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Foreword

The Order of the Knights Templar was dissolved by Pope Clement V at the beginning of the fourteenth century. From its humble beginnings, this society of warrior-monks grew into an extraordinary military and financial power. Eventually, a king wanted to get rid of this order, which had become a state within a state. He selected the appropriate inquisitors, who gathered random rumors about the order and composed a terrible mosaic: depraved crimes, unmentionable heresies, corruption, and a dash of homosexuality thrown in for good measure. The state, at the direction of the inquisitors, arrested and tortured the suspects. He who confessed and repented saved his life; he who declared himself innocent ended up on the scaffold. Finally, the king confiscated the immense properties of the order. This, in sum, was the process King Philip IV of France, also known as Philip the Fair, implemented against the Knights Templar.

And the Templar myth was born. Many at the time were deeply shaken by the concentrated attack on and subsequent demise of the Templars. Beyond sensing its injustice, as was the case even with the great poet Dante, many today remain fascinated by the secret practices attributed to the Templars and wonder about the vast majority of knights who did not die at the stake but simply vanished when the order was disbanded. Contrary to the conclusion that they went into hiding, built lives for themselves, and maintained their silence, there is the more sensational fictional interpretation: they went underground and continued their activities for seven centuries—and are still among us.

There are numerous books on the Templars. The only problem is that in 90 percent of the cases (I correct myself, 99 percent), they are pure fantasy. No other subject has ever inspired more hacks from more countries throughout time than the Templars. There are countless books about their continuous rebirth and their constant presence behind the scenes of history—among the Gnostic sects, satanic fraternities, spiritualists, Pythagorean orders, Rosi-crucians, enlightened Masons, and the Priory of Sion. Sometimes these efforts are so obvious that the reader endowed with common sense can enjoy these books as the historical fiction that they are, as with The Da Vinci Code, which mimics and reworks all the previous literature on the subject. But we must be careful, because thousands of gullible readers then visit the site of another historical hoax, the town of Rennes-le-Chateau. The only way to determine if a book on the Templars is serious is to check if it ends in 1314, the year their last grand master was burned at the stake.

Arcade is publishing in English for the first time a thoughtful and welcome antidote to these literary frauds: The Templars by Barbara Frale, a Vatican Secret Archives historian and scholar who dedicated years of research and writing to this subject. This is a book we have been waiting for, a terrific, entertaining read backed by solid scholarship. Frale is not scandalized by some of the later aspects of the Templar myth. In fact, she views some of the fictional developments with sympathy, but only because they can lead to new, serious research on obscure aspects of the real history of the Templars. For example, is there really a connection between the Templars and the cult of the Holy Grail? It is a theory not to be dismissed, given that a Templar contemporary, Wolfram von Eschenbach, told fables about it. But I would note that poets, as Horace can attest, are allowed some license, and a scholar from the next millennium who discovers one of today’s movies that attributes the discovery of the Ark of the Covenant to a certain Indiana Jones would not have good reason to draw from this entertaining invention any conclusions that are historically correct.

Barbara Frale’s stunning discovery of the long-lost Chinon Parchment in the Vatican Secret Archives allows us to see in a new light the church’s role in the process against the Templars. When Clement V disbanded the order in 1312, he forbade any attempt to restore it without papal consent, threatening with excommunication anyone who uses the name and the distinguishing symbols of the Temple (in 1780, Joseph de Maistre used this very argument against the neo-Templarists of his time). The Order of the Knights Templar was recognized by the Roman Catholic Church and by the various European states, and as such it was formally dissolved at the beginning of the fourteenth century. Here is Barbara Frale’s fascinating account of the medieval world’s most powerful military order, one that continues to captivate the popular imagination.

—Umberto Eco 
Translated by Alessandra Bastagli


The Templars


The Discovery

At its height, the Order of the Knights Templar rivaled the kingdoms of Europe in military might, economic power, and political influence. For seven hundred years the tragic end of this religious military order amid accusations of heresy has been shadowed by controversy, in part because the record of the Templar leadership’s trial by the Inquisition — which held the key to the truth — was lost.

