
The Crusades and the Knights Hospitaller



Suitable for: Key stage 3
Duration: 1 hour

Objectives:
• Know what the crusades were and why they were fought
• Understand the key events of the first and second crusades
• Know about the role of the Knights Hospitaller in Jerusalem
• Be able to consider the significance of the crusades

Learn about the key events of the first and second 
crusades and examine up close crusader artefacts from 

the Museum’s collection.



This is St John’s Gate. Today, it is home to the 
Museum of the Order of St John, but five hundred 
years ago it stood as the grand entrance for 
the Order's headquarters in England.

The Order of St John was founded by Christian 
monks, as an organisation with the purpose of caring 
for the sick. It was founded in the holy city of 
Jerusalem nearly 1000 years ago. As the Order 
grew in wealth and power, it spread to many 
countries including England. The order's bases were 
called Priories.

The Priory in London was founded in 1143 and was 
(and still is today) the English headquarters for the 
Order of St John.

We will use objects and evidence from the Museum’s 
collection to understand the role of the Knights 
Hospitaller and the Order of St John in the 
campaigns of the crusades far away in the Middle 
East.

St John’s Gate and the 
Museum of the Order of St John



Bunting’s Map of the World, 1580

Can you spot Jerusalem on this 
medieval map?

Is it where you’d expect to see 
it?

For medieval Christians, Jerusalem 
was the religious centre of their 
world.

Why is the city of Jerusalem so important to Christians?

To Christians, Jerusalem is where Jesus spent the last days of his life. Key events including the Last Supper, Crucifixion, and 
Resurrection took place here.
In the middle ages, whether rich or poor, people’s lives were dominated by the church and people believed very strongly in the 
teachings of Christianity.



Why is Jerusalem so important?

For Jews, Jerusalem is the 
City of David. They believe 
that this is where Solomon’s 
Temple, the first Jewish 
Temple to God was built. 

Muslims built the Dome of the 
Rock here as they believe this 
is where their great leader, the 
Prophet Muhammad, rose up 
to visit heaven. 

Christians built the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre here as 
they believe this was where 
Jesus was crucified and 
buried. 

Map of Jerusalem



The Order of St John
The Order of St John was founded in 1080 when it set up a hospital 
in Jerusalem. The hospital was run by a master, who was most 
likely a priest, and who would have been assisted by members of 
the Order of St John, known as brothers and sisters.

The hospital took in the poor and sick no matter what their 
religion, nationality, or sex. The hospital was a large operation and 
could accommodate up to two thousand patients at a time. Most 
patients who required care had travelled for many miles by foot to 
reach the holy city Jerusalem. They were known as pilgrims.

The Order’s motto became pro fide, pro utilitate hominum. 
When translated from Latin to English it means:

For the faith and in the service of humanity.

Religious institutions like the Order of St John were very 
important in the middle ages and they grew to be rich, as 
wealthy people would donate money to them in the hope that it 
would make up for their own sins. They often became extremely 
powerful organisations through their strong faith and amassed 
wealth, and they even had the power to influence kings across 
the world.



Religious Divisions

Jerusalem and the Holy Land existed under Muslim rule, but Christian pilgrims were able to freely visit the city of Jerusalem.
Christians felt threatened by the rapid spread of Islam. The Islamic east was scientifically and culturally ahead of the Christian west. 
Unlike Christianity, early Islamic teaching encouraged and promoted the pursuit of scholarship, and science and technology were 
encouraged and welcomed.

This uneasy relationship between the Christian and Muslim empires was made worse in 1071 when a group of Turkish Muslims took 
control of Jerusalem and stopped Christian pilgrims from visiting the city. The Order of St John was founded when the city was still 
under Muslim control.



The Fight for Jerusalem

Tensions reached a 
climax in 1095 when 
Pope Urban II, the 
leader of 
Christians. urged all 
kings, lords and soldiers 
to go and fight the 
Muslim Turks and take 
back Jerusalem and 
the Holy Land.

This type of military 
campaign, in which 
European Christians 
aimed to gain 
possession of cities and 
land in the Middle East 
under the power of 
Muslim rulers became 
known as the crusades.



Activity (5 mins)

Read the following speech given by Pope 
Urban II in 1095 and identify some reasons he 

gave for going on a crusade.

You can write down your answers or discuss 
your ideas together.



