
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 32 

2010 

Nr. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform der 
Max Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im 
Ausland, zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des 
Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger 
soweit die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-
kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte 
Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können 
sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



NICHOLAS EDWARD MORTON, The Teutonic Knights in the Holy
Land 1190–1291 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2009), xiv + 228 pp.
ISBN 978 1 84383 477 9. £55.00

The Teutonic Order was one of the three major military orders of the
Middle Ages, along with the Temple and the Hospital of St John. Its
history begins in the 1190s, when a small crusader hospital, founded
in Acre by Germans from Bremen and Lübeck, was transformed into
a religious congregation and thereafter into a military order follow-
ing the example of the Templars and Hospitallers. After the fall of
Acre in 1291, the Teutonic Knights transferred their headquarters
from the Holy Land first to Venice and then, in 1309, to Prussia,
which largely explains why the Order is today generally best known
for its activities in the Baltic. 

The medieval history of the Teutonic Order has been described in
numerous books and articles and, perhaps surprisingly to some, to
the present day more studies have been conducted on the Teutonic
Knights than on the Templars or Hospitallers. General knowledge of
the Order is not evenly distributed, however, and in particular the
history of the Order in the crusader states in the Holy Land remains
far less well known than that of its presence in southern and western
Europe, or in Prussia and Livonia. Detailed studies on various
aspects of the Order’s history in the Holy Land do exist, of course.
But despite the fact that new developments in the field of archaeolo-
gy, such as Adrian Boas’s excavations in the former Teutonic castle of
Montfort, have shed new light on many related questions, an exhaus-
tive monograph dealing with the Order’s history in the Levant has so
far been lacking.1

Morton’s book is developed from his doctoral thesis, which he
submitted in 2007. It provides the first general overview of the
Teutonic Order’s history in the Latin East from its foundation in the
1190s to the fall of Acre in 1291, and offers the first serious treatment
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of the Order’s history written in English, albeit covering only the first
(but arguably most important) one hundred years of its existence. It
is divided into two parts. The first, comprising six chapters, deals
with the political and institutional history of the knights, while the
second covers topics such as the Order’s politics, hierarchies, organi-
zation, possessions, and economy.

The second part is the more innovative, with chapters covering
the division of resources between the Holy Land and the Baltic,
where the knights had already settled by the 1230s; the Order’s poli-
tics in the Levant; the military organization of the Order; and its
structure and possessions there. Morton’s detailed description, using
appendixes, of the Order’s structure, landed property, castles, and
revenues in the Holy Land in particular needs to be appreciated. He
himself has been to Israel and has seen the castle of Montfort, the for-
mer residence of the Order’s chapter. He does not merely describe
the Order’s possessions (see his list of its rural properties on pp.
196–7, for example), but also includes an enormous amount of
detailed information about the Order’s various urban and rural activ-
ities and revenues. On this and other points, Morton demonstrates an
excellent knowledge of the many edited primary sources of the Order
and the Crusader states. 

The first part of the book, comprising a general history of the
Teutonic Order during the first hundred years of its existence, is less
innovative. But as this is the first serious history of the Order in
English, these chapters are necessary. In no way, however, will it re -
place Klaus Militzer’s seminal study Von Akkon zur Marienburg,
which still provides the best treatment of the topic.2 Morton is not
afraid to disagree with existing historical opinion and it would seem
that his position outside the dominant circle of the Teutonic Order
historians offers him an advantageous freedom of expression as well
as the benefit of a broader perspective. He thus leaves no doubt that
his point of departure is not the Order itself, but developments in the
Latin East. 

