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JÜRGEN SARNOWSKY, Der Deutsche Orden (Munich: C. H. Beck Ver -
lag, 2007), 128 pp. ISBN 978 3 406 53628 1. EUR 7.90

In recent years, several academics have published books which pro-
vide an introduction to the crusading movement for a general audi-
ence. Among these are a number which concern the military orders;
Helen J. Nicholson’s The Knights Hospitaller (2001) and The Knights
Templar: A New History (2001) are good examples. These works pro-
vide a useful starting point for students and members of the public
who are interested in learning about this subject, and this is particu-
larly important given that the military orders have become a familiar
theme in modern media. The depiction of these institutions through
media such as film, fiction, and television documentaries seems to
have provoked both a growth of interest in this subject and also a
number of misunderstandings or misrepresentations. Accordingly, it
is of the utmost value that historians have produced works that aim
to fuel a general audience’s desire to learn more, whilst providing
them with an account which is founded on the available sources.

Jürgen Sarnowsky’s work Der Deutsche Orden similarly provides
an entry point into the history of the Teutonic Knights. It covers the
development of the Order from the year 1190 through to the present
day. Discussion is centred upon the brethren’s political history but
also includes thematic sections on topics such as culture and litera-
ture. Given that it has to cover all these areas and provide sufficient
context for the comprehension of a general reader within the space of
128 ‘pocket-sized’ pages (including bibliography and index) this is an
ambitious undertaking.

The work begins with a description of the conditions which pro-
voked the establishment of the Teutonic Knights. It discusses the
emergence of the idea of a ‘just war’ according to Christian theolo-
gians such as Augustine and then talks about the broader context
which gave rise to the crusades and later to the military orders. This
is followed by a description of how institutions such as the Templars
represented the conjunction of a monastic way of life with a military
vocation. The subsequent development of other military orders is
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then briefly outlined. This discussion lays down some of the funda-
mental principles which help to explain the subsequent development
of the Teutonic Order.

From this point the book is divided into three chronological parts
which are in turn divided into subsections. The effect of this structure
is to provide a series of ‘bite-sized’ passages which enables a brisk,
clear, and focused discussion of each key theme. The first part covers
the Teutonic Order’s origins and evolution in the years after its foun-
dation in 1190. This includes some discussion about the development
of their infrastructure and organization, and covers their role in the
kingdom of Jerusalem during its brief recovery and subsequent
decline in the thirteenth century. The brethren’s Mediter ranean pos-
sessions in regions such as Greece, Spain, and Italy are then briefly
summarized. The origins of the Order’s involvement in regions such
as Hungary, Prussia, and Livonia are supplied along with some back-
ground material on the political situation in these areas prior to the
arrival of the Teutonic Knights. The information provided for this
topic strikes a largely successful balance between the demands of
concision and reader comprehension.

In its first part, Der Deutsche Orden covers a number of themes
which are sources of much debate in modern historiography. The
first of these concerns the establishment of the Order. Currently,
there is some debate between historians about the foundation of the
institution; some believe that the first medical establishment created
by the Order was founded in 1190, whilst others argue that it was a
continuation of an earlier hospice in Jerusalem. The arguments on
each side are summarized and explained. Although this is an intro-
ductory text the explanation of such debates gives an effective snap-
shot of the process of historiography which helps a reader to engage
with this issue. Subsequently, in the section on the Mediterranean, a
number of key themes are addressed including the Knights’ relations
with the Hohenstaufen emperors and the development of factions
among the brethren and their landholdings. Although these topics
are important there are passages where they are not placed in suffi-
cient context or embedded in a clear narrative of events. For example,
the Order’s role in the Mediterranean during the 1240s is described
largely in terms of its relations with the papacy and empire without
reference to events such as the Barons’ Crusade, the battle of La
Forbie, the loss of Jerusalem in 1244, or Louis IX’s crusade. It is
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understood that this is an introductory work and that certain events
have had to be edited out in the interests of brevity; however, these
were key events for this theatre of war that are intrinsic to even the
most basic narrative.

Part two explores the Order’s position in c.1400. The bulk of the
political discussion focuses upon Germany, Prussia, and Livonia,
although the brethren’s role in the Mediterranean is also covered.
These sections are supported by a number of interesting statistics and
there is also a strong sense of overview in that the events of the Baltic
are placed in the context of wider events such as the Ottoman
advances and the affairs of Germany. This contextual analysis is brief
but highly effective and demonstrates how the wars of Prussia and
Livonia fitted into the wider concerns of Christendom at this time.
Even so, there are some places where greater explanation is required.
For example, the Hussite Rebellion is mentioned without sufficient
explanation about what it actually was. In this case it would have
been possible simply to state that the Hussites were a Bohemian
heretical movement which provoked a number of crusading expedi-
tions from neighbouring countries during the fifteenth century. In
many ways it seems that this example describes an inherent problem
involved in covering 800 years of an institution’s history in multiple
regions in only a very short space.

Further areas such as ‘culture and identity’, ‘structure and consti-
tution’, and ‘everyday life’ are explored at this point and these com-
bine with the political sections to give a far more rounded view of the
Order as a whole. Discussion on these themes breaks up the political
narrative and also demonstrates what the brethren had achieved by
this time. This in turn lays the foundations for a greater understand-
ing of the forces that brought about the Order’s decline in later years.
In this way, this work has been effectively structured and ordered so
that each subsection supplies material that can be drawn upon at a
later stage.

The third part concerns the later history of the Teutonic Knights,
beginning with the events that brought about the Order’s defeat in
the early fifteenth century. This is explained in terms of military strat-
egy and also the evolution of the wider political situation of the time.
The description of the growing isolation of the Order from its neigh-
bours is particularly effective. From this point, the effects of the
treaties and diplomacy which brought the Teutonic Knights into a
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downward spiral are explicated along with the consequences this
had upon the economic and institutional fabric of the Order.

Later sections concern the effects of Protestantism and the
Reformation and also cover the subsequent history of the Order until
the present day. These are rather brief in their treatment of these sub-
jects and several centuries are despatched in only a couple of pages.
Admittedly, during these years, the brethren’s declining power
meant that their actions did not affect the course of history in the
same way as before; however a little more explanation might have
been useful.

The epilogue explores the modern perception of the Teutonic
Knights and how this has been shaped by the events of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. As shown above, the history of the
military orders has been interpreted and reinterpreted throughout
the modern age to provide material for fiction writers and other man-
ifestations of modern media. In a similar way, Sarnowsky demon-
strates how the memory of the Teutonic Knights was employed to
drive political agendas and to support nationalist sentiments in a
number of countries in recent centuries. He demonstrates that this
has created a distorted perception of their history that has little in
common with the available sources.

Sarnowsky set himself a serious challenge when he attempted to
condense the Order’s history into so short a space but, on the whole,
he is successful. He writes in a succinct and engaging manner that
clearly communicates many of the main factors which were behind the
Order’s evolution and decline. Discussion upon the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries is particularly effective. The context provided for this
discussion has often been condensed and in most cases it is sufficient,
although there are a number of events and ideas where the level of
detail may not be adequate for a general audience to understand the
topic in full. Nevertheless, despite these concerns, which are perhaps
inevitable in a work of this length, Der Deutsche Orden does provide a
clear introduction to this subject and supplies a link to mater ials for
further study. It is highly readable and has a strong sense of develop-
ment and pace. Events are often described in terms of the underlying
principles and pressures which generated them and this facilitates a
swift comprehension of their significance. The text is supplemented
by a number of maps and black-and-white images. These are perti-
nent to the subject material and offer useful stimuli to the reader.
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