In September 2001, I was reading for the thousandth time the inventory of documents on the trial of the Templars in the Vatican Secret Archives. It’s no exaggeration to say I knew it by heart, having studied it since 1994, while I was at the Vatican School of Paleography, and countless times during my four years in the doctoral program at the University of Venice. But it wasn’t until that day that I noticed a most curious fact in one particular document: at the diocesan inquest in Tours, one of the many local hearings throughout Christendom that Pope Clement V had ordered to be held on the Templars, the questioning was directed by Cardinal Bérenger Frédol. There was something very odd about that. The cardinal was an eminent canon lawyer, a papal legate for the most delicate diplomatic missions, a prominent member of the College of Cardinals, and a nephew of Clement V. Could a person of such stature actually take his leave from the Curia, the central governing body of the Roman Catholic Church, and head off to some provincial backwater to direct one of the hundreds of diocesan inquests?

A closer examination immediately made everything clear. This was no ordinary diocesan inquest. This was a hearing held by three plenipotentiaries — or representatives invested with full power or authority — of Clement V in the secret quarters of the castle of Chinon concerning Grand Master Jacques de Molay and other leaders of the Order of the Knights Templar. King Philip IV of France had sequestered the Templar leadership there in order to keep them from meeting with the pope. This was the very trial that had been in dispute for so many years. Because all the evidence for the trial had come from indirect sources, many questioned whether it had actually taken place. The document, known as the Chinon Parchment, had always been in the Vatican Secret Archives, but in 1628, it had been cataloged merely as a record of an inquest “in the diocese of Tours.” This was an accurate classification at the time, because in that period Chinon Castle was in the diocese of Tours. For modern scholars, however, the description was incomplete and misleading, so the true historic relevance of the Chinon Parchment remained unrecognized for nearly four hundred years — until that day in September 2001.

A close reading of the text left no doubt. The Chinon Parchment is the record of the trial of the Templar leadership by the pope’s personal representatives. It contains details of the order’s secret initiation ceremony, which had fueled great scandal. More important, it reveals that the grand master and other high-ranking Templars were found innocent of the charges of heresy, were absolved for less serious offenses by the apostolic authority, and were fully reintegrated into the Catholic community. Historians believed that the Templars were innocent of the charges brought against them by Philip IV, but many outside academia still suspected the Templars of having been heretics and occultists. The Chinon Parchment is the definitive and incontrovertible proof of the Templars’ innocence, and should finally put this question to rest.

This book reexamines the medieval world’s most powerful military order in light of this groundbreaking new information. In the pages that follow, I trace the religious, sociocultural, and political developments that gave rise to the Templars, their remarkable ascendance, their many achievements, and the struggle for dominance between church and state that ultimately led to their spectacular fall. I begin by assuming the perspective of a Christian at that time to introduce some of the commonly held beliefs and traditions of medieval Christendom, from which the Templars sprang.



I

Jerusalem, the Holy Sepulchre,
 and the Temple

Alpha and Omega — Beginning and End

Jesus, son of Mary, died in Jerusalem on April 7 in the year 790 after the founding of Rome, the nineteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius. His disciples, who had come from the surrounding areas to follow him, were in a state of despair over the loss of their leader. But they soon resumed their religious activities with renewed enthusiasm, because they were certain that their master had risen from the dead as had been foretold.

While the Roman citizen Saul of Tarsus spread the message of the new Christian doctrine throughout the Greco-Hellenic world, and the former fisherman Simon Peter evangelized the capital of the empire and founded the Church of Rome, the disciples who remained in and around Jerusalem gathered up all the evidence of Christ’s earthly passage and began preparing a well-ordered record of the events of his life, death, and resurrection in accounts that bore the auspicious title that Jesus himself had suggested: Good News, or the Gospel.