Speech by Pope Urban II, 1095
- as recorderd by chronicler Robert the Monk in 1106

"... this land which you inhabit, shut in on all sides by the seas and 
surrounded by the mountain peaks, is too narrow for your large 
population; nor does it abound in wealth; and it furnishes scarcely food 
enough for its cultivators. Hence it is that you murder one another, that 
you wage war, and that frequently you perish by mutual wounds. Let 
therefore hatred depart from among you, let your quarrels end, let wars 
cease, and let all dissensions and controversies slumber. Enter upon the 
road to the Holy Sepulchre; wrest that land from the wicked race, and 
subject it to yourselves ... 

God has conferred upon you above all nations great glory in arms. 
Accordingly undertake this journey for the remission of your sins, with 
the assurance of the imperishable glory of the Kingdom of Heaven.
… When an armed attack is made upon the enemy, let this one cry be 
raised by all the soldiers of God: It is the will of God! It is the will of 
God!"
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Speech by Pope Urban II, 1095

Religion
Jerusalem was an important place of pilgrimage and the Muslim Turks in 
charge of the city were now stopping Christians from entering.

It was believed that any previous sins would be forgiven if you died on a 
crusade. This was important for knights who had killed many people in 
battle, as they wanted to go to heaven, not hell. 

The Pope was God’s representative on earth and so many people went on 
crusade primarily to obey him.

The Crusaders reach Jerusalem © The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Money
The Holy Land was an important centre 
for trade and people could make a lot of 
money selling the region’s silks and 
spices back in Europe.

Power
A person could prove their bravery and gain a 
heroic reputation. If you led an army to success 
in battle, you would gain respect and be in a 
better position to influence others.

Successful crusaders could be rewarded with 
lands and titles. This was particularly tempting 
for the younger sons of ruling families who 
would not inherit anything from their father.

The reasons given by Pope 
Urban for going on crusade 
can broadly be placed into 
three groups:



The first crusade
Following Pope Urban’s speech, it took a long time to 
muster and equip the crusader army. 

Three years later, after a long and treacherous journey, the 
first crusaders successfully captured four key areas:

• Edessa in 1098
• Antioch in 1098
• Jerusalem in 1099 
• Tripoli in 1109

The capture of Jerusalem was the primary goal of the 
crusades, but the other locations were important too. For 
example, Tripoli was strategically important because it 
linked Jerusalem with the northern states, and it 
contained wealth and access to ports for trade.

The new kingdom faced the enormous task of bringing 
together its isolated position in the face of the 
surrounding Muslim states. Many western crusaders, 
having completed their mission, began the long journey 
back to their homes leaving a small but determined 
number to defend the towns, castles and cities which they 
had fought so hard to gain. Despite their small number 
and difficult situation, the kingdom survived as the 
crusaders took advantage of internal conflicts in the 
Muslim Near East.



The second crusade
The first major threat to the crusader kingdom was the rise of 
the ruler Zengi in the 1130s. Muslim sources depict Zengi as an 
extremely ruthless ruler, who united his forces through terror and 
cruelty. 

Edessa was the most isolated of the crusader states, and in 
1144 Zengi captured the outlying Christian held city. The fall of 
Edessa was a catastrophe and the resulting panic culminated in the 
appeals to the west which prompted the second 
crusade. Zengi’s son and successor Nur ad-Din continued his 
father’s work throughout the 1150s and for the first time, the 
crusaders faced a united Muslim front.

The fall of Edessa marked the worsening of relations between the 
Christian leaders and the strengthening of relations between the 
Muslim leaders.

In 1145 Pope Eugene III announced the second crusade with the 
aim of taking back the fallen state, and the campaign was led by 
Louis VII of France and Conrad III of Germany. However, they 
experienced several defeats on their way. When the remains of 
their armies finally reached Jerusalem in 1148, they were defeated 
by Muslim forces, failing in their goal to recapture Edessa.



The Knights Hospitaller
Following the loss of Edessa and a series of Christian 
defeats, some members of the Order of St John took on 
a military role in addition to their caring role at the 
hospital.

Taking up arms in the 1140s, the Order promised to 
defend what remained of the crusader kingdom and its 
members became known as the Knights Hospitaller. 
They were given this nickname due to their work in the 
hospital in Jerusalem, healing the sick and upholding 
their Christian faith.

Can you spot the white cross on a red background, 
the symbol of the Knights Hospitaller, on this 
stained-glass window?

They took on this new military role in addition to their 
first duty caring for the sick and the poor.

