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Robert of Nantes was Latin patriarch of Jerusalem from 1240 to 1254, and, 
according to Bernard Hamilton, was “the most important single person” in the 
Frankish Kingdom of Jerusalem after the Battle of Forbie in 1244. Despite 
this importance, he was a rather obscure figure: almost nothing is known about 
him before he became bishop of Nantes in 1236. How did he rise to such a 
prominent position in Jerusalem?

Robert of Nantes, Patriarch of Jerusalem (1240–1254) follows Robert from 
his probable origins in Aquitaine, to Italy where he might have been the 
unnamed bishop of Aquino. He was briefly transferred to Nantes in the duchy 
of Brittany, but soon returned to Rome, where he was appointed patriarch of 
Jerusalem in 1240. As patriarch, he was present for the fall of Jerusalem to the 
Khwarizmian Turks, the Frankish defeat at Forbie, and the subsequent cru-
sade of Louis IX of France.

This is the first book-length biography of any of the Latin patriarchs of 
Jerusalem. It will be of interest not only to historians of the crusades but also 
to historians of Italy, Sicily, the Papal States, the Holy Roman Empire, 
Aquitaine and Brittany. It will hopefully inspire further research on other 
ecclesiastical and secular leaders of Jerusalem and Cyprus, who may not be 
traditionally considered “rulers”, but who nevertheless helped govern the 
Frankish kingdoms.
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On October 4, 1244, one of the largest armies ever assembled in the Frankish 
Kingdom of Jerusalem marched south from the capital, the port of Acre. They 
were joined by knights from the Templar, Hospitaller, and Teutonic monastic 
orders, the leper-knights of the order of St Lazarus, as well as troops from the 
County of Tripoli to the north, and the other Frankish Kingdom on the island 
of Cyprus. On this extraordinary occasion, the army was actually one part of 
a larger force, as the Franks had made an alliance with the Ayyubid emirs of 
Damascus, Homs, and Karak, and had agreed to join their invasion of Egypt.

The last time such a large army had been raised internally in the Kingdom, 
without support from a crusade expedition from Europe, was in 1187, when 
Saladin, the sultan of Egypt and Syria and founder of the Ayyubid dynasty, 
won the Battle of Hattin and recaptured the city of Jerusalem. By now in 1244, 
the different branches of Saladin’s descendants in Syria and Egypt were ene-
mies of each other just as often as they were enemies of the Franks, who often 
found themselves caught in the middle. The opponents of this combined 
Frankish-Syrian army were a similarly unusual alliance: the Ayyubid sultan of 
Egypt, as-Salih Ayyub, had joined up with the Khwarizmian Turks, the  
remnants of a central Asian empire that had been destroyed by the Mongols 20 
years before, and who had since been wandering westwards towards Syria. 
Earlier in the summer, the Khwarizmians had invaded the Frankish Kingdom 
and sacked Jerusalem.

At the head of the Frankish-Syrian army were the patriarch of Jerusalem, 
Robert of Nantes, and the Count of Brienne, Walter IV. The Syrian contingent 
was led by al-Mansur Ibrahim, the emir of Homs. On October 18, the army 
reached the sandy dunes where the Egyptian-Khwarizmian army was 
encamped, near Hirbiya, or Forbie as the Franks knew it, between the Frankish 
fortress of Ascalon and the Egyptian city of Gaza.

The Frankish-Syrian army was divided into three formations: Robert led 
the right wing, while Walter and the military orders filled out the centre, and 
the Syrians lined up on the left. Facing Robert across the dunes were the 
Egyptians, with the Khwarizmians facing both the Frankish centre and Syrian 
left wing. To Robert there seemed to be an uncountable number of Khwarizmian 
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cavalry – ten thousand, he guessed, maybe even twenty thousand. It felt like the 
Franks were outnumbered ten to one.

The speedy Khwarizmian horse archers were the first to attack. They 
charged forward just close enough to loose their arrows, retreated, and charged 
again for another volley. Their more heavily armed and armoured cavalry then 
charged the Frankish centre and the Syrian line on the left. A cavalry charge 
could be devastating if  it broke through the Frankish infantry, but at first the 
Franks kept their composure and the Khwarizmians retreated again.