The Christian community of Jerusalem had carefully marked the locations where Jesus’ teaching and sacrifice had taken place, especially those connected with his death, so they would be able to recognize and venerate them through the ages. According to one tradition, after the prodigious events announced by the Scriptures had come to pass, the master’s mother herself was the first to revisit all the places of his suffering and death in Jerusalem, celebrating with this painful commemoration a symbolic pilgrimage to the most important sites of the new faith.

The persecution unleashed by the Romans against the Christians of Jerusalem forced many of them to flee to surrounding areas and made it advisable to move the most cherished relics to a safer place; these were considered the signs of a tangible legacy Christ left to his distraught followers as an act of mercy, so that they would persist in their faith.

In the fourth century, the emperor Constantine converted to Christianity and fostered its growth within the Roman Empire. The empress mother Helen — more sincere in her religious choices than her son, who had embraced Christianity primarily for political reasons — dedicated her energy to a painstaking exploration of the city of Jerusalem in search of any physical traces of Christ. She conducted what amounted to an archaeological expedition, studying the ancient documents and local traditions before excavating to bring to light vestiges of Christ’s life and death. The result was the discovery of the wood of the True Cross and other important and powerfully evocative relics.

Constantine ordered the construction of the glorious Basilica of the Anastasis (Resurrection), also known as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, on the actual site of the garden of Joseph of Arimathea, where the body of Christ had been laid to rest and where the resurrection had taken place. Since then, Christians from East and West have never stopped flocking to Palestine in search of answers to their own spiritual questions, hungry for physical contact with the tomb of Christ and eager to breathe in the aura of holiness that envelops Jerusalem, the City of God.

During the seventh century, the Arabs wrested the region from the Byzantine emperors, and Jerusalem came under Muslim rule, which, after the violent phase of the conquest had ended, maintained an attitude of relative tolerance toward the Christian religion and its sacred sites. Christians were obliged to pay a special tax based on their status as foreign infidels (dhimmi), but they were allowed to continue practicing their religion. When Charlemagne founded the Holy Roman Empire in the year 800, he took it upon himself to safeguard as much as possible the Christian population of Jerusalem under Muslim domination. The empire’s skillful diplomats succeeded in negotiating a treaty with the caliph of Baghdad, Harun al-Rashid, which officially recognized Charlemagne as the Protector of the Holy Sepulchre. Christian pilgrimages to Jerusalem continued unhindered for over two hundred years.

At the beginning of the eleventh century, Palestine passed into the control of the Fatimid caliph of Egypt, bringing an end to the long period of relative peace. In 1009, in a terrible reawakening of fanaticism, the Muslim authorities in Syria ordered the sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Holy Sepulchre, launching a concerted assault on the sacred sites of Christianity. News of the devastation provoked an outcry in the West, but pilgrimages to the Holy Land did not come to a halt. On the contrary, religious traffic to Jerusalem intensified substantially, as though awareness that the trip had become dangerous made it an even more heroic and worthy undertaking.

The medieval chronicler Rudolph Glaber and other writers of the time wondered what might explain this unusual number of pilgrims who left everything behind to go to the Holy Land. They were convinced that a supernatural force was driving people to undertake the perilous journey, and not only public sinners who had to atone for grave sins or outcasts who had no place in society, but even great feudal lords who took a leap into the unknown, abandoning a life of privilege in their homelands. Between 1026 and 1065, many noblemen, including William, count of Angoulême, Robert the Magnificent, duke of Normandy, and Gunther of Bamberg, set out for Jerusalem, each bringing an entourage of faithful followers and armed men.

The new outbreaks of violence that swept through the Holy Land toward the end of the century shocked the collective consciousness of Europe. It was as though evil itself, identified as the pagan invader and profaner, was unleashing on the Christian people the final attack that was the harbinger of the end of the world.

