46

Despite their abiding efforts against the ‘Saracen plague’, however, the treatise 
grants less importance to the Holy Land overall. Directorium outlines a three-folded 
expedition designed to first cross Germany, Italy, or the Balkans, then head to 
Constantinople, conquering the Empire and the Kingdom of Serbia (Rassia), and 
eventually reach Syria and Palestine. Although the Holy Land represents the ultimate 
target of the holy expedition, the project is chiefly concerned with Byzantium and 
Serbia.47 The occupation of these two Christian dominions fits perfectly with the 
author’s ambition, announced in the Prologue, of joining ‘two swords’: the sword 
of preaching, which penetrates the heart of people and is particularly dear to the Do‐
minican author, and the sword of military power, personified by the king of France.48

Combined, these duo gladia ought to be directed not only against the infidels, but 
also and especially against non-Catholic Christian nations (Greeks and other Eastern 
Christians) to lead them back to religious unity. The balance of crusading, therefore, 
is shifted from the Holy Land towards the dominions ruled by schismatics — a shift 
that involves redefining both the geographical scope and overall ambition of the 
crusaders’ expedition. While presenting the main motivations of the passagium, the 
author complains that ‘if the inhabited world were divided into ten parts, we, who are 
true Christians and called orthodox, would be not even a tenth [of it]’.49 Moreover, a 
comprehensive list of nations of the world (Europe, Africa, and Asia), drafted by the 
Dominican missionary suggests that the crusade should be carried out, as he argues, 
‘out of compassion for the perdition of the main peoples known as Christians’, so 

45 ‘De Celsitudinis Vestre sancto proposito, domine mi rex, in Romana curia fama celebri divulgata, exultat 
et jubilat orbis totus, quod scilicet, tanquam alter provisus de superis Machabeus, pro emulacione legis, 
pro zelo fidei, pro liberacione terre Christi sanguine consecrate, sumitis bellum Dei’, Pseudo-Brocardus, 
Directorium, p. 368.

46 ‘A tempore namque quo reges Francie christianitatis nomen et baptismi signum et graciam susceperunt, 
ipsi fuerunt inexpugnabile scutum fidei, brachium Ecclesie, malleus et petra durissima crucis et fidei, 
inimicos feriens et prosternens…’, Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, p. 379.

47 For a summary and commentary on the strategy sketched in this crusading advice, see Pseudo-Brocardus, 
Directorium, p. cli.

48 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. 369–70.
49 ‘Si enim, ut alias asserui et probavi, mundi pars habitata per homines in decem divederetur partes, nos qui 

veri Christiani sumus et dicimur orthodoxi, decima pars non sumus, qui tamen consuevimus esse totum’, 
Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, p. 382.
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as to ‘purge these peoples of their errors and lead them back to an understanding of 
truth and faith’.50

Among all these schismatics, the Greeks receive the most attention. The author 
warns readers to beware of Armenians, Gasmuli,51 Syrians, and others, depicting the 
former as ‘the worst heretics of all Orientals (…) enveloped in many errors’.52 Yet 
it is the Greeks who stand as the main target of the anonymous author’s criticism; 
he is well acquainted with them due to long periods of time spent in the Dominican 
headquarter of Pera (Constantinople). They should never be trusted and their weak‐
ness, he argues, will eventually facilitate the conquest of the Empire, for they lack 
adequate secular and religious leaders and their land is deserted.53 Not least, the 
Greeks are regarded as the worst enemies of all crusades in that they have obstructed 
these endeavours in multiple ways, such as by selling crusaders flour mixed with 
chalk, or even massacring Franks.54 For all these reasons, therefore, the focus of the 
holy expedition proposal addressed to the King of France shifts from Jerusalem to 
Constantinople and the Greek Empire. The author of Directorium even goes so far as 
to assert that the greatest advantage of crusading would be bringing down the Greek 
empire rather than defeating the infidels: ‘the sacrifice before God would be more 
agreeable and accepted if you returned said empire and kingdom to His truth and 
faith, than if you subjugated as much or more of the Saracens’ dominion’.55

