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Abstract As part of his chronicle telling of the persecutions of Jews in 1096 during the First 
Crusade, Shlomo bar Shimshon, writing about 1140, told the story of the Jewish martyrs of 
Cologne who had taken refuge in Xanten. This account stands out as the most theological and 
programmatic text of the entire chronicle. The reason is to be found in the local constellations 
of Xanten. By probing the different levels of knowledge the Jews of Cologne, and Shlomo, 
could have had about Xanten and its role in contemporary Christian religiosity, this article 
shows how Shlomo responded to what is known as the Thcbean martyr cult and its associated 
legends on an almost one for one basis. Christian veneration of the Thebean martyrs and the 
propagation of their cult are seen through the prism of Shlomo's text. The essay wishes to 
show how the realm of shared culture or common ground between Christians and Jews can he 
further explored by "localizing the sources. " 

From April to July 1096, groups of crusaders and city dwellers attacked Jew- 
ish communities along the Rhine, Moselle, and Danube rivers. Driven to 
the Holy Land to fight the perceived enemies of Christianity and to "free" 
Jerusalem, they either killed and robbed or forcibly baptized countless Jews. 
In this mayhem, bishops and Christian city dwellers welcomed the life threat- 
ening situation for the Jews as an opportunity to baptize them; if this oppor- 
tunity was given, it was the only way for Jews to save their lives. Numerous 
Jews, however, preferred death over conversion. ' Forty-four years after the 
events, the Hebrew chronicler Shlomo bar Shimshon described the scene in 
the village of Xanten as follows: 

This pious, faithf ul man, the priest higher than his brothers, said to 
the congregation stated around the table: "Let its recite the grace 
after meals to the living God, our father in heaven since the table 
is now set before its in place of the altar. Notit because the enemy 
is coming upon its toda}, let its rise tip and ascend to the house 
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of the Lord and do quickly the will of our Creator: that on the 
Sabbath each man slaughter his son, his daughter, and among his 
brothers in order to bestow a blessing upon ourselves today. Let 
no man have mercy on himself or on Iris fellow! And the last one to 
remain sha! l slaughter himself by the throat with a knife, or thrust 
his sword into his stomach, so that the impure ones and the hands 
of wickedness will not defile its with their abominations... "2 

The pious and faithful Jews were preparing for self- and mutual sacrifice, 
as an act of "kiddush ha-Shem" motivated, we are told, by the conviction 
that death was far better than apostasy. Individual Jews and entire Jewish 
communities are said to have understood these deeds as active resistance to 
their Christian persecutors; the persecutions are reported by at least three 
Hebrew chronicles-ascribed to Shlomo bar Shimshon, Eliezer bar Nathan, 
and the so-called "Mainz Anonymous"3-and over thirty Latin chronicles, 
gesta, and annals. 4 

Modern historians have taken their lead from these medieval records. For 
them, as for contemporaries of 1096, religion was the leading determinant 
of what went on. Indeed, historians have seen in religion the cornerstone of 
medieval culture; and within that perspective, Jews and Christians, especially 
in Central Europe, have traditionally been described as bearers of distinct 
and rarely interpenetrating cultures. Yet recently, these positions have begun 
to be rethought. Scholars have pointed to Jews and Christians as sharing a 
common conceptual language of religious images and symbols, while each 
of the two cultivated a reasonably detailed, if somewhat distorted, picture of 
the other. Jeremy Cohen, Israel Yuval, Shmuel Shepkaru, Ivan Marcus, and 
Robert Chazan have carefully examined the literary associations and symbols 
in the chronicles of 1096, which they argue should be understood as direct 
reactions to Christian images, rituals, and claims about salvation. 5 

The result has been to stress and unpack that aspect of the chronicles 
which dwells on martyrology and kiddush ha-Shem. 6 Scholars have as- 
sayed that Jewish martyrs saw themselves competing with Christians, de- 
voted wholly to God, however, in a way that demonstrated the superiority 
of Judaism to Christianity, and of the Jewish martyr to the Christian one. 
This "competition" is also to be seen as part of the ongoing polemic between 
Jews and Christians. Jeremy Cohen contends: "Quite simply, the message" 
(of the three Hebrew Crusade chronicles) "reads: Our martyrdom, the atone- 
ment it effected, and the salvation it secured were genuine; yours" (Christians 
martyrs) "are not. Our martyrs surpass your martyrs, and even your Martyr 
par excellence" (Christ).. "Our holy war, in which we readily died as mar- 
tyrs, was greater, more meritorious, than yours. "8 With varying emphases, 
Shmuel Shepkaru, 9 Jeremy Cohen, 10 Israel Yuval, 11 Ivan Marcus, 12 Robert 