Meanwhile, Robert’s right wing was also dealing with a charge from the 
Egyptian cavalry. The Egyptians were not as committed to the battle as their 
Khwarizmian allies. When they could not break though Robert’s wing, the 
Egyptians fled the field entirely. The Khwarizmians had not quite broken 
through the Frankish centre but they managed to push the Frankish foot sol-
diers out of formation and into Robert’s position. It was impossible for Robert 
to bring the remaining cavalry and infantry from the right into the centre to 
support Walter and the military orders. Beyond the centre line, Robert did not 
know what was happening at all. Were the Syrians still there on the left? Had 
they been dispersed by the Khwarizmians or had they also fled the battle? 
Wherever they were, the Franks could apparently no longer expect any help 
from them, as the Khwarizmians suddenly appeared behind the remnant of the 
Frankish centre.

In the confusion, the Templar, Hospitaller, and Teutonic knights were 
almost entirely annihilated. Not one of the leper-knights of the Order of 
Lazarus survived. Some of Robert’s fellow clerics who had been in the right 
wing with him – the archbishop of Tyre, the bishop of Ramla, the abbot of 
Josaphat – simply disappeared from sight, presumably killed in the fighting, 
although Robert could not be sure. Philip of Montfort, the constable of the 
kingdom, fell from his horse, and the banners he was carrying were trampled 
by the Khwarizmians. Walter of Brienne and a few other knights were taken 
captive. The foot soldiers who were unable to flee, and who were not worth 
taking prisoner, were killed on the field.

In the midst of this slaughter, Robert managed to escape towards nearby 
Ascalon before he could be completely encircled by the Khwarizmians. Robert 
looked back at the sea of bodies on the battlefield and could only guess at the 
number of dead – thirty thousand or more, surely.1 The Battle of Forbie, “one 
of the harshest and most disastrous defeats in crusader history,”2 was over in 
less than an hour.

Over the next month, Robert helped organize the defence of the land still 
under Frankish control. He wrote letters to the secular and ecclesiastical lead-
ers back in Europe, begging them to send help. It was at this point, as Bernard 
Hamilton wrote, that Robert was “the most important single person in the 
kingdom.”3

Despite his importance in 1244, we actually know very little about Robert’s 
life and career, especially before he came to the Frankish Kingdom. Who was 
he? Where did he come from and how did he end up in charge of an army in 
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the middle of a disastrous battle? How did he become the most important per-
son in the kingdom?

He might seem to be an odd subject for Rulers of the Latin East series. He 
was a bishop in Italy, France, and Jerusalem. He was a diplomat and a papal 
legate. He was even a military commander, if  only briefly at Forbie. But was he 
a “ruler”? The other volumes in this series are about well-known monarchs 
such as Godfrey of Bouillon, Baldwin of Boulogne, or Queen Sybil, about 
whom there are plenty of medieval sources and modern interpretations. Much 
has also been written about some of Robert’s contemporaries who appear 
throughout this book: famous rulers such as Henry III of England, Louis IX 
of France, the Duke of Brittany Peter of Dreux, and Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick II, and fellow ecclesiastics like Pope Gregory IX, the patriarch of 
Jerusalem Gerold of Lausanne, or the bishop of Acre Jacques de Vitry. In con-
trast, the same wealth of information does not exist for Robert’s life. He is 
mentioned in relatively few medieval sources, and modern historians have writ-
ten hardly anything about him. Unlike his predecessor Gerold of Lausanne 
and his successor Jacques Pantaléon (the future pope Urban IV), Robert did 
not merit an article in the recent Crusades Encyclopedia.4

