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Da Vinci Code Project

“The Order of the Temple was founded in 1119 with the limited aim of protecting pilgrims around Jerusalem.  It developed into one of the most powerful corporations in the medieval world which lasted for nearly two centuries until its suppression in 1312.  Despite the loss of its central archive in the sixteenth century, the Order left many records of its existence as the spearhead of crusading activity in Palestine and Syria, as the administrator of a great network of preceptories and lands in the Latin west, and as a banker and ship-owner.

Because of the dramatic nature of its abolition, it has retained its grip on the imagination and consequently there has developed an entirely fictional ‘after-history’ in which its secret presence has been evoked to explain mysteries which range from Masonic conspiracy to the survival of Turin Shroud.”


The Knights Templar are a major feature in Dan Brown’s novel, The Da Vinci Code.  They are described as the group that recovered the Holy Grail documents from beneath the Temple of Solomon, and as a group that achieved enormous fame and wealth from doing so.  Sadly, Dan Brown does not give an accurate portrayal of the Order of the Temple in terms of what can be proved historically.  There is very little written about the Knights Templar in The Da Vinci Code that is historically accurate.  Most of what Brown writes is conjecture, merely theories created by historians because they perceive holes in recorded history.  This is caused by the fact that most of what Dan Brown writes about is the speculation about the Templar possession of the Holy Grail and other secret information.  This lore only exists because there are gaps in recorded history and some researchers have made connections based in very little evidence.    
The lack of historical accuracy in this novel exists because Dan Brown’s research was heavily centered in books like Holy Blood, Holy Grail and The Templar Revelations.  These two books in particular take major leaps of faith regarding the histories of the Knights Templar, and the theories the authors concoct are then recycled by Brown in his novel.  This is not a necessarily a problem if one considers that Brown created a work of fiction, but it does present certain issues if a reader takes Dan Brown’s introduction seriously when he states, “All descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret rituals in this novel are accurate.”  Although this statement does not promise “historical accuracy”, a reader may be led to expect accuracy by the author’s statement.  But, I re-iterate: Dan Brown’s novel is just that: a novel.  Readers should, in no way, regard this as a source for factual information and history regarding the Knights Templar.  The vast majority of what Dan Brown says is either historically inaccurate, or it cannot be proven to either true or false because the resources are not available.
In his first mention of the Knights Templar, Brown does manage to correctly state their full name: The Order of the Poor Knights of Christ and the Temple of Solomon.  This was the name by which Brotherhood was officially accepted in Christendom, although they were more commonly referred to as the Knights Templar or even just the Templars.  But even with his first mention of the Brotherhood, Brown manages to provide historically unproven information.  Brown states that Knights Templar were founded as the military arm of the Priory of Sion, a supposed secret society that was said to protect the family of Mary Magdalene.  Brown, as well as other authors like Baigent and Leigh in Holy Blood, Holy Grail, maintains that the Priory of Sion founded the Knights Templar in order that the Templars would retrieve secret documents buried beneath the Temple of Solomon that attested to the fact that Mary Magdalene was the wife of Jesus and carried his seed.  It is said that the nine founding Templars were sent to the Holy Land with this intent and a plan to achieve it.  They were to pose as a poor monastic order sworn to protect the roadways, but, in secret, they were supposed to excavate the site of the Temple of Solomon and retrieve the important documents buried in a secret room.
Scholars believe that the Knights Templar were founded out of a necessity for protection.  At the time of the founding of the Knights Templar, the Holy Land was in a state of constant war.  In 1099, European Christians took over Palestine and the surrounding lands in what is known as the First Crusade.  This marked the beginning of the Kingdom of Jerusalem.  Now that the Holy Land was again open to Christians, many chose to embark on pilgrimages to Jerusalem and the surrounding areas to see the famous places that they had read about in the Bible.  This presented a major problem for the new kingdom: they had no way to protect pilgrims, who were traveling on the roads to and from the Holy City.  Raiding parties, usually made entirely of Muslims, preyed upon these easy victims and many Christian deaths resulted.  