I 
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Chazan, 13 and Simha Goldin14 have pointed either to similarities and par- 
allels between Jewish and Christian martyrology or to "a common ground 
in the language and thought of medieval Judaism and Christianity" 15 with 
regard to Christian crusade martyrology or even in some cases to actual 
knowledge of the Christian crusade martyrology among Jews. The Chris- 
tian elements of this "common ground" include the belief in the sanctity of 
Jerusalem, the conviction of fulfilling God's will ("God wants it! " Deus le 
vult), the perception of an threatening enemy, the "chivalrous ideal of fight- 
ing to the death and of committing suicide when victory appeared to be out 
of reach; '16 the motifs of vengeance, martyrdom as imitation of Christ and 
act of absolute love of God and fellow Christians, and of Abraham's bind- 
ing of Isaac, the belief in death on the battle field as an "immediate entry 
visa into paradise, "17 celestial rewards for the martyr (lying "in the bosom 

of Abraham; " the vision of God), expectations of the imminent final re- 
demption, as well as the prominent role of women in Christian martyrology. 
Other Christian motifs such as the Last Supper, Agnus Der, Pentecost, Maria 
(Miriam), St. John's Day, and baptism might have been alluded to by the He- 
brew chronicles, as especially Israel Yuval and Jeremy Cohen have pointed 
out, but are not specific to Crusade martyrology. More recently, Cohen and 
Shepkaru went one step further and argued that the Christian ideal of volun- 
tary death, as well as its idealization in second generation monastic chron- 
icles, provoked emulation among the Jews, "who could not fall behind and 
produced their own system of reward"18 for voluntary death and their own 
narrative of the events; 19 "Dying to sanctify God's name as portrayed in the 
Hebrew chronicles constituted a Jewish response to Christian crusading. "2° 
Especially Shepkaru has taken into account what Jews might have witnessed 
of the Christian Crusade movement, and postulated direct responses to Chris- 
tian ideals. He distinguishes between Jewish symbols that "turned the Rhen- 
ish heroes into emulators of past protagonists" and Christian ideals-these 
are the concept of absolute love, the ideology of chivalry, and the belief 
in celestial rewards for the martyr-that were adapted and transformed by 
the Jews for "defending themselves as Jewish crusaders. " Accordingly, these 
adaptations facilitated Jewish counter-polemics that became comprehensible 
to Christians as well. 21 

Despite these works, a comprehensive study of parallels and possible 
adaptations between Jewish and Christian concepts of martyrology about the 
time of the First Crusade and the writing of its accounts (in the first half of 
the twelfth century) remains a desideratum. Such a study needs to be under- 
taken to fathom what we call "shared culture" between Jews and Christians. 
It is also needed to explore what Jeremy Cohen has named the "common 
ground in the language and thought of medieval Judaism and Christianity. " 
The approach research has taken over the last decades has concentrated on 
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Geistesgeschichte, on symbols and theological associations. But are these al- 
ways intended to be references to Christian theology and inversions of their 
images and symbols? Their aim is also to investigate if these references can 
be explained within an exclusively Jewish framework. We are asked: What 
did Jews actually know about these Christian ideas? How can we be sure that 
they knew? It is my contention that proof of the realm of shared culture and of 
possible interactions between Jewish and Christian elements of this culture 
may be found if we "localize" the sources. On a locally centered level can 
we trace actual knowledge of Christian concepts and ideas among Jews; or, 
at least, the probability that we can detect actual knowledge is much higher if 
we focus on the possibility of a locally centered "shared culture" or a locally 

centered "common ground. " 
Should we succeed in mapping out the settings and places where Jewish 

and Christian culture met, we may also be truly firm in our conclusions, par- 
ticularly about perceptions of the martyr. This map, the eventual goal, will be 
constructed by repeating the process of "localization" for each of the episodes 
where this is possible and then by contrasting them. The work will also entail 
asking whether Jewish chroniclers, as they told their tales, took into account 
concrete personalities and local events. In the case of Xanten, now about to 
be discussed, this certainly was true. 22 

*** 

The chronicle known as that of Shlomo bar Shimshon was composed in 
Mainz about 1140. One of its prime episodes recounts the assault on the 
Jews of Xanten. These are the questions that we pose as we examine the 
account: How much concrete and detailed knowledge did the Jews have of 
Christian martyrology and piety of that period and did they react to it? Did 
they orchestrate their actions and their narratives in order to invoke rivalry 
or to respond to it? Are there specific parallel features between Christian and 
Jewish venerations of martyrs that were intentionally created by the Jewish 
authors to highlight a rivalry situation between Christians and Jews? What 
other forms of knowledge of Christians beyond theological references could 
the Jews have had? What was the Jews' realm of experience about Christian 

crusade culture? Johannes Heil has recently shown how Christian narrations 
reflect Jewish narrations that are otherwise lost. 23 Here we will see that the 
Jewish narration of the Xanten martyrdom in 1096 replies to specific Chris- 
tian accounts; its knowledge of Christian martyrology is also highly detailed, 
and, even more, it is well versed about specific sites of Christian martyrio- 
logical veneration. 

What does Shlomo tell us? We learn that the crusader bands, the "ene- 
mies of the Lord, " attacked the Jews in Xanten on Sabbath eve at twilight, 
between the end of the fourth and the beginning of the fifth day of the month 
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Tammuz, which is between the 27th and 28th of June 1096 24 These Jews 
were part of a larger group that had survived the attack in Cologne thanks to 
Christians who hid them in their homes. In an attempt to protect this whole 
group from further persecution, the Archbishop had intervened and distrib- 
uted them among seven fortified villages, one of which was Xanten, which 
lies about 60 miles North of Cologne. Considering the logistics of moving 
people so far, the Archbishop's was a sincere intention to move the Jews out 
of harm's way, or at least this is the image Shlomo seems to have wished to 
create. In separate reports, Shlomo bar Shimshon and Eliezer bar Nathan tell 
about the fate of the Jews in each of these places of refuge; besides Xanten, 
they were Neuss, Wevelinghoven, Eller or Ellen, Meer, Kerpen and Geldern, 

also at a distance from Cologne, and, for that matter, from each other. 25 

At first glance, neither Shlomo's nor Eliezer's report about Xanten pro- 
vides location-specific information. Shlomo's account highlights a Friday 
evening gathering to celebrate the beginning of the Sabbath, one that could 
have occurred at any other place. Shlomo, however, adds the detail that 
"shorn" ones (tonsured religious) came to one Natronai bar Isaac, to con- 
vince him to accept baptism. 26 