So why write this book, aside from satisfying my own curiosity? One reason 
is that, when modern historians do mention Robert, there are often some com-
mon mistakes and misunderstandings, such as where he was from, whether his 
name was Robert or Guy (as one medieval author called him), the circum-
stances of his election as patriarch of Jerusalem, when he arrived in Jerusalem, 
and whether he returned to Europe afterwards. For some recent examples, 
Noël-Yves Tonnerre called him Robert “of Aquileia” and assumed that he died 
in 1240, the year he was transferred from Nantes to Jerusalem.5 Nicholas 
Vincent calls him “a Breton,”6 a logical assumption since Robert was bishop of 
Nantes. Shlomo Lotan writes that Robert arrived in Jerusalem soon after he 
was elected in 1240 and was present for the Barons’ Crusade of 1239–1241,7 
although he did not actually arrive until 1244. Jaroslav Folda meanwhile writes 
that in 1245 Robert took part in the Council of Lyon and visited England, but 
in fact he remained in the east and sent a representative in his place.8 In some 
cases, Robert is not even mentioned by name at all, but rather simply as “the 
patriarch,” for example in David Carpenter’s biography of Henry III.9 Of 
course these are not fatal errors or omissions – it is not surprising that even 
modern historians sometimes ignore Robert or get the details wrong, since 
there is no biography to use as a reference. This book can therefore help clarify 
the details of Robert’s life and career.

Aside from the simple details, this book can also help us understand what it 
meant to be a bishop in the 13th century in Europe and the crusader kingdom, 
as well as the changing nature of the offices of patriarch and papal legate. It 
also shows how events across Europe, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia were 
all interconnected in ways that were sometimes not evident at the time. Robert 
and other members of his family participated in the wars between France and 
England for Brittany and Aquitaine, and in the crusades in the eastern 
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Mediterranean. Robert was also involved in the wars between the pope and the 
Holy Roman Emperor in Italy, and he was affected by the invasions of the 
Mongols in eastern Europe and the Middle East. He witnessed the fall of 
Jerusalem to the Khwarizmian Turks, and was also present for the Mamluk 
revolution in Egypt, which ultimately led to the destruction of the Kingdom of 
Jerusalem and the Latin patriarchate at the end of the 13th century.

Medieval sources

Robert left behind hardly any writings of his own. There are a few letters writ-
ten by him, or attributed to him, including reports on the Khwarizmian inva-
sion and the Battle of Forbie, letters to the bishops of England and France or 
to the cardinals at the papal court in Italy, and some correspondence with 
Henry III of England. His letters are useful for the history of Louis IX’s cru-
sade, but they do not reveal much about Robert as a person. A few sources give 
us a more human glimpse of Robert, such as Jean de Joinville, who accompa-
nied Louis IX on crusade, or letters from Emperor Frederick, although these 
sources give us only very little to work with.

For the first 50–60 years of Robert’s life, before he became bishop of Nantes, 
he is not mentioned directly at all in any sources, but there are numerous 
sources from Saintonge, Brittany, and Italy that can be used to fill in the gaps. 
We have several cartularies from the local abbeys and priories in Saintonge, as 
well as from the neighbouring counties of La Marche and Angoulême. At one 
time there were many more archives that might have mentioned Robert more 
directly, but they have been lost due to accidents, neglect, or the destruction of 
the Wars of Religion in the 16th century or the French Revolution in the 18th. 
For example, the archives of the diocese of Saintes and of the cathedral chap-
ter are lost.10 The cartularies of the abbeys of St-Étienne-de-Vaux and Notre-
Dame de Saintes were destroyed in a fire in 1871, but luckily they had just been 
published that same year by Thomas Grasilier.11

For the few years Robert spent in Nantes and the Duchy of Brittany, we do 
not have the same amount of monastic and ecclesiastical sources as we have 
from Saintonge; the ones that do exist were mostly collected in the 18th cen-
tury by Hyacinthe Morice, in Mémoires pour servir de preuves à l'histoire éccle-
siastique et civile de Bretagne. There are also recent editions of the registers of 
Duke Peter of Dreux and his son John.

