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Nine Sisters lodge
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Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic ...
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Part I: - The Secret Fatith
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Building the City of the God
Sky and ground
The divided creature
Knowledge, reason, intelligence ...
Stars and angels falling to earth
Reproducing eternity in a copy
Hermetic landscapes
The beauty of the archetype
Transforming the world
CHAPTER TEN - CITY OF THE GOD-KING
Dodona, Olympias, Egypt and the Persians
Nectanebo, Osiris, and the ancestry of Alexander
Lightning seed and the star Sirius
Son of Amun
The intellectual parenthood of Alexandria
The founding of the universal city
Helen of Troy, the Egyptian Aphrodite and Isis-Pharia
Brief excursion to Paris
The Canopus Way
Brief excursion on Napoleon and Sirius
Mapping ancient Alexandria
The Gate of the Sun and the Gate of the Moon
The making of a universal god
The labyrinth of Serapis
Alexander's return
A special gnosis
A time of change
Metamorphosis
The three major players
CHAPTER ELEVEN - THE PROPHET OF HERMES
The rise and rise of Catherine de’Medici
The St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre
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Epilogue - The Master Game
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The making of this book has a long and chequered
history. It began in 1992 and was finally brought to a close
in 2011. The time-span reflects not only the complex nature
of the subject matter but also the strong and enduring
working relationship and friendship that I have with my co-
author, Graham Hancock, a master of the trade hW
[PYIA fY[. It also highlights, yet again, the power of
teamwork and the old but true axiom that ‘two heads are
better than one.’

I would like to thank the many colleagues and friends
who, through the many years, have helped me directly or
indirectly with this book. My foremost thanks go to my
wife, Michele, who always gave me unflinching support. It
is not easy to live with someone whose mind is often
engrossed in solving historical puzzles. I also would like to
pay special tribute to Mary Bruck of Edinburgh who sadly
passed away recently. She was a very dear friend and she
will be sorely missed. Much thanks also go to my friends all
over the world, not least Hoda Hakim (Cairo), Chafik and
Racha Kotry (Alexandria), John and Josette Orphanidis
(Athens), Gouda Fayed (Giza, Nazlet El Salman), Javier and
Eva Sierra (Malaga), Adriano Forgione (Rome), Sandro
Mainardi (Florence), Linda and Max Bauval (Hawaii),
Christopher and Caroline Knight (UK), Alan Butler (UK),
Juliano Fernadez (Uruguay), Jean-Paul and Valentina Tarud-
Kuborn (Chile), Jeanne Ribeiro (Brazil), Ryan Gilmore
(Canada), Gary Evans (UK), Hillary Raimo (USA) and Sherif
el Sebai (Cairo). My gratitude to my literary agent and
friend Bill Hamilton of A. M. Heath & Co. Ltd., who is
always there to encourage and advise me, and to listen to
my over-enthusiastic oratory. The same gratitude also goes
to my editor and friend Gary Baddeley of The
Disinformation Company in New York for his patience,



dedication, support and invaluable help. Much appreciation
to Ralph Bernardo for his diligence and dedication in
putting this book together. As always I give thanks to all my
readers, old and new, and hope that they will find O [
HWI[j BW [ as enjoyable as it was for me to co-write.
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Robert Bauval
Malaga, Spain
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Thank you to my wife Santha and to our six children
Sean, Shanti, Ravi, Leila, Luke and Gabrielle, who have
given me so much solidarity, love and support over the 19
years this book has been in the making. I'm really grateful
to my Dad, too, who read the whole manuscript during
what turned out to be his last summer and took the trouble
to give me many helpful comments and suggestions. He
passionately disagreed with many of my views on the
Christian Church, but we agreed equally passionately that
life has a spiritual meaning and that it does not end with
the grave.
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Graham Hancock
Bath, England
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1. The ; [fX[f stone of the pyramid of Amenemhet III
displayed at the Egyptian Antiquities Museum in
Cairo.

2. Francois-Edouard Picot's 1827 painting_on the ceiling
of Room 30 of the I.ouvre: G@ln¥[ [1d B°fd
Z°ngadflz:1 &[kd fldanl @ qghl[.

3. Statue of Giordano Bruno at Campo dei Fiori in
Rome.

4. View of the ‘octagonal ellipse’ in the Piazza San
Pietro.

5. Sully Wing Room 26: this is the room that most
symbolized the ‘sacred’ union of Anne of Austria and
Louis XITII.

6. A Knight Templar, showing the Yjgegp hW1°[ that
characterized order, and the octagonal frame within
which it can be imposed.

7. 'Here is seen the very ancient goddess and queen of
the Egyptians’, etching from the fifteenth century.

8. Coat-of-arms of Paris, fifteenth century.

9. The coat-of-arms of Paris commissioned by Napoleon
in 1811, showing Isis on the prow of the boat and her
star, Sirius, leading_the way.

10. A reconstruction map of the region of Paris before
the city was built, showing the location of the Temple
of Isis (where the Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés
now stands).

11. Occitania. Inset shows relevant portion of modern
France.

12. Aerial view of the Louvre looking_east.

13. Aerial view of the Historical Axis of Paris looking
west from the Louvre towards I.a Défense on the
distant horizon.




14. Sunset on 6 August along the Historical Axis
(Champs-Elysées).

15. Winter solstice sunrise at Karnak-Thebes along
main axis.

16. Sunset on 6 August along the Historical Axis
(Avenue de la Grande Armée).

17. View of the Grande Arche looking east.

18. Equestrian statue of Louis XIV as ‘Alexander the
Great’.

19. Revolutionary etching showing_Voltaire and
Rousseau introducing the Supreme Being to the
French people.

20. The ‘eye in the pyramid’ on the frontispiece of the
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen.

21. The reverse motif of the Great Seal of the United
States.

22. The so-called ‘Fountain of Regeneration’.

23. A ‘pyramid’ outside the Hotel de Ville in Paris in
honour of the Supreme Being.

24. An etching in the journal G[ Aj W Y)H Wayf showing
the Empress Joséphine in her Masonic regalia.

25. Head of Cybele/Isis found in the St. Eustache
gardens.

26. A goddess placing the imperial laurels on Napoleon,
and at his feet another goddess wearing_the tourelle
of Cybele/Isis.

27. The goddess Isis on the facade of the Louvre
looking east at the rising sun in the Cour Napoléon.

28. The Gg [ ; gf WaWI[.

29. Revolutionary etching showing Napoleon
introducing _the Supreme Being_to all religious
groups.

30. The ‘missing’ obelisk at the temple of Luxor.

31. The obelisk of the Concorde that once stood outside
the Luxor Temple.

32. The genie of Paris (or Liberty) on top of the Bastille
Pillar.




33. Pyramid project proposed by the revolutionary
architect Etienne-Louis Boullée: =°fglWa [ ZWkd
[fjl ° qhld ff[.

34. The baroque ‘pyramid’ proposed for the Louvre for
the centennial celebrations of the French Revolution
of 1789.

35. The glass pyramid at the L.ouvre.

36. Aerial view of Paris and the Historical Axis from the
Louvre to the Grande Arche.

37. Aerial view of the city of Luxor in Upper Egypt.

38. Aerial view of the Louvre and the Seine.

39. Aerial view of Luxor temple at Thebes.

40. A typical Cabalistic ‘Tree of Life’ or N h” ggl”.

41. Plan proposed by Sir Christopher Wren for the city
of London.

42. John Evelyn's plan for the city of L.ondon.

43. The east-west alignment between Temple Church
and St Paul's.

44. The obelisk of Thutmosis III on the Victoria
Embankment, London.

45. H. H. Gorringe at the dedication of the New York
Obelisk in 1881.

46. The alignment between St. Paul's Cathedral and
Temple Church.

47. The George Washington Masonic Memorial in
Alexandria, Virginia.

48. A model of the Lighthouse of Alexandria (K" Wgk).

49. The entrance to the elevator in the Washington
Monument designed as that of an ancient Egyptian
temple.

50. Statue of George Washington in full Masonic regalia
at the Washington Masonic Memorial.

51. The Masonic foundation-laying ceremony for the
New York Obelisk in 1880.

52. Sun setting along the axis of Pennsylvania Avenue
on 12 August, also the day of the heliacal rising _of
Sirius.




53. The interior of the Egyptian room in the Grand
Lodge of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia.

54. George Washington in his Masonic outfit laying the
cornerstone of the US Capitol.

55. The Freemasons of Washington, DC, parade
towards the George Washington Masonic Memorial
for the laying_of the cornerstone.

56. The Statue of Liberty.

57. A typical Masonic symbolic rendition of ‘Solomon's
Temple’.

58. The ‘Ohio Historical Marker’ showing the Masonic
layout plan for Sandusky.

59. The original city plan of Sandusky, Ohio.

60. Pierre LEnfant's plan for the city of Washington,
DC.

61. The pentagon symbol of the 32nd degree of the
Scottish Rite.

62. The pentagon of the 32nd degree showing the five
‘Masonic armies’.

63. Aerial view of the Mall in Washington, DC.

64. Overhead view of the Pentagon building near
Washington, DC.

65. The ‘Dome of the Rock’ mosque on Temple Mount in
Jerusalem.

66. The Balfour Declaration, 2 November 1917.

67. President Harry S. Truman in Masonic regalia.

68. Truman's letter recognizing the legitimacy of the
state of Israel on 14 May 1948.

69. The Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New
York City.

70. Accusation of a Masonic-Zionist plot for the
millennium celebrations at the Giza pyramids in the
(now banned) newspaper NW 1 VAN WAX.

71. A Masonic lodge in Cairo, Egypt, Yg YW1940.

31 December 1999.




73. The ‘sacred rock’ inside the Dome of the Rock
mosque in Jerusalem.

74. The Knights Templar surrendering to Saladin after
the Battle of Hattin.

75. View along Pennsylvania Avenue towards the
Capitol.

76. The rising_of Sirius at Washington, DC.

77. The setting of Sirius at Washington, DC.

78. The US Capitol.

79. The Washington Monument.

80. DARPA's Information Awareness Office logo (now
abandoned).

81. The headquarters of the Scottish Rite in
Washington, DC.




== l=)

I gXYTVX6

M X F ThiXg @Tb X

HW & Xgjf JI[(Xmd [n[jgo [j[ [ &kd Y WEk+
H W )BAYi nd k Mynkdd Wil G[ =gf 1j W NgYand

fi
O[jl &gf[I'd kKjgf [j1"W WHI'[ Wedkd 1'[ ogjd8
WZ1I W&W &Z[Wo gkl le[ Wk Yge [ +

Kjgn[jX

“What is the Master Game?”
“Who is playing it?”

“Where? How? Why?”

“And which side is winning?”
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?or a very long time there has been a belief, sometimes
widely held and proclaimed, sometimes held only by
persecuted minorities, that we humans are here on this
planet to nurture and perfect our souls - and thus to equip
ourselves for immortality.

Those who hold such beliefs usually also believe that
negative spiritual forces are at work amongst mankind -
evil angels who seek to lead us astray and divert us from
our true path.

It is irrelevant whether any of this is ontologically true.
All that matters is that it has been and continues to be
believed. Such beliefs, built around a concept of
antagonistic forces - Darkness and Light, Good and Evil -
battling for the human soul are bound to have been acted
upon by those who held them strongly.

In this book we will explore a number of mysterious
ancient documents, prominent amongst them the so-called
Cl[je [l& ( plk, written down in Latin and Greek in the
early centuries of the Christian era. In one of these texts
the god Hermes (the Greek counterpart of the ancient
Egyptian wisdom god Thoth) delivers a prophecy to his
pupil Asclepius:
Do you know, Asclepius, that Egypt is an image of heaven,
or to speak more exactly, in Egypt all the operations of the
powers which rule and work in heaven are present in the
Earth below? In fact it should be said that the whole
Kosmos dwells in this our land as in a sanctuary.

fi



And yet, since it is fitting that wise men should have
knowledge of all events before they come to pass, you must
not be left in ignorance of what I will now tell you.

fi
There will come a time when it will have been in vain that
Egyptians have honored the Godhead with heartfelt piety
and service; and all our holy worship will be fruitless and
ineffectual.

fi
The gods will return from earth to heaven; Egypt will be
forsaken, and the land which was once the home of religion
will be left desolate, bereft of the presence of its deities.

fi
O Egypt, Egypt, of thy religion nothing will remain but an
empty tale, which thine own children in time to come will
not believe; nothing will be left but graven words, and only
the stones will tell of thy piety.

fi
And in that day men will be weary of life, and they will
cease to think the universe worthy of reverent wonder and
worship ... Darkness will be preferred to light, and death
will be thought more profitable than life; no one will raise
his eyes to heaven; the pious will be deemed insane, the
impious wise; the madman will be thought a brave man,
and the wicked will be esteemed as good.

fi
As for the soul, and the belief that it is immortal by nature,
or may hope to attain to immortality, as I have taught you -
all this they will mock, and even persuade themselves that
it is false.

fi
No word of reverence or piety, no utterance worthy of
heaven, will be heard or believed.

fi
And so the gods will depart from mankind, - a grievous
thing! - and only evil angels will remain, who will mingle
with men, and drive the poor wretches into all manner of



reckless crime, into wars, and robberies, and frauds, and

all things hostile to the nature of the soul.l

Against the onset of such dark times - and there have
been many dark episodes in the past two millennia - we
demonstrate in this book that certain groups and
individuals have always stood prepared to act. These daring
and valiant people knew from the outset that their
resistance might put them in extreme danger and would
require much sacrifice, even the willingness to die. They
also knew that their task might take a very long time,
spanning several generations, centuries, perhaps even
millennia. But it was the only game really worth playing for
upon the outcome depended nothing less than the spiritual
redemption of mankind.

Today covertly directed from Washington, DC, the
‘Master Game’ as we have come to see it has evolved into
nothing less than a grandiose scheme played on the world
stage to bring about a ‘new world order’. Let us be very
clear from the outset, however, that this book is neither a
‘conspiracy theory’ nor a compilation of such theories. Our
objective is solely to make sense of historical events,
particularly events of recent times, that have rocked the
very soul of humanity.

Yet the Master Game was not easy to recognize and
comprehend, not least because it drew inspiration from a
distant golden age set in far away places. This was when
groups of carefully selected men and women, neophytes
and adepts, were carefully initiated into a high fgke& to
equip them with great intellectual powers that would
enable them to guide and direct society along the path of
virtuosity and enlightenment. This is why it will be
necessary for the reader to journey with us to the very
source of the ‘Game’ and unhurriedly be ushered through
the secret routes and alleyways that infiltrate great social
and religious reforms, the birth of the state of Israel, and
finally the hideous episode of 9/11 and the ongoing military
and political mayhem that it set in motion.



As investigative writers with one foot in the Western
world and the other in the Arab world, and also as
historians opting to dig deep under the veneer of
established history, we have become increasingly and
disturbingly aware that the Master Game has taken a
rather strange twist over the last sixty years or so. Indeed
it is our conclusion that it has now lost sight entirely of its
original objective and, far worse, could be leading mankind
towards an Armageddon of biblical proportions. To put it
bluntly, there is a very dangerous and extremely strong
social and political undercurrent in one part of the world
that is building up largely unnoticed, and that is about to
blow, like an overheated giant pressure cooker, into a
gruesome clash of civilizations.

For hundreds of millions of Muslims (and even in some
Christian and Jewish communities) there is a weird
perception that a Masonic-Zionist-American plot, hatched
back in the early 1900s (but not implemented until the
1940s), has been devised to take over and control the Arab
world from Washington, London and Tel Aviv. This
perception on the one side, whether based on facts or
falsehoods, is perilously misunderstood on the other side by
the Western world as a whole. Our findings show that the
Master Game is not only being played by a set of new
players having very different rules of engagement but also
using very different game-boards. In simple terms, the
Master Game has stopped being a battle between
oppressed and oppressors, between the forces of evil and
the forces of good, and has transmuted itself into a
dangerous collision of two cultures who see the future of
the world in very different ways.

From the time of the Italian Renaissance in the 15th
century, the Master Game began to change from direct
physical confrontation with the powers that be (of the kind
that took place during the Cathar ‘experiment’ - see KW1 ¥
O[ NYj[l AWM ) to something much more subtle and
insidious - a form of symbolic warfare that would assail the



establishment secretly and stealthily from within. This new
approach would not use conventional weaponry, or military
forces, but rather a kh[ YaM f gkdk known only an elect few.
Like camouflaged commandos operating under the cover of
darkness these elite, initiated insiders would place
powerful ‘intellectual time-bombs’ in the very heart of their
unsuspecting oppressors, set to detonate at propitious
moments. Continuing through the Enlightenment of the
17th century, the great social upheavals of the French and
American Revolutions of the late 18th century and finally
down to our own times, it is not an accident that top
architects, town planners, and even sculptors and artists
have been busily changing the urban landscapes of major
cities - principally in Rome, London, Paris and Washington,
DC - by strategically locating monuments and buildings
that seemingly evoke ‘Masonic’ ideologies and symbolism.
Their objective or, more aptly, that of the Masters has been
to erode and finally eliminate the iron-hold of the Church
and the monarchies and to establish a new world order
based on seemingly ‘Masonic’ ideals.

We have made it our task to understand whence these
ideas originated and also to attempt to define the true
purpose of these strange urban developments. To this end
we have found it necessary not only to undertake a sort of
‘intellectual archaeology’ of history but also to k[ d)d& daN[
ourselves into an ancient and very potent way of thinking
which, for want of better terms, we have dubbed 1Wke W &
I"dcd .

In our many years of research into ancient cultures and,
more specifically, their powerful symbolic art and
architecture, it has slowly dawned on us that the true
language of humans is not, as we previously thought, the
spoken word but the ‘silent language’ of symbols and signs
that ‘speak’ directly to the mind and the soul of a person.
And although everyone knows that a symbol is an image or
an object that represents something, few are aware that
some symbols can be converted into extremely powerful



intellectual instruments that can have devastating effects
on large huge numbers of people by Y W & them with
intoxicating ideologies and stirring emotions. When a
symbol, whether a tangible object, monument or building,
or whether an intangible idea or logo is thus Y W [Z, then
it becomes a 1WHe W . Think of the Christian Cross, the
Star of David, the Islamic Crescent or the Nazi Swastika
and the disturbing effects such talismans have had
throughout history and you will begin to get the gist of this
elusive Master Game.

To have a full understanding of how talismans work, and
knowledge of exactly where, how and when to apply them
for maximum effect, is to be in possession of a potent
arsenal of intellectual weaponry that can be used to
change, reform, transform or, as the case may be,
overthrow entrenched social and cultural systems ... and
also replace them with new ones. Kingdoms, empires,
whole civilizations have been brought down with such
intellectual weaponry, and the amazing thing is that in the
most successful assaults not a single shot was fired or a
single bomb exploded; furthermore the intellectual war was
fought with one side entirely oblivious of where the attacks
came from and unable to assess the damage inflicted until
it was too late.

In 2009 the American novelist Dan Brown published his
latest thriller, O [ Ggkl Nge Xgd which purported to unmask
the true ‘Masonic’ mission and the meaning of the strange
city layout of Washington, DC. Although the plot was
largely fictional, the historical and urban settings he used
were rooted in reality. The initial result of such wide
popularization in semifictional blockbusters is that several
millions of people are now aware of a possible covert
mission to turn the capital of the United States into a
Masonic ‘experiment’ using talismanic symbolism in the
layout of streets and positioning of stately buildings and
monuments. Another, more pertinent result, is that some
residents of Washington, DC have become preoccupied by



the real possibility that they live, eat, work and play inside
a giant ‘Masonic temple’ that is their city. Yet neither Dan
Brown nor anyone else as far as we know has been able to
explain exactly why such a strange city plan was created in
the first place nor, too, what ultimate function such a
scheme might truly serve.

But as we emphasized earlier, to get to grips with this
conundrum one must go back to the very roots of the
ideologies that fired such a scheme and track its evolution
and transmission across the ages. It is an intellectual
journey that is truly worth the effort because at its end of
the voyage, as happened with us, a veil will be lifted to
reveal a strange world that was always there and yet is
dndkaXd 1gl [ nfddaNW[Z [ q[.
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Hn 14 July 1789 a furious crowd ran riot on the streets of
Paris and stormed the great prison known as the Bastille.
Less than an hour later the fate of France hung in the
balance and European history seemed set on a new and
alarmingly unpredictable course.

Contemporary engravings of the Bastille show a
forbidding rectangular structure flanked by eight tall
towers. It does not look easy to storm. Built in the late 14th
century as a fortress to protect eastern Paris, it was
converted in the 17th century into a squalid and ghastly
prison for dissidents. By the time of the Revolution it was
firmly established in the public mind as an instrument of
tyranny and as a powerful symbol of the despotism of the
French crown.

The day after the storming of the Bastille an enterprising

local contractor, Monsieur Pierre-Francois Palloy,l took it
upon himself to mobilise a workforce of 800 citizens to

dismantle the hated prison stone by stone.2 The work was
so well done that within a month most of the structure had
been reduced to rubble with only a small part of the
perimeter wall and foundations still intact.

At this point something curious occurred. The suggestion
was made, and for a while taken seriously, that the stones
of the Bastille should be salvaged in order to construct a

replica of an ancient Egyptian pyramid on the site.2 And
although the project later stalled for lack of funds, the core
idea of making a symbolic connection with ancient Egypt
persisted behind the scenes. If a pyramid could not be



managed something less would have to suffice. Thus it was
that on 10 August 1793 a group of revolutionaries
ceremoniously installed a large statue of the ancient
Egyptian goddess Isis where the Bastille had formerly
stood. Depicting the goddess seated on a throne flanked by
two lions, the statue had been conceived by Jacques-Louis
David, the famous artist and propagandist of the revolution.
It was to be one of the props in a macabre republican feast
hastily put together in order to celebrate the decapitation
of King Louis XVI six months previously and the
forthcoming guillotining of Queen Marie-Antoinette still
two months ahead.

The sculptors, Francois Marie Suzanne and Pierre
Cartelier, did not have sufficient time to cast the statue in
the preferred medium of bronze so they simply moulded it

in plaster and coloured it with bronze paint.é From the
bare nipples of the ‘goddess Isis’ could be seen water being
ejected into an open basin below the statue. Known as the
‘Fountain of Regeneration’, the general idea was for the
crowd of people to pass in procession in front of ‘Isis’ and
drink ‘from her fertile breasts the pure and salutary liquor

of regeneration’.5

; X(: [ glhi JTc JhTi]dc

Everyone knows that philosophical ideas, notably those of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Voltaire, were part of the
ferment that led to the French Revolution. Still it is hard to
explain why an overtly j[ da agnk ritual - such as the Isis
ceremony described above - should have received official
sponsorship from the revolutionary government as early as
1793. That it did so, moreover, on a site so powerfully
symbolic as the Place de la Bastille, raises an interesting
question. Is it possible that spiritual and even ‘religious’



beliefs could have played a greater role than has hitherto
been recognised in precipitating and sustaining the
changes that gripped France after 1789.

For example, although the matter has been little studied,
it became clear in the early days of the Revolution that its
core objectives included not only the eradication of the
monarchy and a radical readjustment of the social and
economic order, as might be expected, but also another,
even more far-reaching goal: the eradication, no less - one
might almost say the [ plg hWaf - of Christianity from the
soil of France. This objective was adopted as official policy
in the winter of 1793, a few months after the Isis rituals at
the Bastille, and set in train an intense and systematic

national campaign of ‘de-Christianisation’.6 As French
historian Michel Vovelle sums up, this now almost forgotten
facet of the Revolution was not some passive and
progressive attempt at conversion, but a methodical and
forceful enterprise imposed though violence and

intimidation.Z

Why this sudden rush to stamp out Christianity?

Was it just that the Revolutionaries saw Christianity as a
rival for the loyalty of the masses and hated and resented
the ancient ties between the monarchy and the Church?

