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victory of the Pisans’
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Description

This is a poem in 73 stanzas celebrating the Pisan and Genoan attack 

on Mahdiyya (Tunisia) in 1087. The poet is clearly a Pisan cleric; he 

makes frequent allusions to biblical, particularly Old Testament, per-

sons and events. The poem is an epic evocation of the Pisan struggle 

against the forces of evil, a paean to the victory that God granted 

to his faithful over his enemies. Timinus (Tamīn ibn al-Muʿizz, the 

Zīrid emir of Mahdiyya) is a ‘cruel dragon’, comparable with the Anti-

christ and with Pharaoh. His fortress has massive walls; its towers 

reach up to the clouds; he has raided Spain, Italy, Gaul and as far as 

Alexandria. In short, he is an epic villain who has little in common 

with the historical Zīrid emir. By contrast, Pisa is a new Rome, come 

to destroy Mahdiyya, the new Carthage. But such classical allusions 

are far outnumbered by biblical (primarily Old Testament) parallels: 

the poet compares the conflict to Moses’ struggle with Pharaoh, to 

David’s fight with Goliath, and to Gideon’s combat against the Midi-

anites (whose name indeed, becomes Madianites, residents of Madia). 

God assures the victory of His army by sending the same angel to 

smite the Agarenes that he sent against Sennacherib (2 Kings 19:35); 
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at the hour of battle, the Archangel Michael sounds his trumpet, just 

as he did when he slew the dragon.
In the heat of battle, the Agarenes call on Muḥammad, ‘who 

roused the world with his perfidy, the enemy of the Trinity and of the 
holy faith; he denies that Jesus of Nazareth, the Word, became God’. 
Muḥammad ‘was a more powerful heresiarch than Arius’. His Saracen 
followers are ‘like beasts’. God, of course, grants victory to the Pisans 
and their Genoan allies, who conquer the suburb of Zawila (Sabila in 
the text), then the city of Mahdiyya itself. Men, women and children 
are massacred in the mosque (meschita) and the Italians cut down ‘a 
thousand of Muḥammad’s priests’.

Significance

This poem, written just a few years before Urban II’s call for the First 

Crusade at the Council of Clermont in 1095, has been seen as express-

ing a vision of holy war against Muslims which will subsequently 

come to full fruition during the First Crusade. Unlike many texts on 

the First Crusade, the poem presents Muslims as heretics (rather than 

idolaters) and Muḥammad as a heresiarch (rather than a false god). 

The description of the Saracen enemies and in particular of their king 

is similar to that in French chansons de geste. Yet the poet’s use of the 

Old Testament in order to present the Pisan army as the echo of that 

of Israel, anticipates the chronicles of the First Crusade.
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