From 1190 to 1291, the history of the Teutonic Order was marked
by three major problems. These concerned its foundation; its rela-
tions with the Holy Roman Emperor, Frederick II of Hohenstaufen,
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2 Klaus Militzer, Von Akkon zur Marienburg: Verfassung, Verwaltung und So zi al   -
struktur des Deutschen Ordens 1190–1309, Quellen und Forschungen zur Ge -
schichte des Deutschen Ordens, 56 (Marburg, 1999).



and the papacy; and its double engagement in Prussia and Livonia
and in the Holy Land. With regard to the foundation of the Order of
the Brothers of the Hospital of St Mary Theutonicorum in Jerusalem,
studied in detail by Udo Arnold,3 Marie Luise Favreau-Lilie,4 and
Klaus Militzer, Morton offers a detailed but not very original sum-
mary. However, he misses a good opportunity for a comparison with
the history of St Thomas of Acre, the military order that developed
from an English hospital founded at about the same time and at the
same place as the Teutonic hospital. A large section of the book
(chapters two, three, and four) deals with Master Herman of Salza
and the relationship between his Order and Frederick II. Herman
was the first master of the Order with real influence and between
1209–10 and 1239 he completely transformed the Order. It was under
his rule that the lay members of the Order assumed military func-
tions and that the Order achieved a status equal to that of the Temple
and the Hospital of St John, thus developing into the third important
military order of the Middle Ages. From 1216 on Herman spent con-
siderable time at Frederick II’s court, frequently acting as an inter-
mediary between the popes and the emperor. On these topics,
Morton more or less follows James M. Powell’s interpretations,5 and
by doing so, I believe, he overestimates the range and impact of the
Order’s disagreements with Frederick during the last decades of his
rule. He does, however, offer very detailed information about the
manifold repercussions of the Order’s relations with the emperor in
Sicily, mainland Italy, the Holy Roman Empire, and elsewhere. One
of the book’s most crucial underlying theses is that Herman of Salza
was more than simply an ally of Frederick II eager to maintain
equidistance between the popes and the emperor. This is not a new
idea, having already been expressed by Udo Arnold and Klaus
Militzer, but it is nonetheless helpful to be reminded by Morton that
the Teutonic Order was not an institution of the imperial court.
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3 Udo Arnold, ‘Entstehung und Frühzeit des Deutschen Ordens’, in Josef
Flecken stein and Manfred Hellmann (eds.), Die Geistlichen Ritterorden Europas,
Vorträge und Forschungen, 26 (Sigmaringen, 1980), 81–108.
4 Marie Luise Favreau, Studien zur Frühgeschichte des Deutschen Ordens, Kieler
historische Studien, 21 (Stuttgart, 1974).
5 James M. Powell, ‘Frederick II, the Hohenstaufen, and the Teutonic Order
in the Kingdom of Sicily (1187–1230)’, in Malcolm Barber (ed.), The Military
Orders: Fighting for the Faith and Caring for the Sick (Aldershot, 1994), 236–44.



With the death of Frederick II in 1250, a new period in the history
of the Order began. On one hand, the knights continued to fight quite
intensely for the Holy Land, especially from the 1270s to the fall of
Acre in 1291. On the other, they settled in Prussia and Livonia and
had already increased their presence in Germany and other parts of
western, central, and southern Europe. The problem that needed
solving was which theatre of engagement, the Baltic or the Middle
East, should henceforth be given precedence. Debates over the solu-
tion, in turn, led to a division of the membership of the Order into a
pro-Baltic party and a pro-eastern one.6 In Morton’s view, which he
expresses throughout the book, the Order’s engagement in Prussia
seems to have led to a downscaling of their Levantine operations.
Even worse, it diverted German crusaders away from the Holy Land
(pp. 116–17). I for one cannot agree with either of these two state-
ments. So far, I have seen no evidence that the German presence in
the Holy Land was reduced as a result of the Baltic crusades. Rather,
it seems to me that Morton takes a convenient shortcut here by
regarding the Teutonic Order as representative of German crusaders,
while neglecting its transnational structure and international charac-
ter.7 The armies who fought the Lithuanians in Prussia were neither
entirely nor exclusively Germanophone and the ‘Prussian expedi-
tions’ attracted noblemen from many European countries.8 Further -
more, the Order defended the kingdom of Jeru salem to the last and
continued to spend a major part of its resources on the wars in the
Holy Land. Large amounts of money and many fighters from Europe
were expended on the final defence of Acre in the spring of 1291, an
event which Morton describes, undeservedly briefly, in a mere one-
and-a-half pages. From the fall of Acre to the end of the first decade
of the fourteenth century, the knights participated in all military
expeditions attempting to regain their lost possessions. It was, in fact,
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6 Klaus Militzer, ‘From the Holy Land to Prussia: The Teutonic Knights Be -
tween Emperors and Popes and their Policies until 1309’, in Jürgen Sarnowsky
(ed.), Mendicants, Military Orders and Regionalism in Medieval Europe (Aldershot,
1999), 71–81, at 78.
7 See e.g. Houben and Toomaspoeg (eds.), L’Ordine Teutonico tra Mediterraneo
e Baltico.
8 Werner Paravicini, Die Preußenreisen des europäischen Adels, Francia, Beiheft
17, 1–2 (Sigmaringen 1989–95).