Shlomo describes a group of Jews who "just as the Sabbath was setting 
in ... were sitting down to eat bread, having sanctified the Sabbath ... and 
recited the motzi over the bread, when they heard the voice of the oppres- 
sor, and the waters of wickedness came upon them, and they ate nothing but 
(the morsel of) the motzi... " Aware of the imminent danger, the head of the 
group started prayers for its rescue, but without success. He also called on 
a prominent member, Moses haCohen, named the priest of God on high, re- 
calling Melchizedek in the Bible. Turning to the community and describing 
the prospects of eternal life in paradise. Moses then encouraged its members 
to martyr themselves, who all then agree to commit kiddush ha-Shem, "with 
one mouth and one heart. " Moses adds several prayers concerning the actual 
situation of persecution. According to Shlomo, all members of the group per- 
formed kiddush ha-Sheen, and their bodies are buried, but the circumstances 
of the burial and the identity of those who do the burying are left unsaid. Be- 

sides this communal scene, Shlomo also relates the martyrdom of Natronai 
bar Isaac and of an unnamed convert to Judaism. 27 

The first step in interpreting Shlomo's account of Xanten is to look at 
the genesis of his report. Shlomo and Eliezer have used a common source 
for their chronicles, a lost text that I call Phi, but which can be recon- 
structed insofar as it contained at least those texts that both chronicles have 
in common. 28 In the case of the report on Xanten, Eliezer is very concise, 
giving only the bare facts of the event. We find almost all of his text again in 
Shlomo's account. Therefore, we can assume that Eliezer's report reflects the 
content of text Phi (except for a story about a scholar from France29 which 
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is probably Eliezer's addition). A comparison between the parallel texts of 
Shlomo's and Eliezer's accounts makes apparent the extent to which Shlomo 

edited, added, and produced a text that is very literary, highly constructed and 
imaginative. 30 

Part of Shlomo's imaginative work went into the many citations of, and 
associations with, texts of the Bible, the Midrash, and the Talmud. These 
allusions provide the subtext of the Xanten account and demand a second 
layer of interpretation. Another crucial difference between Eliezer's account 
and that of Shlomo is that according to Shlomo, the attackers' intention was 
also to baptize the Jews, whereas Eliezer doesn't mention baptism, and refers 
only to the killing of the Jews. (It is not clear whether Phi mentions baptism. ) 
More importantly, Shlomo has integrated into his Xanten account the core 
elements of a theological program that defines and legitimates the act of kid- 
dush ha-Shem. These elements are: first, the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham, 
the Aqedat Yitzchak or "Binding of Isaak, " which is the general model for 
martyrdom and self- sacrifice. Accordingly, "each man slaughter his sort, his 
daughter and among his brothers in order to bestow a blessing upon our- 
selves today... And the last one to remain shall slaughter himself b%' the 
throat with a knife, or thrust his sword into his stomach, .... 

01 Second, God 
will not yield to the prayers and pleading of the Jews, for he had come "to 
test this generation, to demonstrate their love for Him. "32 Hence, Kiddush 
ha-Shem is God's will: "Amen, so be it and so is His will. "33 Third, the pious 
sacrificing of life is compared to the sacrifices that were offered to God at 
the Temple in Jerusalem before its destruction by the Romans; the altar now 
being "in the valleys of the Rhine and the Moselle: "34 "We are regarded as 
sheep to be slaughtered; "35 "We shall offer ourselves as a sacrifice to the 
Lord, as a whole-burnt-offering to the Most High One, a sacrifice upon the 
altar of God. "36 Fourth, reward for the sacrifice will be the paradise where 
the martyrs will sit in the company of the righteous and see God, 37 Fifth, Kid- 
dush ha-Shem forestalls baptism with "evil-or seething-waters, " "so that 
the impure ones and the hands of the wickedness will not defile its with their 
abominations. "38 And, sixth, Shlomo puts into Moses's mouth a call to God 
to revenge "Thy servants blood that is spilt and that will yet be spilt ... , "39 a 
reference to messianic vengeance. Hope fora speedy arrival of "personal and 
national redemption, "40 as Israel Yuval has defined it, is prevalent. "And tttav 
their merit... serve for its as an intercessor before the Most High, to redeem 
its speedily from the Exile of the wicked Edom, speedily in our davs. "'t I 

Shlomo's narrative about Xanten stands out as the most theological of 
all his accounts about the travails of Jews in the region of Cologne. It con- 
tains the longest speech of the entire chronicle, several comments by the 
author himself, and an extensive epilogue. Nowhere else in the chronicle do 
we find the theological elements of the kiddush ha-Shem ideology grouped 
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together with such density and interwoven with so many additional associ- 
ations. When considering the entire chronicle-which also includes the ac- 
counts about Worms, Mainz, Speyer, Trier, Metz, Regensburg and Prague- 
the report about Xanten turns out to be Shlomo's most programmatic text. 

