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Introduction

Why write on the Templars in Cyprus?

In the summer of 1310, in the city of Nicosia on the island of Cyprus the castle that once
housed the order of the Knights Templars stood empty.! Cyprus had for many years been a
home to the order of fighting monks. They had first come to the island as owners in 1191 after
purchasing it from King Richard the Lionheart of England.2 Their reign here had been short,
though, as they quickly sold back the island in 1192, content to remain simply residents rather
than rulers.’ Throughout the remaining years of the twelfth and most of the thirteenth century
the order actively used Cyprus as a meeting point and outpost for crusading endeavors in
Palestine and the rest of the Near East. Templar activity in Cyprus ihcreased at the end of the
thirteenth century, first, with the Templar backing of the governor Amaury of Lusignan’s claim
to the throne of Cyprus over his sick brother Henry I, then, in 1291 with the order’s retreat to
the island after the fall of Acre.* Cyprus became the Templar main headquarters in the order’s
drive to rebuild its former power. In 1308, a letter came to Cyprus from the Pope Clement V
proclaiming that the order was to be tried on charges of blasphemy, sodomy, heresy, and idol
worship. The brothers of the order were arrested and in 1310 appeared before the inquisitors of
Nicosia to stand trial.> Templars throughout the rest of Europe had all been simultaneously

arrested on Friday, October 13, 1307 on the explicit orders of King Philippe IV (called le Bel).

' The Knights Templars are referred to by several names: the Poor Fellow Soldiers, the Temple, the order of the

Temple of Solomon, and the Templars.

2 peter Edbury, The Kingdom of Cyprus and the Crusades 1191 - 1374 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991), 7.

* Ibid., 10.

* Ibid., 112.
5 It is not known whether the order was arrested in 1308 and held prisoner until 1310 or simply arrested early in

1310 after Henry II came back into power. It is clear, however, that when the order was arrested it was placed under
a sort of loose house arrest. The brothers of the order in Cyprus were not imprisoned or tortured.



The trial in Cyprus would eventually become exceptional in the history of the Templar heresy
trials in Europe.6 Despite hearing the news of the forced confessions given by the Templar grand
master and visitor, in addition to the news of fifty-four Templars burned for recanting their
confessions only two months prior, every Templar to testify in Cyprus answered the inquiries
with a resounding denial of all the charges. While no Templar was burned in Cyprus, the news
of the innocence of the Templars in the trial was too little, too late for the order as a whole. Only
a year later the order was disbanded, the Templar property divided up, and the remaining knights
joined the other military orders or found a new role in life.”

The order of the Knights Templar has long been a popular subject among medieval
historians. The organization of fighting monks was an unusual break in the traditional
interpretations of the division of medieval society into three orders or classes: the nobility, the
clergy, and the peasantry.® Extensive scholarship on the Knights Templar has revealed much
about the history of the order. This history has in turn touched almost every facet of high
medieval history. The Templars’ structure and rule reflected the monasticism of the twelfth and
thirteenth century, while their membership hailed almost entirely from, and practiced the values
of, the knightly class. In addition, Templar history is intimately linked to ecclesiastical,
economic, and crusading history in the twelfth, thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Despite
the vast scope of Templar history, scholarship concerning the late history of the order has
focused almost entirely on the trial of the Templars and the debate as to the guilt or innocence of

the order. The foremost modern historian of the Knights Templar, Malcolm Barber, has

¢ The most definitive work to date on the trial of the Templars as a whole is Malcolm Barber, The Trial of the
Templars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978).

7 After the dissolution of the order many Templars became members of their former rival order the Knights of the
Hospital of Saint John (the Hospitallers). Piers Paul Read, The Templars (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1999).

® Georges Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society Imagined, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of

Chicago, 1980).




published many works on the organization of the order and on the trial but has been limited in
terms of showing how the order actually functioned in its later years.’

In this papér I use evidence bf the trial record to show how religious vocation functioned
within the Knights Templar near the end of the order’s existence.'® I offer the historiography of
the debate on the guilt or innocence of the order without engaging in the debate through my own
primary research. Instead, in the context of the order’s imminent demise, I will focus on the
religious portrayal of the Templars by trial record. The trial record from Cyprus is an ideal
source for dealing with the religion of the Knights Templar for two reasons. First, the trial offers
a potentially more reliable source of information on the order due to the absence of torture. In
France, officials of King Philippe le Bel forced confessions through torturing the Templars and
pre-arranging which witness gave testimony and which did not.!! The presence of these factors
makes it difficult to get a clear picture of the order from the French trial records as only certain
Templars were allowed to testify and they retracted and restated their testimony several times.'?
Secondly, the trial record in Cyprus offers a unique look at the order through the testimony of the
Templar and non-Templar witnesses that elaborate on the questions asked further to affirm
Templar orthodoxy. In the short and long depositions of the trial, the scribes record that the

members of the order give extensive testimony to many accusations. Many brothers make

lengthy responses to questions on their initiation and accusations that they did not believe in the

