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The Evolution of the Modern Historiography on Saladin and Richard I 


The historiography on the Kurdish Sultan Saladin and English monarch Richard I is vast and varied. These two iconic figures from the Third Crusade (1189–1192 A.D.) have come to embody the quintessential ideals of chivalry and honor in the hearts and minds of many who study and read about the Third Crusades. My review on the historiography will show that although there was an initially critical look at these figures (especially Saladin) in modern history, the nature of the historiography is cyclical. As the literature progressed into modern times, the idealism and flowery laurels were once again bestowed upon Saladin and Richard, bringing the historiography “full-circle.” Just as once Saladin and Richard were seen as heroes and ideals to strive towards in early histories of them, just so this view of the two icons returned into the modern historiography. This is relevant to my topic on the bias that is present in the historiography and how it affected how people saw long ago and currently see Saladin and Richard. When examining the cyclical nature of the various arguments of the authors in this review, one can begin to understand the reason why people were led to believe what they believe about these two iconic figures of the Third Crusade. 


The first work examined is Ehrenkreutz's 1950 book Saladin, in which Ehrenkreutz takes a most unorthodox and critical look at the life, ambitions, and motives of King Saladin. Unlike most other literature on Saladin, which is almost always very celebratory and praise-filled, Ehrenkreutz is highly critical of the Kurdish Sultan, questioning nearly every single action and motive of the man, trying to prove that Saladin was no man to be looked up to or idealized but just another man in absolute power with the same ambitions, desires, and vices as other monarchs throughout history. He even once calls Saladin “one of the great demagogues of his age, a man with as many wives as he had concubines, who loved the hasheesh pipe as much as any man in the Ayubbid [the Dynastic name of the Royal Syrian House] Court...”
 Ehrenkreutz's portrayal is important to analyze because he is both extremely critical and even goes so far as to lambast Saladin on his apparently questionable morals, decisions, and motives all throughout both his life and the Third Crusade. It is an extreme and conspicuous departure from almost all other examinations of Saladin, examinations which do not criticize but instead praise or idealize him. Ehrenkreutz's motives for such a critical look are not clear, I have inferred that he wanted to do something differently, in terms of looking at the much lauded figure of Saladin.


John Gillingham's 1978 book Richard the Lionheart is an examination into the life and times of King Richard I of England. Much like Ehrenkreutz's heavily critical look at Saladin, Gillingham attempts to look past the heavy veneer of idealism and chivalric praise and tries to see Richard I of England in a more clinical, objective light. Using court records and first-hand accounts of battles, Gillingham does not criticize every move that Richard makes. It is here that his account differs from the highly critical account of Saladin by Ehrenkreutz: Gillingham instead proves through solid research that Richard was a realist with great vision and foresight who had the ability as a leader to make his visions and ideas come to life. Indeed, Gillingham shows that even without the shroud of legend, Richard was “a great leader at home in England and one of the greatest Kings to have sat on the throne of England.”
 This literature on Richard is important to examine because it is another example of how modern historians were beginning to try to see through the legends and myths of Saladin and Richard and tried to get to the heart of who these men were, looking at them critically (as in Ehrenkreutz's portrayal of Saladin) or objectively.


Geoffrey Regan's 1999 book Lionhearts: Saladin, Richard I, and the Era of the Third Crusade begins to highlight the return in the historiography on Saladin and Richard to the traditional line of thought: that Saladin and Richard were not just any political and military figures in the Third Crusade but the quintessential ideals of honor and chivalry in their times. This work on the two figures is a biography that has a unique balance to it that other literature on Saladin and Richard does not. Regan uses many primary sources such as Muslim soldier's journals and Richard's chroniclers' detailed accounts of him and the battles in which he fought, and doing so, crafted a dual biography of the two leaders that is not just well-researched and accurately chronicled. It is a also a masterfully written biography that critically analyzed Saladin and Richard without attempting to completely obliterate the idealism and popularly held beliefs many people still attribute to the two leaders. Here is where the cyclical nature of the historiography is prevalent: Regan's revisionist work revises Ehrenkreutz's critical look at Saladin.  The balance that Regan achieves is much different from the works on Saladin and Richard I by Ehrenkreutz and Gillingham, respectively. Whereas the the first two authors attempt to completely separate the legends, ideals, and myths from the men, Regan attempts to use modern historical methodology to explain why these men were idealized. All authors of the three works so far use similar types of primary sources to argue their theses but Regan differs from the first two authors in that he achieves a difficult balance. This balance is important to examine, as this work acts as a sort of bridge between the older modern pieces that attempted to completely separate man from legend. Also, another point of importance about Regan's work is the fact that this is the first study that contains both Saladin and Richard I in the same work by a single author. While other scholars have had these two figures in the same work before work of literature, they have not been analyzed comparatively in such a balanced way.


James Reston's 2002 book,  Warriors of God: Richard the Lionheart and Saladin in the Third Crusade, is where the historiography of Saladin and Richard I finally comes full circle. Unlike Regan's balanced, biographical approach and completely opposite of the revisionist works of Ehrenkreutz and Gillingham, Reston returns to the approach that so many historians before him have taken. Although thoroughly researched using the same kinds of primary sources as Ehrenkreutz and Gillingham and excellent secondary sources, Reston's approach is much more modern: this is a historical fiction (not a novel but a researched piece of scholarly work with many dramatic elements and the author did take some insignificant artistic licenses) set specifically during the Third Crusade to portray Kings Saladin and Richard I as they have been for centuries: as paragons of virtue, honor, and chivalry. Reston repeatedly tells of the magnanimous nature of Saladin
 Reston's treatment of Richard I is similar as he makes Richard out to be the most chivalrous of knights and an ideal of honor and stoic reserve.
 As any reader can see, Reston paints these two as men who shared an unseen bond and made them out to be men of a magnanimous nature. It is important that one takes note of this piece of literature on the two opposing Kings in the Third Crusade because it clearly highlights the cyclical nature of the modern historiography on Saladin and Richard. What started off in modern historiography as revisionist in its approach at portraying these two kings eventually returns to the approach used by so many historians before Reston: portraying Saladin and Richard as what seems to be “more than just men.”


Finally, Nigel Saul's 2006 book The Three Richards: Richard I, Richard II, Richard III examines the lives of the three King Richards in sequential order. Naturally, the focus is on Richard I, as this book examines the life of King Richard I but not as a Crusading Knight and King. This view is of a man who had the mantle of kingship thrust upon his shoulders and his deficiencies as a ruler that cost him many great battles in the Third Crusade and caused many of his alleged follies in the battles against the brilliant military commander and King Saladin. Much like Ehrenkreutz's work on Saladin, Saul looks very critically at the life of Richard I.  This is a relevant piece of literature because this is the most recent and it shows that the nature of the historiography about Saladin and Richard is indeed cyclical and that perhaps the revisionist, critical eye with which earlier modern historians saw the Kings may be making a return to the historiography.


As this review examined the cyclical nature of the historiography on Saladin and King Richard, it will be highlighting and underscoring the hypothesis of my topic: the importance of how bias in the literature on these two Third Crusade figures has affected and continues to affect the way in which those in the past and present saw and see the Kings Saladin and Richard I of England. This approach is a newer examination into the bias present in all historiographies on any topic and will further the understanding that historians and readers have about Saladin, Richard I, and evolution of historiographies. As with all topics, my own topic leaves many unanswered questions that cannot be covered in the scope of my research. Many questions still remain about these two figures. Although outside the scope my current research, there is no doubt that these answers can and will be examined and studied by future historians.
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