But why did Shlomo choose to use his narrative about the events at Xan- 
ten to make so theologically developed a statement? As Eliezer's rendering 
demonstrates, Shlomo's account could have been a great deal shorter. "Lo- 
calizing" the account, examining it as told by Shlomo in light of specifics 
we know about Xanten, brings us closer to the answer. Five questions will 
guide us: 1) to what situation in Xanten does Shlomo's report refer; 2) what 
was the realm of experience to which Shlomo, though in Mainz, had ac- 
cess nearly five decades after the events; 3) what information did the Jews of 
Cologne have about Xanten; 4) what was the overall religious environment 
that Shlomo's account was set in; 5) what was the connection of an element 
about to be introduced, the Thebean legion of Xanten, to the Crusade mar- 
tyrology? What, in other words, were the associations and symbols Shlomo 
reacted to, and how intimately was he acquainted with them, as he composed 
his programmatic account? 

Shlomo mentions that Xanten belonged to the archbishop of Cologne: 
"He (the bishop) dispersed them (the Jews) among his seven villages. "42 In 
fact, the archbishop of Cologne had ruled over the Xanten area in ecclesiasti- 
cal and worldly matters since the sixth century. His castle complex along the 
Roman Limes road, the Roman frontier to the East, probably existed since 
around the year 1000. The complex, consisting of this castle, the neighbor- 
ing church of St. Victor, and a settlement around a market developed from 
about the first half of the twelfth century into a place with a distinctly ur- 
ban character. When Archbishop Hermann chose Xanten as a place of refuge 
for the Jews of Cologne, he sent them to the heart of his episcopal power 
in the Lower Rhine valley; personal connections to St. Victor-he had been 
provost of the monastery in Xanten from 1076 to 1085-might have been an 
additional reason 43 In their quest for safety, the Jews reached Xanten, from 
Cologne, either by the Limes road or by ship on the Rhine, where they would 
die in the tower that dominated the entire castle; describing the location as 
migdal (tower), 44 Shlomo was using the same term as in contemporary Latin 
sources turris. 

We may also learn something from Shlomo's narrative about the percep- 
tions Jews had of the place assigned as their refuge. The "shorn" ones who 
were "acquainted with" Natronai bar Isaac had come to him "throughout 
the entire previous day telling him 'to defile himself in their evil waters' , 45 
must have been canons from the community of St. Victor in Xanten. We can 
assume that Natronai's acquaintance with these tonsured clerics was not ex- 
ceptional; therefore Natronai and other Jews must have had some knowledge 
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about the canon chapter of St. Victor and its significance. Indeed, the St. Vic- 
tor community of canons was well known beyond Xanten. St. Victor himself 
had been venerated since the fifth century as one of the leaders of the Thebean 
legion. The earliest extant tale of woe or passion of these soldiers, the Pas- 
sio Acaunensitun Mart yrtrm, had been written by bishop Eucherius of Lyon 
between 440 and 450.4 6 According to the widely circulating legends, this le- 
gion of Christian soldiers from the Orient had been sent to regions north of 
the Alps by Emperor Maximinian at the end of the third century with orders 
to combat the enemies of the Roman Empire. The legion had already been 
divided into several cohorts under several leaders, and each cohort was on 
its way to a different military camp when the Roman Emperor demanded the 
soldiers bring sacrifices to the pagan Gods, or even persecute local Christians. 
The soldiers refused to obey and were consequently killed. The first martyrs 
among them, several hundred Christian soldiers commanded by Mauritius, 47 

were murdered by the overpowering might of the Emperor's pagan soldiers 
in Agaunum, close to Lake Geneva in today's Switzerland. 

Since the Early Middle Ages, numerous places have been venerated as 
locations where different cohorts and their leaders allegedly suffered; among 
the earliest cultic places north of the Alps are Cologne, with Gereon as the 
stalwart leader and Victor as the second patron saint; 48 for Bonn, there were 
Cassius and Florentius; for Münster, Mauritius, Gereon, Victor; for Magde- 
burg, Mauritius and Innocentius; for Mainz, Mauritius, Victor; for Worms, 
Mauritius; for Metz, Victor; for Trier, Thyrsus and Palmatius; and, signifi- 
cantly for our story, for Xanten, Victor. 49 The cult dominated the locale in 
the form of the Victorine community and made Xanten a famous pilgrimage 
site. Its fame was only second behind St. Gereon in Cologne. 

Among the different tales of woe or passion about the Thebean martyrs, 50 

a prominent and elaborate version from around the year 1000 circulated with 
the title Passio sanctorurn Gereonis, Victoris, Cassii et Florentii Thebaeortrnt 
rrtartyrttm. It reports also about the Xanten saints and, in particular, it narrates 
how the "foolhardy and bloodthirsty (pagan) soldiers" murdered the "coura- 
geous Victor, Christ's soldier, together with his three-hundred-and-thirty" 
companions in Xanten and "let their holy bodies sink into the marsh. "51 Al- 
ready this scene resembles Shlomo's description about a large community 
"of death" and its leader who suffer martyrdom. More than two decades be- 
fore 1096 and after his return from Metz, where he had served as a teaching 
brother, the pro-imperial chronicler Sigebert of Gembloux (1028/29-1112) 
wrote a detailed version of the Passio Sanctoruat Tltebeorunt. His story cov- 
ers three books of poetical (2986) verses, using the passio of Eucherius as 
his principal model52 and emphasizing the refusal of the Thebean legion-of 
6666! men-to venerate the pagan gods, similar to Shlomo's account about 
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the Jews' resistance. Remarkable are three long speeches: in the first, Mau- 