Or was there another, deeper game being played?

OXgn : [ glhi [Tc D]cZh UX[ XTWKWUn i[ X
. jd dYi[ XLj egXb X 9X]cZ

The kings of France liked to trace their origins back to
the H[jgnd &Nk, a Frankish dynasty of the fifth to the
eighth centuries AD. Nothing is known about Merovech, the
semi-legendary founder of the dynasty, but his son
Childeric I is a historical figure who ruled a tribe of Salian
Franks from his capital at Tournai Yg YWAD 470. In AD 481



or 482 Childeric was succeeded by his son Clovis I who
united almost of all of Gaul and converted to Christianity
around AD 496.

Clovis died YgYWAD 511, but the Merovingian dynasty
continued to rule much of what is now France until AD 750.
It was succeeded by the Carolingian dynasty which gained
great renown Yg YWAD 800 with the dramatic coronation by
Pope Leo III of Charlemagne as the very first ‘Holy Roman
emperor’. Thereafter all kings of France were regarded as
the protectors of the Roman Church and to this effect bore
the title MyjaQj & ="j°ldf - ‘Very Christian King’. Indeed
so pious were France's medieval kings that one of them was
actually canonised as a saint - Louis IX, a hero of the

Crusades, who we will meet in Part 1.8

Meanwhile to return to that terrible year of 1793 - 4 - the
year, in fact, of the revolutionary ‘Terror’ with its unruly
orgy of beheading - a different kind of religious
phenomenon was suddenly widely observed in France:
Catholic priests began to ‘abdicate’ their positions in

droves? and a new, officially-sponsored cult was launched
by the =gfn[ flagf (the Revolutionary government) within
recently ‘de-Christianised’ churches and cathedrals all
across the land. Sometimes referred to as the ‘Cult of
Reason’ but more commonly as the ‘Cult of the Supreme
Being’, it seems that this new religion was the brainchild of
the revolutionary leader Maximilien Robespierre and that
its establishment was masterminded once again by the
artist Jacques-Louis David (who had previously been
involved in the Isis/Bastille stunt).

M XiglVdadg ZdWWXhh 1 Ji[ i[ XI[ gnZ]Tc
VTe



In street festivals staged during the French Revolution,
the ‘goddess Reason’ was routinely personified by an
actress garbed with a 1ja&gdyj red, white and blue veil and
wearing the so-called K jq a¥ YWh. This same little red cap
was in great vogue with the general public in the early part
of the Revolution and was worn especially by the kW k)
Yngll[ k (‘without culottes’), the most zealous faction who
partook in the thousands of guillotine executions in Paris
and throughout the country.

The Phrygian cap is the typical headwear of two well-
known pagan deities: the goddess Cybele and the god
Mithras.

Cybele was the one of the great mother goddesses of
antiquity and, more particularly at one stage of Roman
history, whose ‘republic’ the French revolutionaries tried to
emulate. As the name of her cap suggests, her cult origins
were in ancient Phrygia (modern Turkey). In statuary she
was routinely associated with two lions, either depicted
harnessed to her chariot or flanking the ceremonial throne
used by the high-priests of her cult. Medieval and
Renaissance scholars frequently identified her with the
ancient Egyptian goddess Isis. It therefore seems unlikely
to be an accident that a Cybele-like goddess was to figure
so prominently in the iconography of the French Revolution
- for example in the so-called B°fd Z[ GWMhnXd ni, a
marble sculpture by the artist Joseph Chinard, made in the
aftermath of the fall of the Bastille, which shows
‘MhnXd ni’ as a young woman in Graeco-Roman garb

wearing the Phrygian hat.10

In the strange and terrible year of 1793 - 4 the so-called
=nd g] M Vkgf spread like wildfire in the French provinces
alongside the de-Christianisation process. It became
common to witness large processions, or street theatres, in
which the ‘goddess Reason’ wearing the Phrygian cap was
towed on a cart to the nearest church or cathedral. Such
events might look like nothing more than excuses for men
and women to get drunk together, yet in France there were



always more serious undertones. On 7 November 1793 for
example no less a figure than the bishop of Paris, was
forced by the Convention to recant his faith. Three days
later, on 10 November, huge celebrations were organised at
his cathedral in honour of the alternative Cult of Reason.

As the highlight of the celebrations a certain Mlle Aubry,
a beautiful and popular actress wrapped in a white veil and
blue tunic and wearing the red Phrygian cap, emerged from
a ‘temple’ dedicated to ‘philosophy’ and was sat on a
throne while the crowds came to pay homage to her. The
procession then marched to the Convention, where Citizen
Chabot, a =zealous revolutionary and one of the co-
architects of the new cult, decreed that henceforth the
Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, the oldest and most
revered Christian sanctuary in the land, was to become the
‘Temple of Reason’. Several ceremonies then followed
where the role of the ‘goddess’ was assumed by various
Parisian beauties, among them Mlle Maillard, Mlle

Lacombe and Mme Momoro.11

M X dUXalh TcWi[ XeT]lcilcZ

In 1813, twenty-six years after the storming of the
Bastille, the great culture-changing momentum of the
French Revolution seemingly came to a grinding halt with
the defeat of Napoleon. Seizing the moment, the exiled
Count of Provence, Louis-Stanislas-Xavier, elder brother of
Louis XVI, promised the French people that he would
uphold some of the tenets of the Revolution in a new form
of monarchy. Then, advised by the brilliant statesman
Talleyrand, he entered Paris in May 1814 where he was
received with open arms by the war-weary French and,
amid much jubilation, was installed on the throne as Louis

xvii. 12



Louis XVIII ruled for ten years. He was a Freemason - on
his death in 1824 he was succeeded by his brother, the
Count of Artois - also a Freemason - who took the name
Charles X. Both monarchs showed a marked preference for
ancient Egyptian symbolism in their public works and two
projects of Charles X are of particular interest in this
regard. The first involved transporting an intact ancient
Egyptian obelisk to Paris. The second called for the
commissioning of a gigantic painting in the Louvre.

+30 9- 0645

In 1827, Jean-Frangois Champollion (dubbed the ‘father
of modern Egyptology’ for his breakthrough decipherment
of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs) was commissioned by
Charles X to arrange for the importation to Paris of a 3,500-
year-old obelisk - one of a pair - that stood at Alexandria in

Egypt.13

The obelisk was destined for the Place de la Concorde, a
prestigious location of great personal significance to
Charles X. It had originally being named in honour of his
father, Louis XV, an equestrian statue of whom had once
graced it. But the statue had been pulled down and
destroyed during the 1789 Revolution and the site renamed
by the Convention as ‘Place de la Concorde’. Here also the
guillotine had been erected that had beheaded Louis XVI in
January 1793 and Marie-Antoinette in October of the same
bloodstained year. May we speculate that the installation of
the obelisk was to commemorate the idea of a reborn and
restored monarchy, with the ancient solar symbol of the
divine kings of Egypt rising in the heart of the Parisian
skyline like a ‘phoenix’?

+30 :, 437482



Charles X's second noteworthy project was to commission
the artist Francois-Edouard Picot to decorate the ceiling of
his personal museum at the Louvre with a specific
‘Egyptian’ theme.

Picot, like many promising artists of the time, had studied
under the master, Jacques-Louis David - the man
responsible for the statue of Isis in the Place de la Bastille.
We should not be surprised, therefore, that the very same
‘Isis’ is found on Picot's painting for Charles X.

Still decorating a ceiling of the Louvre, the great work
was completed in 1827 and measures roughly 5 x 4 meters.
Its title is G@ln¥[ [1 d B°fd Z°ngadfl z:1 &[kd fld nf
@ ghl[ (‘Learning and Genius Unveil Ancient Egypt to
Athens’)+The figure of Isis dominates the scene and is
depicted seated on a throne flanked by two lions - as was
the case with David's earlier Isis of the Bastille. The viewer,
however, is immediately drawn to contemplate the sky
above the goddess, where can be seen flying two angels in
the act of ‘unveiling’ the secrets of Isis.

We catch a tantalising glimpse of a haunting landscape
containing in the far distance an obelisk and a group of
pyramids at which Isis languidly casts her gaze. From the
clouds next to the angels, the Greek goddess Athena
appears with an owl at her feet symbolising initiation and
wisdom. To the left of Athena is a winged-goddess wearing
a laurel wreath symbolising ‘Learning’ (d&@ln¥[). To the
right of Athena is the so-called B°fd Z[ KWd&, a naked
winged youth brandishing a torch in order to illuminate and
reveal to Athena the Egyptianised landscape below.

After the abdication of Charles X in 1830, Louis-Philippe I
became the new ruler of France. Also known as the ‘Citizen
King’, he commissioned a monument to commemorate the
Qjg&k Bdyjd nkl k, those three days of 26, 27 and 28 July
1830 that marked France's Second Revolution. This
monument, which was completed in 1836, is a tall pillar
erected in the Place de la Bastille on the very spot where
David had positioned his statue of Isis in August 1793. On



top of the pillar is a close replica of the winged youth with
the torch seen in Picot's painting in the Louvre.

Is Picot reminding us that here, below the winged B°fd
Z[ KW&, had once been a statue of Isis as also seen in his
painting?

: d]c VIWXc VX&dg Ug Xeglci7

Let us imagine ourselves in Paris today, riding in a
helicopter above the Bastille pillar and looking westward,
along the line of sight of the B°fd Z[ KW&+ We are
hovering over the city's oldest and most sacred quarters.
Sprawled beneath us are some of the most impressive
buildings and monuments that Paris has to offer. To our left
runs the Boulevard Henri IV leading to the River Seine. The
river itself runs roughly from east to west, and thus parallel
to our westward line of sight, while beyond Boulevard
Henri IV is the old Pont Sully arching over the eastern edge
of the Ile St. Louis with its famous abbey of the same name.
The western tip of the island is linked by a pedestrian
bridge to the much larger Ile de la Cité, site of the
celebrated Cathedral of Notre Dame and the impressive
Palais de Justice.

Across the Seine is the tall bell tower of the Abbey of
Saint-Germain-des-Prés - the latter, as we shall later see,
intriguingly once a sanctuary dedicated to the goddess Isis.
Yet all these wonders will pale when we focus our eyes
along our line of sight westwards with the B°fd Z[ KW&,
for before us will unfold the most enchanting urban
landscape that Europe has to offer. Shooting straight like
an arrow is the Rue de Rivoli leading to the Church of
Saint-Germain 1’Auxerrois - the oldest in Paris, where the
ancient kings of France were traditionally baptised.
Immediately beyond the church is the crab-shaped BjW Z



Ggmmj[, perhaps Europe's most wonderful museum and,
until 1663, the main palace of the kings of France.

And there is yet more to feast our eyes upon. Today an
imposing glass Pyramid - commissioned by President
Mitterrand for the bicentennial celebration of 1989 - looms
like a giant diamond in the central courtyard of the Louvre.
This out-of-place pyramid seems to define for us an open
vista westward leading through Napoleon's Arc du
Carrousel and towards the impeccably-groomed Tuileries
Garden. Our line of sight further takes in the wide and
perfectly straight Avenue des Champs-Elysées, the
backbone of Paris that was once known as the : p[
"&lgjanl - the ‘Historical Axis’. At this point it is
impossible not to see the tall Egyptian obelisk that rears up
towards the sky in the Place de la Concorde at the entrance
of the Champs-Elysées. And nor can we ignore the way in
which the whole layout that we observe from the high
vantage point of the B°fd Z[ KWd& bears an uncanny and
striking similarity to the layout and general scheme
suggested in Picot's painting. For if we examine this
painting more closely and try to imagine ourselves now
alongside the other winged B°fd Z[ KWd& which hovers
over the mysterious Egyptianised landscape of Picot's
masterpiece, something immediately becomes clear. The
obelisk and the various pyramids that Picot included not
only seem to define the central axis of the painting but, if
transposed to the layout of Paris, will correlate with the
Concorde Obelisk and the Louvre Pyramid that define the
central or ‘Historical’ Axis of the city!

Charles X’s decision to send Champollion to Egypt to
bring back the obelisk was taken during the year 1826 - 7
o al Kigl oVkd& 1'[ hjgY[kk g] hWF1d " && e VK[ jhd Y[
W1 [ Ggmnj[. We also know that Picot was deeply involved
in the furbishing of Charles X’s Egyptian museum at the
Louvre Palace and that he would almost certainly have
been privy to the discussions surrounding the importation
and positioning of the obelisk. Even though it was not until



1836 that it was finally raised up in the Place de la
Concorde, therefore, its easy to understand why the artist
might have been inspired to put an obelisk in his 1827
painting - and in the right place.

Much harder to explain is the relationship between the
pyramids Picot shows in the painting and the Louvre
Pyramid visible in our aerial view. This is because the latter
is a modern work, less than 20 years old at time of writing,
designed by architect I. M. Pei and completed in 1984.

So the question is, how could Picot have anticipated I. M.
Pei's pyramid? Or - more conspiratorially - did the 1827
painting allude to some sort of occult plan or blueprint for
Paris that has continued to be implemented over more than
150 years? Or is it just a huge coincidence that the
Egyptianised landscape being unveiled in the painting has
been reproduced in the architecture of Paris?

P Th ?gXXb Thdcgn UX[ Jc Wi[ X ? gXc V[
KXkdg i]ldc 7

We have already seen how during the 1789 Revolution it
was proposed to raise a pyramid at the site of the Bastille -
something that Picot would certainly have known of. Picot
is also likely to have been aware of a number of other
grandiose ‘pyramid’ projects that were planned before and
after the Revolution but that had been stalled because of
shortage of funds.

There had been, for example, a massive ‘pyramid tomb’
planned in Paris in honour of the scientist Sir Isaac Newton
who was a hero of the Enlightenment and, consequently, of
revolutionary ideals. The ‘pyramid’ was designed by the
French architect, Joseph-Jean-Pascal Gay, in 1800, and was
to have had a great perimeter wall with four gates



modelled on the Temple of Karnak in Upper Egypt, and an

alley of 18 sphinxes leading to the ’pyramid’.M

There were too, the various pyramids proposed by the
architect Etienne-Louis Boullée. One of his surviving
sketches is of a group of pyramids closely resembling the
pyramids in Picot's painting - where they are seen
enveloped in clouds and haze with their capstones

missing.1—5 The historian Jean Starobinski in his study of
the emblems and symbols of the 1789 Revolution, explains
that the ‘language of the Revolution’ was intensely
‘symbolic’. Starobinski also speaks of a mood that seems to
have seized architects in the immediately pre-revolutionary
period: a novel need to use basic geometrical shapes -
cubes, spheres, pyramids - on a monumental scale and to
transform Paris into some sort of ‘utopian city’:

... [there was a] need to add images to ideas, and to design
the plans of an ideal city. This city, like all other utopic
cities, would be governed by the laws of a simple and strict
geometry ... All these grand architectural styles in line with
simple principles of geometry presented as projects
remained unrealised. [And although] a harmonious city, a
city for a new age ... existed in the portfolios of certain
architects, well-before the storming of the Bastille ... the
Revolution would have neither the time, nor the resources,
nor perhaps the audacity to ask them to undertake these

great civic projects .16

But why an @ ghlaW¥ &[ Z utopian vision for Paris? Why
pyramids and pseudo-Egyptian landscapes? Where did such
strange ideas come from? And who was promoting them?

Such obsessions with symbolism, architecture and
particularly geometry once again suggest the influence of
Freemasonry. Yet the authorities are divided on the matter.
Scores of historians argue that an important role was
indeed played by Freemasons in the French Revolution
while, on the other hand, equal numbers argue that
Freemasonry had nothing or little to do with it. This state of



affairs is adequately expressed by the French historian
Jacques Godechot, an expert on the subject:

There is a whole genre of literature, with shows no sign of
abating, which attributes the responsibility of the
Revolution, and especially the days of 1789, to the Duc
d’Orléans [the first Grand Master of the BjWZ J jd f1, the
supreme body which regulates Freemasonry in France].
According to this literature, it was the Duc d’Orléans who
was responsible for the riots of the M’ n[ aiyf , those of the
14th July, those of the night of the 4th August, and those of
the days of October. The Duc certainly attempted to profit
from these events but whether he was the cause of them
seems highly doubtful. In any case, if he did play this game,
his efforts constituted a small influence compared to the
much larger forces that pushed the people, France and

even all of the Western world towards Revolution ...17Z

The truth is that no historian, however thorough his or
her research, can really know what ‘forces’, visible or
occult, moved the French people to erupt in total revolution
against the monarchy and the Church in 1789. By definition
such ‘forces’ are impossible to gauge and sometimes may
not be ‘visible’ or ‘documented’ at all. It is a similar
problem attempting to catalogue the forces behind the
Crusades in the Middle Ages or behind the Holocaust in
Nazi Germany - or indeed those ‘forces’ that launched the
United States on its “‘War on Terror’ at the beginning of the
21st century. No single force, occult or otherwise, can be
deemed solely responsible for any of these events; rather a
combination of forces has in every instance been at play.

In the case of the French Revolution, it is clear that one
of the main forces was generated by the terrible oppression
of the people and the abuse of power by the monarchy. Yet
no historian will deny that there was also a strong
philosophical and/or intellectual undercurrent to the
Revolution which exerted a powerful influence on the
behaviour of key figures such as Maximillien Robespierre,
Jean-Paul Marat and George Jacques Danton, as well as



others such as the painter Jacques-Louis David and the
sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon. At this stage of our
investigation Freemasonry remains as good a candidate as
any for the source of this undercurrent.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic in America, another
‘sister’ Revolution had taken place a decade earlier. There,
too, a strong philosophical/ intellectual undercurrent can
easily be detected which moved the main players such as
Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine and
George Washington. And there, too, a utopian city was,
quite literally, in the making - to an esoteric plan far less
veiled than that of Paris.

?gTc alc & gXXb Thdc gn Tc WKXkdg ildc

That the American Revolution or War of Independence
was much influenced by Freemasons and Masonic
ideologies and principles is a wellaccepted thesis. There

are several good works on this topicE that leave little
doubt that Freemasonry was one of the driving forces
behind the ideals and tenets, and the attachment to
republicanism, of the American Revolution. What is less
well known is the fact that there was a very close
connection between the French and American Masonic
lodges at that time.

It is not clear whether or not Freemasonry might have
entered North America before the establishment of the
Grand Lodge of England in 1717, but the earliest surviving
records of formal Masonic lodges in America are from

Boston and Philadelphia in the early 1730s.12 The spread
of Freemasonry in America occurred through the so-called
e aHWq dJZ [k and by the eve of the War of Independence
in 1775 it had become extremely popular among the
ranking officers and gentry.



One of the first American Freemasons was Benjamin
Franklin, who was initiated in February 1731 and became
Master of the NI+Hjy f 'k lodge in the city of Philadelphia,
where he ‘produced the oldest draft of American lodge by-

laws still in existence’.2Q Franklin, who had founded the
K[ f f kgqdhW aNBW[11[ in 1729, is also renowned in Masonic
circles for printing (in December 1730) the very first article

in America which referred to Freemasonry.ﬂ

In those days Freemasonry in America was regulated by
the Grand Lodge of England which appointed ‘Provincial
Grand Masters’ in various regions of the North American
continent. In 1749 Franklin was appointed Provincial Grand
Master of Pennsylvania. An intellectual, a brilliant politician
and, above all, a cunning W[ fl hjgngYW[ nj, Franklin was
to become the key figure in the American revolt against
Britain and, of course, the most renowned ‘Founding
Father’ of the United States.

Both as a young man and later in his adult life, Franklin
passed three sojourns in England - a total of 15 years
accumulated between 1724 and 1726, 1757 and 1762, and
1765 and 1775. During these lengthy stays no one disputes
that he gravitated in his choice of friendships towards
influential Freemasons and radical intellectuals. On his
return visits to America he became notorious for stirring up
dissent against British colonial rule - so much so that the
Privy Council of London found it necessary to summon him
and severely warn him not to rouse anti-British sentiment
in the colonies.

It was Franklin who, while in England, had encouraged
rejection of the Stamp Act imposed by the British on the
American colonies (which required settlers to pay a tax to
certify all legal documents and transactions). Franklin
managed to intercept a series of letters written by Thomas
Hutchinson, the British governor of Massachusetts, in
which several important American political figures were
spoken of in very hostile terms. Franklin dispatched copies



of these letters to friends in America who had them
published, causing such an outrage that the British had to
appease the situation by repealing the act.

By the spring of 1775 the pressure was mounting against
Franklin in England, and he decided it was time to return
to America. He arrived there on 5 May. While he had been
at sea, war had broken out between the British and the
American revolutionary forces at Lexington and Concord on
19 April 1775.

On his arrival in Pennsylvania, Franklin was immediately
appointed as a delegate to the Second Continental
Congress, the body that was soon to become the Congress
of the United States of America. Other newly appointed
members were Thomas Jefferson and George Washington.
Among the first decisions that the Congress made (on 15
June 1775) was the appointment of Washington as
commander-in-chief of the revolutionary armed forces.

Washington was 43 years old in 1775 and Franklin 69.
Like Franklin, Washington was a Freemason. He had been
initiated into the brotherhood in 1752 at Fredericksburg,
Virginia, and had been raised a Master Mason the following

y'ear.2 John Hancock, a rich Harvard gentleman, was
president of the Congress at the time. He, too, was a
prominent Freemason, later to be remembered for his large
signature on the Declaration of Independence.

In September 1776 the Congress agreed to send a
commission to France in order to seek military and
financial support for the war against Britain. Franklin was a
member of the three-man commission. He arrived in Paris
just before Christmas that year. Although France was not at
war with England at the time, it was regarded as its natural
enemy and, therefore, sympathetic to the American cause.

Franklin immediately struck up friendships with
important figures in French society and, particularly,
among the elite and the Freemasons. To the French he
personified the unsophisticated nobility of the New World,
and he quickly became the darling of French society and



the hero of the intellectuals and military gentry. A sort of
‘Franklin cult’” was to emerge, and his portrait was seen
everywhere, from snuffboxes to chamber pots. His company
was in great demand by artists, intellectuals and high-
society ladies. Spies and informers infested his house.

Franklin was to engage in secret negotiations with the
Count of Vergennes, Louis XVI’s minister for foreign affairs.
These negotiations lasted several years, and eventually
treaties were signed in 1778 in which France pledged
military and economic support to the revolutionary cause in
America.

Meanwhile in Paris Franklin pursued his social and
intellectual interests with gusto by joining the illustrious

Masonic ‘Nine Sisters’ lodge.ﬁ This famous lodge was
founded in 1776 by Jérome Lalande and the Abbé Cordier
de Saint-Fermin, the latter the godfather of Voltaire. This
was the same year that the Declaration of Independence
was signed in America, with Franklin being the most senior
of the signatories. Lalande was France's most respected
astronomer, and wielded much influence amongst Parisian
intellectuals.