In 1118, nine French Knights, led by Hugues de Paynes, banded together with a vow to protect the pilgrims on the roads of the Christian-controlled lands.  So, they “… took vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience at the hands of Warmund of Picquigny, Patriarch of Jerusalem.  They promised to devote themselves to God’s service…, and King Baldwin II, …, gave them a base in his palace, to the south side of the temple of the Lord.”
  This represents the initial and official formation of the Knights Templar.  In 1119, they were formally accepted as a monastic order by the Pope and were given the name of Poor Knights of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon.  The duty set forth for this new brotherhood was to maintain, as far as they could, the roads and highways against ambushes of thieves and attackers, with a special emphasis on the safety of pilgrims.  This was initially a very heavy task, but the Knights Templar turned out to be very successful.  The success of the Knights at their task was readily acknowledged by European visitors who often returned home with stories of “pious, brave Knights” protecting them on their journeys.  This led to a large increase of interest in the Knights, which was marked by a huge influx of new members from 1130 through 1150.  


The next important moment in Templar history occurred in 1139 when Pope Celestine II delivered his bull Omne Datum Optimum.  This bull, along with two related papal letters, afforded the Knights tremendous privileges.  Some of these special privileges were exemption from taxes, the right to build their own churches, and the fact that they did not have to answer to any authority save the papal office.  Brown does give adequate mention of the papal bull
, but he does assert that the Knights were “a law unto themselves” and that the knights may have blackmailed the Pope to achieve this power.

In fact, the Knights Templar had achieved significant fame by the time the Pope delivered Omne Datum Optimum.  For two decades, European Christians had returned home with stories of brave, pious knights, who had protected them on the roads surrounding the Holy Land.  Furthermore, the Knights had been wealthy men in Europe before they enlisted in the order, and they still carried powerful allies.  They acquired significant assistance in the shape of propaganda from St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who was arguably the second most powerful Christian of time.  He was popularly considered the public voice of clergy, and he had a special interest in the Templars.  It was his influence, and the devout good service of the Knights themselves, that resulted in the Papal Bull giving the Templars so much power.  So despite Brown’s insinuation that the Knights blackmailed the Pope with the documents they excavated from beneath Solomon’s temple, this theory is most likely not the case.  It cannot be historically proven to be either true or false, but reputable scholars overwhelmingly reject this theory and cite St. Bernard’s influence and the Knights popularity and service as the reasons for their special privileges.

The most significant ramification of the being placed under direct Papal authority was the diversification of Templar initiatives and a huge increase in the number of members.  Dan Brown adequately acknowledges this fact in the novel.  Because the Templars were not subject to the laws of any Diocese in which they held property, especially tithes and taxes, they expanded their operations and began to seek actively strongholds in Western Europe. At this point in their history, the Knights began to amass the enormous wealth with which they are associated.  In many European countries, the Templars were given estates, lordships, castles, and other such land grants by the nobles and Kings.  Another source of much Templar wealth was the new members to the order.  Each new member had to give everything he owned over to the Order, and oftentimes wealthy Lords wanted to die as Templars, so they would sign their estates over to the brotherhood towards the end of their lives.  At its height, the Order contained upwards of 20,000 Knights, over 250 chapters in Europe, and a stronghold and garrison in every major settlement in the Holy Land.


One of the major initiatives the wealth of the Order allowed them to undertake was the practice of “banking.”  Dan Brown aptly describes the Knights actions, “They began extending credit to bankrupt royals and charging interest in return, thereby establishing modern banking and broadening their wealth and influence.” (Brown,159)  This is the first historically accurate statement Brown makes.  As well as lending money, the Templars also set up depositories within their castles where nobles could deposit valuable items if they were leaving for an extended time.  The Knights also allowed nobles to deposit money in Europe, and, with proper identification, to withdraw that same amount of money once they reached the Holy Land.  With all of these practices, it is easy to understand why many believe the Templars invented modern banking.