ritius, the main leader of the legion, encourages his men with much enthu- 
siasm to become martyrs as others, among them the Maccabees as Christian 
martyrs, have before them in expectation of eternal life; then Exuperius, the 
banner bearer, calls upon the men to lay down the weapons in order to suf- 
fer corporal pains. 53 Victor then appears, following the description of the 
mass killings and the martyrs' burial, who asks in horror what has happened. 
Upon hearing the news, he cries out-in another elaborate speech-whose 
climactic ending proclaims: "Heart, mind, reason, feeling, intellect, yes, even 
whatever of the soul begins, it sings the praise of Christ, it chooses and loves 
Christ, I live in Christ, I venerate Christ, I shall soon die in Christ. -54 Con- 
sequently, and according to his wish, Victor is beheaded. The three speeches 
are as central to Sigebert's passio as Moses' speech is to Shlomo's account. 
Both also feature the call to the reluctant55 to become martyrs out of love 
for God'56 "for they are worthy, "57 describing the eschatological prospects 
of eternal life in paradise. To be sure, the Thebean martyrs don't kill each 
other, they let themselves being killed. However, in the Jewish, as well as in 
the Christian case, death is voluntary. 

As Shlomo does through the "voice" of Moses haCohen, Sigebert, too, ex- 
plains the method of killing, by sword and lances that emperor Maximinianus 
orders. 58 Neither account details the actual act of killing. Sigebert uses the 
image of an enraged wolf who kills defenseless sheep out of bloodlust, for he 
has no hunger. -59 With a slightly different connotation, Shlomo compares the 
Jewish community at the Friday evening gathering in Xanten to sheep by cit- 
ing Psalm 44,23: "For Thy sake are we killed all the day; we are regarded as 
sheep to be slaughtered : '60 After the killing, both, the Christian and Jewish 
martyrs fester in their blood, and Sigebert writes: "The lands are flooded with 
blood, the rocks are dripping with blood, the meadows are misty with blood, 
even the streams become red with blood. "61 Shlomo says: "In this Aqeda not 
one survived except for those who were lacerated and wallowed in the blood 
among the dead. "62 Nor in the two cases were there survivors, so that Shlomo 
and Sigebert both had to resolve the matter of the martyrs' burial. Accord- 
ing to Sigebert, even though the dead martyrs' bodies were thrown into the 
river, the seven holy virtues (fides, armor, spes, patientia, pietas, prudentia, 
iustitia) appearas mourning women, who bury them. 63 According to Shlomo 
(and also Eliezer bar Nathan), the Jewish martyrs receive burial, but at whose 
hands, it is not said. 64 

With all this taken into account, can we claim that Shlomo has known 
and has used Sigebert's Passio? Is Shlomo's account deliberately modeled 
on Sigebert's Passio? Except for a copy in Limburg, 65 we don't know about 
the circulation of Sigebert's Passio. However, it may have been Sigebert him- 
self who told Jews this story. As the "Gesta Abbatum Gemblacensium (con- 
tinuatio auctore Godescalco)" point out, Sigebert had very close contact with 



328 E. HAVERKANiP 

Jews during his stay in Metz: he had been "carissimus" of the Jews; "he learnt 
from them to distinguish the Hebraica veritas (the Hebrew Bible) from other 
editions, " and "he agreed with their opinions which they spoke according to 
the Hebraica veritas. "66 Even when he returned to the monastery of Gem- 
bloux, he knew details that can only be explained by continuous contact with 
Jews. Towards the end of the passio sanctorum Thebeorum, Sigebert refers to 
the 22nd of September as the patrons day of the Thebean martyrs and praises 
this day as coinciding with the Jewish New Year's day (Rosh haShannah). 67 
Since the Jewish New Year changes each year in its relation to the Christian 
calendar, he had most likely received this information directly from Jews. 
Within the probable timeframe of his writing, the first day of the Jewish New 
Year fell on September 22nd only in 1072.68 The exact dating of the passio 
which has been rather speculative is now possible. The passio was written in 
1072.69 It might have even been composed on the occasion of the "finding" 
of the Thebean legion martyrs in Trier whose sarcophaguses were "detected" 
and presented to the public in the same year. 70 

Yet why were the Thebean martyrs so close to Sigebert's heart that 
he wrote their Passio as his first work upon his return from Metz to the 
monastery in Gembloux? In Metz, the church of St. Victor had long been an 
integral part to the town's sites of veneration, 71 and the monks of Gembloux 

counted on the publicity of Sigebert's Passio in their aim to establish their 
monastery as pilgrimage site of Exuperius, one of the Thebean martyrs. 72 
In his theological conversations with the Jews of Metz, therefore, Sigebert 
could easily have discussed the most important Saints cult in the city. 