? For Barber’s works on the Knights Templar see Barber, The Trial of the Templars.; Malcolm Barber, The New
Knighthood: A History of the Order of the Temple (Cambrifge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).; Malcolm
Barber, ed., The Military Orders: Fighting for the Faith and Caring for the Sick (Aldershot: Variorum Ashgate
Publishing Limited, 1994).; Malcolm Barber, Crusaders and Heretics, 12th-14th Centuries (Hampshire: Variorum,
1995)..

o Thl principle text that I will refer to is Anne Gilmour-Bryson, The Trial of the Templars in Cyprus: A Complete
English Edition, trans. Anne Gilmour-Bryson, 17 vols., vol. 17 (Leiden: Brill, 1998). It is an English translation of
the record from trial of the Templars held in Nicosia.

' The king’s officials Guillaume de Plaisians and Guillaume de Nogaret both had access to the jailed Templars and
likely were able to affect their testimony. Barber, The Trial of the Templars, 125.

" Ibid., 124-27.



sacraments, give charity, or confess properly. These testimonies do little to change the outcome
of the trial but offer insight into the daily life of the order.

The trial of the Knights Terhplar in Cyprus iliustrates how the brothers of the Order
practiced what they believed to be orthodox piety up to the final hours of the trial. I found that
the non-Templars who testified showed that the order, while not always on good terms with the
Cypriot nobility, remained a valued part of the religious community of the knightly class. Asa
valued part of this community, the Templars practiced proper piety through the taking of
sacraments and outwardly manifested faith. The Templar testimony confirms this view in their
evidence of charity. While the order of the Knights Templar was technically exempt from
charity, many of the knights that testify tell of the different ways in which the order would give
to the poor. They highlight many examples from almsgiving to the leaving of table-scraps. The
everyday religious practices of the knights are also evident in their views of the order’s purpose.
Each of the knights tells of their reasons for joining the order at their initiation. In doing this
they show a distinct militarily constructed outward piety that is focused on the ideal of crusade.
Many of these knights state that they joined the Templars in order to retake Jerusalem. This

view is most prevalent among the younger Templars who seem to see their piety as function of

their ability to fight for their faith against an infidel. Yet whether young or old, all of the

Templars are content to follow the Rule of the order and practice orthodox Catholicism.




have a genuine concern for proclaiming their piety and in doing so reveal to us the ways in which

the early fourteenth century Templars practiced Christianity.
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Background
The History of the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Jesus Christ

A small group of nine knights returning to Outremer after the first crusade initially
created the order of the Knights of the Temple of Solomon.” Led by Hugh de Payns, the knights
named “themselves the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Jesus Christ.”** Their purpose was to protect the
European pilgrims on the roads in Palestine from Muslim bandits. With the establishment of the
Kingdom of Jerusalem following the first crusade, Frankish knights had succeeded in carving out
a significant territory in the Near East.'” Protecting this territory, however, proved to be a more
difficult task than attaining the land originally. The majority of the crusading knights returned
home shortly after capturing Jerusalem. From the very beginning of the Kingdom’s existence in
1099, a shortage of fighting men proved problematic for the defense of its territorial boarders and
its sparse European population.'® Hugh de Payns and his eight comrades took up the role of
protecting the new territory and its pilgrim inhabitants.

The Templars were possibly established in 1119 as a confraternity; a kind of semi-
religious, non-craft oriented guild that made similar vows to those of monks and lived
accordingly pious lives. These groups were popular among young men of the laity who wanted
to live a religious lifestyle in order to attain salvation. Hugh de Payns and his eight original
brothers took vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience in addition to a promise to protect

pilgrims in the Holy Land."” They took these vows inside the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem

* The term Outremer refers to the crusader states in Palestine. This includes the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the County

?‘f Tripoli, the Principality of Antioch, and for a time the County of Edessa. (see figure 1) Read, The Templars.
Ibid., 91.

5 For a general history crusades see Thomas F. Madden, 4 Concise History of the Crusades, ed. Donald T.

Critchlow, Critical Issues in History (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1999).; Carole Hillenbrand,

The Crusades: Islamic Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2000).