GlcX L]hiXgh alWzX

The Gg [ Gk I [ml N njk the ‘Lodge of the Nine
Sisters’, named after the nine muses of Greek mythology,
was in fact the successor of an older lodge, G[ k NYd f Y[ k,
which Lalande had founded in 1766 with the philosopher
and mathematician Claude Adrien Helvétius. Helvétius was
a staunch advocate of absolute atheism whose political and
philosophical ideas would much influence the 1789
Revolution. After the death of Helvétius in 1771, his wife,
Anne Catherine Helvétius, joined forces with Lalande and
Saint-Fermin in the creation of the Nine Sisters lodge. Her
own elite salon in the Rue Sainte-Anne in Paris was famous



throughout Europe, and was dubbed ‘the general

headquarters of European philosophy’.M Another of her
salons in Auteuil near Paris maintained very close links

with the Nine Sisters lodge.z—5

Not surprisingly, Franklin was a regular visitor to Mme
Helvétius's salon. Another was the Marquis de Lafayette, a
young officer in the French army. Lafayette belonged to a
Masonic lodge, GI =gfljW NgYaA] which was linked to
other important lodges throughout France. Notable
amongst these was the lodge GWNgYe’1° J dye hd ni, with
its membership of young officers such as the Count de
Chambrun, the Count-Admiral Francois Joseph Paul de
Grasse, the Count-Admiral Charles Hector d’Estaing and
the buccaneer John Paul Jones - all of whom would fight for

the American cause a few years later.20

In 1777 Franklin became the ‘Venerable Master’ of the
Nine Sisters lodge and in 1778 he was given the ultimate
honour of assisting in the initiation of the 84-year-old
Voltaire. It is said that the aging Voltaire was supported on
the arms of Franklin and Antoine Court de Gébelin, the

Swiss-French inventor of the modern esoteric Tarot.2Z

In April 1777 Franklin's agent in Paris, the diplomat
Sileas Deane, succeeded in recruiting the young Marquis
de Lafayette, then only 19 years old, and dispatching him to

America to serve under Washington.ﬁ

All in all therefore there is ample evidence of Masonic
activity - in France - focussed on the care and nurture of
the American Revolution and centred around Franklin and
the Nine Sisters lodge. Such evidence is suggestive but
does not permit us to deduce that the Nine Sisters lodge
and/ or Freemasonry in general were also responsible for
the violent eruptions in Paris on 14 July 1789 with the
storming of the Bastille and the total revolution that
followed.

Still, the suspicion lingers. As the French historian
Bernard Fay explains:



The revolutionary impulse, the revolutionary funds, the
revolutionary leaders, during the first two years of the
Revolution, came from the privileged classes. If the Duc
d’Orléans, Mirabeau, Lafayette; if the Noailles family, the
La Rochefoucauld, the Bouillon, the Lameth and other
liberal nobles had not deserted the nobility in order to join
the cause of the people and the Revolution, the
revolutionaries would have been deprived of this advantage
which allowed them to triumph from the outset. Now, all
these nobles who rallied in haste to the cause of new ideas,
although at the end they lost their fortunes, their situation,
their ranks, and their lives, were Freemasons and we
cannot attribute this to hazard, unless we ignore the

evidence.29

Not surprisingly, Bernard Fay also sees the Nine Sisters
lodge as being the focus of the activities that marked the
early years of the French Revolution. This lodge, as we
know, harboured not only several key players in both the
French Revolution WZ the ‘sister’ American Revolution,
but also writers, intellectuals, politicians and artists who
used their talents to extol the virtues of the Republic. ‘It is
certain’, writes Masonic historian Jean-André Faucher, that:

. the Freemasons [of the Nine Sisters lodge and other
lodges] who contributed to the collapse of the monarchy
and to the success of the Revolution were in great

numbers.3Y

Another alleged member of the Nine Sisters lodge was
the brilliant trained orator, lawyer and self-made politician
George Jacques Danton. He is credited by many scholars
with the pivotal role in toppling the French monarchy and
in the creation of the First Republic in September 1792. He
was also the founder of the infamous =X Z[ k =gjZ[ H j k,
an ultra-radical revolutionary society officially known as the
NgYdlg gl I'[ AjdfZk g] I'[ Ma "1k g] HW WZ g] I'[
=dalf.
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Danton was one of the so-called Qjare ng, contesting the
control of the Republic with two other revolutionary
leaders, Robespierre and Marat - the latter a Freemason. It
has never been conclusively established that Robespierre
was a Freemason too. Nevertheless, his intellectual ideals
and obsession with the ‘virtues’, as well as his promotion of
the Cult of the Supreme Being, all reek of Masonic
influence.

In Freemasonry God is often described as the ‘Grand
Architect of the Universe’. His symbol is either a five-
pointed star - the ‘Blazing Star’, in which is depicted the
letter ‘G’ - or a glowing pyramid or triangle with the all-
seeing-eye, (the ‘Eye of Providence’) inscribed within it.
This symbol can still be seen on the 1789 Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen and appears duite
obviously to have been modelled on the ‘Supreme Being’ of
the Freemasons - likewise symbolised by the all-seeing-eye
in the glowing pyramid.

English Freemasonry in particular has gone to great
lengths to assert that belief in a Supreme Being is a

precondition of membership.ﬂ Thus in an official
statement by the ‘Board of General Purposes’, ratified by
the United Grand Lodge of England, it was confirmed that:

The Board has given the most earnest consideration to this
subject, being convinced that it is of fundamental
importance to the reputation and well-being of English
Freemasonry that no misunderstanding should exist on
either side of the Craft. It cannot be too strongly asserted
that Masonry is neither a religion nor a substitute for
religion ... On the other hand, its basic requirement that
every member of the Order shall believe in a Supreme
Being and the stress laid upon his duty towards Him should



be sufficient evidence to all but the willfully prejudiced that
Masonry is an upholder of religion since it requires a man
to have some form of religion before he can be admitted as

a Mason ... 32

The above statement was, in fact, construed from the
=gf Kldmlagf k g] Aj[ [ e Vkgf k, drafted in 1723, where in the
so-called Agkl = W [, which is entitled ‘Concerning God
and Religion’, the following statement appears:
Let a man's religion or mode of worship be what it may, he
is not excluded from the Order, provided he believe in the

Glorious Architect of Heaven and Earth ...33

The term ‘Supreme Being’ is widely used in the
information literature of the United Grand Lodge where,
for example, an official leaflet declares that ‘members must
believe in a Supreme Being, but there is no separate

Masonic God’.34 In other Masonic pamphlets the term
‘Grand Architect of the Universe’ is also extensively used.
Clearly no distinctions are made between terms like
‘Glorious Architect of Heaven and Earth’, ‘Grand Architect
of the Universe’ and ‘Supreme Being’. All are, quite
obviously, considered appropriate and interchangeable
epithets for the Masonic idea of ‘God’.

Taking into account that most of the main players of the
French Revolution were Freemasons (including fellow
Qjaxe ng members Danton and Marat), and giving thought
to the terminology used by Robespierre for his republican
cult, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that his Supreme
Being was one and the same as the Masonic ‘Grand
Architect of the Universe’. Indeed, the historian Michel
Vovelle, an expert on cults of the French Revolution, quite
readily equates the ‘Supreme Being’ of Robespierre with

the ‘Grand Architect’ of the Freemasons.32
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It is well known that Robespierre was much influenced by
the work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712 - 1778), the
writer and philosopher whose =gfljW NgYaM (a political
tract which extolled the virtues of social equality and the
dignity of man), set the foundation for the Declaration of
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, the natural successor
to the American Declaration of Independence.

Although Rousseau was not a Freemason, French Masons
took many of his philosophical and political ideas as gospel
- so much so that one of the most important and influential
pre-revolutionary Masonic lodges( GW Gg [ Zm =gfljW
NgYa\ was named in his honour. It must be remembered
that both Voltaire and Rousseau were - and still are -
regarded as having been the intellectual dynamos behind
the Revolution. It would be going too far to say that they
actually YWhk] Z it, but it is fair to say that they provided the
moral framework upon which the Revolution rested.

Thus it is not at all surprising to find that the two most
important Masonic lodges in France in the years
immediately preceding the 1789 Revolution were the Nine
Sisters and Gl =gf1jW NgYa\] the former linked to Voltaire
and his godfather, and the latter to Rousseau's political
masterpiece bearing the same name. It was at these lodges
that many of the protagonists of both the French and
American Revolutions would gather.

Gl Gg [ Zm=gfljW NgYa was founded in Paris in 1776
at the same time as the Nine Sisters lodge. Originally going
under the name of Gg [ NWE1)GWW!], it had taken over the
function of an older lodge, GWGg [ NWf1)HE W ZévYgkk] Z[
dVn[ jlmh[jk°Ynl°[ based at Avignon, the latter acting as
the ‘Mother Lodge’ for one of Freemasonry's elite orders,
the so-called NYgll&k MH[, also known as the Supreme

Council of the 33rd Degree.ﬁ

Almost as popular as the Nine Sisters lodge, G =gf1jW
NgYaM recruited its members from the very best of the
liberal nobility, the intellectuals and the military. Under its
warrant other lodges were set up all over France, the most



notable being the lodges NWfl): d pW Zj[ ZénYgkk] and

& diehdand Z[ W KWIWI[ @klae [ .37 The name of the
=gf 1jW NgYaM lodge had, in fact, been chosen by one of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau's intimate friends, the Baron

d’Astier38 who, like Robespierre and many other
intellectuals of the Revolution, practically deified Rousseau.
In April 1794 Robespierre even had Rouseau's body
exhumed and reburied at the Pantheon in Paris next to

other national heroes.32
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Robespierre's Cult of the Supreme Being was officially
installed in France on 7 May 1794, a little more than a year
after the beheading of Louis XVI. By then the de-
Christianisation process had taken its toll, with the clergy
abdicating [f e VK&k[ , and many Christian places of worship
converted into ‘temples’ for the new revolutionary cult.

Although a staunch anti-clerical, Robespierre was not an
atheist. He was to present a report to the Convention on
the ‘principles of political morality which must guide the
Convention in the administration of the internal affairs of
the Republic’ in which he stated:

... the idea of the Supreme Being and the immortality of the
soul is a perpetual reminder of Justice. It is thus social and

republican.ﬂ
The Convention agreed, decreeing soon after:
The People of France recognise the existence of the

Supreme Being and the Immortality of the Soul.21

‘A deist in the mould of Rousseau’, 42 Robespierre firmly
believed that at the true basis of the new democratic state
should be a f Wnj Wi religion, one that was intrinsic to the
human condition, one that could root the virtues of the



nation onto ‘eternal and sacred foundations’.%3 It was
proposed that the cult would consist of celebrations and
gatherings throughout the year - Robespierre wanted 36

festivals in all44 - devoted notably to the important events
of the Revolution (such as 14 July), to various entities and
concepts such as the Supreme Being, Nature, Liberty, and
Equality, and finally to the ‘virtues most useful to man’ such
as Truth, Patriotism and so forth.

As part of Robespierre's cult, the old Gregorian calendar
was abandoned in favour of a ‘Republican’ calendar with
the months given ‘natural’ names. This new calendar was
divided into 36 Z[ YW.aof 10 days each, producing a year of
360 days to which were added 5 ‘complementary’ days to
commemorate ‘virtue, genius, labour, opinion and

rewards’. 22

It is indeed odd to discover that this Republican calendar
appears to have been modelled on the ancient Egyptian
solar calendar - which was divided into 36 Z[ YW k each of
10 days, producing a year of 360 days to which five
additional days were added to commemorate the virtues of
Osiris, Isis and other divinities.

ETalc WK Tc WL]g]j h

The task of developing the Republican calendar was
given to  Charles-Gilbert ¥ Romme, a  respected
mathematician and president of the Committee of Public
Instruction. According to Masonic historian Charles
Sumner Lobingier, Romme was a prominent Freemason of

the Nine Sisters lodge.ﬁ Romme was assisted in technical
matters by the mathematician Gaspard Monge and the
mathematician-astronomer Joseph-Louis Lagrange. Monge,
too, was a staunch Freemason and a prominent member of
the Nine Sisters lodge which in turn had been founded by



the astronomer Jérome Lalande, who had served as
director of the Paris Observatory since 1768.

Lalande, and the astronomer-historian Charles-Francois
Dupuis, sat on the committee established by Romme to
create the new Republican calendar. Dupuis was a firm
believer that all religious ideas stemmed from ancient
Egypt and, more particularly, that the city of Paris was
somehow associated with the Egyptian goddess Isis. We
shall return to this later. Meanwhile, David Ovason, in his
intriguing book O [ NYj[l UgZaW% g] RW & Igf ? =,
makes this most revealing comment concerning Lalande
during the obituary ceremony for Voltaire at the Nine
Sisters lodge in November 1778:

The French astronomer Joseph [Jérome] Lalande, so used
to standing in the darkness while looking up at the stars,
would probably have thought of only one star as he stood in
the darkened Parisian room on 28 November 1778. In his
capacity as Master of the Lodge of Nine Muses [Sisters],
Lalande was mourning with his Brothers [of which one was
Benjamin Franklin] the passing of the writer Voltaire ...
Among the symbols guarded by the 27 Brothers was a
pyramid ... As he gazed at the Pyramid. Lalande would
almost certainly have been drawn to thinking about the star
Sirius. An astronomer who had shown great interest in
ancient orientations, he could not help realising the
importance assigned to this star by the ancients. If the
Egyptian Pyramids themselves were not aligned to it, he
knew fully well that a large number of Egyptian temples
had been, and that an entire Egyptian calendar was
regulated by it. In his four-volume study of stellar lore,
Lalande had listed six alternative names for Sirius, and
gave its position in 1750 with remarkable accuracy. His
interest was almost personal: he would have known that in
the horoscope of his own birth, the sun and Mercury had

bracketed this powerful star.4Z

Ovason also points out that Lalande's involvement with
and deep admiration for Voltaire make it very likely that he



would have been familiar with Voltaire's book Hajge ° Wk
published in 1752. In this curious work of fiction Voltaire
set the home of the hero in the star Sirius and prophetically
noted that this star also had a satellite - a fact only
discovered to be true in 1844 by the Prussian astronomer

Friedrich Bessel 48 Sirius, of course, was also the star
identified by the ancient Egyptians with the goddess Isis -

and again Lalande would have known this.42 Indeed, so
interested were Lalande and Dupuis in the goddess Isis
that one of their colleagues at the : YW°e d Z[k NYd f Y[ k
could not help commenting:

‘HH+?nhnek [1 Z[ GWW Z[ ngd f1 Ikdk hW)lgml!” ["Messrs.

Dupuis and Lalande see Isis everywhere!’]k_’—O
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There is another connection with Egypt and the
Republican calendar which needs to be mentioned. The
mathematician Gaspard Monge, who worked out the
mechanics of the calendar, was a keen student of
Egyptology. Through his close friendship with Napoleon
Bonaparte, whom he accompanied to Egypt in 1798, he was
to found the D kldml Zév ghl[ in Cairo.

Like many Freemasons of his time, Monge believed that
Masonic rituals had originated in ancient Egypt and that
modern Freemasons had inherited ancient Egypt's secret
system of initiation and symbolic language. Even today,
confirms a Masonic historian:

Many Freemasons consider that the Masonic Order draws
much of its mysteries from Pharaonic Egypt. It is thus that
they refer themselves to Osiris and Isis, symbols of the

supreme being and universal nature L2l
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The first official celebrations held in honour of the
Supreme Being under France's new Republican calendar
took place on 8 June 1794.

At the heart of the proceedings, organised by
Robespierre's close friend the artist Jacques-Louis David,
was a huge amphitheatre in the Tuilleries Garden in front
of the Louvre Palace. There the official congregation
gathered to listen to a sermon preached by Robespierre in
honour of the Supreme Being. At the close of the sermon,
David had arranged for the dramatic burning of a Hessian
cloth statue representing ‘Atheism’ - from which emerged,
like a phoenix from the flames, a stone statue representing
‘Wisdom’.

Next the choir of the Paris Opera sang:

Father of the Universe, Supreme Intelligence, Benefactor
unknown to mortals. You will reveal your existence to those

who alone raise altars in your name.22

‘Those who raise altars’ were, of course, the Republicans;
and the ‘altar’ in this particular case turned out to be a
massive artificial mountain (historian Jean Kerisel calls it a
‘pyramid’) in the heart of the Champs de Mars, where today

stands the Eiffel Tower.23 Representatives of the 48
districts of Paris as well those of the Convention with
Robespierre at the helm, made their way to the
pyramid/mountain and ascended its flanks. Robespierre
then was raised on the summit next to a symbolic “Tree of
Liberty’, while patriotic hymns were sung by the Paris
Opera choir.

Let us note that in the iconography of the Revolution the
all-seeing-eye (or ‘Eye of Providence’) was often shown
above the “Tree of Liberty’ while at other times it was also
seen within a glowing triangle or pyramid hovering above
the scene, much like the symbol seen today on the US one-



dollar bill. This symbol, in fact, was originally designed for
the so-called Bj[W NIWig] 1 [ Pfd[Z N\W[k in 1776 by a
committee that included Benjamin Franklin and Thomas

Jefferson.ﬂ The very same symbol was also to appear in
1789 on the frontispiece of the Declaration of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen drafted by the Marquis de
Lafayette, a close friend of both Franklin and Jefferson. The
symbol clearly represents the Supreme Being of the
Republicans and, by extension, the Masonic ‘Grand
Architect of the Universe’ - also depicted as a pyramid with
the all-seeing-eye or ‘Eye of Providence’. In one
propaganda poster which has survived from the 1789
Revolution, the all-seeing-eye is portrayed above the words
‘x1j[ Nmhj2e [’, i.e. ‘Supreme Being’, which confirms the

link between the two ideas.22 In this poster the ‘eye’ is not
within a pyramid but inside a solar disc from which shoot
down golden rays of light on the ‘People’ and the
‘Republic’. There are two figures on the bottom of the
poster, the one on the left is the aging Voltaire, and the one
on the right is Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the two intellectual

heroes of the Revolution.26

This sort of iconography and rhetoric is strongly
suggestive of an attempt to push forward some sort of
deist-cum-Masonic ‘religion” as an alternative to
Christianity. And as British historian Nigel Aston remarks in
his book M agf WZ M ngdileggf & AjW Y[, the ‘belief in
the Supreme Being permitted enough variations to

accommodate many tastes.’2Z Aston quotes the patriot
Lazare Carnot, a Freemason and also a member of the
Convention, who, made a speech in 1794 extolling the
many virtues of mankind, and explained:

... these are things to be found in the Nmhj[e [ ; [d ; he is
the kI Wi of all thoughts which make for the happiness of

man.5—8
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This perhaps unpremeditated association of the ‘Supreme
Being’ with the idea of a seal brings to mind the Great Seal
of the United States, which not only displays the ‘Supreme
Being’ with the symbol of the glowing pyramid and the all-
seeing-eye, but also is an icon of the individual's
constitutional right to the pursuit of happiness.

On 18 September 1793, just a few weeks after the
festivities that were staged at the Place de la Bastille by
David, another sort of ceremony, this time blatantly
Masonic, took place across the Atlantic at the site of the
future Capitol in Washington, DC. Wearing a Masonic apron
given to him by the Marquis de Lafayette, George
Washington laid the cornerstone of the Capitol on Jenkins
Heights during a ceremony attended by hundreds of
Freemasons. The Masonic apron worn by Washington,
which had been embroidered by Mme de Lafayette,
contained an assortment of well-known Masonic symbols,
but its centrepiece is undoubtedly the all-seeing-eye
emblazoned by a radiating sun disc. Interestingly, author
David Ovason, a Freemason who has conducted extensive
research into the meaning of this Masonic ceremony,
concluded that it was, among other things, primarily
intended to consecrate both this building as well as the
Federal City to the zodiacal constellation of Virgo:

The idea of Virgo plays an important role in the
astrological symbolism which dominates the city. I have
also examined two foundation ceremonials in which the
Virgoan element was of considerable importance. By taking
this approach I might have given the impression that the
sole Masonic concern in these early years of the building of
the Federal City was with Virgo ... The importance of Virgo,
and her connection with the goddess Isis, has been
recognised in Masonic circles from the very early days of



American Masonry. The French astronomer Joseph [Jérome]
Lalande had been an important Mason, and his writings
were widely read by Americans of the late 18th century. As
early as 1731, Lalande had recognised that: “The Virgin is
consecrated to Isis, just as Leo is consecrated to her
husband Osiris ... The sphinx, composed of a Lion and a
Virgin, was used as a symbol to designate the overflow of
the Nile ... they put a wheat-ear in the hand of the Virgin,

to express the idea of months’...29

In his book BkaZ[ O [ ; jgl [j ggZ, Masonic researcher
Martin Short has this to tell us about George Washington's
affiliation to Freemasonry:
His [Washington's] funeral in 1799 had been conducted
according to Masonic rites. The coffin had been draped
with a Masonic apron given to him by a brother
revolutionary and Mason, the Marquis de Lafayette, and
the many Masons present each cast a sprig of acacia, to
symbolise both Osiris's resurrection and Washington's own
imminent resurrection in the realm where Osiris

presides.®

It is perhaps significant that the national memorial later
built in Washington, DC in honour of George Washington
was in the form of a huge Egyptian-style obelisk, and that
on its eastern entrance was displayed the ancient Egyptian
symbol of the solar disc. It is reported that during the
dedication ceremony a prominent Mason read a speech
and, after extolling the virtues of Freemasons, added those
strange words:
Their minds enlightened with divine love, their hearts
radiant with discovering of pure love, their souls cherishing
- like the ancient Egyptian worshippers of Osiris - the hope

of immortality.ﬂ

We shall see later how many of the symbols involved with
the cornerstone ceremonies of the Capitol and the
Washington Monument were veiled with symbolism
involving the ‘star of Isis’ i.e. Sirius. Meanwhile we hope



that it has become fairly evident that, for reasons and
motives not yet too clear, the ceremonies, festivities, and
city monuments associated with the ‘sister’ American and
French Revolutions display Masonic ideas and imagery and,
perhaps even more intriguing, are heavily tinged with
‘Egyptian’ connotations and symbols.



I Tgi B6

M X LXVgXi ?Tilil



: AS8I M=K MP H

EHLMP HKE;

F ixed with the many other currents and forces that are
acknowledged to have driven the French Revolution we've
tried to demonstrate in Chapter One that powerful religious
and spiritual energies were also at play. These energies
surfaced visibly in an aggressive de-Christianisation
campaign that saw great cathedrals, including the famous
Notre Dame in Paris, reconsecrated as temples of the
‘Supreme Being’. Throughout the land, ancient Egyptian
and other ‘pagan’ images were substituted for Christian
symbols, notably the cross, and even ancient Egyptian
deities such as the goddess Isis were venerated. The
Convention was thus not referring to the God of the
Christians, or to the Christian vision of the afterlife, when it
affirmed in 1794 that the ‘People of France recognise the
existence of the Supreme Being and the Immortality of the
Soul.’

Strange and startling though these developments were,
the late 18th century was not the first time that a religion
utterly opposed to Christianity, showing signs of an ancient
Egyptian influence, and deeply interested in the fate of the
soul, had taken root in the land we now know as France. In
the 12th century, more than 600 years before the
Revolution, just such an alternative religion had
materialised in Provence and Langeudoc - seemingly out of
nowhere - already deeply entrenched in the hearts and
minds of large sectors of the population. It was also present
in force in adjoining districts of eastern Spain and northern
Italy, and scattered in smaller communities throughout the



rest of Europe as far afield as Belgium, northern France
and Germany.

The name of this religion that had so rapidly and
successfully displaced the Roman Catholic Church in areas
so close to the seat of its own power was ... Christianity.

At any rate its practitioners called themselves ‘Good
Christians’, but the Church, labelled them heretics from the
moment they first came to its attention. Their
contemporaries in the 12th, 13th and 14th centuries
frequently called them HW & [ [ k (after the ancient dualist
heresy of Manicheism, supposedly wiped out in Europe
hundreds of years previously). And they were known by a
wide variety of other epithets including, most commonly,
: Xa [f k¥ k (after Albi, a prominent city of Languedoc),
and =W Wk (derived from the Greek word cW Wgk and

meaning the 'Pure’).l

These Cathars (the name that we will generally use here)
venerated Jesus Christ every bit as much as the Catholics
did. That was why they called themselves ‘Good Christians’.
But the place that he occupied in their religion was
radically different. In the Catholic view Christ was the

‘Word ... made flesh’ who ‘dwelt among us’.2 The Cathars
repudiated this utterly and worshipped him as a being of
pure spirit - an emanation from the ‘Good God’, a
projection or an apparition. They categorically denied his
material incarnation as the ‘Son’ of God, born in a human
body to ‘dwell among us’. They also forcefully rejected the
Catholic teaching of Christ crucified to redeem our sins.
How could he have been crucified, they asked, if he had
never existed physically in the first place? Far from
revering the central spiritual symbol of Christianity,
therefore, the Cathars denied the significance of the cross.
For them it was an obscene instrument of torture that the
Church of Rome had misled millions into worshipping as an
idol.