It is difficult to know exactly when the Order took up its 
fighting role, but it is thought to have been a gradual 
process which began in the first half of the twelfth 
century. The first account of a ‘brother and 
a knight’ appeared in records in 1148.



Leaving Jerusalem
The respected Christian ruler of 
Jerusalem, Baldwin IV, died in 1185 and 
he was succeeded by Guy of Lusignan. He 
went on to provoke the Muslim 
Leader Saladin into attacking the crusader 
kingdom, which led to the loss of 
Jerusalem and most of the kingdom.

The Order of St John retreated to its lands 
in Cyprus in 1292 where it stayed for a short 
time before setting up a permanent base on 
Rhodes. The Order remained there for over 
200 years and the knights established a 
large hospital to continue in their mission 
to provide care to the sick and injured.

The fortification of Rhodes by Tristram Ellis 



Model of the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem is one of the most 
important shrines in Christianity. Many Christians believe that it 
marks the place where Jesus was crucified and buried, and where 
he rose again from the dead. It has been a focus of pilgrimage for 
Christians worldwide since it was founded in AD 326. In most of 
the Christian world it is known as the Church of the 
Resurrection.

This model of the church was probably made in Bethlehem in the 
late 1600s. Models like this were made as souvenirs, and as 
reminders of the central event of the Christian faith, the death and 
resurrection of Christ. They were sold to pilgrims visiting the 
Holy Land and exported to Christians elsewhere.

It is made from olive wood and inlaid with ebony, ivory and 
mother of pearl. It would have cost a lot of money to buy, and it is 
one of just 30 similar models still surviving in the world.

The model is intended to be architecturally accurate and is based 
upon detailed plans and drawings of the church published in 1620. 
It even comes apart to reveal the pilgrim sites: the site of Jesus’ 
Crucifixion, the Tomb of Jesus Christ, and the cave where St 
Helena discovered the Cross.

This model can be found in the collection of the Museum of the 
Order of St John.

Why do you think someone would have bought this 
model as a souvenir? What do you think it represents?

Do you or your family like to buy souvenirs? Think about 
what you like to have for a souvenir and why.



Crusader Coins 1108 - 1275
These coins are between 800 and 900 years old. They are real coins used by the crusaders!

They have travelled all the way back from their origins in the Middle East and are now stored safely in the 
Museum of the Order of St John for you to explore.



Activity: Crusader coins
Coins are used as currency in exchange for goods like food and 
materials. As you can see, their use has not changed much 
since the middle ages. But coins also serve a secondary 
purpose; the images on coins are symbols of the leaders and 
the cities from where they come, and they hold messages of 
power and ownership.

Before we look at the crusader coins, let’s think about the 
currency that we use today.

Look at the £1 coin – what symbols can you see and what 
might they mean?
• The image of The Queen, the monarch and head of the 

United Kingdom
• Four emblems of the nations of the United Kingdom:
• Rose = England
• Leek = Wales
• Thistle = Scotland
• Shamrock = Northern Ireland.

Now look at the £10 note – what symbols can you see and 
what might they mean?
• The Queen and Jane Austen. These images allow us to 

celebrate people who have shaped UK society through 
their thought, innovation, leadership, or values.



Jerusalem

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem is 
one of the most important pilgrimage 
destinations for Christians and the main aim of 
the first crusade was to gain control of it.

Edessa

Edessa was the first crusader state to be founded 
in 1098 by Baldwin of Boulogne. It constantly had 
to be defended because it was surrounded by 
enemy territory and had a huge border to defend.

Tripoli

The crusader state of Tripoli was not founded 
until 1109, ten years after the others. In order 
not to further disrupt trade, the rulers produced 
imitation Islamic coins (although they made some 
small changes to the design) instead of producing 
their own new coins.

Antioch

Antioch was the second state to be established 
in 1098. Bohemond of Taranto, who led the siege 
against the city, named himself Prince of 
Antioch.

Your task:
Look closely 
at the images 
on the coins 

and see if you 
can match 

each coin to 
its origin 

state.



Coin made during the 
reign of Amalric, King of 
Jerusalem (1163 -1174)

Coin made during the 
reign of Prince 
Bohemond III of 
Antioch (1163 – 1201)

Coin made during the 
reign of Count 
Bohemond VI of Tripoli 
(1237 -1275)

Coin made during the 
reign of Count Baldwin 
II of Edessa (1108 -1118)

What did you see on all four coins?