Yet how-this is our second question-did information about the Thebean 
martyrs reach Shlomo in Mainz? Shlomo had connections to Metz, since he 
included in his chronicle a report about the sufferings of the Jewish commu- 
nity in Metz during the 1096 persecution. 73 In addition, the Thebean martyrs 
cult was also very prominent in Mainz. The church of St. Victor7a had tow- 
ered over the river banks of the Rhine across the mouth of the Main River as 
far back as the eighth century. The Jewish community of Mainz might have 
even dealt with the provost of this church of St. Victor, since he belonged to 
the "consilium" of advisors of the archbishop of Mainz and, therefore, had 
influence and visibility. 75 Finally, Shlomo had also received a report from 
Trier, 50 miles north-east of Metz. Although the local Thebean cult is not 
mentioned in the Trier account, the Jewish reporter reveals in-depth knowl- 
edge of the city's sacral sites. 76 Further, regardless of whether Shlomo, who 
wrote several decades after Sigebert, used the Latin text of Sigebert's Pas- 
sio as his direct model, it is clear that Shlomo was most familiar with con- 
tents of the veneration-tale it contains. His report reads as a rival story to the 
Christian passio. Therefore, Shlomo's decision to write a detailed and pro- 
grammatic account of Xanten might have been a reaction to the Christian 
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legend of this particular spot. Another of Shlomo's sources would have been 
information garnered from the Jews of Cologne, where some of the oral tes- 
timonies Shlomo used to construct his account about the events in Xanten 
surely originated 77 

Our third lemma is what did the Jews of Cologne know about Xanten. 
Cologne was the largest and most significant town in German speaking lands 

and the home of the Jews who hoped for refuge in Xanten. It was also the 
most important stronghold of martyr-cults in the kingdom. The Jews had 

seen the Christian monuments of Cologne many times, especially the church 
of St. Gereon, 78 whose second patron was St. Victor. After the cathedral, this 
church was Cologne's most remarkable building, built in Late Antiquity and 
older than Cologne's cathedral. Supposedly, it was founded by the Empress 
Helena, the powerful mother of Constantine the Great and renowned protec- 
tor of Christianity. The passio of St. Gereon written about the year 1000, 
depicts the church in euphoric terms as the marvelous and illustrious church 
that nobody could describe with words or ever imitate. 79 Probably because 
of its golden mosaics, the people of Cologne called St. Gereon the "Church 
of the Golden Saints ad aureos sanctos" or Ad Sanctos, to the Saints. 80 The 
building had to be expanded in the second half of the eleventh century to cope 
with the crowds of pilgrims that flocked there, a sign of the growing popular- 
ity of St. Gereon far beyond Cologne. Remarkably, from the ninth century, 
Xanten, too, had also been called Ad Sanctos, from which the name "Xan- 
tum/Xanten derived. 81 Jews freely used this name; it was the common usage, 
after all, and they no doubt knew of its connection with the Thebean martyrs' 
cult; Shlomo and Eliezer write in perfect transliteration tllt73T = "Santos" or 
N17]T = "Santa! " 

In addition to all this, at the time when the Hebrew accounts were written, 
many events occurred in Cologne and Xanten that captured the attention of 
their inhabitants, regardless of their religion. The fire in 1109 that totally 
destroyed the church of St. Victor was dramatic, but the rebuilt structure 
was even more magnificent than the former. In 1128, the Archbishop Nor- 
bert of Magdeburg, once a canon at the Xanten community, consecrated the 
new church of St. Victor in a solemn celebration at the request of the Arch- 
bishop of Cologne. The following year, Victor's relics were transferred in hoc 
scrinio, into a magnificent metal reliquary, but they remained in Cologne for 

several more decades, their refuge since the Norman threat of more than 300 
years earlier. 82 

It was symptomatic of the close connection between the canons of St. 
Victor and Cologne that the provost of the church of St. Victor (in Xanten) 
was often also the head of a religious community in this city-for instance, 
and notably, Provost Herrmann of St. Victor, who was also the provost of 
St. Gereon (in Cologne) when, during 1121, Norbert of Xanten (before he 
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became archbishop of Magdeburg) was instrumental in the finding and el- 
evation of what all believed were the real bones of St. Gereon in Cologne. 
In its day, this event was sensational; the veneration and cult of the Thebean 
legion was booming. 83 Tumultuous events were thus occurring, which the 
Jews of Cologne certainly observed and whose measure they no doubt took, 
aware as they surely were of the fame and stories of the Thebean martyrs. 
Close contacts between Jewish and Christian residents of St. Laurence in 
the city center of Cologne are witnessed in the "Schreinskarten" (documents 
recording real estate transactions beginning in 1135). 84 And if after 1096, 
how much the more were there such relations prior to that date? The stories, 
whether handed down orally or in writing, of the Jews of Cologne, telling of 
life in that city were easily a model Shlomo may have used to write his Xan- 
ten counter-passio. We might also ask, tentatively to be sure, whether all the 
activity and creation of monuments to Christian martyrs moved the Jews of 
Cologne and the region to think about martyrs of their own-what form and 
significance Jewish martyrdom might take-even before 1096. It was surely 
so after the fact. As we are about to see, in creating the Jewish martyrology 
of Xanten, Shlomo was responding directly to details in the stories of the 
Thebean legion as they were set in Xanten's religious milieu. 