Turning the most cherished symbols, doctrines and
dogmas of Christianity upside down like this was a Cathar
speciality that infuriated and repeatedly challenged the
medieval Catholic Church.

The source of the problem was that unlike the single all-
powerful and all-good God of the Christians, the Cathars
were ZmWWHk who believed in the parallel existence of two
deities - a BgZ g] BggZ and a BgZ g] @nal Each was
powerful only in his own domain and nearly impotent in the
realm of the other. The domain of the God of Good was
entirely spiritual, intangible, immaterial and filled with
Light. It was here that human souls had originated - the
creation of the Good God. The domain of the God of Evil
was the earth itself, the material world and all physical life
upon it - an infernal place of pain and punishment filled
with Darkness and iniquity. In the Cathar scheme of things
it was the God of Evil, the maker and ruler of the material
world, who had fashioned the bodies (though not the souls)
of mankind out of ‘mud and water’. And it was towards this
same Evil God, Cathar preachers argued, that the worship
of the Roman Catholic Church was directed.

The pope, in other words, was not a servant of the Good
God but the Devil's representative on earth. And the
purpose of the Catholic Church was not to transmit our
souls to the spiritual and light-filled domain of heaven after
death, but to trick us into returning again and again - in
one human incarnation after another - to the hell-realm of
the material world. Only a Ilifetime of self-denial
culminating in the special f gk& - or inspired knowledge -
attained on initiation into the highest grade of the Cathar
faith could save us.

It was a revolutionary teaching and, in 12th century
Europe, an extremely dangerous one.
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During the period of world history for which written
records have survived - most of the last 5,000 years - no
scholar would seriously argue with the proposition that
religions have played a fundamental role in shaping the
character of civilisation and directing its course. Likewise
few would dispute that the human race during this period
has consistently been divided not only by different
languages and cultures but also by the competing spheres
of influence of different religions. Some ancient faiths that
once commanded absolute obedience across vast areas
have withered away and vanished. Others that were
insignificant have risen to prominence. Others still are
almost forgotten in their original homelands but have
flourished in distant lands. Against the recent background
of rampant secularism in many rich countries, and rampant
religious fervour in many poor ones, we are left today with
four great faiths commanding distinct socio-geographic
spheres of influence, that still collectively claim the
allegiance of roughly nine of every ten of us:

» CdZmike is strong only in the Indian subcontinent
but there it has over 800 million adherents.

* ; n¥Z &e sprawls from Sri Lanka to Tibet, and from
China to Southeast Asia and Japan.

e Ikd¥ has hundreds of millions of followers in
Indonesia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, the
Levant and North Africa, but its heartland and
historical home is in the Arabian peninsula.

« = j&klaNdqg has a near-monopoly in the Americas,
having obliterated or utterly marginalised all the New
World's indigenous faiths during the past 500 years.
It also predominates in Australia, New Zealand, sub-
Saharan Africa and other areas of former European
colonial expansion. It's historical home is in the
eastern Mediterranean. However, after the triumph of
Islam in the Middle East and North Africa more than
a thousand years ago, Christianity's heartland moved
to Europe itself.



Today, as a result, it is a habit of mind to think of Europe
as a region locked so firmly and for so long within the
Christian sphere of influence that no other faith need be
considered to have shaped its destiny. For scholars
prepared to look hard enough there are, of course, faint
traces of earlier, pagan beliefs in the European heritage,
but these are rarities and throwbacks - quaint exotica with
no mainstream impact. Whether we travel to Austria,
Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, Greece, Holland,
Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Spain or Switzerland, the reality is
that all the countries of Europe confront us with very long
unbroken traditions of Christianity. In some cases these
traditions substantially predate the fourth century AD when
the Roman Empire under Constantine adopted Christianity
as its state religion and established Rome (where a
persecuted Christian community had already existed for

250 yearsa) as the headquarters of the newly empowered
Catholic Church.

Almost immediately after coming into imperial favour the
formerly persecuted church fathers themselves turned
persecutors. They sought to impose their control on
Christians throughout the Roman Empire, to suppress
schisms and to distil a universally agreed doctrine out of
the great variety of teachings that the faith had previously
encompassed. To this end, as we will see in later chapters,
they promulgated dogmas and defined and declared
anathemas upon a whole series of heresies. These were
then systematically hunted down and obliterated over the
next three centuries.

Notable among the forbidden faiths was the great dualist
heresy of Manicheism (to which no less a figure than Saint
Augustine, one of the four most revered ‘doctors of the
Church’, had belonged for nine years before converting to

Christianity in AD 386).4 Claiming to lead to direct and
personal knowledge of the divine, all forms of Gnosticism
were also persecuted to vanishing point. Influenced by



elements of the ancient Egyptian religion, Asian and Middle
Eastern mysticism, Greek philosophy, and alternative
interpretations of Jewish and Christian teachings,
Gnosticism was as profoundly dualistic as Manicheism and
was for some centuries the chief rival to Roman Catholic

hegemony.5

By the seventh century, however, Manicheism had been
expelled to the distant East, and the numerous Gnostic
sects that had confronted the early church seemed to have

been obliterated.® No longer facing any organised spiritual
competition, Catholicism was able to see out the remainder
of the Western Dark Ages with its defences relaxed. The
result, by the early 11th century, was that churchmen had
no living experience of heresy. Those who sought to remind
themselves of its dangers could only turn to books -
amongst them Saint Augustine's agonised account of his

own ‘errors’ as a ‘Manichee’ written 700 years earlier.Z

It therefore came as a something of a jolt when a heresy
(looking very much like Manicheism) suddenly resurfaced
in the 12th century in the form of Catharism in areas at the
very heart of Western culture. Moreover it proved to be no
transitory movement linked to the lives of a few charismatic
leaders but the most deadly threat ever to confront the
Catholic faith. Appearing as though from nowhere it was a
well-organised ‘anti-Church’ that claimed an antiquity even
greater than that of Catholicism itself. It also had the
temerity to recruit its new members directly from Catholic
ranks.

What made Catharism such a threat and outrage to the
Catholic Church, however, was not just its embarrassing
success at converting Catholics, nor the challenge of its
doctrines - radical though they were. Nor was it simply the
shock of confronting a dualist heresy that seemed to have
conjured itself up out of the past like a ghost. Nor was it
the heresy's obvious dynamism, nor the uncomfortably
rapid spread of its sphere of influence ever closer to Rome



during the 12th century. The real problem was that as well
as winning over large numbers of ordinary people,
Catharism had succeeded in attracting the tacit and
sometimes even the overt support of some of the most
powerful noble families in southwestern Europe. These
included, most notably, the Counts of Toulouse, the Counts
of Foix, and the Trencavel viscounts who ruled the walled
cities of Albi, Béziers and Carcassonne. With their knights
and castles and strength of arms concentrated in the
Languedoc and surrounding areas, such men had
transformed Catharism into something that the Church of
Rome had never faced before. Here was a heresy that could
fight back, that would not easily be crushed by the use of
secular force, and that might conceivably, if allowed to
grow further, push the Catholic religion out of Europe
altogether.

For more than a century, with consequences that reach us
today, European civilisation hesitated at the crossroads of
two competing spiritual systems and confronted the choice
of two very different ways forward into the future. Let's
take a closer look at the key players and events during this
decisive period of history.
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Languedoc today is part of the colourful mosaic of
southern France. It adjoins Provence to the east and is
separated from Spain to the west by the Pyrenees
mountains. In the 12th and 13th centuries it was famed for
the romantic poetry of its troubadours, for its ‘Courts of

Love’,8 for the fiercely independent character of its people,
and for its unique culture.

Underlining this sense of difference was the basic fact
that the people of Provence and Languedoc had never been
French subjects and did not even speak French. Indeed at



that time what the word ‘France’ conjured to mind for most
was just the Ile de France, the region immediately around
Paris. More broadly defined, ‘France’ also included the
territories lying between the Loire, the middle part of the
Meuse and the Scheldt. But the lands to the south of the
Loire and south of the Massif Central, as well as the whole
of the Mediterranean coast, were excluded. As late as the
14th century travellers heading north from Toulouse or
Avignon thought of themselves as journeying lg ‘France’

rather than within it.2

Together with the regions of Limousin and old Aquitaine,
and the southern part of the French Alps, Languedoc and
Provence were known in medieval times by the collective
name of J] YYdAW aN They by no means formed a ‘state’ or a
‘country’ as we understand those concepts today. On the
contrary, other than to family, friends and neighbours, the
primary loyalties of the majority of the inhabitants were to
the town or city in which they lived or to the aristocrats
whose fields they ploughed. Still they had much more in
common with each other than they did with the cultural
and political community of northern states that were in the
process of becoming ‘France’. And above all else these
‘Occitanians’ were united by their common language,
literally the d¥ ni Z'gY - that is to say the language in
which the word for ‘yes’ is gY (as opposed to the d¥ ni
Z'ga the 12th century language that was to evolve into
modern French, in which the word for ‘yes’ was gal- later
to become the more familiar gnaof today)+

Medieval scholar Joseph Strayer points out that the
French of the north and the Occitan of the south are
separated by one of the sharpest breaks in the whole family
of Romance languages and are mutually incomprehensible.
Occitan is, however, very close to Catalan and quite close to
Castilian. The result is that in the 12th century:
A merchant from Narbonne would have been easily
understood in Barcelona, while he would have needed an
interpreter in Paris ... A baron of the Ile de France would



have found more men to talk to in London, or even in
Cologne, than he would have in Toulouse. Now a language
barrier is not an impassable obstacle, but it is a real one,
and it is the kind of barrier that creates misunderstandings

and suspicions.m
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Power in Occitania was in the hands of a feudal
aristocracy dominated by the three great families of Foix,
Trencavel and Toulouse.

Described at the time as ‘the peers of kings, the superiors

of dukes and counts’, 1l the princes of the house of
Toulouse ruled a domain extending from Toulouse itself to
Nimes in the east, and from Cahors in the north to

Narbonne on the Mediterranean coast.l2 They also
enjoyed, and could sometimes call upon, an impressive
range of international alliances. Raymond VI, Count of
Toulouse from 1194 - 1222, for example, was a cousin of
the king of France and brother-in-law to the kings both of

England and of Aragon.ﬁ He also tolerated and sometimes
even promoted Catharism and travelled with a Cathar holy

man.ﬂ

The Counts of Foix, lords of the high Pyrenees along the
border with Spain, were renowned for their military
prowess, stubborn ruthlessness, and strong Cathar
connections. In 1204 Raymond-Roger, Count of Foix from
1188 - 1223, witnessed the reception of his widowed sister
Esclarmonde into the h[j][ Yla (literally the ‘perfect’), the

highest rank of Cathar initiates.12 Two years later his own
wife, having born him six children, was also received into
the h[j][ Ylaand retired from the world to preside over the

Cathar equivalent of a nunnery.m Though never avowedly



a Cathar himself, Raymond-Roger was staunchly anti-
Catholic all his life. On one occasion it seems that soldiers
in his employ chopped a canon of the Church into pieces
and used ‘the arms and legs of a crucifix to grind up spices

with, in lieu of a pestle.’ﬂ In a lengthy essay on ‘the
barbarity and malignity of the Count of Foix’ a
contemporary pro-Catholic chronicler wrote:

His wickedness exceeded all bounds ... He pillaged
monasteries, destroyed churches, excelled all others in

cruelty.ﬁ

The Trencavel dynasty, controlling lands that stretched
from the Tarn to the Pyrenees, added their own
combination of wealth, hereditary influence, military might
and pro-Cathar sympathies to the equation of power in
Languedoc. Raymond-Roger Trencavel, who ruled from
1194 until his capture and murder by Catholics in 1209,
had been tutored by the well-known Cathar scholar
Bertrand de Saissac. The latter had once shown his
contempt for the laws of Catholicism when a monk he
disliked was elected abbot at the monastery of Saint Mary
of Alet. Bertrand's response was to have the corpse of the
former abbot exhumed and placed, mouldering, in the
abbatial chair to supervise a new election. Not surprisingly
the abbot elected on this occasion did meet with Bertrand's

favour19

Support for and involvement with the Cathars, combined
with a rejection of the Church, were not confined solely to
the upper levels of the aristocracy. In the Lauragais, the
populous area between Toulouse and Carcassonne, the
minor nobility are reported to have been almost solidly
Cathar. The same was also the case for their counterparts

in the Corbiéres between Carcassonne and Narbonne.20
Tellingly it has been calculated that 30 per cent of all

Cathar h[j][ Ylawere of noble birth.21 Moreover even the
remaining Catholic nobility of Occitania often proved to be
at least sympathetic to the Cathars - and at times were



openly supportive of them. An indication of their dilemma is
to be seen in the reply given by the Catholic knight, Pons
d’Adhémar of Rodelle when he was asked by Foulkes, the
bishop of Toulouse, why he and his co-religionists had not
expelled the heretics from their lands:

We cannot. We have grown up amongst them. We have
relatives amongst them, and we see them living good,

decent lives of perfection.2
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Thus sheltered by the aristocracy of the region on both
sides of the religious divide, the Cathars also found strong
support at all other levels of Occitanian society. Large
numbers of them were skilled craftsmen and artisans. A list
of Cathars present in the city of Béziers in 1209 includes:

. one noble (XWgfnk), four doctors, five hosiers, two
blacksmiths, two pelterers, two shoe-makers, a sheep-
shearer, a carpenter, a weaver, a saddler, a corn-dealer, a
cutler, a tailor, a tavern-keeper, a baker, a woolworker, a

mercer, and a money-changer.ﬁ

Martin Barber, professor of history at the University of
Reading, observes that the Béziers list includes no less
than 10 individuals employed in the textile industry, and
that a great many other primary documents from the

period likewise link weavers (I[ plgj[ k) to the heresy.M

This is true both within and outside the borders of
Occitania. In France the general name by which Cathars

were known was simply J p[jW1, the ‘weavers’.22 In 1145
the renowned French ecclesiastic Bernard of Clairvaux
undertook a preaching tour to warn against a ‘heresy of

weavers’.25 It had supposedly sprung up fully formed ‘from



the suggestions and artifices of seducing spirits’2—7 and was

so successful at winning conversions that:

Women have quitted their husbands, men have deserted
their wives ... Clerks and priests ... often abandon their
flocks and their churches, and are found in the throng,

among weavers male and female.28

Likewise in 1157 Archbishop Samson of Rheims was
almost certainly complaining of Cathar missionary activity
when he spoke of a ‘Manichean plague’ that had recently

infected the greater part of Flanders22 (we noted earlier
that 12th century churchmen commonly referred to the
Cathars as Manicheans - after the dualist sect of that name
that had supposedly been stamped out hundreds of years
previously). This new outbreak of the heresy, Samson said,
was being spread by itinerant weavers and cloth-

merchants.30

The explanation is simple. Employment as weavers and in
other sectors of the medieval cloth trade - with its
extensive international connections - was chosen as ‘cover’
by Cathar h[j][Yla They needed cover to avoid early
detection by Church authorities because they were
mounting what can only be described as a large-scale and
well-thought-out missionary campaign. The rather gentle,
patient and systematic methods that they used to win local
trust, and eventually conversions to the heresy, have been
nicely described by the Canadian historian Stephen
O’Shea:
On the paths and rivers of the Languedoc of 1150 there
were not only traders and troubadours but also pairs of
itinerant holy men, recognisable by the thin leather thong
tied around the waist of their black robes. They entered
villages and towns, set up shop, often as weavers, and
became known for their honest hard work. When the time
came, they would talk - first in the moonlight, beyond the
walls, then out in the open, before the fireplaces of noble
and burgher, in the houses of tradespeople, near the stalls



of the marketplace. They asked for nothing, no alms, no
obeisance; just a hearing. Within a generation these Cathar
missionaries had converted thousands. Languedoc had

become host to what would be called the Great Heresy.ﬂ
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The missionaries were all Cathar h[j][Yla and, as
Stephen O’Shea rightly observes, it was their custom - like
modern Mormons or Jehovah's Witnesses - to travel and

evangelise in pairs.ﬁ Their black robes would have given
them something of the look of Christian monks or priests.
Other than their appearance, however, there was really no
similarity at all between the lifestyles of these h[j][ Ylaand
the lifestyles of the typical Catholic clergy of the period. As
even their most bitter opponents were willing to admit, the
distinguishing characteristic of the h[j ][ YInk was that they
lived exemplary lives of chastity, humility, great poverty and
simplicity throughout the whole period of Catharism's rise

and fall.33 Meanwhile the Church of the 11th and 12th
centuries had already become decadent and disreputable.
It was widely despised because of the rampant sexual
licence of so many of its ministers. In some areas it was
openly hated because of its vast wealth, corruption, greed,
and unnecessary ostentation. Doubling as large-scale
feudal landlords most bishops enjoyed lives of profligate,
scandalous luxury. No wonder, then, that they were
unpopular in their own dioceses where they were reviled

for their indifference to the privations of the poor.M

To understand the extreme asceticism for which the
h[j ][l Ylawere renowned, one need only recall the teaching
that lay at the core of Cathar dualism. The material world
was the wholly evil creation of a wholly Evil God. All
contact with matter was therefore also evil and could only



inhibit Catharism's primary project. This was the gradual
purification and eventual release of immortal human souls
from their cycle of rebirths in mortal human bodies. ‘O
Lord, judge and condemn the imperfections of the flesh,’
went one of their prayers6

Have no pity on the flesh, born of corruption, but show

mercy to the spirit, which is imprisoned.ﬁ
The h[j ][ Ylawere active participants in what they saw as
a cosmic struggle between utterly incompatible powers -

spirit and matter, good and evil.30 Success in the struggle
required them to lead lives in strict accordance with their
beliefs and teachings. Since flesh was ‘born of corruption’
it followed that any foodstuff thought to have originated
from processes of coition and reproduction was absolutely
forbidden to them. This meant, in practice that they could
eat neither flesh nor fowl, nor any of the derivatives from
these creatures such as eggs, milk, cheese, cream or

lard.3Z Their diet consisted of bread, vegetables, pulses,
fruits and nuts. Inconsistently (to the modern mind) fish
were also allowed. This was because of a medieval
misconception that fish did not issue from sexual
reproduction but were somehow spontaneously generated

in water or mud.38

The same anti-reproductive, anti-coital logic meant, of
course, that the h[j][ Ylamust themselves be totally celibate
- even an ‘unchaste’ kiss was believed sufficient to destroy
their ritual purity. All other bodily needs and desires

brought the same peril and were likewise to be shunned.32
To harden their resistance to the desire for nourishment
they not only rigorously followed the already sparse diet
outlined above but also subjected themselves to lengthy
fasts amounting to more than 70 days a year on bread and

water alone.20 The purpose of all these privations was to
loosen the bonds that imprisoned the soul within the

body.21



In pursuit of the same objective, and in order further to
minimise their contacts with the snares and lures of the
material world, the h[j][ Yla renounced all property and

personal possessions except the clothes they stood up in.42
Many other austerities were also required of them. Despite
these, however, there was no shortage of candidates for the
h[j Il YInk grade and the Cathar religion in fact made it very
difficult for anyone to achieve it. Aspiring h[j][Yla
underwent a period of training and direct exposure to the
full rigours of the life that they would lead after initiation.
Known evocatively as the VKKl & [ £ 1aW this typically involved
three years of full-time attachment to a senior h[j][ Ylnk
Only at the end of the WKkl [ f1aV if they had conducted
themselves satisfactorily, would they become eligible for
the ritual known as the Ygf kgd¥ [flne (‘consoling’) that

completed their own elevation to h[j ][ Ylnk status.23
Though often referred to as the ‘priests’ of the Cathar
religion, several researchers have noted that the h[j][ Yla
were in reality much closer in terms of their austerities,
their personal comportment and their function within the
faith to the:
... ascetic teachers of the East, the bonzes and fakirs of
China or India, the adepts of the Orphic mysteries, or the

teachers of Gnosticism.34

This impression is enhanced by contemporary reports
which seem to describe h[j][ Ylain trancelike or meditative
states. One eyewitness speaks of the ‘extraordinary sight’
of a Cathar h[j][ YInk seated on a chair ‘motionless as a

tree trunk, insensible to his surroundings.’4—5

But the Cathar authorities knew very well that a life of
meditation, total chastity, austerity and withdrawal from
the material world was beyond the reach of the average
mortal. Moreover their society did not - and could not -
consist solely of h[j][Yla and candidate h[j][ Yla whose
celibacy would provide them with no successors. What was
needed was a much wider pool to draw on. This was



supplied by a second grade or rank, far more numerous
than the h[j][ Yla known as the Yj[Z[f1[ k (‘believers’). It
was they, in their tens of thousands, who constituted the
vast majority of all Cathars. It was they who contributed
the social and economic energy - to say nothing of the
military muscle - that made this religion such a threat to
the Church of Rome.

What the Yj[Z[fl[ k believed in were the fundamental
tenets of the dualist faith concerning the existence of two
gods, the evil nature of matter and the imprisonment of the
soul in flesh. They might even aspire, ultimately, to
becoming wandering gurus of h[j][ YInk rank themselves.
But the reality was that most Yj[ Z[ f1[ k never took up the
challenge. Instead, wherever Catharism was established,
we know that its Yj[Z[f1[ class lived ordinary lives of no
great self-denial. They married, produced children, owned
property, ate well and generally enjoyed the world. They
certainly attended the simple services and gatherings led
by h[j][ Yla that were part of the Cathar calendar. Along
with all other Yj[Z[fl[ k they likewise accepted and took
with extreme seriousness a general duty to accommodate
the impoverished h[j][ Yla on their travels and to provide
them with a strong network and support system. They were
also required to offer a ritual salute to any h[j][ YInk they
might encounter. Called the e [dgjVeé [ flne this involved
triple genuflections and greetings to the h[j][YIlnk and
culminated in the following exchange:
=j[Z[ f1[: ‘Pray God for me, a sinner, that he make me a
good Christian and lead me to a good end.’

fi
K[jIl YInk: ‘May God be prayed that he may make you a
good Christian.’

The exchange, explains medieval historian Malcolm
Lambert, was standardised and had a special meaning:

To be a Good Christian, or a Christian at all, in Cathar
belief was to become a Perfect. To come to a good end was
to die in possession of the Ygfkgd¥ [flme , not having



forfeited it by lapse. In the exchange and genuflection,
Perfect and adherent reminded each other of their own
status, the one waiting, not yet freed from Satan, the other

outside his power, in a unique position.ﬁ

=j[ Z[ f1[ k were taught that it was particularly important
for them to find a h[j][YInk and to perform the
e [dgjVe [ flne if they had in any way been exposed to the
contamination of Catholic influences. This was so at least
partly because obeisance - amounting almost to worship
(and referred to in some contexts as ‘adoration’) of the
h[j]l[ YInk represented a direct and public denial of the

Catholic Church.4Z When the prominent Yj[ Z[ f1[, the Lady
Fidas of St. Michel, travelled to Rome with Countess
Eleanor of Toulouse, she cheekily took a Cathar h[j][ Yink

with her: ‘to worship him in the very chapel of the Pope.’ﬁ

Whether they were nobles or peasants, however, the
majority of Yj[ Z[ f1[ k would postpone until their deathbeds
the moment when they felt ready to summon a h[j][ YInk to
confer wupon them the dualist baptism of the
Ygf kgdé [flne . It was an act of momentous importance
that filled the recipient with a charge of the Holy Spirit,
and, for some, could open the door to the Kingdom of
Heaven. Though it amounted, on the surface, to nothing
more than a short ritual accompanied by prayers and a
laying on of hands, the Ygf kgd/é [ fIlne was considered to
be so powerful that it was sufficient, Xq dkid - even
without years of itinerant austerity - to initiate the dying
Yj[Z[ f1[ into the ranks of the h[j][Yla He or she would
thereafter consume only bread and water, avoiding any
further contamination from the evil world of matter. The
hope for those thus consoled, and in a state of ritual purity,
might not have been that death would this time bring a
final release from the cycle of rebirth in human form, but
that it would, at the very least, bring ‘progress on the chain

of being towards it.42 On occasions when patients
unexpectedly recovered after being consoled they could



always return to the normal life of a Yj[Z[f1l[ and to full
involvement with the world. In that case they would have to
receive the Ygfkgd¥ [flne and enter a fast once again
when death approached or whatever progress their souls
might have made in this incarnation would be lost.

