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The Rule of the Knights Templar was the first in the history of the
Church to try to reconcile the regular life with the bearing of arms,
but that is not the only reason why the Order of the Temple is his-
torically so significant. The Temple and the Order of the Hospital of
St John were the first examples of a new type of religious institution,
‘self-standing orders of conversi’, to use Kaspar Elm’s phrase, with
government in the hands of unordained professed brothers. They
were structurally the first true orders of the Church, foreshadowing
in their international provincial systems those of the mendicant fri-
ars. They were the models for other military orders, which came to be
engaged in warfare along the shores of the Baltic and in the Iberian
peninsula, as well as in the eastern Mediterranean region. A large
part of the defence of the Latin settlements in the Levant rested on
their shoulders and in Europe their provincial officers, responsible
for estates throughout the west, were often major figures in the king-
doms in which they resided. They and their brothers were used
extensively by the papacy in the promotion of crusades and the col-
lection of crusade taxes. It is not generally recognized, moreover,
how rare an occurrence was the suppression of the Temple by the
Church in 1312. Religious orders pass out of existence when they are
absorbed by others, or cease to attract vocations, or have their natures
altered, or are dissolved by some external authority, but for the
Church to take a step of that kind is so rare that when in 1646 the
Piarists lost their right to be members of a religious order contempo-
raries thought that the event was unprecedented.

The disappearance of the Templars’ central archive makes
research into their activities in the Levant particularly frustrating. We
know much less than we would like about their estates and the loca-
tion of their houses, the make-up of the central convent, the names of
commanders and castellans, and the powers of the grand masters.
Professor Rudolf Hiestand suggested that the archive was probably
transferred to the Hospitallers on Cyprus and was lost with the
island in 1571, but I am inclined to believe that it was in Europe at
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least until the fifteenth century. Seven of its original charters survive.
Six of them are in the conventual archive of the Hospital, now in
Valletta, and one is in Madrid, to which it came from the Hospitaller
priory of Navarre. Five of these charters could have reached the
Hospitallers before 1291, the year of the fall of Acre, because they
related to properties which had already passed into their hands, as
could a further six which were calendared in Provence in 1741 but are
now lost. On the other hand, two of the surviving originals seem to
have had no association with the Hospitallers before 1291 and papal
letters which only the Templars in the Levant would have found use-
ful were copied into a Hospitaller bullarium put together in France in
the fifteenth century and into a sixteenth-century collection in
Poitiers, which may have been an inventory of the Hospitallers’ local
archive in Paris. Another important charter, the confirmation in 1157
of the gift of the castle of Tortosa in Syria, was copied in Spain in 1377
for the Order of Montesa, which had taken over Templar property in
Aragon and may have assumed that it referred to the Iberian city of
Tortosa. 

It is clear, therefore, that at least some items from the Templars’
archive were in Europe in the later Middle Ages. After their sup-
pression and the transfer of their properties to the Hospitallers in the
early fourteenth century, the archive, or at least part of it, must have
come into Hospitaller hands in the west, because one cannot other-
wise explain the survivals or the fact that quite a large number of
papal letters relevant only to the Templars in the east were copied in
France in the fifteenth century. Before Acre fell, many religious insti-
tutions in the Holy Land with dependencies in Europe to which their
documents could be sent for safekeeping had been transporting their
archives across the Mediterranean. The Teutonic Knights had
shipped theirs to Venice. The Hospitallers had sent most of theirs to
Provence, where they must have remained, because an inventory of
them was made in Manosque in 1531. The Templar conventual
archive could have been among the caches posted back to Europe
before 1291 and a large part of it may well have been in France for the
rest of the Middle Ages.

At any rate it has never been found and the problems we face are
compounded by the fact that much of the order’s statutory legislation
can be read only in an abbreviated form. It survives in a few manu-
scripts which contain the Rule and a long supplementary code,
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recording provisions on the role and rights of officers in the order,
known as the retrais, and collections of establissements (or statutes)
and case law. It is hard nowadays to understand how a great inter-
national religious order could have made use of a code which was so
repetitious and archaic. The role of the seneschal in the central con-
vent was described in detail, although there is no evidence for such
an officer after the 1190s; indeed by the second half of the thirteenth
century his function as second-in-command had been assumed by
the marshal. The turcopolier, who in the code was the marshal’s sub-
ordinate, seems by the late thirteenth century to have become a sen-
ior officer in his own right. There were references to commanders of
the land of Antioch, although their office appears to have been abol-
ished after the loss of Antioch in 1268, being replaced by a grand
commandery of Armenia. A list of great officers, which included the
commander of the city of Jerusalem and the grand commanders of
Poitiers and Hungary, was copied and recopied unaltered after 1187,
although Jerusalem had been lost and the headquarters were in Acre
(after 1291 they were to be in Limassol), Poitiers had been merged
with Aquitaine, and Hungary had probably been demoted to a baiu-
lia run from Apulia.