There was an old prophecy. In his Libellus de Anticristo, Abbot Adso of Montier-en-Der (910–92) had foretold that the last king of the Franks, he who held all the power of the Roman Empire, would journey to Jerusalem and lay down his scepter and crown on the Mount of Olives. This would announce the end of time, which would culminate in the coming of the Antichrist and Judgment Day. The dramatic events in the East had breathed new life into this prophecy, and European public opinion was convinced of the need to journey to the City of God to await the end of days and participate in the mystery of redemption.

The warnings of ancient scripture echoed in the minds of the people. The fear that the world was coming to an end, briefly put to rest by the midnight bells sounding the start of the year 1000, still had a profound hold on the masses through the words of Revelation:

And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be among them, and He will wipe away every tear from their eyes… . I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.


Take Back the Promised Land


For centuries, the Byzantine emperors considered themselves the protectors of Jerusalem and the Holy Land. They negotiated treaties with the Muslim governors of the city for the restoration of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre after its destruction in 1009, and effectively used diplomacy to ensure better treatment for the Christians who resided there.

In 1054 substantial theological, political, and cultural differences between the Eastern (Greek) and Western (Latin) branches of Christendom culminated in a permanent rupture when the patriarch of the Byzantine capital of Constantinople Michael Cerularius refused to recognize the primacy of Pope Leo IX (1048–54) as head of the church. The Great Schism divided the Christian world into the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church, a traumatic break subsequent popes labored to heal.

In 1071 the Turks routed the troops of the Byzantine emperor Alexius Comnenus at the battle of Manzikert. After inflicting this crushing defeat on the Christians, they extended their power throughout the Middle East. The arrival of the Turkish conquerors threw Palestine into a state of anarchy and chaos. The Greek patriarch Simeon, who lived in Jerusalem, left the city, together with his clerics, and withdrew to the nearby island of Cyprus. Pilgrimages became extremely dangerous, because the roads were infested with Muslim brigands who kidnapped and often brutally murdered wayfarers.

Emperor Alexius Comnenus faced a second challenge from the Normans, who conquered Bari and were aiming to take from Byzantine control a vast area of territory in southern Italy. Attacked on two fronts by different enemies and worried by the spread of Turkish power in the Eastern empire, Alexius appealed for help several times to Pope Gregory VII (1073–85), asking him to incite the population of Western Christendom to undertake the journey to the Holy Land and reinforce Byzantine imperial troops against the Muslim advance.

At that time, the Church of Rome was in the midst of a crisis. Between the reigns of Pope Stephen VI (896–97) and Pope John XII (955–64), the papacy had fallen under the domination of the powerful families of the Roman aristocracy and the scandalous intrigues of the noblewoman Marozia, who determined the elections and the policies of a succession of popes notable only for their unabashed immorality and corruption. The German emperor Otto III endeavored to reform the church and restore order. He engineered the election of Gerbert d’Aurillac, his scholarly mentor, as Pope Sylvester II, and supported the new pope in addressing the crisis. Otto III’s death in 1002 did not halt the reform process, which was carried on by succeeding popes and completed under Pope Gregory VII.

Gregory VII was a proud defender of papal supremacy, which was rooted in the role of the bishop of Rome as the direct successor of Saint Peter, designated by Christ himself as the head of his church. The pope struggled against the interference of Holy Roman emperor Henry IV in ecclesiastic affairs and the flagrant insubordination of many bishops who aligned themselves with the emperor. It was while he was engaged in confronting this political opposition within the church that the pope received the Byzantine emperor’s appeal for help against the Turks. The pope called on the feudal lords who had taken a solemn oath of loyalty to the papacy to participate in a military expedition.