The most valuable sources for Robert’s career in Italy, Nantes, and in 
Jerusalem are the papal registers of Honorius III, Gregory IX, and Innocent 
IV. Unfortunately, the register of Innocent IV for the year 1249–1250, right in 
the middle of Louis IX’s crusade, is lost.12 In addition to Jean de Joinville, who 
gives the perspective of an outsider from France, local sources from the 
Frankish kingdoms of Jerusalem and Cyprus include the Annales de Terre 
Sainte, the Old French continuations of the 12th-century chronicle of William 
of Tyre known as “Eracles” and “Rothelin,” as well as the chronicle attributed 
to a “Templar of Tyre.”
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Other useful sources from Italy include emperor Frederick II’s correspond-
ence, edited in the Historia diplomatica Friderici Secundi; the chronicles of the 
Italian monks Salimbene de Adam and Richard of San Germano; and the 
cartulary of the University of Bologna, which allows us to track Robert’s fam-
ily members who attended the university in the 1260s, over a decade after 
he died.

From France and England, the chronicle of Alberic of Trois-Fontaines is 
helpful but also the source of much of the confusion about Robert’s origins 
and even his name. Robert is often mentioned in the Chronica majora of  
Matthew Paris of the English abbey of St Albans. Robert’s letters were also 
copied into Matthew’s chronicle as well as the chronicles of Burton Abbey in 
England and Melrose Abbey in Scotland.

Unfortunately, Robert seems to have gone mostly unnoticed by non-Latin 
and non-French sources. He is probably indirectly referenced by the Syrian 
historian Ibn Wasil, who visited the Egyptian camp just before the Battle of 
Forbie in 1244 and recorded the Mamluk revolution against the Ayyubids. 
Otherwise, Robert is not mentioned by any Muslim, Greek, Armenian, or 
Syriac sources, aside from one letter from Rabban-ata, a Syriac ambassador 
from the Mongols to the Franks.

Modern sources

Robert appears in lists of  the bishops of  Nantes starting in the 18th cen-
tury, for example in histories of  Brittany by Guy Alexis Lobineau and 
Pierre Le Baud. The longest account of  Robert’s episcopate in Nantes is 
from the 19th century, in the Histoire civile, politique et religieuse de la ville 
et du comté de Nantes by Nicolas Travers, although his summary is only a 
few pages long.

As for his career in Jerusalem, there is a brief  paragraph in Louis de Mas 
Latrie’s list of the patriarchs of Jerusalem in the first volume of the Revue de 
l’Orient latin in 1893. More recently, Robert is mentioned over several pages of 
Bernard Hamilton’s The Latin Church in the Crusader States (1980) and Klaus-
Peter Kirstein’s Die lateinischen Patriarchen von Jerusalem (2002), but neither 
book is dedicated to Robert specifically.

There are only two other recent works that deal with Robert at any length. 
One is Nicholas Vincent, The Holy Blood: King Henry III and the Westminster 
Blood Relic (2006), where Robert is really only an incidental side character, 
who sent the relic of the Holy Blood to Henry. The second is Shlomo Lotan’s 
2020 article “Descriptions of fighting, captivity, and ransom in the writings of 
Robert of Nantes,” which focuses only on the few letters that Robert sent while 
he was in the east.

Using all of these various medieval sources from Scotland to Persia, and 
modern histories from the 18th century to today, another intention of this 
book is to show that a full biography of Robert can actually be written.
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Chapter summaries

Chapter 1 discusses Robert’s origins in Saintonge and the diocese of Saintes 
and his relationship to one of the local families surnamed Vigerii or Vigier. In 
the 12th and 13th centuries, the Vigerii family seems to have been associated 
with the castle of Archiac. They may have also been connected to the Lusignan 
dynasty of Poitou, one branch of which were major participants in the cru-
sades, while another branch became counts of Angoulême and lords of 
Archiac. This geographical and chronological context will help show how 
Robert was already connected to events from England to Italy to the Frankish 
states in the eastern Mediterranean.