All four coins have a cross in the middle of them (even the gold one, although it is very small). The cross is the 
symbol of Christianity because Jesus Christ, who Christians believe is the son of God, was put to death on a 
cross.

Did you manage to match the correct coins to the different areas?



Coin made during the reign of Amalric, King of Jerusalem
(1163 -1174)

Jerusalem

The main goal of the first crusade was to capture the city of Jerusalem, and it was eventually captured after 5 weeks of assault on 15 
July 1099. A meeting was held at the Holy Sepulchre shortly after to declare the founding of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and Godfrey 
of Bouillon was named as ruler.

This coin was made during the reign of King Amalric. He used the image of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre on the front as it had 
become closely connected to the crusader movement and the kings of Jerusalem were crowned and buried there. A Latin inscription 
of the name King Amalric is around the image of the church.



Coin made during the reign of Prince Bohemond III of Antioch 
(1163 – 1201)

Antioch

The state of Antioch was founded in 1098. Bohemond of Taranto, who led the siege against the city, named himself Prince of 
Antioch.

This coin was made during the reign of Prince Bohemond III. The back of the coin features the head of the knight wearing a 
round helmet marked with a cross and mail armour covering his neck. Surrounding this is the prince’s name. To the right of 
the bust is a star, which is possibly an early form of the heraldic badge used to symbolise goodness.. On the back of the coin is 
a cross patty (a type of Christian cross), with a crescent pointed downwards, a symbol adopted by many crusaders, particularly 
in France.



Coin made during the reign of Count Baldwin II of Edessa 
(1108 -1118)

Edessa

This was the first state founded in 1098 by Baldwin of Boulogne, one of the leaders of the first crusade. He was the youngest son 
of Eustace II, Count of Boulogne. On the back of the coin is the Fleury cross, which is often used in French heraldry and the three 
petals at the end of each arm are either used to represent faith, wisdom, and honour, or the Holy Trinity.

Going on a crusade gave Baldwin the chance to gain wealth, land and a title. Not only did he become the first Count of Edessa, but 
later he became the second king of Jerusalem. Surrounded by enemy lands and with a huge border to defend, this ruler’s left hand
is shown gripping a sword, demonstrating his preparedness to defend his crusader state. In this ruler’s right hand, he is holding 
up a cross which symbolises his God-given right to rule. This coin was made during the reign of Baldwin’s cousin, Baldwin II, who 
came after him as the second Count of Edessa in 1100.



Coin made during the reign of Count Bohemond VI of 
Tripoli (1237 -1275)

Tripoli

Tripoli was the last state to be set up by the crusaders. It was an important win as it linked the northern states of Antioch and 
Edessa with the southern kingdom of Jerusalem.

Look closely at this final coin, how is it different to the others? 

The counts of Tripoli produced imitation Islamic gold dinars instead of developing their own coins to try and maintain some 
continuity and avoid the further disruption of trade following the crusades. This dinar is a slightly modified design and includes 
the letters B and T to stand for Bohemond (the name of the ruler) and Tripoli. It also includes a cross in the centre because, in 
1250, the Pope sent a letter that banned the crusaders from copying Islamic coins which still contained the Islamic prophet 
Mohammed’s name.



Conclusion
We have learned about the significance of Jerusalem and its importance to 
different religions.

We have explored the causes of the first and second crusades.

We know some of the reasons why crusades happened and why they were fought.

We have learned about the Order of St John and its function in Jerusalem caring 
for the sick and poor, and the role of the Knights Hospitaller in the crusades.

We have looked closely at real objects from the past and have understood how 
they help us to understand the events of the crusades.

Well done everyone!



Find out more...
Read more about the Order of St John and crusades:

Our story: History of the Order

Reimaging and Reimagining our Coin Collections

A Royal Visitor: Henry II Visits the Priory of the Order of St John

Research the medieval collections of the Museum of the Order of St John 
on the Bearer’s of the Cross website.

Visit us:
http://museumstjohn.org.uk/planning-your-visit/

http://museumstjohn.org.uk/reimaging-reimagining-coin-collections/
http://museumstjohn.org.uk/reimaging-reimagining-coin-collections/
http://museumstjohn.org.uk/a-royal-visitor-henry-ii-visits-the-priory-of-the-order-of-st-john/
https://www.bearersofthecross.org.uk/
http://museumstjohn.org.uk/planning-your-visit/