It was, of course, common practice to accumulate archaic materi-
al. A related example is a recently published list of regulations for the
running of the great infirmary of the Hospitallers of St John, which
comprises a sort of booklet, drawn from statutes, for the use of those
working with patients. Susan Edgington, its editor, has dated it to the
1180s, because there is material in it which would not have been rel-
evant after the loss of Jerusalem and its neighbourhood to the
Muslims in 1187, but the copy we have was made towards the end of
the thirteenth century and there is no reason to suppose that it had
not been in use after 1200 in the order’s hospital in Acre.

It is not surprising that in recent years many scholars, including
Simonetta Cerrini, who has concentrated on the Rule itself, Alain
Demurger, Judith Upton-Ward, and Pierre-Vincent Claverie, have
examined Templar legislation closely, with a view to using it to
enhance our knowledge of the order. In the book under review
Christian Vogel has provided us with the first rational and convinc-
ing explanation of how the collection was constructed. In his view it
was built up in stages. He dates the section on the rule and the retrais
generally from before 1187. He believes that the middle section,
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which consists mostly of establissements on discipline, must partly be
dated to the 1200s, while the corpus of case law refers to decisions
made before 1270. This part of Vogel’s book alone would make his
contribution highly significant, but he also points to an answer to the
question why the Templar establissements survive only in summary
form. Templar statutes had no intrinsic validity because they were
only binding if the grand master and his convent had agreed to them.
Since the grand master and his convent comprised the sole legisla-
ture, with prerogative rights that were affirmed over and over again
in the brothers’ responses to their interrogators in the early four-
teenth century, and the chapters-general were legislatures only
because the master and his convent were present at them, the statutes
may never have been considered to have been authoritative enough
to be permanently recorded in full. Summary records were sufficient,
in sharp contrast to Hospitaller statutes, the products of more author-
itative, independent, and representative chapters-general, which
were widely circulated.

Vogel’s book is very valuable in other ways. After a general intro-
duction, it is divided into three parts, followed by a conclusion, some
interesting appendices, tables, and a bibliography. It is very regret-
table that there is no index. The first part considers the Temple as an
ecclesiastical institution, the bases in law of its standing as an order
of the Church, its defence of the Latin East, the role of its knights in
this regard—although it is surely rather sweeping of Dr Vogel to call
the order ‘an institutionalized crusade’—the measures it took to care
for sick brothers, and its relations with the papacy, the Cistercians,
and other military orders. The second part, which is the longest and
most important, since it contains a detailed analysis of the surviving
code, looks in detail at the regulations by which the Temple ran itself
internally. The third part, in which Vogel considers the order’s
administrative structure, the powers of grand masters and chapters-
general and the central convent, is the least original, but it neverthe-
less provides the best and most solid treatment of these topics yet
published.

Vogel’s research is based on wide reading, although he does not
seem to have extended his research to cover the large number of
charter collections relating to the order’s European houses. Perhaps
he could also have made more use of the records of the interrogations
of the brothers in the early fourteenth century. Although this is per-



haps asking too much of a study which is already a major contribu-
tion, I am sure, for example, that a closer inspection of the testimony
of the Templars before the various boards of inquiry would have
helped him to clarify the tricky issue of the meaning they attached to
chapters-general. The Templars never seem to have defined clearly
what they meant by the term capitulum generale. By the early thir-
teenth century provincial chapters in Aragon were being termed
capitula generalia and it is clear from the interrogations of the early
fourteenth century that many, perhaps most, Templars continued to
refer to provincial chapters as general ones and found it hard to dis-
tinguish them from higher bodies. 

With a little effort, however, one can recognize two types of
authentic Templar chapter-general, depending on whether it was
meeting in Europe or in the east. Those held in the west were sum-
moned by visitors or by grand masters on visitation and were attend-
ed by commanders and other brothers from more than one province.
On the other hand, chapters-general in the Levant, which were like-
ly to be more authoritative because there was more of a chance of the
grand master and his convent being present at them, seem to have
been attended only by the members of the central convent and the
castellans and commanders of the great eastern bailiwicks. Vogel is
reluctant to believe that they were not more representative of the
whole order and he seizes on Jochen Burgtorf’s suggestion that,
given the lengths of terms of service in the western provinces, the
retirements of some European grand commanders could statistically
have coincided with meetings in which they could have taken part.
But this depends on the assumption, for which we have no evidence,
that the chapters-general met regularly every four or five years.
Claverie has provided a list of thirteen meetings of chapters-general
in the Levant, but it is not convincing. Only one, which met in 1262,
can be dated with any certainty. Hospitaller chapters-general cer-
tainly met somewhat sporadically and we cannot assume that
Templar ones were convoked regularly enough for any statistical
argument to be feasible. 

This is a detail. In my opinion this is easily the best book yet pub-
lished on the internal working of the Temple and it will be essential
reading for anyone who wishes to research the history of the order in
future.
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