Chapter 2 questions how Robert ended up as a bishop in Italy in the 1220s 
and 1230s. It is possible that he studied and taught law at the University of 
Bologna, somehow joined the retinue of cardinal Ugolino (the future pope 
Gregory IX), and then became the unnamed bishop of Aquino, who came into 
conflict with Emperor Frederick II. Robert’s dispute with the emperor was also 
significant for his later election as patriarch of Jerusalem, as Frederick’s infant 
son was the king of Jerusalem and Frederick himself  claimed the regency of 
the kingdom. Robert’s presence in a see such as Aquino, close to Rome, would 
also help explain how he was at the papal court and how pope Gregory IX 
chose to send him to Nantes in 1236.

Chapter 3 deals with Robert’s four years as the bishop of Nantes. Nantes 
was part of the Duchy of Brittany, which was dominated by France and 
England at the time but was still legally independent of both. Robert’s experi-
ence with emperor Frederick in Italy would have been useful in Brittany, where 
the duke, Peter of Dreux, was well known for his own conflicts with the local 
church and his career as a crusader. Robert spent most of his time entangled in 
legal disputes with Peter, but as a foreigner appointed by the pope, he also had 
to deal with opposition from within the Breton Church.

Chapter 4 is an opportunity to examine one particular moment in Robert’s 
life – the election of a new patriarch of Jerusalem in 1239 and 1240. Robert was 
likely present in Rome when pope Gregory received news of the death of the 
previous patriarch, Gerold. There were at least two other candidates – Jacques 
de Vitry, now a cardinal in Rome, and Lando, the archbishop of Messina. Why 
was Robert ultimately chosen? Was he just in the right place at the right time, 
or did he have the specific skills and experience that Gregory was looking for?

Chapter 5 is about Robert’s arrival in Jerusalem in 1244. The new pope, 
Innocent IV, was focused mostly on the war not only with Frederick but also 
with the Mongols, who were now also invading eastern Europe. In the Frankish 
Kingdom, Robert had to deal with another consequence of the Mongol inva-
sions: the arrival of the Khwarizmian Turks and their victory over the Frankish 
at the Battle of Forbie. This chapter also explores Robert’s role as patriarch 
and as one of the few surviving leaders of the kingdom.

Chapter 6 deals with the crusade of  King Louis IX of  France. Robert, 
however, tried to entice Henry III of  England to come on crusade instead. 
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His allegiance to the English king may have made him a liability for Louis’ 
crusade, and Innocent IV replaced him as legate with Eudes de Châteauroux. 
Robert participated in the crusade and was taken prisoner with Louis in Egypt, 
where he witnesses the Mamluk revolution against the Ayyubids.

Chapter 7 deals with Robert’s role as the patriarch, which was at this time 
the “seignor espirituel,” the spiritual leader of the kingdom, but also sometimes 
the “seignor temporel,” the secular ruler, because there was no king physically 
present in the kingdom. It looks at what the duties of the patriarch were sup-
posed to be, and how these duties changed during Robert’s patriarchate when 
both he and the new papal legate Eudes of Châteauroux acted as “seignors 
espirituels” and Louis IX effectively acted as the king of Jerusalem.

Chapter 8 deals with Robert’s death. He then passed into semi-obscurity, 
remembered by historians, if  at all, only for his presence during Louis’ crusade. 
Robert also sometimes appears in art, architecture, and literature involving the 
Seventh Crusade, although again, as in history, he sometimes appears only 
anonymously in the background.

The conclusion highlights Robert’s experiences in France and Italy that led 
him to be selected for important ecclesiastical offices. He was a competent 
leader and administrator, but perhaps benefitted more from family and social 
connections in Europe and in the Frankish east, rather than advancing purely 
on merit. He showed flashes of creative and independent thinking, although 
they often put him in conflict with secular leaders as well as fellow clerics and 
popes. This book attempts to put all the puzzle pieces together to construct a 
coherent biography, while also allowing us to view the 13th-century world 
through the eyes of one individual.

Hopefully such a biography will be useful not only for scholars of the cru-
sades but also for historians of Brittany, Saintonge, the Kingdom of Sicily, and 
historians of the medieval Latin Church in general.
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