It was by no means certain that the next incarnation
would bring the soul to a body that would again receive the
Cathar teaching (or even, necessarily to a human body at
all - rather than, say, the body of a donkey - let alone to the
body of a Cathar). =j[ Z[ f1[ k were therefore provided with
a strong incentive to receive the Ygf kgd* [ fIne in this life
(where they knew it was definitely available) but to so
juggle things that they did not have to go through with it
until their deathbed. During the late 12th century when
there were large numbers of h[j][Yla on the roads and
living in every village, town and city of Occitania this was
not usually difficult to accomplish. But during the 13th
century, as we shall see in Chapters Six and Seven,
Catharism became a persecuted faith throughout Europe -
with the greatest attention paid to Occitania. There, amidst
demonic scenes from the lowest circles of hell, the
populations of entire cities were put to the sword by
soldiers of the Church of Rome. The papal inquisitors
followed and as they went about their work the numbers of
h[j l[Ylafell into an ever more catastrophic decline with
each new mass burning. By the early 14th century there
are only known to have been three h[j][ Ylastill at work in
the whole of the Languedoc, once the very epicentre of the
faith. Surviving Yj[Z[fl[ k faced great uncertainty as to
whether they would be able to obtain the Ygf kgdé [ f Ine
at all. The desperate solution of many Cathars nearing the
end of their natural lives in these last days was the [ fZmjW
- an Occitan word meaning ‘fasting’ or ‘hungering’ applied
to the bread and water fast that normally followed

deathbed consolings.5—O Now, however, those who had
received the ritual preferred not to risk breaking their fast



even if they later began to show signs of recovery. The
consequence was that the [ f Zmj W
. came to have the precise and technical meaning of

fasting to death after receiving the Ygf kgd/é [ f Ine 21
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When extensive persecution of Catharism began in the
13th century the fundamental difference in lifestyle
between the consoled and the unconsoled - between hlj
Il Ylaand Yj[ Z[ f1[ k - was sometimes seized on by the latter
to try to persuade their accusers that they weren't heretics
at all. In the bourg of Toulouse in 1223 for example Jean
Teisseire, a Yj[Z[fl[ in the prime of life who had no
interest in an early Ygfkgd¥ [flme, was arrested and
accused of heresy. ‘I have a wife and I sleep with her,” he

protested, ‘I have sons, I eat meat and I lie and swear’22
(along with marriage, sex, reproduction and meat-eating,
lying and the swearing of oaths were forbidden to

h[j IY19R3 Convicted on the evidence of witnesses,
Tessiere's arguments were ignored by the court. He was
sentenced to burn at the stake and placed in the bishop's
prison to await execution. The procedure now allowed him
to recant and go free but he stubbornly continued to
profess his innocence and remained on death row. There he
fell into conversation with several Cathar h[j ][ Ylaand a
few days later accepted the Ygf kgd*é [ fIne at their hands.
Still refusing to recant beliefs that he now acknowledged

he held he was ‘burnt with the rest.’24

There are many reports of courage and extreme self-
sacrifice from the era of persecution. They tell us that
Catharism was capable of inspiring its adherents with



profound and strongly-held beliefs concerning the progress
and afterlife destiny of the soul. Indeed these beliefs were
so strong that again and again h[j][ Ylaand Yj[ Z[ f1[ k like
Teisseire were prepared to suffer death in the utmost agony
rather than recant and jeopardise their imminent release
from the evil world of matter.

There are several well-attested accounts of the
condemned rushing [f e VKK towards the pyres that had
been prepared for them and flinging themselves joyfully
into the roaring flames. Whether we think of them as
credulous fools, therefore, or as exalted martyrs, it seems
that Catharism had liberated these people from the
paralysing fear of hell that the Catholic Church had used
for centuries to terrify and close the minds of medieval
Europeans. Indeed such a liberation would have followed
more or less automatically from conversion to Cathar
dualism - which proposed no lower hell than the earth
itself, ‘the lowest plane of consciousness to which we

sink’22 - a place of trial and torment in which our souls
were W [WZq wundergoing fierce penances and had
remained trapped for countless prior incarnations. Hell, in
other words, was not an unknown destination, to which we
would be sent for sins defined by the Catholic Church, but a
known one in which we were already present but which it
was our destiny one day to escape.

In this way, at a stroke, the Cathars not only abolished all
fear of death in their initiates but also sundered bonds of
superstition and demonology that had stalled the progress
of Western civilisation throughout the Dark Ages. Seeking
to sweep the cobwebs away from all aspects of habitual
religious behaviour they said that chanting in church
‘deceived simple people’, and ridiculed as an irrational
waste of money the Catholic practice of paying alms for

souls in purgatory.S—6

By giving exposure and prominence to such ideas - albeit
for just a brief period of history - the Cathars encouraged a



new freedom of thought and a new spirit of flexibility and
openness to change. The psychologist Arthur Guirdham
believes that this was ‘perhaps their most significant

contribution to the emancipation of the common man’2Z.

Not to understand this is to fail to realise that Catharism
was not only an enlightened but an optimistic creed. Some
of the contemporary defenders of Catharism regard it as a
dour, Calvinistic and basically pessimistic religion. Sir
Steven Runciman who is, on the whole, very fair in his
assessment of the Cathars, regards the religion as
foredoomed because of its built-in pessimism. Those
holding such views are at a loss to explain how such a
repressive and pessimistic creed could have spread like
wildfire through the most sophisticated and sceptical

region of Europe .28
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Catharism's sudden flowering took place at a time when
Europe, stimulated by the contact with the East that the
Crusades had brought, was shaking off the slumber of the
Dark Ages and rediscovering ancient wisdom in the
classical texts. Often described by historians as the
‘Renaissance of the 12th century’, this period of ‘change,

experimentation and broadened horizons’22  ended
hundreds of years of intellectual stagnation. It saw the
birth of many new philosophical and scientific ideas,
witnessed the rise of the first towering Gothic cathedrals,
and experienced far-reaching social and economic changes.

Together with the neighbouring parts of eastern Spain
and northern Italy where the Cathar religion was also
strong, the 12th century civilisation of Occitania -
urbanised, sophisticated, cosmopolitan - was ‘indisputably

ahead of anywhere else in Europe’.® It lay at the epicentre



of what promised to become a great upheaval in Western
values marked by a spirit of inquiry and the introduction of
a gentler, more cosmopolitan and more tolerant world view.
Moreover, had Catharism succeeded in all its aims, we can
be certain that there would have been no place, in this new
age, for the Catholic Church - which, as the church of
Satan, had for so long led so many souls astray. Far from
succeeding, however, the Cathar heresy was crushed by a
series of violent and genocidal ‘crusades’, unleashed by the
Catholic Church in the first half of the 13th century. The
last of the resistance was then slowly and methodically
finished off by the papal Inquisition which was officially
established in 1233 specifically for the repression and

extirpation of Catharism.81 Had it not been for the
destruction and dislocation wrought by these so-called
: Xa [ f k¥ =jnkW][ k some believe that the culture of the
Languedoc could have anticipated the Renaissance in Italy

by more than two centuries.92
Such speculations are frowned on by mainstream

historians.03 As a result questions like - ‘what would have
happened to the West if Catharism had won its struggle
against the Catholic Church?’ - are rarely given any serious
scholarly consideration. An exception was the French social
philosopher and activist Simone Weil. She died in 1943 as a
result of voluntary starvation in sympathy with her
compatriots then under German occupation. Aged only 34
at the time of her fatal [ f Znj WWeil had spent the last few
years of her life cultivating a deep interest in the unique
culture of 12th century Occitania. She believed Catharism
to have been the source of all its inspiration. By crushing
the Greeks more than 2,000 years ago, she argued, the
Roman Empire had ‘brought sterility to the Mediterranean
basin’. Only once since then had another civilisation raised
its head in the same region which might have had the
capacity to attain ‘a degree of freedom and spiritual
creativity as high as that of ancient Greece.” Snuffed out in



the 13th century by the Church of Rome, this was the lost
Occitanian civilisation of the Cathars - which, in Weil's
analysis, had somehow plugged itself into much older
currents of thought:

Little as we know about the Cathars, it seems clear that
they were in some way the heirs of Platonic thought, of the
esoteric teachings and mysteries of that pre-Roman
civilisation which embraced the Mediterranean and the

Near East ...04

Weil was one of those for whom Occitanian civilisation in
the 12th and 13th centuries had conceived the true
Renaissance. Its potential had been greater even than that
of the Italian Renaissance in the 15th century. Because
Languedoc was the heartland of this precocious civilisation,
the brutal engine of the Albigensian Crusades smashed not
just the Cathars but Europe's last living link with the
ancient wisdom traditions of India, Persia, Egypt and
Greece. By contrast the centuries that followed the
destruction of Languedoc ‘were an essay in totalitarian

spirituality. 65
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Occitanian society under the influence of the Cathars was
anything but totalitarian. It was far ahead of the rest of
Europe in the process of urbanisation. Its rapidly-
expanding cities like Narbonne, Avignon, Toulouse,
Montpellier, Béziers, and Carcassonne proudly guaranteed
the freedom of thought and the economic and political
independence of their citizens. Even in his own city, for
example, the Count of Toulouse lacked any executive legal
authority over the citizens and was only obeyed so long as

he respected local common law.86 Narbonne, Avignon,
Montpellier and Béziers were hives of intellectual activity -



in every sense university cities even before their
universities had officially been founded. The most advanced
course on Aristotle in Europe, which took account of the

latest work by Arab scholars, was taught at Toulouse.87Z

Arab merchants and doctors had long found their way to
Occitania across the Pyrenees from those parts of Spain
then under Muslim control, or by sea from the East. They
had been welcomed by the Cathars - who were inclined to
see the Roman Catholic Church, not the ‘infidel’, as the
natural enemy. Besides, for the Cathars, all human bodies,
whether Muslim, Christian or Jew, were the prisons of
entrapped souls. Since all suffered the trials and rigours of
the material world equally, and since only Catharism
offered a way out of it, the oppression of one man by
another on grounds of race or creed was absurd.

Such ideas spilled over into civic life and resident aliens
in the cities of Occitania enjoyed full citizens’ rights,

regardless of their nationality or creed.88 Moreover while
Catharism maintained its resolute antipathy to the Church
of Rome it was open-handed and liberal with other faiths
that were willing to co-exist peacefully with it. This was a
time when possession of land by non-Christians was a
criminal offence in northern France. It was a time when
mobs of Catholics throughout Europe could frequently be
worked up into frenzies of anti-Semitic prejudice. Yet in
Occitania large and long-established Jewish communities
owned land, worshipped openly in synagogues, and

prospered unmolested throughout the 12th century.ﬁ
They, too, seem to have been going through a period of
creative intellectual and spiritual enquiry, just as the
Cathar communities were. Indeed it was in the coastal
cities of Languedoc in this same period that Jewish savants
elaborated the occult philosophy of the Cabala and began

to explore its implications.m A system of mysticism rooted
in ancient Judaic traditions, Cabala laid claim to secret
knowledge and divine revelation. It also exhibited strong



dualistic tendencies in which the ‘left side’ and ‘right side’
of the cosmos were envisaged in constant opposition and

conflict.Z1

It is notable that acclaimed schools of Talmudic law
flourished at Narbonne, Lunel and Beaucaire in the 12th
century and that there is a report from 1160 of Jewish

students from ‘distant lands’ studying there.Z2 Intriguingly
the same source - Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela - also
describes an encounter with a Jew at Lunel who had
‘discarded all worldly business, studied day and night, kept

fasts, and never ate meat.’Z3 This suggests the possibility
that Cathar ideas about how we should live in the world
and what we are doing here had begun to have an impact
not only on the large number of former Catholics it had
freed from the fear of hell but also on the followers of other
faiths as well.

: Ti[ Tgh Tc Wigdj UT'Wdj gh

It was in the 12th and 13th centuries that Catharism
briefly lit up people's minds in Occitania. In the same
period another extraordinary intellectual phenomenon also
appeared and disappeared in precisely the same region
now encompassed by southern France, northern Spain and
northern Italy. This parallel phenomenon was the lyric
poetry of the troubadours - a form that was invented in
Occitania and composed in the Occitan language. Judged
by literary experts today as ‘one of the most brilliant
schools that ever existed’, it is accepted as an influence on

all later European lyrical poetry.H Of much greater
consequence however, is the fact that troubadour poetry
also had an unprecedented kgYaimpact. Indeed it brought
about what has been described as ‘a revolution in thought



and feeling, the effects of which are still apparent in

Western culture.’/2

The revolution had to do with attitudes towards women in
society. The troubadours themselves were favoured at the
many noble courts of Occitania - where they enjoyed high
status and exceptional freedom of speech (sometimes even
intervening in political matters). Launched from this
position of eminence their poetry focussed respect-filled
eyes upon women in general (including such lowly figures
as shepherdesses), and upon the ladies of the courts in
particular, bestowing an exalted, almost saintly, status on
the female gender. These poems promulgated the idea of
courtly love in which the male protagonist existed to
worship his lady and to serve her faithfully. Such love was
adulterous, in the sense that the lady was almost always
married, but also pure in the sense that it was not to be

consummated physically.m The essence of the whole
exercise was self denial and frustration, longing from afar
and the ennoblement of chastity. In the process the man
who must love and yet not touch, must desire and yet never

be fulfilled, was raised above the common herd.ZZ What
was really being celebrated, suggests Zoé Oldenbourg, was
‘nothing else, surely, but the urge to proclaim a triumph of

self-will?"£8

Is it a coincidence that Cathar h[j ][ Yla too, sought to
impose their will over every physical need and desire, and
believed it necessary for their bodies to pass through
suffering, protracted vigils, deprivation of the senses and
many deaths before that goal could be achieved? For these
and other reasons, Oldenbourg believes that there must
have been a considerable degree of overlap between the
troubadour movement and Catharism. She goes so far as to
argue that on many occasions when:
... the troubadours ... mention God and Jesus Christ it is
very probable that they are speaking as Cathars, and that

their deity is the ‘Good God’ of the Manichean faith.Z9



But Oldenbourg is out of line. It is the concensus of
medieval historians and literary scholars that the ideas
diffused through Occitania by the troubadours in the 12th
and 13th centuries had very little and perhaps even nothing

at all to do with Catharism.80 we may only comment, with
Arthur Guirdham, that this simply makes no sense:

How could two such startling manifestations of culture
occur at the same time and in a limited area without their
being related to each other? To hold such an opinion is
equivalent to saying that the teachings of Freud swept
London in the 1920s but had no influence on medicine or

literature.ﬂ
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In tandem with the poetry of the troubadours, the basic
organisation and beliefs of Cathar religion also had the
effect - whether by accident or by design - of elevating the
status of women in Occitanian society. Catholicism had
done nothing to dismantle the gross inequalities of the
sexes that prevailed in the European Middle Ages and
explicitly forbade woman to become priests. Catharism, on
the other hand, regarded the souls of men and women as
absolutely equal. It saw no reason why the material
envelopes that they were imprisoned in - namely their
bodies, which by chance could be either male and female -
should be treated with any less equality.

For this reason membership of the Cathar h[j ][ YIlnk class
was not restricted by sex and both men and women could
and did become h[j][ Yla On the highways and byways of
these dangerous times Cathar h[j][YIW preached and

travelled less than their male counterparts& - for
understandable reasons of physical security. Nor do we find
any women among the relatively few ‘bishops’ and



‘deacons’ at the top of the simple, low-maintenance and
minimally hierarchical structure by which Catharism was
administered in Occitania. Nevertheless there is no doubt
that women were highly esteemed and enjoyed great

influence in their communities83 where they often
established group homes for ‘the daughters, widows and

dowagers of the local petty nobility and artisan classes’ .84
In practice it is thought that the cadre of active h[j][ Yla
present in Occitania at any one time is likely to have
included rather more males than females (perhaps on the
order of 6:4), but this resulted from individual choices, not
policy, and was compensated by a higher ratio of women

amongst the Yj[ Z[ f 1[ k.83

In summary, by contrast with anything the Catholic
Church had to offer, the status of women within the Cathar
faith was high and their role both important and
recognised. This liberation, too, must have played its part
in the great awakening of ideas and human potential that
took place in Occitania in the 12th century.
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The point we wish to make here is that although
Catharism was a system of inspired spiritual knowledge
and, in every sense a religion, it was also a great deal more
than that.

We've seen that it was, at one level, a social programme
anticipating by centuries the modern recognition that
human potential can never be fully realised without
‘women's liberation’. Likewise we've seen how the Cathar
doctrine of the equal predicament of souls - and the basic
irrelevance of the sex, race or creed of the bodies in which
they happen to be trapped - lent itself naturally to the



refreshing liberalism, open-mindedness, cosmopolitanism
and democratising tendencies of Occitanian society.

Catharism was also a comprehensive philosophy of anti-
materialism that offered all who adhered to it a choice of
two very clear ways forward in this life - a ‘high’ road and a
‘low’ road. The high road was the way of solitary meditation
and renunciation of the world - the suppression through
willpower of all physical needs, attachments and desires -
that was followed by the h[j][ Yla The low road was the way
of engagement in the world followed by ordinary Yj[ Z[ f1[ k
until they received the Ygf kgd*é [ flne on their deathbeds.
They hoped to make solid progress in this incarnation in
the great project of freeing their souls from the trap of
matter but understood that they might need to return again
and again to the material plane before that objective would
finally be achieved.

Had it been allowed to become widespread and to win
dominance over the Catholic Church throughout Europe we
cannot say what the long-term political and economic
consequences of such a philosophy might have been.
Simple logic suggests that it would have been most unlikely
to have led to either of the two great political and economic
systems - capitalism and communism - that were ultimately
to dominate human affairs in the 19th and 20th centuries.
Both are entirely materialist in their outlook and their
disagreement is only over the manner in which the riches
of the world are to be extracted and divided up. We can
suppose that the very different concerns of Catharism, and
its horror of material entrapment, would have led during
the course of history to very different arrangements
concerning ‘production’, the ownership of its ‘means’, and
the uses and exploitation of the masses.

Already in 12th century Occitania there is evidence that
the Cathars had begun to meddle with the feudal economic
order through programmes of adult education and practical
training for the poor and disenfranchised. For example
workshops run by skilled h[j][ Yla were set up to provide



apprenticeships in leather, paper-making and the textile

trade.8% One of the objectives of these workshops was
undoubtedly to turn out missionaries who could be self-
sufficient as they wandered from town to town making
conversions (as we noted earlier, surviving records show a
particularly strong concentration in Cathar areas of
weavers and other workers in the textile trade). But the
long-term effects of such an education programme, leading
as it did to the foundation of an instructed artisan class,
might have been literally revolutionary if it had been
allowed to continue. Little wonder, therefore, that the
French philosopher Voltaire seized on the memory of the
suppression of Catharism to rabble rouse against the evils

of the Church and of feudal oppression of the masses.8Z
Initiated as a Freemason in 1778, as we saw in Chapter
One, Voltaire's ideas were amongst the cocktail of
influences that precipitated the French Revolution in 1789.

Pacifism was another central value in the ethical system
of the h[j][ Ylaand a resolute commitment to nonviolence
was part of the regime of self-control over the baser bodily
instincts and desires that their initiation required of them.
There are cases on record of h[j][ Yla who chose to be
burned at the stake rather than satisfy the Inquisition that
they were innocent of heresy by killing even as lowly a

creature as a hen.88 Yet surprisingly for people with such
apparent contempt for their own lives - and for the pains of
death - it has been observed that the h[j][ Yla

. retained an absolute respect for the fact of life itself;
they would not allow any violent intervention by the human
will (which they regarded as invariably evil and arbitrary)

in the fate of a soul pursuing its road to salvation.89

The same reasoning explains why the h[j][ Yla were
utterly opposed to the use of the death penalty, even for
capital offences. They also claimed that common criminals
should not be punished but instead educated to become



better citizens.20 Such WAW1[ _WZ[ doctrines were of

course denounced by the Church as scandalous.21

Equally controversial was the strident insistence of the
Cathars - quite contrary to the spirit of the times and the
teachings of Catholicism - that preachers of crusade were

‘murderers’.22 Had the Cathars continued to win converts
at the rate they achieved in Occitania, instead of
themselves being stamped out (significantly by a crusade),
what might the consequences have been? Isn't there every
likelihood that they would have transformed the
international landscape of the Middle Ages - again with
incalculable but quite possibly very positive consequences
for the subsequent course of world history?
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But the world is the way it has been, not the way it might
have been, and the Cathars did not win. As we will see in
Chapters Six and Seven, they lost everything - their lands,
their culture, their freedom and their lives - in the blood-
drenched horror of the Albigensian Crusades. Ravaging

Occitania between 1209 and 1244,£ these were 35 years
of virtually unremitting war - a brutal war of sieges and
burnings and fearful massacres. Despite belonging to the
‘church of Love’, therefore, which ‘did violence to no

man’,24 the very fact that a nation of vegetarian pacifists
were able to resist the papal armies for so long tells us that
they did not simply lie down and surrender when they were
attacked. They fought back - tooth and nail.

This is by no means the only such paradox that Catharism
offers. We've noted already that its doctrinal horror of sex
(as the productionline that delivers new material
incarnations for trapped souls to be reborn in) did not



result in a concomitant change in reproductive behaviour in
Occitania during the Cathar heyday. On the contrary Cathar
families went on producing children in large numbers and
the region enjoyed rapid population growth. The solution to
the apparent paradox lies in the very different standards of
behaviour expected of Yj[Z[fl[ k and h[j][ Yla The former
adhered to the beliefs of Catharism but were not required
to emulate the practices of its adepts.

We've seen how this system left Yj[ Z[ f1[ k free to marry,
make babies and eat meat as they chose. By the same
token, despite its pacifism, it also left them free to resist
persecution, and to defend their country and their faith
with force of arms - even if doing so required them to
commit acts of ‘violent intervention in the fate of other
souls’. The h[j][ Ylathemselves seem always to have stood
back from the fray, leaving the actual job of fighting the
enemy to the Yj[Z[f1[ k Still there is evidence, in the face
of pitiless Catholic aggression and mounting atrocities
against Cathars, that even the h[j][ Yla found reason to
qualify their philosophy of absolute pacifism and
nonviolence. Since this world was the creation of the Evil
God, and the material realm was fully in his power, it
followed that he could create beings of pure evil - demons
who merely looked like humans but had no souls - to
destroy the Good Men and Good Women of the Cathar faith.
To fight against such beings, who were numerous in the
crusading armies and amongst the inquisitors, was hardly a

crime.%
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So in defending themselves against the murderous
assault of the Albigensian Crusades, Cathars came to feel
vindicated in their beliefs. The Catholic Church was the
instrument of an Evil God who had created the material



world as his personal fiefdom of suffering and horror, pain
and misery. Now day by day in Occitania there was ever
more compelling evidence for the accuracy of this
proposition: the massacres repeatedly unleashed upon the
civilian population; the tortures and the informer culture
devised by the Inquisition; the endless holocaust of the
Cathar faithful.