1 Read, The Templars, 88.

"7 Ibid., 92.



from which the order would eventually take its name. The order grew slowly in this early period
and was in danger of breaking apart in the early 1120’s from the lack of new members. In 1121,
Hugh, Count of Champagne, traveled to the Holy Land for a second and final time to join the
order. A close friend of the renowned Cistercian theologian, Bernard de Clairvaux, Hugh
solicited Bernard to help the order draw up a monastic rule.'® This rule was closely modeled
after the Cistercian rule and provided specific prescriptions for daily diet and prayer. In 1128
Bernard once again aided the fledgling order by writing to the pope “In Praise of the New .
Knighthood.”"® At the council of Troyes in 1129 the Templars became an official order of the
Church.2’ Once a part of the Church, the order enjoyed monastic privileges such as the right to
collect tithes and soon grew in size and power.

By 1139 the order had grown considerably and had taken on its full military purpose of
commanders in the defense of Jerusalem. Pope Innocent II issued the bull Omne datum which
“gave the order the autonomy which enabled it to act independently of the ecclesiastical and
secular rulers in whose jurisdiction it operated.”*! The order’s ever expanding power combined
with its new autonomy from the local elite allowed it to become a prominent political actor in the
crusades. They expanded to hold lands all over Europe including fortifications along the frontiers
of Christianity in Iberia and in Northeastern Germany where they enjoyed some of their greatest
successes. In Palestine, the Templars acted as the vanguard for the crusading armies. As
permanent residents of the area they had far greater experience in dealing with Muslim tactics

than the new crusaders from Europe and the masters of the order were often consulted by the

% J. M. Upton-Ward, The Rule of the Templars, ed. Christopher Harper-Bill, 14 vols., vol. 4, Studies in the History
of Medieval Religion (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1992), 3.

¥ Bernard of Clairvaux, In Praise of the New Knighthood, trans. Conrad Grennia, vol. Number Nineteen, Cistercian
Fathers Series (Cistercian Publications, 1996).

2 Upton-Ward, The Rule of the Templars, 3.

! Ibid., 5-6.
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eaders of the crusade as to the best course on action.”? The military prominence of the Templars
lasted throughout the crusades to 1291 when, at the siege of Acre, the castle of the Templars was
the last building to fall.

In addition to military prowess, the order also gained considerable economic power as it
grew. The ability to collect tithes allowed the Templars to make the most of their land holdings.
By the late twelfth century the Templars owned land all over Europe and could control a
considerable amount of wealth at any time. A perfect example of this wealth is the order’s
ability to buy Cyprus from Richard I of England. In addition to landholders, the Templars also
became bankers for many European monarchs. They would loan or hold money for Kings and
were even the treasury keepers of the King of France until 1307. This financial aspect of the
order made them vulnerable to outside criticism. Philippe IV’s belief that the Templars were
usurers and his desire to obtain their resources contributed to the justification of the Templar
arrests in 1307.

Templar history in Cyprus begins with Richard I’s conquest of the island while en route
to the third crusade. Prior to 1190 the population of Cyprus was primarily Greek. After
Richard’s take over, the island began to take on an important role as a crusader state. The
nobility of the island became increasingly Latin and trade increased on the island, as it became
an important seaport for the Italian maritime republics, Venice, Pisa and Genoa. In an attempt to
gain money for his crusade, Richard sold the island bromptly to the Templars. The Templars

could not keep a large enough presence on the island to control it completely and sold it back to

2 The military advice did not always serve the Templars. In the crusade of King Louis IX of France in 1248, the
Templars counseled the Count of Artois (King Louis’ brother) to hold his force back from pursuing the fleeing
Egyptians afier a victory outside of Mansurah. The Count claimed that the Templar advice was meant only to
prevent the Christian forces from victory and send his troops into the city. The Templars followed and all were
massacred. Read, The Templars, 223.




11

Richard after less than a year. Richard resold the island to Guy of Lusignan who started the
Lusignan dynasty that would rule Cyprus throughout the Middle Ages.

In 1291 Cyprus took on a much larger role in the crusading world and became a much
more significant part of Templar history. Egyptian Muslim armies under the leadership of the
Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil succeeded in capturing the last European lands in Palestine in the battle
at Acre. The Templars, along with the other military orders and any remaining Latins in
Outremer fled to Cyprus. Both the Templars and the Hospitallers re-established their main
headquarters on the island.” They began heavily recruiting new members in an effort to support
anew crusade. Severely weakened by the battle at Acre, the Templars had to rebuild the
strength of the order. In 1305, the new grand master, Jacques de Molay, traveled to France to

gain support. He would never return.

2 The Hospitallers were the second of the military orders to emerge during the crusades. Originally an older order
than the Temple, the Hospitallers took on a parallel military rule to that of the Templars just after the establishment
of the Templars as an order. Though allied in purpose and always on the same side in battle, the two orders
remained rivals throughout the crusades.
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