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JONATHAN RILEY-SMITH, The Knights Hospitaller in the Levant,
c.1070–1309 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), xviii + 334 pp.
with 3 maps. ISBN 978 0 230 29083 9. £65.00

Forty-five years after his first book on the subject,1 Jonathan Riley-
Smith has again written a masterly synthesis. This new book reveals
the immense progress made by himself, his students, and others
inspired by him. The ample bibliography lists the many important
studies on the military–religious orders at the times of the crusades
which have been published over the past few decades.2 The subject
received increasing attention long before events such as 9/11 aroused
wider public interest in the long history of multi-faceted relations
between Christians and Muslims. It was primarily Riley-Smith who
inspired and, from 1992 on, helped to organize quadrennial confer-
ences at St John’s Gate in Clerkenwell, London, which facilitated and
accelerated scholarly discussion and research. The five conference
volumes published so far are an excellent introduction to the many
aspects of the topic.3 Riley-Smith’s 1967 book on the early Hos -
pitallers was originally intended to be the first of several volumes by
different authors on the general history of the Order of St John of
Jerusalem, but no other volumes have yet appeared. This should not
be a surprise to anyone who is aware of the numerous sources extant
in archives and libraries scattered throughout Europe. In 1967 most
sources were already known for the period before the Hospitallers
moved their headquarters to Rhodes early in the fourteenth century.
And yet it has been both possible and necessary to write a new sur-
vey integrating the results of scholarly work aimed at a clearer and
broader understanding of these sources.

The new book is divided into five parts and fifteen chapters. The
first and the last part follow the chronology and explain in detail the

56

1 Jonathan Riley-Smith, The Knights of St John in Jerusalem and Cyprus c.1050–
1310, A History of the Order of the Hospital of St John of Jerusalem, 1
(London, 1967).
2 For a survey see now Kristjan Toomaspoeg, ‘Die Geschichtsschreibung der
mittelalterlichen geistlichen Ritterorden: Status quaestionis’, in Karl Borchardt
and Libor Jan (eds.), Die geistlichen Ritterorden in Mitteleuropa: Mittelalter,
Edice Země a kultura ve střední Evropě, 20 (Brno, 2011), 25–48.
3 Malcolm Barber (ed.), The Military Orders, 1: Fighting for the Faith and Caring
for the Sick (Aldershot, 1994); Helen Nicholson (ed.), The Military Orders, 2:



political history of the organization centred originally on the Latin
hospital next to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. The
six chapters in these two parts are titled: ‘Origins, c.1070–1160’;
‘Militarization, 1126–1182’; ‘Reaching Maturity, 1177–1206’; ‘The
Order and Politics of the Latin East, 1201–1244’; ‘The Loss of the
Mainland, 1244–1291’; and ‘Interlude on Cyprus, 1291–1309’. After
the Frankish conquest in 1099 support for the Latins in Jerusalem had
to be organized from the West. At first the Hospitallers’ income
came mainly from alms collected in the West, and they specialized
in caring for poor and sick pilgrims, whereas the Templars rendered
assistance against Muslim and other marauders on the roads to
Jerusalem. 

On behalf of Baldwin II (1118–31) and Fulk (1131–43), kings of
Jerusalem, the Hospitallers agreed to spend some of their revenues
for the protection of pilgrims against raiders from Fatimid-held
Ascalon (until 1153). In 1136 the Hospitallers received, as a royal gift,
the castle of Bethgiblin that helped to block these raiders from the
roads leading to Jerusalem. In the following decades this situation set
in motion a gradual process of militarization, which apparently met
with some resistance among the Hospitallers although, as Riley-
Smith and others have shown, fighting for the faithful could be pre-
sented as a work of charity in the same way as caring for the poor and
sick. The Hos pitallers accepted more and more castles, among them
large fortresses such as Belvoir, as well as Crac des Chevaliers in the
county of Tripoli and Margat in the principality of Antioch. Since the
times of King Amalric (1163–74) the Hospitallers had de facto been a
military–religious order in more or less the same way as the Tem -
plars, although they never gave up their Hospital and their legisla-
tion reveals the growing importance of knightly members only in the
thirteenth century. Efforts to colonize the countryside were thwarted
by Saladin’s conquests in 1187. After the loss of Jerusalem the
Hospitallers had to move their headquarters to Acre and apparently
invested in sugar production on land in the vicinity of this important
harbour. Yet it remains an open question how much the sugar helped
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to balance the Hospitallers’ dependence on revenues from alms and
estates donated or bought in the West.

The breakdown of royal authority in the kingdom of Jerusalem
even before 1187, and the decisive defeat of the lay barons of
Outremer at La Forbie in 1244,4 left the great military–religious
orders as the only institutions in the East capable of making a major
contribution to the defence against the Muslims. Often enough, how-
ever, the Hospitallers and the Templars found themselves in oppos-
ing political camps, the Templars generally being ready to cooperate
with the French monarchy and the Anjou in Southern Italy, and the
Hospitallers usually more with Genoa than with Venice. Riley-Smith
rightly points out that the Hospitallers and the Templars negotiated
many compromise agreements (pp. 53–4) and speaks of Hospitaller
legitimism during the thirteenth century (pp. 206, 220) because the
Order recognized first the Hohenstaufen and then the Lusignan
claims to the throne of Jerusalem. Yet future research on Hospitaller
personnel and possessions in the West will have to elucidate the
social and economic background for such political inclinations. At
any rate, it may not have been by chance that after the fall of Acre in
1291, when both the Hospitallers and the Templars retired to Cyprus,
the Hospitallers continued to cooperate with the Genoese to conquer
Rhodes, whereas the Templars apparently opted for a coalition with
the Ilkhans against the Mamluks.