not until 1309, and only after long internal debates, that the ideal of a
predominantly Mediterranean-based order was abandoned and the
transfer of the headquarters to Prussia concluded. 

The foundation, politics with Frederick II, and internal division
over engagements in Prussia and the Holy Land apart, Morton also
debates a number of other questions, including, for example, the
Order’s alliance with Venice and its relationship with the military
orders of the Temple and the Hospital in the East. His observations
and conclusions are often new (and should stimulate further
research), as is his proposed explanation for the capitulation of castle
Montfort in 1271 (pp. 155–8). Others, however, can seem hazarded,
such as his insistence on locating the Teutonic Order’s headquarters
in Acre rather than at Montfort, where Militzer previously placed it
(pp. 169–72).

Morton’s arguments have a solid documentary and bibliographi-
cal basis which, however, is not complete. His list of secondary liter-
ature is relatively short and lacks a number of useful studies from
France, Germany, Italy, and Poland. To give only two examples, his
treatment of Herman of Salza would have benefited from Hubert
Houben’s published research on the master’s death and burial place.9
My own published research on envoys from the kingdom of Sicily
would have allowed him to enhance his view of the economic supply
from overseas while avoiding getting bogged down in the primary
sources.10 Some of the more important aspects of the Teutonic
Order’s history in the thirteenth century, such as the knights’ pres-
ence in the Burzenland in the Kingdom of Hungary (the prelude to
their presence in Prussia), for example, are mentioned only very
briefly. And in general, all arguments which are not directly linked
to the Holy Land seem to be treated rather superficially. The impor-
tance of the battle of Lake Peipus (and not Pepius as in the book) of
1242, for one, is clearly overestimated (p. 97).
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9 Hubert Houben, ‘Alla ricerca del luogo di sepoltura di Ermanno di Salza a
Barletta’, Sacra Militia, 1 (2000), 165–77.
10 Kristjan Toomaspoeg, ‘Le ravitaillement de la Terre Sainte: l’exemple des
possessions des ordres militaires dans le royaume de Sicile au XIIIe siècle’, in
L’Expansion occidentale (XIe–XVe siècles): Formes et conséquences. XXXIIIe
Congrès de la Société des Historiens Médiéviste de l’Enseignement Supérieur Public.
Madrid, Casa de Velázquez, 23–26 mai 2002, SHMES, Histoire ancienne et
médiévale, 73 (Paris, 2003), 143–58.



Admittedly, the author’s aim was to give an account of the
Teutonic Order’s history in relation to the Latin East. On this point,
the book is a convincing and at times even innovative study. It clear-
ly has some weak points and some of the arguments Morton
advances are liable to be contested. What this book does is provide
the English-speaking scholar, student, or history buff with a general
idea of the Teutonic Order’s developments during the first century of
its existence, a period when the Teutonic Knights became important
contributors to the defence of Christendom and formed ‘a major mil-
itary order of comparable significance to either the Templars or the
Hospitallers’ (p. 188).
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