Let us now look-our fourth question-at the overall religious environ- 
ment as it served as the background for Shlomo's account, in particular, at 
the role of the Thebean veneration in its propagation by Norbert of Xanten, 8S 

who was the most prominent advocate for the reform and revival of Chris- 
tianity in Germany and Eastern France in the second and third decades of 
the twelfth century. This reform movement started in the last decades of the 
eleventh century in the Latin West and strove for radical changes of Christian 
ways of life both inside the church and in the world. Its ideal and model was 
the Apostolic or primitive church and the imitation of the poor and suffering 
Christ. The members of the reform movement defined themselves program- 
matically as pauperes Christi, the poor people of Christ, in imitation of the 
poor and naked Christ on the cross. 86 

The future Archbishop Norbert embodied in his own person such a radical 
transformation. Although of noble descent, a canon of St. Victor in Xanten, 
and a member of the inner circle at the Emperor's court, in 1 115, Norbert 
decided to leave all this behind and become an itinerant preacher, expressing, 
by doing so, opposition to the rich and mighty office bearers of the Christian 
church. Norbert gained great popularity among both men and women and 
acquired numerous followers. In 1120, he capped his project by founding 
his own (first) community in Premontre, in the uninhabited areas of eastern 
France. Many additional monastic foundations, comprised of both men and 
women, quickly followed. By the middle of the twelfth century, there were 
about three-hundred of them in German lands alone. Norbert's reform move- 
ment had become a mass phenomenon. 87 



TILE 1096 JEWISH MARTYRS AND THE THEBEAN LEGION 331 

Norbert also had a special relationship with the Thebean legion. 88 Dur- 
ing his stay in Cologne between 1121 and 1122, Norbert acquired numerous 
relics of the martyrs of the Thebean legion for the cultic devotions of his new 
monasteries Przmontrz and Floreffe, indicating their religious orientation. 
Norbert probably gave some of these relics to the collegiate church Unser 
Lieber Frau 

, 
Of Our Lady, which he reformed according to his ideals, as well 

as to the cathedral in Magdeburg where he became archbishop in 1126.89 In 
1131, he also endowed his new foundation, "Gratin Dei" or "Gottesgnaden, " 
in Magdeburg with relics of St. Victor from Xanten. This way Norbert added 
to the cult of the first Thebean martyr, the Arch-Thebean Mauritius, who had 

already been venerated for two hundred years in this center of Latin Chris- 
tianity that bordered on the lands of the still pagan Slavs. ̀ 

Although it has gone unnoted in the scholarly literature, the martyrdom 
of the Thebeans mirrored Norbert's basic perception9r of Christianity and his 
ideal church. He saw in the Thebean martyrs a Christianity that was suffering 
with and for Christ. His critics accused Norbert of demanding an asceticism 
so extreme that it might lead followers even "to death" The Thebeans were 
the counter image to a victorious and wealthy Christendom and to the forces 

of Latin Christianity that expressed themselves in the violent sallies and ex- 
pansionism of the crusades. We are reminded that Exuperius is depicted as 
seeing himself as no longer a standard-bearer of war, but of peace. ̀' Out of 
love for God and Christ and for their faith, the Thebeans, soldiers of Christ- 
milires Clrrisri-let themselves being slaughtered like sheep at the hands of 
their powerful, bloodthirsty enemies. 93 This willingness to accept death for 

the sake of the Agnus Dei was also understood as an active fight for Christ. 
To this must be added that in Magdeburg, Mauritius and Victor, as soldiers 
of Christ in a more violent constellation, were regarded as the patrons of the 
missionaries against the pagans; and conversion of the pagans was another 
aspect of Norbert's progrm. 

In these respects, there are striking similarities between the Christian re- 
form movement as it was represented and exemplarily lived by Norbert of 
Xanten and the ideals of Jewish martyrdom set out in Shlorno's message. 
Crucial for both Shlomo and Norbert was the anchoring and embedding of 
religion in the broader community, seeking to augment wider participation in 
religious life. Religiosity, the experience of a direct relationship to God, and 
paradise, however different the essence, and certainly the nuance, of Jewish 
and Christian visions of this place, become accessible to everybody. 

The parallel, and yet different, scenarios of martyrdom at Xanten epito- 
mized for Shlomo and Norbert the essentials of their programs. Both groups 
of martyrs in Xanten-(the ancient) Christians and (now the) Jews-took 
upon themselves a martyr's death in order to prove their love for God. Both 
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were overpowered by bloodthirsty enemies; they both regard their martyr- 
dom as active resistance; yet both also achieved a place in paradise, regard- 
less, moreover, of social status or prowess in learning. In both cases, a large 
mass of believers had chosen the martyr's death. 

For both Norbert and Shlomo, the universality of believers meant also the 
inclusion of women: During his stay in Cologne in 1121/22, Norbert was in- 
strumental in the finding and elevation of what was considered the relics of 
St. Ursula and those of the over eleven thousand virgins who, it was said, 
had accompanied her to a martyr's death. Out of this abundant treasure of 
relics, Norbert secured a significant portion for himself. 94 These relics, to- 
gether with their legends that were similar to those of the Thebean legends, 
became very popular. Their veneration corresponded not only to the growing 
number of mixed-sex, or women's, monasteries founded by Norbert, but also 
to the truly innovative prominence women were gaining in religious life for 
the first time since early Christianity. 95 In Shlomo's Xanten tale, women are 
passive (though martyred nonetheless), but in others of his stories they are 
notably prominent as actors. Shlomo describes an unexpectedly high number 
of martyrdoms of women. He, in fact, often portrays women as superior to 
men in their steadfastness in faith and their willingness to die for God! 