The final time that Dan Brown quotes factual history regarding the Knights Templar; he speaks about the fall and disbandment of the Templars.  Dan Brown recounts the incident as follows: 
the pope devised an ingeniously planned sting operation to quash the Templars and seize their treasure, thus taking control of the secrets held over the Vatican... Pope Clement issued secret sealed orders to be opened simultaneously by his soldiers all across Europe on Friday, October 13 of 1307.

At dawn on the thirteenth the documents were unsealed and their appalling contents revealed.  Clements letter claimed that God had visited him in a vision and warned him that the Knights Templar were heretics guilty of devil worship, homosexuality, defiling the cross, sodomy, and other blasphemous behavior.  Pope Clement had been asked by God to cleanse the earth by rounding up all the Knights and torturing them until they confessed their crimes against God… On that day, countless Knights were captured, tortured mercilessly, and finally burned at the stake as heretics. (Brown, 159-160)

Dan Brown’s account of the Templars final incident is almost entirely inaccurate.  In fact, the only facet that is historically correct is the charges against the Templars, namely devil worship, sodomy, and defiling the cross.  It was not even the Pope, who issued the orders of which Brown speaks.  It was actually the King of France, Philip “the fair,” who issued the orders for the Knights Templar to be arrested.  Historians still argue about his motivation for his actions, but some speculate there were issues of monetary need and pride involved.  Regardless, Philip did not like the Knights and had been attempting to separate the French ruling treasury from the Templar depositories and to cut ties between his kingdom and the Knights all together.  It is not surprising, therefore, that Philip issued sealed orders to all the deputies throughout his Kingdom that told them to arrest all the Knights Templar and hold them on account of the inquisition.  These orders were sent out a month prior to the date on which they were supposed to be opened, October 13, 1307.  On this day, all the orders were opened and 138 Templar holdings were quickly stormed and all brothers were detained.


It was at this point that the Vatican became involved.  The Pope ordered the dissolution of the Order completely, but few of the brothers scattered around Europe and the Templar home base in Cyprus were arrested or ever stood trial.  The Pope also bestowed the Money and Property of the Templars upon the Order of the Hospital.  Most of Templars reconciled with the Church and lived out the rest of their natural lives in Old Templar houses now under the direction of the Hospital.  Very few, including the Grand-Master of the time, Jacques de Molay, who was burned at the stake in 1314, were actually punished.  The trials of Knights that did take place in France revealed that the vast majority of Knights had never committed any of the sins with which they were charged.  There did arise a few accounts of defiling the cross and sodomy, but little besides that was found.


It is also at this point that recorded history of the Templars comes to a conclusion and that theory and myth begin to dominate the Templar legacy.  Researchers like Baigent and Leigh have spent an incredible amount of time researching the rise and fall of the Templars in an attempt to link them with the Holy Grail and the conspiracy upon which The Da Vinci Code is based.  The problem is that there is no evidence that will allow them to prove their theories either right or wrong.  There is too much circumstantial evidence, and proving their validity requires too many leaps of faith.  In short, there are lots of reasons to not believe anything that Brown writes about the conspiracy of the Holy Grail, but it may not be all fiction.  This does not mean that mysteries and strange happenings never existed concerning the Templars.


One such mystery was a supposed pagan idol that the Templars worshipped.  The name of the idol was Baphomet, but the physical appearance of the idol has never been determined with any accuracy.  Also, the meaning of Baphomet has never been officially found.  Many believe that Baphomet was the corruption of the Muslim prophet Muhammad because many Templars lived in close proximity to Muslims and could have easily adopted some of their ways.  Others believe Baphomet is fusing of two ancient Greek words that translate as “absorption into wisdom.”
  Either way, the worship of and performance of rituals in front of Baphomet was widespread among the Templars, and, in modern times, no one understands the true nature of the idol.  In this, Brown is accurate, although he chooses to believe in the school of thought that acknowledges Baphomet to be wisdom.  

