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THE ORIGINS OF THE ORDER
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A 14th-century manuscript showing the unrest and violence between the Seljuk Turks and Christians in Jerusalem just before the First Crusade.



From the time the Knights Templar formed as an order of military monks early in the 12th century, stories began proliferating about them. Legends and tales varied from positive to negative and from ambiguous to unequivocal.

To most outsiders, they were valiant defenders of Christianity throughout the crusading years, admired for their resolve and bravery. To others, their extraordinary success in banking, building, farming and other secular areas was questionable alongside their religious beliefs and austere lifestyles. The shock felt by almost everyone when they were accused of dubious crimes by Philip IV of France in 1307, however, sent tremors of indignation and horror throughout Europe. What’s more, the Pope – who was supposed to protect them – facilitated their demise. To be destroyed in the end not by their Muslim adversaries, but by their fellow Christians, shook society to its foundations, and the story has (erratically) continued to arouse interest for the 700 years that have followed.

This interest has become greater than ever in recent years, with countless sensational claims about the Templars emerging, many of which have captured the collective imagination. What is it about this Brotherhood that arouses such interest? Can any of the theories be substantiated? Why have so many of these ideas only come to light relatively recently, and how many mysteries can be resolved now – with greater methods of authenticating evidence and the benefit of hindsight? This book sets out to discuss many of the theories that have been put forth about the Knights Templar, from such elusive notions as what secrets they possessed or what their alleged secret rituals were, to more concrete areas, such as their buildings, constructed using forgotten knowledge of sacred geometry, or their development of banking that has since become the model for banking practice everywhere.

Fighting brothers

Established in Jerusalem in the 12th century, the Knights Templar were European Christians who chose to live as warrior-monks – a type of brotherhood that had never been seen before. Formed after the First Crusade with just a few men, their aim was to protect Christian pilgrims in the Holy Land and to defend the territory conquered by the Crusaders. Traditionally, knights came from noble families but, like most monks, the Templars were recruited from all echelons of society. Not all joined as knights, and the majority came from ordinary backgrounds – many were craftsmen, farmers, masons or cooks, for example – and as such were not educated; few left personally written records about their daily lives. Many could read and write in their own languages but, apart from religious material, book-learning was discouraged as the objectives of the Order focused on other things. Official records were kept nonetheless, but after the Templars’ dissolution in 1312, these were stored in Cyprus by the Knights Hospitaller in their headquarters. In 1571, during the Ottoman–Venetian war, Cyprus fell to the Ottoman Turks who destroyed many Hospitaller documents, along with the Templar records. With their archives destroyed and no contemporary chronicler mentioning their existence, it fell to later generations to piece together their history.

Mysteries, myths and realities

It was not until the 18th century, with the formation of a new society called Freemasons, that the Knights Templar were considered earnestly once more. Since then, they have been researched and written about profusely. Sensational books, such as Dan Brown’s novel The Da Vinci Code, and The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln, plus ensuing films, documentaries and further books advanced their popularity enormously. Speculation about their lives, and enigmas surrounding their existence, have never been so intense, and many of the stories about them have become so tightly interwoven into European history that it is extremely difficult to separate the myths from the realities. The broad range of opinions, theories and suppositions about them have meant that, over time, they have been variously lauded and criticized, romanticized and undermined, elevated and denounced.

They are now connected with a wide range of disparate mysteries, linked variously with the Holy Grail, the Ark of the Covenant and other sacred artefacts; the worship of ancient gods; the practice of strange initiation rites; secret travel; clandestine treasure; and esoteric knowledge about the life of Christ. They have also been linked with the untimely death of a king, a Pope’s perfidy, and even with putting a curse on the French royal family. When they started out, they were seen as devout and courageous Christian saviours. Their rigorous, monastic way of life coupled with physical warfare troubled some, but aroused pride and respect in others. They began humbly, rose with incredible alacrity, as financiers, builders, disciplined and efficient fighters – and more. Yet with just two centuries of known existence, their dramatic rise and violent downfall left a fertile base for speculation, generating many misconceptions and intrigues. With such a dearth of documentation, many of the stories can still not be verified, but with evidence continuing to be uncovered by reputable historians, false leads and questionable claims can be assessed, separated from the hype, and pieced together rationally.

One massive breakthrough came in 2007, when the Vatican published a copy of a parchment written in August 1308 that shed new light on the Pope’s involvement in the Order’s downfall, and his belief in their innocence – despite his actions that seemed to prove the contrary. Discovered in the Vatican Secret Archives in September 2001 by Italian palaeographer Barbara Frale, the Chinon Parchment was written by three cardinals and proves irrefutably that the Knights Templar were not deemed heretics by the Pope and so should never have been persecuted.

This book tells the Templar story and considers the various enigmas, intrigues and conjecture that surround them, attempting to clarify some assumptions and beliefs and to reassess both the facts and the falsehoods behind the legendary Brotherhood.


[image: ]

This fresco shows the Battle of Lepanto in October 1571. Although the Ottomans destroyed a great deal on the island of Cyprus, including the Templars’ and Hospitallers’ records, ultimately, the Christians were the victors and it became known as the great victory of the Christians over the Turks. The artist of this work was the Greek Antonio Vassilacchi (1556–1629), who was active mainly in Venice. This was painted nearly 30 years after the event, in 1600.



ops/images/f0003-01.jpg





ops/images/f0006-01.jpg





ops/images/f0004-01.jpg






ops/images/9781780879987.jpg
=
Y

L

<
\

SR

B

C3um b
Pl L’\'iﬁ‘/ |






ops/images/f0009-01.jpg





ops/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