Despite such reconfiguration of the holy expedition, the anonymous propagandist 
cannot refrain from mobilising traditional Holy Land motifs. This land is our legacy, 
he says, which had been ‘promised and granted to [the holy patriarchs] and to us’, 
‘the house of God and truly the door to the sky’. Here, God’s secrets were revealed 
and the Son of God was miraculously born, providing examples, teaching godly 
things, and making miracles. In this land, ‘he paid the price of our redemption’ and 
was resurrected, and here the whole of mankind will convene at the end of time to 
account for their deeds. The sacredness of this place appears to be violated, however, 
as the author stresses that the Holy Land is still polluted by the presence of the 
infidels.56 Just like Fidentius and Sanudo, the anonymous Dominican crafts a military 
plan that hinges on the sacred image of the land where the crucial moments of 
Christian history occurred. At the same time, he also refers to the ‘histories of the 
ancient’ (ystoriae antiquorum), which testify to the long-standing role of the French 

50 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. 385–88.
51 Gasmuli are those who ‘were born to a Greek father and a Latin mother’, Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, 

p. 490.
52 ‘Ipsi inter omnes Orientales sunt heretici pessimi et, tam clerus quam populus, multis erroribus involuti’, 

Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, p. 487.
53 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. 430–31, 447–54.
54 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. 439, 445.
55 ‘Ad hoc autem, domine mi rex, me exhibeo et expono redditurum coram justo judice racionem, quod 

magis esset gratum et acceptum sacrificium coram Deo si predicta imperium atque regnum sue veritati 
et fidei redderetis, quam si tantumdem plus de Sarracenorum dominio subderetis’, Pseudo-Brocardus, 
Directorium, p. 485.

56 Pseudo-Brocardus, Directorium, pp. 389–92.
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kings as a ‘shields of faith’, a role Philip VI was now called to revive once again by 
leading the new campaigns and bridging crusading and national ambitions.

As much research has shown, the formulation of a Christian concept of holy 
war since Late Antiquity conveyed sacrificial notions underlying the ideas of sacred 
violence and death in war. The crusades marked a decisive step in constructing the 
Christian discourse on violence. The annihilation of the enemy, the death of the 
crusader as a penitential tool, and the sacredness of his mission as miles Christi are 
themes that often deploy the semantics of sacrifice and the connotation of crusad‐
ing as an imitation of Christ’s passion and instrument of individual and collective 
redemption. These themes, profoundly embedded in the European understanding of 
religious war throughout the Middle Ages, continued to provide legitimacy to military 
plans that were gradually changing from those of the past: plans that were obliged to 
adapt to the changing circumstances of the Eastern Mediterranean but not yet ready 
to renounce the symbolic centrality of the Holy Land. As shown by the three treatises 
de recuperatione considered above, late-medieval crusades continued to be fashioned 
as redemptive enterprises, conceived as an imitation of the Lord’s sacrifice and thus 
deeply rooted in the liturgical image of Jerusalem, the unfolding of Christian history, 
and the cultural memory of the Holy Land. The time elapsed between these three 
proposals allows us to grasp the subsequent steps in the metamorphosis of holy war 
that was taking place. Fidentius, writing on the eve of the fall of Acre, is an early 
witness. The general passage to the Holy Land is still crucial to his project, but it 
dovetails with a larger program of moral reform intended to set off from the overseas 
Christian communities. Sanudo testifies to the vitality of Holy Land debates in the 
first quarter of the fourteenth century, drawing on the Biblical and crusading history 
of the Holy Land to assert the legitimacy of his proposal and its continuity with past 
crusades. Finally, the anonymous Dominican shifts the balance of crusade towards 
new theatres of war: he mainly seeks the dissolution of the Byzantine Empire, while 
retrieving and fashioning the Holy Land image in nostalgic, rather than strategic, 
terms. The reconfiguration of crusading on symbolic grounds, deeply informed by 
the liturgical image of Jerusalem and the semantics of sacrifice, went on to enjoy new 
impetus in the decades following the outbreak of the plague even as the actual project 
of reconquering the Holy Land was almost entirely discounted.57

57 Regarding the reframing of crusading ideals in the second half of the fourteenth century, notably after the 
Black Death, see especially Lombardo, La crociata dopo la peste.