The three other parts of the book—‘The Mission’, ‘The Order’, and
‘Assets’—deal in nine chapters with all basic aspects of Hospitaller
organization. This includes the Order’s two major tasks: first, nursing
the sick and burying the dead; and, secondly, defending Christians.
Further chapters describe the various classes of members, knights,
priests, sergeants, sisters and confratres (with consorores), the con-
ventual life, buildings and administration of justice, the Master, the
Convent, the tongues, the Chapters General, the conventual bailiffs
such as the grand commander, treasurer, drapier, hospitaller, mar-
shal, turcopolier, and their gradually evolving departments. In 1299
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4 Ilya Berkovich, ‘Battle of Forbie (1244): A Historical and Topographical
Study’ (Ph.D. thesis, Hebrew University, 2007), one of the few important new
studies not mentioned in the bibliography. See id., ‘Templars, Franks,
Syrians and the Double Pact of 1244’, in The Military Orders, 5 (as above),
83–94; id., ‘The Battle of Forbie and the Second Frankish Kingdom of
Jerusalem’, Journal of Military History, 75 (2011), 9–44.



the first admiral is recorded, the Master’s nephew Fr. Fulk of Villaret,
later himself Master from 1305 to 1317/19. It should be noted that at
this early time there was no specific correlation between these offi-
cers and their departments on the one side and the tongues on the
other.5 The seven tongues of Provence, France, Auvergne, Germany,
England, Spain, and Italy were certainly in existence by the end of the
thirteenth century, but there was resentment against them, probably
because their introduction curbed the influence exerted by the
numerous brethren from the kingdom of France (p. 129).

The third and final part of the structural sections is devoted to the
Order’s exempt status within the Church, including the papal privi-
leges, and to the Hospitaller possessions in the Levant and in Europe.
The possessions in the Levant were the primary topic of Riley-
Smith’s earlier book in 1967. The possessions in Europe, their contri-
bution to the history of the Order and its incomes is an enormous
subject and would deserve a separate book (p. 186).6 Nevertheless,
the short chapter on the early Hospitallers in Europe (pp. 185–201) is
an excellent starting-point for any such endeavour, especially as it
offers historical explanations for the evolution of the roughly twenty
regional priories in the West (map on p. xvii) and for the appoint-
ment of grand commanders with varying authority both for the West
in general and for various groups of priories in Spain, France, Italy,
and Germany. The grand commanders were not continued into the
fourteenth century, a fact that still requires further explanation.

There may be a few minor points on which not everybody agrees.
It is clear enough, for instance, that until 1202 the Hospitallers strong-
ly refortified the castle of Margat, which they had been given in 1186
and that their Master, Fr. Alfonso of Portugal, held a chapter general
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political rivalries between the tongues. See Jürgen Sarnowsky, Macht und
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Oligarchy at Work: The Chapters General of the Hospitallers in the XVth
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there, probably in 1206. It is not so clear, however, that remote
Margat was ever officially, or de facto, the seat of the Hospitaller
Convent (as indicated on pp. 50–1 and on the map at p. xv). The dates
according to which Hospitaller legislation is quoted (see the list on
pp. xii–xiii) are taken from Delaville’s Cartulaire, but for a few of
these statutes there are alternative dates.7 Furthermore, a few ques-
tions and problems are not dealt with exhaustively and sometimes
more detail would be welcome. For example, Riley-Smith rightly
emphasizes that all Hospitallers were religious,8 and had an obliga-
tion to say prayers, attend mass, receive communion, and to fast (pp.
114–16). This has been overlooked by others who have concentrated
on the Hospitallers’ military achievements. Yet in a standard text-
book one would like to find more detail about military equipment,
tactics, and especially Hospitaller fortifications and castles. The state
of research would certainly permit this. So a military history of the
Hospitallers, or of the military–religious orders in Outremer, still has
to be written. One would also like to know more about the social
background of the members of the Orders, especially on the question
of the knightly origins of brother knights and sergeants-at-arms as
opposed to sergeants-at-service. In this case, however, lack of docu-
mentation may not allow us to find out much more than is said on
pp. 104–5.

One last point should be highlighted. The new book is by no
means a mere re-edition of the previous publication. The four chap-
ters in the 1967 book treated the political history of the Hospitallers
in the East, their organization, ecclesiastical privileges, and posses-
sions in the East. The gazetteer of these possessions (pp. 477–507) has
not been superseded. The same is true for many other sections of the
1967 publication. On the other hand, the new book is superior in
explaining the general background of the Hospital’s political history
and many of its constitutional and structural features. In future,
scholars studying the early Hospitallers and/or other military–reli-
gious orders will need to consult both books, side-by-side. Inevitably,
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7 Anthony Luttrell, ‘The Hospitallers’ Early Written Records’, in John France
and William G. Zajac (eds.), The Crusades and Their Sources (Aldershot, 1998),
135–54, at 144–5 with reference to Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm
4620.
8 Jonathan Riley-Smith, Templars and Hospitallers as Professed Religious in the
Holy Land (Notre Dame, Ind., 2010).



Jonathan Riley-Smith will be the giant on whose shoulders the
dwarfs stand. Both the academic world and the general public should
thank him for this lifelong commitment and congratulate him on his
now up-dated achievement.
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