The scale, ferocity and sheer thoroughness of the
Crusades are of course a measure of the threat that the
Church perceived in Catharism. We already knew that the
military support given to the Cathars by the great lords of
Occitania had triggered this perception of danger. But as
we looked through the heresiological literature of the
period, we could not fail to note that something else,
perhaps almost equally potent, seemed to have been at
work at well.

For although the scale of the Church's response was new
- indeed unprecedented - the Catholic authorities clearly
recognised Catharism as an old and deadly enemy. It was
for this reason that they so often referred to the Cathars as
‘Manichees’, a heresy over which Rome had supposedly
triumphed centuries before. For their part, though they
would never have identified themselves as ‘Manichees’, the
Cathars claimed that their religion had come down to them
from antiquity, ‘passed from Good Man to Good Man’. It
was, they said, the true faith that the Church had usurped
in the early days of Christianity.

Most medieval scholars today prefer to argue that
Catharism was essentially a new phenomenon and very
much the product of its times. But neither of the
protagonists in this affair, Catholics or Cathars, thought
this was the case. They believed themselves to be caught
up in the latest episode of an ancient struggle of profound
consequence for the future of mankind.

In the next chapters, with due respect to the opinions of
the experts, we will investigate the possibility that the
protagonists could have been right.
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Np till now we have been able to treat the problem of the
Cathars as if their heresy existed in isolation. Of course this
was not the case. They posed a massive threat to the
Church of Rome on the basis of their success in nearby
Occitania and northern Italy. But they were in fact part of a
much larger heresy that threatened the entire Christian
establishment in Europe - not only the Roman Catholics in
the West but also the Orthodox Church of the East based in
Constantinople (ancient Byzantium, known today as
Istanbul).



The Catholic/Orthodox schism had been developing for
centuries and became official in AD 1054. By that date the
former bishops of Constantinople had already long been in
the habit of calling themselves [Yne [ fa&yWd hWjaNY k -

literally ‘patriarchs of the entire inhabited world’.2 Since
this seemed to challenge the pope's own claim to the top
job it was a source of great mutual hostility. Nevertheless
both churches were of one mind on the subject of heresy -

which was to be stamped out.3 And just as Rome faced the
heresy of Catharism in the West in the 12th and 13th
centuries, so too, and for rather longer, the patriarchate in
Constantinople confronted the heresy known as
; g _ge alke in the East which began its period of expansion
some 200 years earlier and survived until the end of the
14th century.

It was called ‘Bogomilism’ after its supposed founder
whose name in Greek was O [gh” adk and in Slav ; g ge a-

meaning ‘Beloved of God’.%4 Active in Bulgaria in the first
half of the tenth century, this enigmatic individual preached
a form of dualism that was identical, in almost every detail,
to the creed that would later be introduced into Western
Europe as Catharism. Hand in hand with these spiritual
teachings, he is also remembered as the organiser of a
political rebellion that gave the persecuted Slav peoples a
voice and incited them to withdraw their labour and fealty

from their Graecized Bulgar overlords.2

Although the Bogomil heresy endured in the East for
three centuries longer than Western Catharism there is
little reliable information about Bogomil himself. Not a
single contemporary reference to him has come down to us
and we know nothing about where or when he was born or

died, who his teachers were, or how widely he preached.ﬁ
The earliest-surviving report to mention him by name
(although it is not the earliest to notice the heresy he

startedz) appears in a book written at some point between



AD 977 and AD 990.8 The work of a hostile Christian monk
named Cosmas, this tract tells us only that:

In the days of the Orthodox Tsar Peter [AD 927 - 969] there
lived ... a priest called Bogomil (Loved of God), who in
reality was not loved of God (; g mf[ e &), who was the

first to sow heresy in the land of Bulgaria.9

Though it supplies no more information about the man
himself, Cosmas's book was written specifically to denounce
the faith that Bogomil had founded. His purpose was to
draw the attention of the Orthodox Church to the threat it
faced, and to upbraid Church authorities for the lapses that

had permitted such a heresy to flourish.10

. adhX id i[ X hdj gVXh dYedl Xg

In the years following the death of Tsar Peter in AD 969
Bogomilism spread rapidly westwards out of Bulgaria into
the Balkan principalities of Serbia and Bosnia (where it
fared so well that it was frequently the official state

religion).u Equally influential in Croatia, Dalmatia and
Macedonia, it also extended its grip into the heart of the

great city of Constantinople itself,Q headquarters of the
Orthodox Church of the East. The first account of
Bogomilism being practiced within the walls of
Constantinople dates from 1045. It is found in a letter
written by the monk Euthymius of Periblepton - who even
claimed to have discovered a heretical ‘cell’ in his own

monastery.ﬁ
Cosmas I (1075 - 81) was the first emperor of

Constantinople to take stern action against the Bogomils.M

His successor, Alexius I Comnenus (1081 - 1118) was even
more vehement in his attacks on the heresy. At an
uncertain date between 1097 and 1104 he ordered the



arrest of a known Bogomil named Diblatus who was
tortured for information about key figures in the movement.
The trail led to Basil, a renegade monk from Macedonia,
now living under cover at a monastery in Constantinople,
who was said to have been a Bogomil evangelist for more

than 40 years.ﬁ

Next Comnenus set a trap for Basil. Pretending only to
know of him as a respected Orthodox monk, the emperor
innocently asked for enlightenment about the Christian
faith. Human nature being what it is Basil could not pass up
this apparently golden opportunity and set out to try to
convert Comnenus to Bogomilism. A series of meetings
followed in which the emperor thoroughly debriefed the
unfortunate Basil, getting him to reveal not only the central
doctrines of the heresy but also compromising details of its

organisation and membership in C01rlstalr1t11r10p1e.m

Basil and his associates were then arrested and
contemporary accounts tell us that Comnenus reasoned in
person with the Bogomils, trying to win them back to the
Orthodox faith. Those who recanted were pardoned and
released. Those who would not recant were imprisoned for
life. Only Basil, on this occasion, suffered the extreme
penalty - so much favoured by heresy hunters in the West -
of being burnt to death. His stake was set up in
Constantinople's Hippodrome for the edification of a large

crowd.1Z
Surviving records from Constantinople say nothing more
about Bogomilism until the 1140s when there are reports of

more heresy trials.18 Then in 1145 we learn that no less a
figure than Cosmas Atticus, patriarch of the Orthodox
Church, has fallen under the spell of a certain Niphon, a
Bogomil. When - horror of horrors - the heretic was
allowed to take up residence in the patriarchal palace other
ecclesiastics began to agitate against him. Eventually they
took their complaints directly to Emperor Manuel I (himself
later rumoured to have had covert ‘Bogomil tendencies’)



and in 1147 Cosmas was deposed and Niphon arrested.19
Still the episode indicates that by the mid-12th century, at
about the time that Catharism was first detected in the
West, Bogomilism had grown from a minor cult started by
an unknown priest into a major religion that could position
itself close to the sources of power in the East.

[ TeT G]JVXiTh

This sense of a big faith on the move, taking shape,
growing in confidence and building up structure before our
eyes, is heightened 20 years later in 1167. In that year,
seemingly out of the blue, Nicetas, a senior Bogomil bishop
from Constantinople, suddenly turned up in the West. He
arrived first in Lombardy in northern Italy where he
persuaded the local Cathar bishops to adopt important

doctrinal changes and to be ‘reconsoled’ at his hands.20
Then he moved on to the Languedoc.

The entire Cathar administration of Occitania had
gathered to await his presence at the small town of Saint-
Félix-de-Caraman near Toulouse. Under his guidance
routine matters such as boundary disputes amongst the
existing Cathar bishoprics were resolved and three new
dioceses of Toulouse, Carcassonne and Agen were

established.2l As in Lombardy, however, the primary
purpose of Nicetas’ visit seems to have been to urge
important doctrinal changes upon the Cathars and to
reaffirm what were clearly by this stage well-established

links between the Cathar and Bogomil churches.22 Indeed
the immense respect shown to Nicetas, and the fact that he
once again ‘reconsoled’ all the h[j][ Ylapresent, tell us very
clearly that the relationship between these two churches
was that of a senior to a junior, or a father to a son. The
Cathars of 1167, in other words, clearly regarded



Bogomilism as the ‘home church’ to which they owed their
allegiance.

This conclusion is endorsed by modern historians who
have amassed persuasive evidence that the Catharism of

the West was indeed a direct offshoot of Bogomilism.ﬁ
Although northern Italy is closer to Constantinople the
heresy seems to have been brought to northern France and
even to Germany first (a report has survived of the trial of a

Cathar bishop in Cologne as early as 1143).24 When it
reached the Languedoc, and by what route, is not certain
but it had clearly been present long enough by 1167 for
bishoprics to have been established and boundary disputes
to have broken out.

It seems, however, that there must also have been some
doctrinal lapse amongst the Western Cathars which the
doctrinal changes introduced by ‘Papa’ Nicetas were
designed to correct. These brought Catharism into line with
his own powerful faction of the Bogomil church which
believed in the absolute opposition of the ‘two powers’ of

Good and Evil.22 By contrast there were other Bogomils,
and prior to 1167 many Cathars too, whose beliefs
compromised this pristine polarity. These so-called
e da W[ Z ZmWWiklk contemplated linkages, and even family
relationships, between the Good God and the God of Evil,
something that absolute dualists were not prepared to do.
Another objective of Nicetas's visit was to organise
further missionary activity throughout Europe, using
Occitania as a bridgehead. There is evidence that delegates
left the 1167 Council of Saint-Félix invigorated and actively

anticipating the prospect.ﬁ
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In the decades after Nicetas at the close of the 12th
century the Cathar and Bogomil churches begin to look
increasingly as though they are involved in a well-planned

and coordinated plot.ﬂ The purpose of this plot could not
have been more revolutionary: to compete with and
eventually to overthrow the Church of Rome and the
Orthodox Church of the East. The absurd worship of the
Evil God who had made this world was to be undermined -
not all at once but slowly, city by city, region by region. The
true dualist religion of the Cathars and the Bogomils was to
be introduced in its place. The fundamental aim of the
project was to free the souls of all mankind from the prison
of matter and allow them to return to the heavenly realm of
the Good God who had made them. Since this would
require an attitude towards material things radically
different from the dominant interests of the times it was
obvious that permanent changes in the structure of society
would also be necessary.

For us as researchers, this issue was clarified when we
discovered that the Cathars in Occitania had involved
themselves quite extensively in what we described in the
last chapter as ‘meddling with the feudal economic order’.

It seemed unlikely to be a coincidence when we learned
that the Bogomils did exactly the same thing. From the
earliest references in 10th century they are linked with
social, economic and political upsets. ‘They teach their
followers not to obey their masters’, warned the monk
Cosmas in his expose of the abominations of this seemingly
new heresy:

... they scorn the rich, they hate the Tsars, they ridicule
their superiors, they reproach the Boyars, they believe that
God looks in horror on those who labour for the Tsar, and

advise every serf not to work for his master.28
Confronted by material like this it is little wonder that
many historians have judged Bogomilism to be ‘at base ... a

social movement, directed against feudal oppression.’ﬁ



Others disagree and argue that we should ‘beware of
attributing too much importance to the social anarchism of
the Bogomils or of seeing in them Slavonic communists of

the Middle Ages.’@ In our opinion neither view is quite
correct. The Bogomils were not early communists - or any
such thing - since communism is a wholly materialist ethic
concerned only with the material world. Neither were they
‘at base’ a social movement. Exactly like Catharism, the
evidence convinces us that the Bogomil religion was first
and last a spiritual movement, interested exclusively in the
liberation of souls. It was the efficient pursuit of this
spiritual objective, rather than any of the normal
characteristics of a ‘social movement’, that led the
Bogomils inevitably towards revolutionary behaviour in the
material world. It inspired a critical attitude towards
earthly hierarchies and put a new mood of intelligent
rebelliousness into the air.

The same phenomenon of ‘social engineering’ running
alongside dualist heresy was observed in other parts of
Europe as well. In Occitania and France we showed in the
last chapter how the Cathars busied themselves in the
education of a skilled artisan-class - notably weavers and
others involved in the cloth and paper trades. In this way
empowerment of the poor through skills-training went
hand-in-hand with the spread of the faith. We were
therefore not surprised to learn that researchers in Italy
have unearthed proof of significant links there between
Catharism and the trade of pursemaking. Like weaving, this
was an occupation that could provide suitable cover for
missionary activities enabling Cathar evangelists to travel
incognito ‘making and selling their wares and at the same

time making heretical contacts.’31

So, although the dualists professed to hate this world,
such strategies show that they did not hesitate to use
rather worldly and ‘street-wise’ methods to win converts
from the established Christian Churches. After travelling



amongst the Italian Cathars in the early 13th century Ivo of
Narbonne reported that they routinely:

. sent to Paris capable students from nearly all Lombard
and some Tuscan cities. There some studied logic, others
theology, with the aim of strengthening their own error and

overthrowing the Catholic faith.32

Such evidence of calculation and strategy seem less
discordant with the Cathars’ ethereal central purpose when
we remember that they believed themselves to be locked in
an elemental struggle - often literally to the death - for the
soul of man. If the Catholic Church were allowed to crush
out the light of Catharism forever then the soul of man
would likewise be lost forever. With the stakes so high and
the enemy so diabolical, any means, fair or foul were
reasonable to bring him down.

LV ddadY[ XgXhn

Further evidence that Cathars and Bogomils were
involved not only in social agitation but in a coordinated
‘plot’” to overthrow established Christianity comes from
study of the methods they used to win conversions. The
field missionaries of both sects appear to have followed the
same procedures in the same order so closely that it is
obvious they must have shared the same training. In this,
once again, we have the sense of confronting people who
were not in any way ethereal but, on the contrary, rather
downto-earth, calculating and strategic.

They also demonstrated a good basic knowledge of
psychology in ensuring that the course of instruction they
gave as missionaries began with easily-acceptable
generalities and moved on only very slowly to reveal the
more deeply heretical - and thus conventionally shocking -

aspects of their faith.33 Euthymius Zigabenus, who



interrogated the monk Basil in Constantinople while he was
awaiting his execution in the Hippodrome, was told that the
Bogomils began by instructing their followers in those
beliefs and practices which they shared with the Orthodox:

... preserving the fouler doctrines for later, and entrusting

them to the more initiated in impiety as mysteries.ﬂ

The objective, in other words, was to detach potential
converts as far as possible from the beliefs they had been
raised in before attempting to substitute the alternative
dualist system.

Another technique used by both Bogomil and Cathar
preachers was to capitalise on the common-sense
scepticism of ordinary people to demystify elaborate
Church rituals - and therefore, by association, the whole
religious edifice that lay behind them. The Mass was a
favourite target of the Cathars who asked churchgoers to
think very carefully and objectively about each of its
details. When they partook of the wafer and the wine of
Holy Communion, for instance, how could they possibly
imagine - as Catholic priests had taught them - that they
were consuming the WInW body and blood of Christ?
Wasn't this contrary to reason, if not just plain stupid? All
the Catholics that had ever existed had been performing
the Mass and guzzling the Holy Communion for hundreds
and hundreds of years. If what they had been consuming
were really the physical body and blood of Christ then he
must have been absolutely enormous - at least the size of a
mountain, with veins like rivers - which clearly had not
been the case. Moreover, coming at the problem from a
different direction, Cathar evangelists would frequently add
an unpleasant reminder about digestive processes and their
end products. Did decent people who loved God really want

to pass his body and blood through their intestines?32
What kind of religion was it that would require them to
participate in such bizarre and frankly cannibalistic
practices? So logic, reason and good taste were all against



the Church being right about this basic issue long before
the time came to introduce more ‘touchy’ Cathar doctrines
like the non-physical nature of Christ.

The next step in the conversion process was often for the
missionary to provide concrete examples of how far the
Church had strayed from the true path. Favoured object
lessons were the notorious sins of the clergy and their
extravagant lifestyles. These were then graphically
compared to the simple, decent, unostentatious lives
advocated in the New Testament for Christians. After
contemplating the glaring contradictions thus revealed,
most rightthinking citizens in the audience would have
needed little further convincing that there was something
rotten in the heart of the Church.

In a similar way, further still down the road of conversion,
the method for introducing the dualist doctrine of the evil
nature of material creation was to illustrate it with
numerous practical examples that anyone could easily
grasp. Earthquakes might be cited, or volcanic eruptions,
or lightning strikes, or snakes, along with many of the other
noxious evils that we all know do stalk the material

world.36  As before, New Testament texts would be
extensively quoted, this time to show that the true
teachings of Christ and his apostles endorsed the dualist

rejection of material things.3—7

Malcolm Lambert, a modern scholar with decidedly pro-
Catholic sympathies, claims that the heretics usually
achieved these effects by dishonest manipulation of the
relevant passages which were ‘wrenched out of context’ to

reinforce the dualist message.ﬁ The end result, most
efficacious in winning conversions, was that the typical
unsophisticated audience for a dualist sermon would be
convinced that they had received ‘an exhortation by good
men based on the words of the founder of Christianity and

of his followers.’39



It is little wonder, therefore, that for a long while the
Cathars and the Bogomils enjoyed enormous success in
their respective spheres of influence. By the end of the 12th
century they had together created what Sir Steven
Runciman describes as ‘one great confederate Dualist

Church ... stretching from the Black Sea to Biscay.’ﬂ At its
core were sixteen bishoprics positioned in areas of
influence and high population all the way from

Constantinople in the East to Toulouse in the West.2L Since
the heretics had, from the beginning, commanded great
influence in the countryside as well as in the cities - and
had generally worked from the bottom of society up in their
programme of conversions - they entered the 13th century
occupying an astonishingly strong position in Europe. Not
even 250 years had passed since Bogomil himself had first
appeared in Bulgaria to preach the doctrine of the Good
and the Evil God. Yet in that short time an international
infrastructure had been laid down and enough popular
support won for medieval dualism to begin to think of itself
as an established religion and to proclaim its own

‘universality and supra-national unity"ﬂ over and against

that of the established Church.
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Accepting as all scholars do that Bogomilism was simply
‘Bulgarian Catharism’,43 or, more accurately, that

‘Catharism was in origin a Western form of Bogomilism’,ﬂ
what were the most important beliefs at the core of this
heretical, pan-European religion?

We've seen that a belief in duality was fundamental - that
is to say, a belief in two Gods, one Good, one Evil, with the
latter depicted as the creator of the earth, of mankind, and



of all material things. This in turn led the dualists to the
conclusion that Christ, as an emanation of the Good God,
could not have existed ‘in the flesh’ - which was by
definition evil. Likewise he could neither have been born
nor crucified (both of which call for a physical body) - and
therefore could not have redeemed our sins by dying on the
Cross.

The reader is also familiar with the notion, again shared
in full by the Bogomils and the Cathars, that the Holy Spirit
had been brought to earth by the non-physical Christ and
transmitted ever since - ‘from Good Man to Good Man’ -
through the ritual of the Ygf kgd¥ [flne and the laying-on
of hands. In both branches of the religion the ritual was the
same and in both it served as an instrument of initiation at
which a sacred fgkd&k was acquired that raised the
candidate from the class of the neophytes to the class of

adepts.ﬁ

Such beliefs and behaviour, on their own, clearly
delineate key differences between mainstream Christianity
on the one hand and the Bogomil/Cathar religion on the
other. But there are many more - as might be expected
given the genuinely Gnostic and essentially non-
authoritarian character of the heresy. Like all earlier forms
and expressions of Gnosticism it honoured the power of
individual revelation over and above established doctrine.
The result, part of the life of the religion, was a luxuriant
jungle of speculation by both Cathars and Bogomils around
their key concerns. These were the origins of evil, the
essential goodness and immortality of souls, and the cause
of their repeated incarnations in human bodies here on
wicked planet Earth. It was the encouragement given to
such individual creativity and freedom of expression that
led to the principal schism in the heretical Church - that
between so-called VKkgdhl[ and e gZ[ jW[ dualists, which in
turn proliferated into numerous smaller subdivisions. These
seem to have competed for conversions - ‘although they



may have differing and contrary opinions’ﬁ - but they also
apparently recognised one another and co-existed in a

spirit of mutual tolerance. %’

Despite the state of intellectual anarchy that prevailed
amongst the heretics we thought it was possible to make
out certain fundamentals of their religion on which all or
most seem to have agreed. When we compared these with
the fundamentals of established Christianity it was difficult
to avoid the eerie feeling that each was a weirdly distorted
reflection of the other. Like Dorian Gray and his portrait in
the attic they were the same but opposites, near but very
far apart.

M X dj gcXn dYi[ X hdj a

One matter of great common interest and wildly
dissimilar treatment was the origin and ultimate fate of the
soul and its relationship to the human body.

Established Christian teaching is extremely clear:

Each individual soul is a new creation of God, infused into

the body destined for it.48

At death the soul is separated from the body, though not
permanently as the two will be reunited at the Second
Coming of Christ and the resurrection of the dead. Then:
... departed souls will be restored to a bodily life and the
saved will enter in this renewed form upon the life of

heaven.29

Said to be a ‘fundamental element’ of Christian doctrine
it was a dominant view amongst medieval theologians that:
... the resurrection will involve a collection and revivifying

of the particles of the dead body.ﬂ
Naturally the Cathars and Bogomils did f gl believe in the
resurrection of the body. They regarded it as a truly



impractical and actually rather hideous idea. Their interest
was exclusively in the soul which they saw as an immortal
non-physical intelligence that entered the human body at

conception and thereafter wore it like a ‘tunic’2L until the
body died. They pictured the soul as a time traveller on an
immense journey towards perfection. Rather than the one-
off ‘resurrection’ of billions of mouldering corpses on
Judgement Day, their view was that each soul would be
reborn many times on earth, in many different bodies -

both human and animal22 - before attaining its goal. Very
much as in Buddhism, the objective was to progress to the
advanced state of detachment, purity and self-control,

obtainable only in human form,ﬁ that was believed
necessary to release the soul forever from its imprisonment
in the world of matter. The price was a life, perhaps many
lifetimes, of severe asceticism and meditation. Moreover,
though austerities were regarded as absolutely necessary,
the reader will recall that they were not on their own held
to be sufficient to obtain the soul's release. For that was
also required the power of the Holy Spirit transmitted
through the laying on of hands in the Ygf kgd¥ [ f1ne .

So, in the dualist scheme of things, the destiny of the soul
after death depended on what it had done with its period of
physical incarnation just completed:

e If, through efforts made in this and previous lives, it
had been born in the body of a man or a woman who
would become a Cathar or Bogomil h[j][ Ylnk, and if
the h[j ][ YInk concerned died in a fully-consoled state
without having lapsed, then the soul's term of
imprisonment on earth would end. Released from the
snares of matter it could rise back at last to its true
home in the furthest and highest heaven - the realm
of pure spirit ruled by the God of Good.

e If on the other hand the soul had incarnated in a body
that did not have the opportunity to encounter Cathar
or Bogomil teachings - and thus to be consoled - then



it would born again in yet another body, and another,
and another, until it did, finallyy come to ‘the

understanding of God.’24

A doctrine of karma is not explicitly spelled out in the
fragments of the dualist teachings that have come down to
us. Still it is clear that goodness and personal austerity
were thought to be beneficial to the progress of the soul
while a lifetime of wickedness and self-indulgence would
have profoundly negative consequences. Punishments of a
‘karmic’ nature could take the form of rebirth in
particularly ghastly circumstances, or as an idiot, or even
as a dumb animal - which, since it could not speak or
reason, would only further frustrate the progress of the

soul caged within it.22
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For Cathars and Bogomils the earth, and all material
things in the perceptible universe, were the work of the
Evil God. And while they worshipped the God of Good they
acknowledged that he existed in an entirely separate
dimension and had no direct influence in the Devil's
playground.

By way of stark contrast, Christians believe in only one
God, depicted as omnipotent and universally good, who
created the material world and with it the human body and
soul. He also established a spiritual heaven somewhere
‘above’ and outside the material dimension. There the souls
of his elect, restored to their bodies, are to be sent on the
Day of Judgement while for the remainder of mankind -
sinners all - it is well known that God has prepared a
suitable hell.