The mission inevitably meant that not only would the lords be away from their homelands for months, if not years, during which time their families and estates would be subject to aggression and thievery, but that they would endanger life and limb in the battle against the Turks. To compensate for these earthly risks, the pope extended to all who were ready to obey him a special blessing of the church. He proclaimed that the military mission would be a service to Saint Peter himself and that the participants would profit from the dual advantage of the material goods they would seize from the infidels and eternal life in heaven. Gregory VII decided that he would personally lead this aid expedition, but he died in 1085 without having successfully organized it.

From 1085 to 1095, a series of natural disasters and famines struck Europe, recalling the ancient prophecies of the coming of the Antichrist and leading many to believe that the end of the world was at hand. In 1089 and 1094 two terrible epidemics of Saint Anthony’s Fire — fungal poisoning that causes burning sensations in limbs, gangrene, and ultimately death — swept through rural Germany. In Rathsbone and Bavaria the disease killed more than eight thousand in twelve weeks. A group of bishops returning from the city of Mainz saw the church in one village so crammed with dead bodies that the bishops couldn’t get in the door. According to medieval belief, such scourges served a spiritual purpose: to turn the people of God toward penitence and redemption. A plethora of supernatural signs inspired the masses to repent: sightings of comets, eclipses, celestial wonders, and mysterious crosses that formed on the backs of those who had fallen in the service of God, thus manifesting their salvation.


Liberate the Holy Sepulchre, Bring Peace to Europe


Odo de Lagery was born into a French noble family and received an excellent education at the parochial school in Reims. When he was twenty-eight, he entered the monastery in Cluny. Sent to Rome, he quickly distinguished himself and was named cardinal and bishop of Ostia. Pope Gregory VII had deeply appreciated Odo’s service during his difficult struggle for reform and made him one of his closest personal advisers in the last years of his papacy. In March 1088, Odo was elected pope and took the name of Urban II. A highly capable man gifted with a courteous manner and persuasive eloquence, Urban II had considerable diplomatic experience and was skilled in building consensus.

In the early months of 1095, Urban II left Rome and invited the rulers of Western Christendom to join him in the city of Piacenza, where he held the first great council of his papacy. There, the pope discussed the many serious questions confronting the church, including the scourge of simony (the buying and selling of religious offices) and the recently revealed adultery of King Philip I of France, whom history would remember as Philip the Amorous.

A delegation of ambassadors from the Byzantine emperor arrived with a renewed request for military support. The situation was becoming increasingly dire because Constantinople did not have enough troops to defend the vast territories of its empire, and the Turkish menace had once again forced a state of emergency. The ambassadors were clever men who knew exactly what chords to strike to appeal to the pontiff’s sympathies. They related accounts of atrocities suffered by Christians in Jerusalem at the hands of the Turks. The envoys also assured the pope that Emperor Alexius Comnenus would be so grateful for his commitment to recruit Western soldiers as reinforcements to the Byzantine army that relations between the Church of Constantinople and the Church of Rome would benefit greatly.

The emperor was reaching out to the pope not only to ask for help but to propose an act of reconciliation. But the pope had other pressing concerns. Europe was undergoing a prolonged period of political instability that dated back to the Treaty of Verdun. In 846 the treaty brought an end to the unity of the Holy Roman Empire, dividing it among Charlemagne’s heirs and ushering in a phase of decline marked by terrifying incursions by the Hungarians, Normans, and Saracens.

During the tenth century, in those areas where the decline of imperial authority had been more rapid, such as south-central France, small local potentates had emerged to fill the vacuum, often usurping power through barely legal, sometimes openly illegal, means. These opportunists were professionals of war on horseback, armed to the teeth with steel, who instilled fear in the masses of peasants and artisans. Clothed with the title of milites (soldiers), they were in perennial conflict among themselves for control of territory and were often involved in bitter clashes with the legitimate representatives of the central authorities. They were sometimes allied with the noble descendants of former officials of the empire, whose families had preserved their wealth and social prominence. These roving bands of armed men were a constant threat to the tranquillity of rural communities. They destroyed crops, plundered villages, and killed defenseless peasants and townspeople — even priests — often without any better reason than the desire for loot. Many were the younger sons of noble families, who were disadvantaged by the ancient tradition of primogeniture, the sole right of the firstborn son to inherit the entirety of his father’s titles, estates, and wealth.