On this basis, one may reasonably conclude that the Jews of Cologne 
in general, and Shlomo bar Shimshon in particular, to whom the events in 
Xanten were reported, had a relatively detailed knowledge of the traditions 
and symbolism of St. Victor's and the Thebeans' veneration in Xanten and 
Cologne. They had watched the events surrounding the rebuilding of the Xan- 
ten church and the sensational finding of the relics of the Cologne Thebeans. 
They witnessed the emergence of a new Christianity that chose to be repre- 
sented by the martyr's ideal of the Thebeans and the eleven thousand virgins. 
Against this background, it is not surprising that the idea of emphasizing 
the martyrdom of the Jews in Xanten and highlighting its theological signifi- 
cance suggested itself. Confronted with the Thebean martyrs as its symbolic 
presentation, Shlomo bar Shimshon gave the Jews their own way to connect 
with this site of martyrdom and to create a new meaning for it. He could give 
an assertive voice to a rivalry between Judaism and Christianity which had 
ancient roots, but had acquired new forms during 1096 and in its wake. 

We must now-our fifth, and final question-connect the legend of the 
Thebean legion of Xanten, to Crusade martyrology. The stalwart figures of 
the Thebean legions-Mauritius, Gereon, and Victor-are often presented in 
knightly armor holding aloft the banner of the cross. Considering the military 
aspect of the passio, it is hardly surprising that Gereon became the patron of 
warriors. 96 As patrons, Mauritius and Victor also played a crucial role in the 
often violent missionary efforts against the pagans of the East. Even though 
Norbert of Xanten interpreted Victor and Gereon as patrons of the ascetic 
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panperes Christi movement, the Crusaders of 1096 and the developers of 
their "ideology" might have seen both as personifications of the Crusaders 
violent version of imitatio Dei (despite the fact that in the case of the Cru- 
saders, death was sought after and thus not comparable to the Thebeans in 
the legend); regrettably, we cannot yet say whether the Crusades took the 
Thebean soldier-martyrs as their patrons. 

What we can say, however, as a result of our investigation is that Shlomo 
clearly wrote his Xanten report as a rival to the story of the Thebean martyrs. 
We can distinguish two different scenarios. In the first, Shlomo wrote in re- 
action to the Crusaders, in the manner Jeremy Cohen, Israel Yuval, Shmuel 
Shepkaru, and others have shown. In the second, he counter-posed his story 
directly to the large-scale religious movement Norbert and others founded, 
the panperes Christi, and their goal of imitatio Dei. It is not that in the second 
scenario, Shlomo deserts the motif of rivalry and greater-Jewish-glory: 
Shlomo did declare the Jewish martyrs as superior. To borrow from Jeremy 
Cohen: "Our martyrs surpass your martyrs, and even your Martyr par excel- 
lence. " However, the "Martyrdom par excellence" in the context of Xanten 
was Victor. In addition, this allowed Shlomo to enhance his vision of rivalry 
in a series of inversions. Shlomo implies: The Thebeans were steadfast and 
resisted the pagans. We, the Jews, have resisted the Christians, the pagans of 
our timel97 Our martyrdom was a more active one. We committed kddush 
ha-Shem; the Thebeans let themselves be killed by the impure pagans. We 

also rejected (whether before or after the fact) the pollution of baptism that 
Gereon and Victor stood for in the pagan East, and we even polluted their 
Christ image, since Natronai bar Isaac "mocked the image" with urine. "98 It 
becomes evident that Shiomo's account is as much about baptism and con- 
version to Christianity as it is about martyrdom. ̀  In fact, the text hints at the 
possibility that all Jews were forcibly baptized before their act of Kiddush 
ha-shemt00 which would then have been committed in order to nullify the 
baptism and to cleanse themselves from this pollution. 

In Xanten in 1096, the Jews in the turris stood "face to face" before the 
veneration site of the Thebean martyrs (a distance of fewer than 50 meters). 
On a literary level, Shlomo wanted the Christian and Jewish martyrs to face 
each other "on site. " Another source from the end of the twelfth century sug- 
gests even more: In 1197, Jewish martyrs, killed by Christians in Neuss, were 
transported about 40 miles to Xanten so that they could be buried "by the 
graves of the righteous who were buried there during the persecutions of 
Tatn"u (1096). 101 Burial could have been in Neuss or even Cologne, about 
half the distance to Xanten from Neuss, where there was a Jewish commu- 
nity, as opposed to Xanten, where a real community's existence is in doubt, 

and which was also a burial site for martyrs from 1096)02 Xanten had obvi- 
ously become the site of a Jewish martyr-cult. It was understood that the new 
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martyrs should rest side-by-side with their predecessors. The Jewish martyrs 
were indeed-if not literally-facing their Christian counterparts. Writing 
around 1140, was not Shlorno ben Shimshon giving voice to a perception 
and practice that was already active? 

To conclude, I have attempted to show that probing the shared culture or 
common ground between Christians and Jews with regard to the persecution 
of 1096 and its depiction in the three Hebrew chronicles requires investigat- 
ing more detailed realms than has so far been endeavoured-and to which the 
most direct access is through "localizing" the sources. This procedure will at 
once support results already achieved in designating "common ground" be- 
tween Christian and Jewish martyrologies, but it also invites us to reconsider 
these results in a different light. 
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