For mainstream Christians the books of the Old
Testament, just like those of the New Testament, are
regarded as inspired texts that form an integral part of

their canonical scriptures.i Much is made of the
continuity between the old ‘Law’, shared with the
synagogue, and the new Law brought by Jesus. Likewise
when Roman Catholics or Orthodox Christians speak of God
as the ‘Father’ and Jesus as the ‘Son’ they clearly
understand the ‘Father’ to be none other than Yahweh
(Jehovah), the God of the Old Testament. Nothing compels
us to believe that he has become some completely different
or even radically transformed deity. Jesus brings a ‘New
Covenant’, certainly, but you don't have to read the small
print to realise that the God Christians go to church to
worship today & still Jehovah.

The heretics adopted the same general scenario but their
take on it was radically different. Far from being the object
of their worship, Jehovah for them was synonymous with
the ‘Devil’, or ‘Satan’, or ‘Lucifer’ - just another of the
many names by which the Evil God who had made the
material world was known. They judged him by his deeds
which were well known and had always been arbitrary,
vengeful, violent and cruel. The Old Testament, in
describing these deeds, was simply an extended paean to
Jehovah's unmitigated wickedness and was seen by the
Cathars and the Bogomils as an irredeemably evil text - evil
through and through - that had been written to flatter this
evil deity. To adopt it as scripture, as the established
Christians had done, was to capitulate entirely to the Devil.
They therefore exorcised the Old Testament from their lives

and would accept no argument based on its authority.ﬂ
They relied instead upon the New Testament, and in some
extreme cases on just a few specific books within the New
Testament.

To this extent, though they were not Christians, theirs
was a new Testament religion. However they also



reverenced several other texts, as we shall see later, that
were neither known nor accepted by the mainstream
Church.
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If the basic dualist perception is of the separation and
complete incompatibility of the realms of spirit and matter
then how is it possible that souls - though wholly spiritual
and the creation of the Good God - could have ended up
imprisoned in human bodies created by the Evil God?

Cathar and Bogomil missionaries had a varied collection
of myths at their disposal to help confront such paradoxes
and answer questions arising from them in graphic and

engaging ways.ﬁ The myths weren't ‘dogmas’ or even
‘doctrines’ and it would be foolish to think that they were
taken literally. Rather they were storyboards used as
teaching devices - the point being for different teachers to
bring different listeners in different circumstances to their
own independent understanding of the mystery.

In brief, what the dualist myths tell us is that the
paradoxical mixing of good and evil in the heart of the
human  creature came  about after the  Evil
God/Jehovah/Satan had created the material earth as
described in the Old Testament. Some of the myths state
that he was not satisfied with this achievement so he
attempted to create a man, moulding the body out of mud

or clay, like a potter.@ But try as he might he was unable
to breathe the spirit of life into the body he had made - for
the spirit of life is in the gift of the Good God alone. In
desperation therefore:

He sent an embassy to the Good Father, and asked Him to
send His breath, saying that the man would be shared if he



were to be endowed with life ... Because God is good, He
agreed and breathed into what [Jehovah/Satan] had
moulded the breath of life; immediately man became a
living soul, splendid in his body and bright with many

graces.@

A quaint sidelight comes from a vernacular form of the
myth, repeated to the Inquisition in Toulouse in 1247. A
witness reported having been told by a Cathar how the
Devil made the body of the first man, Adam, and God gave
it a soul. But then:

The man leaped up and said to the Devil, ‘I do not belong to

you’.ﬂ

So we are to envisage an independent-minded creature
here, one who is aware of the good within himself and
capable of subduing the evil material inclinations of his
body. The natural impulse of this ‘Living Soul’ is to return
to the realm of the Good God yet it cannot do so without
purification because it has now been thoroughly
contaminated by matter. Worse, far from sharing Adam, as
he had promised, it is the intention of the Evil God to
monopolise the man, drawing him ever deeper into the
realm of this world and causing him to forget his spiritual
origins. Eve is suddenly (sometimes confusingly) on the
scene, also a ‘Living Soul’, and she and Adam are impelled
by the Devil:
... towards that carnal union that finally consummated their

position as creatures of matter.02

The original gift of Spirit breathed by God into the
parents nevertheless is transmitted through the act of
reproduction to their descendants, and their souls, now
enchained to matter, are reborn again and again on the
Devil's earth.

Another myth tells a different story to make essentially
the same points. In this case the Evil God starts out not so
much as a completely separate principle but as an
emanation from the Good God - a heavenly being of the



type that we might think of as an angel. Like Satan in
Christian cosmology his pride, arrogance and avarice
corrupt him and he must leave the good heaven. In the
momentum of his Fall he draws down with him:

... a great crowd of souls who had been created by God and
were living close to him in a state of beatitude. It was from
this inexhaustible reserve of fallen or captive angels that

human souls derived.83

In other recensions the God of Good and the God of Evil
may be portrayed as equal and opposite powers, or the
latter may again be a fallen emanation of the former.
Having created the material world, the God of Evil lures a
host of angels out of heaven. This he does by promising
them:
... possessions, gold, silver and wives, till they fell like rain
upon the earth for nine days and nights to be shut up in

bodies by Satan.0%
Many accounts say that a third of all the angels in

heaven,82 due to their own ‘weaknesses’, were thus
tempted to descend to earth to animate the zombie bodies
that the God of Evil had prepared for them. Meanwhile the
God of Good notices the radical decline in the angel
population and discovers that the departure of so many has
ripped a hole in heaven. He prevents further losses by
jamming his foot in the hole and tells those who have
already fallen that they will remain on earth, encased in

bodies ‘for the moment and for now.’86 Through the cycle
of reincarnation, harnessed to the sex impulse that ensures
an endless supply of new bodies to replace those that wear
out, the Devil believes that he has imprisoned the fallen
angels in the human race forever. But the enigmatic words
‘for the moment and for now’ lead us to understand that
the God of Good has a plan that will frustrate the Devil and

restore the lost souls to heaven.87
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Since the dualist perspective makes the God of Good
powerful only in the spiritual realm, and the God of Evil
powerful only in the material realm, it does not easily
provide a mechanism for either to operate on the other's
home turf. Perhaps this is why it takes a very long time -
thousands of years we're told, in all the Cathar and Bogomil

cosmologies® - for the Good God to implement his plan to
frustrate the Devil.

It is a plan conceived out of compassion for the
imprisoned souls of the angelic host - because their life on
earth, isolated from the Holy Spirit that had filled them

before their fall, is one of ‘unimaginable suffering’.®
Denied the radiance of the Spirit, and all that is good, they
are trapped far from their true home in a dimension to
which they do not belong. A Cathar prayer expresses their
grief:

We are not of this world, and this world is not of us, and we

fear lest we meet death in this realm of an alien God.Z0

The prayer goes right to the heart of the problem. How is
the God of Good to project his spiritual power into the
material realm of the God of Evil in order to rescue the
souls trapped there?

The dualists all gave the same answer to this question -
Jesus Christ. But their Christ was a very different figure
from Jesus the ‘Son of God’, born a man, later crucified and
resurrected from the dead, who is worshipped by Roman
Catholics and Orthodox Christians. The reader will recall
that the Cathars and Bogomils believed Christ to have been
non-human - an emanation from the Good God who could
never have been ‘born’ into evil flesh but who had
manifested in our material dimension as a particularly
convincing yet ‘non-physical’ apparition. Indeed it might



even be helpful in explaining what the dualists had in mind
here to say that their Christ figure was a sort of WVAWW -
not a created, material being, but an emission or radiation
or instrument of the Good ‘sent forth to deal with the

created world.’ZL

Christ's mission was threefold.

First he was to preach a religion, and transmit a f gk,
that would lift the scales from the eyes of mankind and
provide high initiates with insight into the meaning of
death, the true character of existence and the fate of the
soul.

Secondly, he was to offer instruction as to how humans
might best live together through their vast cycle of
incarnations in the hell called the earth. In the long-term
project of cleansing souls contaminated by matter and
preparing them to return to heaven there was no doubt
that certain social arrangements and  personal
commitments were more conducive to the success of the
‘mission’ than others. For example if humanity could be
persuaded to organise itself according to principles of love,
nonviolence, kindness, frugality, tolerance and mercy then
this would obviously be better for all concerned than hate,
bloodshed, cruelty, excess, dogmatism and vengeance.
Since the God of Evil sought every opportunity to urge us
on to all of the latter - and to every other ugly and wicked
impulse of which we are capable - the purpose of the
teachings of Jesus was to provide a counter-balance.
Though in fact he was a phantasm, the perfect ‘life’ that he
would appear to live on earth would also serve as an
example to show others the way.

The third and by far the most important objective of
Christ's holographic mission was to bring down with him
from heaven a blazing fragment of the Holy Spirit. For
those souls who succeeded in purifying and perfecting
themselves on earth it would provide the final necessary
burst of sacred energy that would break the bonds of



matter and return them to heaven.Z2 We might envisage it
as a flaming torch, lit from the main fire of the Spirit in
heaven and now able to transmit its revivifying flame to
souls marooned in the material world below.

Before his feigned death upon the cross, the Cathars and
the Bogomils believed that Jesus had passed custody of this
spiritual flame to the apostles through the laying on hands
- the original ritual of the Ygf kgd¥ [ flne - and thence to
the primitive church.

8 h[ dgi XnVj gh]ldc id eTglaaXal dgawh

For some years our own long-term research interest has
been in religious systems that give special emphasis to the
dualisms of ‘heaven-earth’, ‘sky-ground’ and ‘above-below’.
We have argued in previous books that such systems were
once prominent in the ancient world - most notably

amongst the Egyptians.ﬁ There are, for instance, funerary
texts 3500 years old (and older examples of the same type
of material could be cited) that instruct the pharaoh to
make a copy on the ground, and gain knowledge - f gk&k -
of a region of the sky called ‘the hidden circle of the

? W24 He is to do this so that he may become a ‘spirit’
after death and be:
.. well-equipped both in heaven and earth, unfailingly and

regularly and eternally.E

The source of this passage is the 11th division of the
;9g9c g R W&k d 1 [ ?nW (written on the walls of the
tomb of Thutmosis III, 1479 - 1425 BC). A little later in the
same text - in the 12th division - the pharaoh is instructed
for a second time to make a copy on the ground of the
hidden circle of the ? nW so that it may:



. act as a magical protector for him, both in heaven and

upon earth.Z6

We have argued that such dualistic sky-ground thinking
was a key element in the religion of ancient Egypt for at
least 3,000 years from the beginning of the Old Kingdom to
the time of Christ. And we've tried to show how that
religion inspired the pharaohs to undertake (great
construction projects - the Pyramids of Giza, for example,
or the Temples of Karnak and Luxor - which in a variety of
different ways sought to ‘copy’ or ‘reconstitute’ the

perfection of the heavens in the land of Egypt.ﬂ

We were therefore intrigued to discover that surviving
texts, traditions and inquisitional records from Occitania,
Italy and Constantinople contain not only copious
illustrations of the well-understood ‘spirit-matter’,
‘goodevil’ dualism practiced by the Cathars and the
Bogomils but also rarer examples of a distinctly ‘ancient
Egyptian’ heaven-earth dualism.

For example, when Euthymius Zigabenus interrogated
the Bogomil evangelist Basil in Constantinople around the
year 1100 he was told one of the versions of the ‘fallen
angel myths’ often used to explain how souls created by the
God of Good had come to be in bodies created by the God
of Evil. In this variant both Satan and Jesus are ‘Sons’ -
emanations - of the Good God. Satan, the elder ‘Son’ covets
the father's kingdom and rebels against him. The rebellion
fails and Satan is expelled from heaven. Yet through pride
and envy he still yearns to possess a realm where he might
be God. He therefore creates the earth and ‘W k[ YgfZ
"[WA[ £’ (our emphasis), moulds his zombie humans from
mud and water and persuades the Good God to breathe

souls into them.Z8 The reader knows the rest of the story.
Another hint of the same kind of thinking comes in
reports, collected by the Inquisition, of Cathar teachings

concerning ‘the truth of the Upper and Lower Worlds’.Z9
Here we read about the God of Good ‘preaching in the sky



to his people’, and how he sent Satan down to ‘this world’
and how afterwards Satan desired:

... to have a part of the Lower and Upper possessions, and
the Lord did not wish it, and on this account there was war

for a long time.80
fi
Striking and colourful reference was also made to a Cathar
teaching that:
fi
Oxen ... grazed and ploughed the soil and worked on the

sky as on the earth.81

Rather than outlining actual ‘beliefs’ it seems to us that
such teachings are best understood as simplified
illustrations or mental images to assist neophytes in the
analysis of difficult concepts. Embedded in all of them is
the fundamental dualist idea of two parallel worlds, one all
spirit, one all matter, but here visualised in terms of
graphic sky-ground metaphors. It was in the same vein that
the Cathars would often speak of the ‘earthly earth’ and the

‘heavenly earth’82 - the former being our planet, this
underworld or hell-world on which human incarnations are
served out; the latter to be understood as a parallel

celestial or heavenly realm.83

There was a text that was held in the highest regard by
the heretics. Known as the Q&kagf g] IXVW@W it reached the
Cathars in the late 12th century from the Bogomils, being
translated in the process from Greek or Old Slavonic into
Latin. However it is believed by scholars to have ‘deep
roots in the past, probably finding its origins among the

Greek Gnostics towards the end of the first century AD.’84
In it we read how Isaiah (a prophet generally exempted by
the dualists, for reasons that need not detain us here, from
their general hatred of the Old Testament) is given a great
privilege by the God of Good. He sends an angel from
heaven to take the prophet by the hand and lead him on a
journey through both the earthly and the celestial realms,



crossing the barrier between the two - something that ‘no
one who desires to return to the flesh’ has ever before been
permitted to do. As they ascend through the heavens they
see tremendous battles raging on all sides between the
emanations of the God of Evil and the emanations of the
God of Good:

For just as it is on earth, so also it is in the firmament,
because replicas of what are in the firmament are on

earth.82

Rainier Sacconi, a relapsed Cathar h[j ][ YInk who turned
inquisitor in the mid-12th century, reported significant
discussion of such ideas amongst his former co-religionists.
They believed, he said, that certain of their sacred books
had beenojdl[f & [WA[f WZXjgm 1 Zgof 1g[ Wl (our
emphasis) by Christ who entrusted them to the primitive

church on the completion of his mission.86
It was to this primitive church, ‘which alone could offer

true consolation to the souls dwelling in exile,’8Z that the
dualists claimed to belong. Through an unbroken chain of
consolations, they said, their h[j][ Yla had preserved and
passed down the flame of the Holy Spirit undimmed from
the time of Christ+The only problem was that they had
been forced to preserve it in secret because the God of Evil,
absolute master of this world, had substituted a false
Church for the true Church one century before and
endowed it with immense material power. This imposter
Church masqueraded as ‘Christian’ but actually served the

Devil 88 By working for its downfall, therefore, the
Bogomils and Cathars claimed that they only sought to
restore the KiWnk i ng W1[ that had prevailed at the time of
the apostles.
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It sounds like blatant propaganda. Of course heretics
would like us to believe that only their Church was the
authentic descendant of the church of the apostles. Even if
they'd only invented themselves yesterday, why settle for
anything less? Surprisingly, however, several leading
scholars in this field are convinced that such claims are
solidly based and that the Cathar and Bogomil Churches
somehow did manage to preserve genuine traditions from
the earliest days of Christianity.

The pro-Catholic scholar Martin Lambert doesn't want to
make too much of it when he admits that.

By a strange chance the rite of the Ygf kgd [ flne that
appears in the 13th century texts does seem to have been
based on a rite for baptism and on practices connected with
the catechumenate [those who were candidates for
baptism] much earlier than the contemporary Catholic rites

of baptism or ordination.89

But Steven Runciman points out that this is by no means
the only close resemblance. In his view, whether we think
them ‘strange’ or not, there are far too many similarities
for us to put them all down to ‘chance’:
The Ritual Feast of the Cathars [which involved a simple
breaking-ofbread ceremony] is, if we equate the Perfect
with the Early Christian priest, exactly the same as the
Early Christian Communion Feast. The Kiss of Peace
terminated Early Christian services as it did those of the
Cathars ... The Ygfkgd¥ [flne in its two aspects was
closely akin to the adult baptism administered by the Early
Church to the dying and to the ordination or initiation into
its ministry. The very details of the service are similar. In
the Early Church [as was the case with a prospective
Cathar h[j ][ YInk] the catechumen was tested by a long and
stern probationary period [prior to] his initiation ceremony
... The actual ordination was identical, consisting of the
laying on of hands and of the Gospel upon the catechumen's

head ..90 ... While polemical churchmen in the Middle



Ages denounced the heretics for maintaining a class of the
Elect or Perfect they were denouncing an Early Christian
practice, and the heretic initiation ceremony that they
viewed with so much horror was almost word for word the
ceremony with which Early Christians were admitted to the

Church 91

fi
Such similarity cannot be fortuitous. Obviously the Cathar
Church had preserved, only slightly amended to suit its
doctrines of the time, the services extant in the Christian

Church during the first four centuries of its life.92
Runciman notes that everywhere they went - whether it
was amongst the oppressed Slav peasants of Bulgaria or
amongst the free-thinking burghers of Occitania - the
heretics were able to exploit pre-existing social and
economic conditions in order to gain a foothold. But, he
concludes, ‘the political impulse was not everything’:
Behind it there was a steady spiritual teaching, a definite
religion, that developed and declined as most religions do,

but that embodied a constant tradition.23

It is his view that this tradition is in one sense as old as
human speculation about the nature of evil in the world -
dating back, long before Christianity, to whatever
prehistoric age it was when men first asked ‘why God, if

there be a God, could permit it?’24 From there Runciman is
willing to trace the same primordial religion very
tentatively into the historical period, seeing elements of it
drawn together from ‘Egyptian, Zoroastrian and even

Buddhist ideas.’22 Three centuries after Christ it was
likewise notable how:

Stoics and Neoplatonists each in their own way condemned
the world of matter; and Jewish thinkers of Alexandria
began to face the problem [of evil], influenced by the
emphasis on spirit that they found in the Hermetic lore of

Egypt.%



Runciman concludes that it was the Gnostics of
Alexandria and Syria who were responsible - roughly
between the first and fourth centuries AD - for finally
gathering together all such lines of thought and applying

them to Christianity.ﬂ Thereafter a series of overlapping
heresies could be sketchily made out in the historical
record. It was these together, Runciman argues, that had
preserved the ‘constant tradition’ from the early Gnostic
schools, by way of Manicheism between the third and sixth
centuries AD, to reach eventually the Bogomils in the tenth
century. They in their turn transmitted it to Western Europe
in the form of Catharism in the 12th century.

Hans Soderberg is a second major authority in this field
who is satisfied that the religious beliefs and practices of
the medieval dualists were connected by ‘an uninterrupted
traditional chain’ to the Gnostic religions that had

flourished a thousand years earlier28 He believes,
moreover, that the Cathars merely gave ‘a Christian
clothing” to the even more ancient, indeed virtually

universal, myth ‘of the combat between the two powers.’%
But other historians are not at all happy about tracing the

origins of medieval dualism so far back.190 Malcolm
Lambert thus speaks for many when he tries to place the
whole Cathar/Bogomil phenomenon firmly in the context of
its times, seeing it primarily as a reaction to specific
economic, political and social circumstances. Even he,
however, is prepared to admit that Bulgaria (converted to
Orthodox Christianity barely a century before the hgh
Bogomil began teaching) may have provided uncommonly
good ground for the heresy because of the possible

influence of ‘pre-existing dualist beliefs in the country'.’M
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Whatever the personal stance of individual scholars may
be on the problem of origins, we've observed a curious
phenomenon in reviewing the literature. Very few of the
attempts made to trace the history of ideas behind
medieval dualism (whether they support or contradict the
idea of an ancient tradition) have been willing to pay
serious attention to what the dualists themselves - or their
opponents in the Church - had to say on the matter.

For example when heresy hunters in Western Europe
referred to the Cathars as ‘Manichees’ it is automatically
assumed that they must have been mistaken because
Manicheism had been suppressed centuries previously.

In the East, Theophylact, patriarch of Constantinople
from AD 933 - 956, was one of the first to warn of the
stirrings of the heresy that soon become known as
Bogomilism (although he did not know of Bogomil by
name). Writing to Tsar Peter of Bulgaria he was just as
quick as his counterparts in the West to link the heresy to
Manicheism (and also to the pre-existing dualist religion
known as Paulicianism, of which we shall hear more in the
next chapter). ‘Let the leaders and teachers of this ancient

heresy which has newly reappeared be anathema,’M he
pronounced firmly at the end of his letter. Yet scholars are
reluctant to pursue the possibility that the heresy thus
anathematised could have been anywhere near as ‘ancient’
as Theophylact clearly believed.

The same academic scepticism also inhibits research into
the implications of the heretics’ own statements about their
origins - all of which have come down to us through the
work of the heresy hunters and thus seethe with hostile
comments and interpretations. As early as 1143 or 1144 for
example, when Catharism was first beginning to be
recognised in Western Europe, the monk Everwin of
Steinfeld (near Cologne in Germany) wrote a worried letter
to Bernard of Clairvaux appealing for his assistance in the
struggle against the heretics:



... who everywhere in almost all churches boil up from the
pit of hell as though already their prince were about to be

loosed and the day of the Lord were at hand.103

Everwin frankly observed that the heresy was gaining
ground because of the apparent piety of its missionaries
who possessed:

. no house, or lands, or anything of their own, even as
Christ had no property nor allowed his disciples the right of

possession.M

Equally potent, and apparently extremely convincing, was
the heretics’ insistence that theirs was Christ's original
Church - the primitive church itself, reawakened after
being forced to lie low ‘in Greece and certain other lands ...

from the time of the martyrs ... 105 Though Evil powers
had made every effort to destroy the church of the Good
God:

We and our fathers of apostolic descent, have continued in
the grace of Christ and shall so remain until the end of

time 106

Martin Lambert's comment is that one of the reasons the
Cathar h[j ][ Ylawere so convincing was because they:
... honestly thought that they were the only true Christians,
that the clergy were the servants of Satan's Church; and
that Cathar teaching presented a stream of pure
underground Christianity, often persecuted, but always

surviving and reaching back to the days of the apostles.M

Whether they were right or not is another matter, but we
know what the heretics believed. They believed that their
faith was meant to guide the world. This was what was
destined. This had been the plan of the Good God to fetch
the lost souls back to heaven and he had sent Christ to
earth to set it in motion.

All had proceeded as it should until the reign of Emperor
Constantine in the fourth century. Then, at the very
moment when Christianity triumphed over multiple
competitors to become the state religion of the Roman



Empire, the Devil pulled off his most cunning trick. A clique
within the Church that insisted on literal interpretation of
the scriptures - rather than the more allegorical approach
favoured by Gnostic Christians - seized control and rapidly
began to persecute as heretics all those who disagreed with
them. Under interrogation the Bogomil evangelist Basil
explicitly mentioned the church father John Chrysostom
(AD 347 - 407), who is indeed known for his ‘literalist’

views, 108 as a ringleader of this clique of early heresy

hunters.109

It was such purges between the fourth and sixth
centuries AD, said the Cathars and the Bogomils, that had
forced their true Church underground. Only now, after the
sleep of years, was it was emerging once more from the
shadows. In the 10th century it had seemed no more than
the rantings of a lone vegetarian in Bulgaria. By the 11th
century it had become a cult that had spread throughout
the Balkans and to Constantinople. By the mid-12th century
it was firmly established in Italy and Occitania and could
also claim to have won many followers elsewhere ‘scattered

throughout the world’.110

Though the scholars have paid scant attention, it seemed
to us that what the heretics were claiming was dynamite -
not only that their forefathers in the dualist Church were
the true descendants of the apostles but also that an
ancient conspiracy had denied them their rightful role in
shaping the destiny of the West. Perhaps even more
explosive was the way they clearly saw themselves as part
of a long-delayed ‘counter-conspiracy’ that had begun in
the last 50 years of the first millennium and that had grown
steadily, one might almost say remorselessly, in the two
centuries that followed.