According to the papal records of Gregory VII, in 1074 the knight Lancelin de Beaugency, the leader of an armed band, ambushed and robbed the archbishop of Tours while the prelate was on a pilgrimage to Rome. The bishop of Liège was the victim of a similar assault in 1080 at the hands of the count of Chiny. Three years later, in the French diocese of Terouanne, the knight Oilard and Count Eustache broke down the door of the cathedral, profaned the relics, stole all the valuable decorations, and dragged off Bishop Lambert, whom they found lying prostrate in prayer, and mutilated him.

The church did everything in its power to limit such episodes, but even the threat of excommunication resulted in only a temporary cessation. Local bishops had tried to curtail the violence by obliging these knights to take solemn oaths of peace, so that at least the poor, the defenseless, and religious orders would be spared from their brutality. “Truces of God” were called repeatedly throughout the course of the eleventh century in the hopes of putting a halt to the rampant looting and murder, to no avail. The solemn promises of peace were inevitably followed by new outbreaks of carnage, and the church’s condemnation of the perpetrators was never enough to put a stop to the destruction.

In November 1095, Urban II was in Clermont to preside over a council called to declare yet another truce of God about which, given past experience, he was not very optimistic. The Byzantine emperor’s request for Western troops to help block the Turkish advance presented the perfect solution to an incessant problem: the bands of knights terrorizing Europe could be sent to the Holy Land and encouraged to unleash all their violence against the infidels who were massacring Christians in the East and profaning Christian holy sites.

On the last day of the Council of Clermont, having addressed all the issues on the agenda, Urban II called upon all of his powers of persuasion to launch an unprecedented undertaking. Crusade!

In attendance were knights, mercenaries, and veterans of war. The pope had no illusions about these violent groups of armed men who had so disturbed the peace. He calibrated his speech to appeal to their baser natures, emphasizing all the material advantages they would reap from the expedition. Recapturing the Holy Land from the Turks amounted to the creation of another homeland and the assurance of a prestigious social position for all those without one in the lands of Western Christendom. The pope spoke of the possibility of winning a rich booty from the infidels and of establishing new fiefdoms that could become permanent settlements. But the war against the Muslim foe promised something infinitely more profound: it meant defeating the enemies of Christ and the butchers of Europe’s Christian brothers and sisters.

Urban II urged the young nobles and the military men present at the council to leave home and volunteer as auxiliary soldiers in service to the Byzantine emperor. Their response was completely unforeseen.


“Venerunt Gentes” (The Heathen Have Come)


The pope announced that on the following Tuesday, November 27, 1095, he would make a special proclamation. That day, so many gathered to hear him that they could not fit inside the cathedral. The papal throne had to be mounted on a platform in an open field outside the eastern gate of the city of Clermont. Several versions of his speech have come down to us, but all appeared many years after the actual event, so we do not know for certain what his exact words were. We do know that the crowd that had assembled was overcome with wild enthusiasm and repeatedly interrupted his speech with shouts of “God wills it.”

The bishop of Le Puy threw himself at the pope’s feet and was the first to ask to join the crusade. Cardinal Gregory dropped to his knees to recite the Confiteor, a prayer of confession, and the entire crowd echoed his words. However, it was decided that priests could not participate in the crusade without permission from their bishops, women could not go on their own, and newlywed husbands would be discouraged from volunteering to ensure the continuity of the family.

In the months that followed, a monk known as Peter the Hermit, who had been a pilgrim to Jerusalem and who moved listeners with his account of the persecution of Christians in the Holy Land, ventured east from the French region of Berry in search of new recruits for the crusade. By the time he arrived in the German city of Cologne he had mobilized some fifteen thousand people, and still more came from other parts of Germany.
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