One final historical inaccuracy written by Brown is found in his discussion and description of Rosslyn chapel.  He states that the Templars built Rosslyn chapel in 1446. (Brown, 432)  This simply cannot be true.  The Order of the Temple was dissolved in 1307, and no members of the Order could possibly have lived long enough to still be alive in 1446.  It is true, however, that there is extensive Templar imagery and symbolism throughout the whole of the Chapel, and that there was most definitely Templar influence on the Chapel.  For instance, the floor plan of the chapel is based upon the Templar Cross.
  The cross as well as other Templar symbolism is carved into many of the stone facades both inside and outside the chapel.  In fact the Chapel was built, and was initially cared for, by a powerful Scottish family named the St. Clair’s, who have extensive Templar connections.  Members of this family had been members of the Order of the Temple for generations.  There is also an extensive vault that lies beneath Rosslyn Chapel, which has remained unexcavated due to the fact that Rosslyn is a historic landmark.  Measures have been undertaken in recent years to excavate this vault, especially considering the Relics that could lie beneath.


 Again, The Templar legend often reverts to the question of whether or not they possessed and hid the Holy Grail.  Much of reason an excavation of Rosslyn is so popular is due to the fact that many believe the secret documents of which Brown speaks actually lie beneath the chapel.  Sadly, historians cannot prove or disprove what is stated by Brown regarding the Templar possession of the Holy Grail.  There is no completely accurate history of the time and there certainly are incongruities within the Templar history itself.  For instance, their choice of lodging as the Stables of Solomon beneath the original temple does provide questions.  Also the incredible growth and expansion of the Templars throughout Europe has not been satisfactorily explained.  Still, the story as expressed by Dan Brown and the researchers he follows depends upon relatively outlandish and based on much circumstantial evidence.  It is hard to believe that 2,000 years of recorded history could be inaccurate concerning the true life of Jesus Christ and his relationship with Mary Magdalene.

In my own humble opinion, I find it very difficult to believe the story as Baigent and Leigh propose it.  After reading their book, Holy Blood, Holy Grail, as well as numerous other sources surrounding the Knights Templar, I am not convinced of the Templars as depicted by Baigent and Leigh.  First, historical accounts depict the Knights as pious, warrior monks.  While there may have been some anti-Christian behavior within the order (including sodomy), these practices do not appear to have been widespread, and the true motive behind the dissolution of Templars seems to have been the pride and greed of Philip “The Fair.”  Furthermore, many monastic societies of the time had similar instances of sodomy and heretical behavior.  Historical evidence depicts the Knights as very good “warrior-monks”, whose lives away from the battlefield resembled those of other monastic orders of the time.  


There is, furthermore, little to no historic evidence to support the supposition that the Templars possessed the Holy Grail.  There is historic evidence that Templars amassed a great deal of treasure and valuable possessions, but this was done through their banking practices.  When a Lord ventured to the Holy Land and asked for a loan, he was to provide something of equal value to Order to ensure that he would re-pay the loan upon his return.  If he did not return or could not re-pay the loan, the Order simply retained possession of the goods the Lord had left in their possession.  In this way, the Knights Templar came to possess many types of treasure, including perhaps remnants of the “True Cross.”  Of this vast treasure amassed by the Templars, little was retained by the French or the Vatican upon the dissolution of the Templars.  It seems to have vanished along with the Templar fleet.  That is one unsolved mystery, and it is those unsolved mysteries that motivate men like Baigent and Leigh to create their theories.


It is understandable to want to believe these theories.  They make life exciting, and they certainly helped Dan Brown create a very interesting plot line throughout this novel.  But, this is an example of a time when readers need to use discretion.  Readers should understand that the writing is not historically accurate, and need to approach the reading as they would any other novel and not a “gospel of truth”.  Dan Brown is not a prophet, and much of what he wrote is not even historically accurate.  Dan Brown has created a great work of fiction, but it is impossible to say that he has provided an accurate historical account of the Knights Templar, or even a good impression of who they actually were. 
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