As we continued to explore the strange phenomenon of
medieval heresy we could not shake off the feeling that
something ancient and hidden, with a profound purpose for



mankind, had briefly shown its face a thousand years ago,
tried to change the world, and failed.
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: hristianity in the 21st century is enshrined in the law of
many lands, and even where it is not practiced it has
worked its way both overtly and subliminally into virtually
every sphere of life - marriage patterns, child rearing,
education, social and political relationships, ethics,
philosophy and so on. Subsumed into Western capitalism, it
has also had a huge impact, built up over centuries, on our
relationship with the material world.

Consider the account of Creation given in the Old
Testament book of Genesis (a text that the Church views as
inspired and that fundamentalist Christians to this day

teach as fact.)2 The creator is Jehovah, whom the Bogomils
and Cathars equated with the Devil. In Chapter One we
read how he makes heaven and earth, night and day, the
oceans, dry land, grass, herbs, trees, fruit. To fill the
oceans: ‘God created great whales, and every living
creature that moveth, which the waters brought forth
abundantly.” Land animals come next. Then, on the sixth
day: ‘God created man in his own image, in the image of
God created he him; male and female created he them.’
Finally Jehovah invites the first couple to ‘subdue’ the
whole earth and gives them:

... dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of
the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the

earth.3
This is a code of subjugation and domination, even if it

includes some common-sense ‘replenishing’ as well.2 In the
West it set the moral agenda for the Industrial Revolution
of the 18th and 19th centuries. And even in the secular
modern world it continues, through force of ancient habit
and in many subtle ways, to underwrite the environmental
irresponsibility of the big economies and the vast
multinational corporations they have spawned.

You can see the effects of the Old Testament's righteous
sense of dominion everywhere. The fowl of the air are now
battery chickens; many species of those great whales that



Jehovah made have been hunted to extinction; fishstocks in
the oceans have never been lower; there is a continent-
sized hole in the Ozone Layer; and the rainforests of the
Amazon - the very lungs of the world - are being logged out
or burnt at a terrifying rate to make way for cattle ranches.
Of course we do not claim that the Christian Church is
solely responsible for all this; but neither should its part in
the matter be underestimated. Though fewer and fewer
Westerners study the scriptures today, or would claim to be
much influenced by them, all the structures, wealth and
international power inherited from the Age of Discovery
and the Industrial Revolution were built up by people who
did.

There are other matters for which the Church and its
leaders have been much more completely responsible. In
Chapters Six and Seven we will tell the story of the
Albigensian Crusades that destroyed the Cathars in the
13th century. No one acquainted with these terrible events
could doubt the absolute disregard of the Christian
leadership in Europe for the spiritual rights of others or its
willingness to use lethal force. The same arrogance and
blood-lust also showed themselves in the brutal Crusades
between the 11th and the 13th centuries mounted by
European Christian armies to recapture the Holy Land.

The faith was therefore only running true to type when it
continued to be imposed forcefully by Europeans wherever
they went during the Age of Discovery - witness the
activities of the Jesuits and other missionaries in Africa,
Asia and the Americas, from the 15th century onwards.
Indigenous religions and their cultural treasures were
systematically demolished and replaced by Christianity - at
incalculable cost to the diversity of human ideas. Where
this could not be achieved, notably in the disruptive 1,000-
year conflict with Islam, massive trauma and lasting
damage were inflicted on those societies that would not
accept conversion. The suffering, chaos and violence that
still continue in the Middle East today result directly from



this ancient legacy of pain - and since 11 September 2001
the war has been carried to the West's own front door. In
the eyes of Muslim fundamentalists, contemporary Western
geopolitics in the Middle East are a continuation of the
Crusades by modern means and so must be resisted to the
death. The result is a flashpoint, built on a millennium of
hatred, that could yet set the whole world in flames.

All in all then it seems reasonable to conclude that
established Christianity has been amongst the great
determinative forces of history and that the baleful global
conditions we confront in the 21st century have much to do
with its long-term influence. A moment can be pinpointed
when that influence first began to be felt - in the early
fourth century AD following the conversion to Christianity
of the Roman Emperor Constantine. That was the moment
when Christianity first strapped itself to the engine of
secular power and (almost immediately, as we shall see)
became a persecuting bureaucracy. In its first 300 years,
however, it had possessed no unified Church, nor any
agreed body of fundamental dogma that it might wish to
impose on others, nor the ability to impose it on them. Far
from persecuting, Christianity itself had been a despised
and persecuted agglomeration of sects with a very wide
range of ideas centred around the figure and mission of
Christ.

P [Til Th hb Th[ XW/

The heretical churches of the Bogomils and the Cathars
that flourished for a few brief centuries in the Middle Ages
also centred their ideas around the figure and mission of
Christ. How does the impact of their thinking compare with
the giant presence and powers of the established Christian
Church? The question is asked specifically with reference



to their influence on the world stage and their overall
importance in the history of mankind.

There are scholars who give what seems to be the
obvious answer. They argue that the Bogomil and Cathar
movements are best understood as strictly local responses
to temporary social and economic circumstances in various

parts of Europe between the 10th and the 14th centuries.2
If their view is correct then to know the whole life story of
the heresy we need only examine the immediate conditions
surrounding its rise and fall. With no past - and of course
no future - its place in history would be small and its
impact on the development of Western civilisation
negligible or nonexistent.

We've seen that other scholars like Hans Soderberg and
Sir Steven Runciman oppose this view, arguing that ‘an
uninterrupted traditional chain’ connects the Cathars and
the Bogomils to the religion known as Christian Gnosticism
that flourished in Egypt and the Middle East a thousand
years earlier. If they are correct then whatever it was that
the Church smashed with the Albigensian Crusades in the
13th century can hardly be described as a short-lived social
movement. If the links in the chain can be traced back a
thousand years, then doesn't the Cathar phenomenon look
much more like a bid for power after a millennium of
silence by a parallel persecuted religion, secretive,
shadowy, and as old as established Christianity itself?

Wl Ti b dhi 1 ]V XWhXVi dYdUhVXcX b Xc
1 [ d TgX VIaXWI Tj aVITchy x

Working back from the Cathars, for whom there are no
unambiguous reports prior to the mid-12th century, we
come to the Bogomils. They are first heard of in the 10th
century and survived in some isolated communities in



Eastern Europe until the 15th century. Not only did they
predate and outlive the Cathars, therefore, but also there is
consensus amongst the scholars that Catharism in the West
did arise as a direct result of Bogomil missionary activity.
The next link in the proposed ‘chain of the great heresy’
overlaps in time with the Bogomils in a similar way, and
again with a significantly earlier origin. The link is formed
by a strange and uniquely warlike dualist sect known as the
KWitlYa¥ k. They co-existed with the Bogomils and are
thought to have played a significant part in shaping the

ideas of the hgh Bogomil himself in the 10th century'.ﬁ

As with most heretical movements, much that we know
about them comes from their opponents in the Christian
Church. One of these was the monk Peter of Sicily whose
Cdlgiggll'[ HW& [Wk o g W[ Wkg YWH Z KWidYd¥ k
contains valuable contemporary information on the sect.
Peter learned about them at first hand in AD 869 - 70 when
Emperor Basil I of Constantinople sent him as an
ambassador to the Paulician leader Chrysocheir - who had
recently established an independent principality on the

Arab-Byzantine frontier.”

As we can see from the title of his tract, Peter assumed
that the Paulician religion was merely a disguised form of
Manicheism. This is understandable. The Paulicians and the
followers of Mani were dualists, exactly like the later
Bogomils and Cathars. But the Paulicians’ account of their
own origins, which Peter of Sicily also helpfully preserved
for us, makes no claim of descent from Mani. Instead it
traces the sect's beliefs back to a certain Constantine of
Mananalis who had lived in what is now Armenia during
the reign of the Byzantine Emperor Constans I (AD 641 -

648).8 Constantine of Mananalis, in his turn, is said to have
been influenced by a mysterious ‘deacon’ who stayed at his
home ‘after returning from prison in Syria’ and gave him a
number of books including a ‘Gospel book and a book of the

Epistles of St. Paul, on which he ... based his teaching.'g



So clearly there must have been something ‘Christian’
about these Paulicians if the teachings of their founder
were based on Christian texts. Indeed it turns out that
Christ was the central figure in their religion but that just
like the Cathars and Bogomils they refused utterly to
accept that he had ever been born ‘in the flesh’ or that

Mary was his mother.1Q Since he did not possess a physical
body how could he have had a mother? Like the Cathars
and the Bogomils they believed him to have been a non-
physical emanation of the God of Good, an emissary from

the spiritual realms. 11 1ike the Cathars and the Bogomils
they rejected the cross and all the material sacraments of
established Christianity, as well as the cults of saints and of

icons. 12 Like the Cathars and the Bogomils they entirely
rejected the Old Testament and did not accept every part of

the New Testament. 13 And again like the Cathars and the
Bogomils they claimed that theirs was the only true
Church, descended directly from the first Christian
communities, and that the Roman Catholic and Orthodox

Churches were imposters. 14

The supreme leader of the Paulicians, wielding absolute
spiritual and secular power, was known as the ZaZWkcWik.
His followers regarded him, says Peter of Sicily as ‘the

apostle of Christ’. 12 Constantine of Mananalis in the
seventh century was revered as the first Z&ZVWkcWhk, but all
his successors held the same title and each was considered
‘the authoritative teacher of the Christian revelation in his

own gemeratiom.’m
Although we do not know the exact date that Constantine
of Mananalis began his ministry, historians generally set it

around AD 655.17 He acted from the beginning, say
historians Janet and Bernard Hamilton, as though he were:

. restoring the true Church that had been founded by
Saint Paul ... Later ZaZWkcWpha followed Constantine's
example and took the names of Paul's disciples, and also



called their churches after places visited by Paul. The
implication was that they were restoring the true apostolic

Church.18

Understandably these heretics referred to themselves
simply as ‘Christians’ (again something they have in
common with the Bogomils and the Cathars who likewise

called themselves ‘Good Christians’).ﬁ The name
Paulicians apparently had nothing to do with their
attachment to Saint Paul but came into general usage long
after the sect was formed and was bestowed on them by
others. It is most plausibly explained as a derivation from
the Z&ZWkc Wik Paul, who led the semi-nomadic sect back to

Armenia in the eighth Century.ﬂ

But while the Paulicians thought of themselves as true
Christians, the Orthodox Church and the Byzantine Empire
thought otherwise. Constantine of Manalis was eventually
executed for heresy on the orders of Emperor Constantine
IV (AD 668 - 685). Historians believe it most likely he was
burnt at the stake, although the Paulicians themselves put
about a story that he was stoned to death. It has been
suggested that this was probably ‘to draw a parallel
between their first martyr and the first Christian martyr

Stephen’ 21

The second Paulician Z&ZWcWhk, who took the name
Titus, was also executed for heresy, this time definitely by

buming.2

During the eighth century the Paulicians enjoyed long
periods of official tolerance, although John of Otzun, who
became catholicos of Armenia in AD 717, described them
as ‘that most wicked sect of obscene men who are called

Paulicians.’23 What he objected to most was that they
scorned the established clergy as ‘idolaters’ because of

their ‘worship of the cross.’2% But he does not seem to have
had the secular support to do anything about this.



It was not until the reign of the Byzantine Emperor
Michael I (811 - 813) that the death penalty was reimposed

for followers of the Paulician faith,z—5 There then followed a
period of massive imperial persecution in which, according
to the official chroniclers 100,000 of the heretics were

killed26 - a scale of slaughter fully comparable with the
holocaust of the Languedoc Cathars 400 years later. In the
840s, in response to the continuing persecutions, a faction
of the Paulicians, including a fighting group 5,000 strong,
retreated into Arab territories. By the 850s they had
established their own independent mini-state based around
the fortress city of Tefrice on the Byzantine frontier. It was
to the court of the Paulician leader Chrysocheir at Tefrice
that Peter of Sicily came on his embassy of 869 - 70. Two
years later Chrysocheir was killed in battle with Byzantine

forces and Tefrice finally surrendered in 878. 27

This was a setback, but certainly not the end of the
Paulicians. Around 975 they were still causing enough
trouble in the Byzantine Empire for the Church to insist
that large numbers of them be deported from the Eastern
provinces. They were sent to the Balkans, where there was

already a long-established Paulician communityﬁ and
where the hgh Bogomil had begun to spread his own heresy
only a few years previously. The Paulicians almost certainly
bequeathed to the Bogomils their belief in the state of
opposition of the material and spiritual realms - of the God
of Evil and the God of Good. Moreover the Paulicians
identified this very aspect of their beliefsystem as the chief
factor that distinguished them from the Roman Catholic
and Orthodox Churches. They told Peter of Sicily:

We say the heavenly father is one God who has no power in
this world, but who has power in the world to come, and
that there is another God who made the world and who has
power over the present world. The Romans confess that the
heavenly father and the creator of all the world are one and

the same God .22



This doctrine of the two opposed Gods is precisely the
position of the Bogomils and the Cathars. And they also
shared with the Paulicians a view of the cosmos as a
battleground between good and evil with the fate of

humanity as its fulcrum.30

In other respects, however, there was much less of a
resemblance. Most prominently, although they attributed
the creation of the world and all material things to the God
of Evil, the Paulicians did not practice any form of
asceticism, were not vegetarians, and placed no special
value on chastity and abstinence. They were also men of
violence who often found themselves in battle and who
were widely recognised by others as formidable

warriors.2l In this sense we might regard them as an
entire community of that grade of neophytes whom the
Cathars called Yj[Z[fl[k (‘believers’) who were free to
fight, marry and make love as they wished, to eat and to
drink, and generally to live in the world and to affirm it.
Consistent with this it seems that the Paulicians did not
make use of any initiation ceremony and thus had no class
of initiated adepts or h[j][ Ylaas the Cathars and Bogomils

did.32
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Although there can be little doubt that the Paulicians
were amongst the important influences on the emergence
of the Bogomils, the differences between the two religions
make it clear that other factors must also have been in play.

As one of these factors, and the next main link in the
chain of transmission, Steven Runciman proposes a sect

known as the H[ kk\@W k (literally the ‘Praying People’).ﬁ



They were Christian Gnostics2% whose origins can be
traced back to the city of Edessa in the mid-fourth century
AD and who survived in coherent form until late enough in
the seventh century to overlap with Constantine of

Mananalis and the first Paulicians.32 They were said to
have been the keepers of a secret tradition and of secret
books which Runciman presumes to have been ‘heterodox

Gnostic legends.’ﬁ He argues that the riches of this
esoteric literary tradition reached the Bogomils directly
from communities of Messalians who survived in the
Balkans beyond the seventh century and indeed until as
late as the 11th century.

Runciman sees Bogomilism as a combination of Paulician
and Messalian doctrines - ‘a new Christianity ... based on

early Christian legend and Eastern Dualism.’37Z Probably
the influence of Paulicianism came first:

. but as time went on the new faith developed; the
heretics came into touch with the Messalians, who gave
them access to all the wealth of the Orientalised Gnostic

tradition ...38 The Bogomils ... largely owed their
mythology to these books that medieval Byzantium had
inherited from the Christians of the first few centuries,
when Christian doctrine was still imperfectly circumscribed

and Gnostic tendencies were rife.39

Naturally in this contentious field, other scholars dispute
that the Messalians ever came into contact with the
Bogomils at all - on the grounds that the former had ceased
to exist before the latter were founded. According to
Bernard Hamilton, professor emeritus in crusading history
at the University of Nottingham, it is all a matter of
mislabelling:
There is no evidence that organised Messalianism survived
beyond the 7th century, even though the label continued to
be used by Byzantine heresiologists to describe excesses in
Orthodox monastic practice. There can therefore have been



no possibility of contact between the Bogomils and a living

Messalian tradition.%9

Let's acknowledge these opposing points of view. Still the
fact remains that many Orthodox churchmen of the period,
highly skilled in exposing heresy, were convinced, like
Runciman, that Messalianism was still alive and well in the
Balkans as late as the 11th century - and thus did overlap
with Bogomilism. The Bogomils themselves were often
mislabelled ‘Messalians’, not, we would suggest, because of
ignorance on the part of the heresiologists but because the
Messalian and Bogomil religions were similar in many ways
and do strongly suggest some form of influence of the
former on the latter.

The Messalians placed great emphasis on a ritual
initiation that created a class of [ d Yl or adepts, called the

hf [ ne WaYk, directly comparable to the Cathar h[j |RYEEA
The same term was also used by other sects of Christian
Gnostics as early as the first and second centuries AD for

their own initiated spiritual elites.22 So there's a sense of
the Bogomils standing at one end of the first millennium,
the early Christian Gnostics standing at the other, and the
Messalians standing roughly in the middle and somehow
connected to both ‘ends’.

Other shared characteristics add to this impression. For
instance, like the Bogomils (and their offshoot the Cathars),
the Messalians rejected the Old Testament and loathed the

cross.43 So too did the early Christian Gnostics 44 The
Bogomils and the Messalians regarded the world as an evil
creation. So too did the Gnostics. And as part of this
outlook, very similar creation stories were also told by all
three groups. Indeed the Messalian version is a classic
‘moderate dualist’” myth of the kind the Bogomils and the
Cathars favoured in their early days before becoming more
absolute in their views. As such it does not propose
polarised divinities of Good and Evil, one the creator of the
spiritual and one of the material realm. Instead the



Messalians envisaged the prior existence of a single deity,
‘God the first Principle’, whose domain was entirely
spiritual and good and filled with light. He produced two
‘Sons’ - emanations - of whom the elder was Satan and the
younger Christ. Pride and envy caused Satan to rebel
against the Father and led to his expulsion from the good

and spiritual heaven:42
The material world was his creation after his Fall and as

such was a wicked place.@

The Messalians, like the Bogomils after them, and the
early Christian Gnostics before them, had a theory to
explain how our souls had become trapped in matter.
Though similar in general principle and outlook, these
theories differ significantly from each other in terms of plot
and detail. For the Bogomils, as we've seen in Chapter
Three, the idea was that the souls of fallen angels had been
encysted in our bodies, or that we carry within us, always
seeking a way back to heaven, the spark of divine life
breathed by God into the Devil's clumsy ‘Adam’ and his
progeny. The Messalians, on the other hand, believed that
every soul was possessed by a demon which bound it by
force to the wicked material world. The only way to eject
the demon and gain release for the imprisoned soul was
through extreme asceticism sustained over a period

years4—7 - a regime very similar to the extensive

apprenticeships and mortification of the flesh that Bogomil
and Cathar neophytes underwent before they could receive
the Ygf kgd¥ [ fIne and be elevated to h[j][ YInk grade.
The Messalians also made use of emotional and dramatic
prayer (hence their name ‘Praying People’) to help drive

out the demons.28 However they had just one prayer in
their repertoire - the KW[j I gki[j (‘Our Father’), also

known as the Lord's Prayer.ﬁ Using prayer to drive out
demons is not a custom that we find amongst the Bogomils
and the Cathars. Nonetheless, like the Messalians, they too,
used no other prayer but the KW[j I gkli[j. This was



because it is the only prayer that the Bible attributes
directly to Christ himself.

Described as ‘troop of wvagabond preachers’,@ the
Messalians first appeared in the territory of the Eastern
Roman Empire around AD 350. This was less than 40 years
after Constantine the Great had extended his official
protection to the Christian Church. It was just 20 years
after he had forsaken Rome to establish his new capital of
Constantinople on the site of the ancient Greek city of
Byzantium (modern Istanbul).

With its principal bishoprics in Rome, Alexandria, Antioch
and Constantinople, the recently-empowered Catholic
Church was by this time flexing its muscles, and in a sense
defining itself, by the heresies it persecuted. After winning
state sponsorship in AD 312 it had almost immediately
taken a strong authoritarian and literalist turn (literalist in
the sense of interpreting the scriptures in the most literal
manner possible). This, inevitably made the rather free-
thinking and creative anarchy of the Christian Gnostics,
who had previously been allowed to co-exist with the
literalists, a target for heresy hunters. In AD 390 the
Messalians were condemned and added to the Church's
growing list of banned sects, which, as we will see, already
included several other much longer-established Christian

Gnostic groups.ﬂ
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The teachings and philosophy of another sect are also an
important part of this jigsaw puzzle. Known as HW & [ &e
after its founder Mani, it was younger than some of the
Christian Gnostic movements but a century older than the
Messalians. It too was viciously persecuted by the Church
as a ‘heresy’, rather than as a pagan religion. Yet there is a



dispute amongst scholars as to whether Manicheism was

Christian in any meaningful sense at all.22 Certainly it was
much d kk ‘Christian’ than the religion of the Bogomils and
the Cathars, and that, as we've seen, cannot accurately be
described as ‘Christianity’; it was really a completely
different faith built up around many of the same New
Testament texts and characters.

Perhaps the confusion comes in because Mani sometimes

claimed to be the ‘Apostle of Christ’23 (later also one of the
titles of the Paulician Z&ZWkcWlg, and because surviving
letters sent between communities of Manicheans in North

Africa show that they saw themselves as Christians.22 It is
also generally accepted that several of the strong central
notions of Christianity, including the idea that there is ‘a

redemptive meaning to things’, are found in Manicheism.22

On the other hand there is much in Manicheism that
seems to be unmistakably f gf -Christian. For a start, it was
an uncompromisingly dualistic religion in exactly the same
way as the religion of the Cathars and Bogomils. It saw the
human race, endlessly regenerated by the snare of
reproduction, as the creation of an Evil God - an idea that
we know Christianity rejects. Similarly, Manicheans made
little or no use of New Testament texts. They offered
worship to the Sun and the Moon as ‘vessels of the Light’
(in this very unlike the Cathars and the Bogomils). And
despite sometimes calling himself the ‘Apostle of Christ’, it
is notable that Mani also frequently used the broader term

‘Apostle of God’.26 He meant that he was an emissary or
messenger and he placed himself as the successor to Christ
at the end of a line of earlier, non-Christian, apostles.

Obviously the Church saw this as heresy. It involved
Christ, but clearly devalued the unique quality of his
mission by putting him on a par with the founders of well-
known pagan religions. One of Mani's own surviving
statements on the matter, in his ; ggc lgg F& N Wanj
(Yga YWAD 250) makes this completely clear:



From age to age the Apostles of God did not cease to bring
here the wisdom and works of the spirit. Thus in one age
their coming was into the countries of India through the
Apostle that was the Buddha; into another age, into the
land of Persia through Zoroaster; into another, into the land
of the West through Jesus. After that, in this last age, this
revelation came down, and this prophethood arrived
through myself, Mani, the Apostle of the true God, into the

land of Babel.2Z

In this fragment Buddha, Zoroaster, Jesus and Mani are
given as examples, not as a definitive list, of the apostles of
God. In another surviving fragment Mani names two more
such messengers: the Greek philosopher Plato (427 - 347

BC), and the Greek deity Hermes.28 In Mani's time the
latter, who we will meet again in Part II, was generally
equated with Thoth, the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom.

FXXi]JcZhl Ji[ i[ XM ]c

Despite the extensive persecution of Manicheism by
different regimes in different periods over hundreds of
years, some of the details of Mani's biography, and of his
claims to a sacred mission, seem to have come down to us
fairly reliably.

He was born in or about AD 216 in a village called
Mardinu to the south of the city of Ctesiphon near

Babylonﬂ - a location some 32 kilometers southeast of
Baghdad in the modern state of Iraq. In Mani's time
Ctesiphon enjoyed great wealth, prominence and political
power within Persia as the winter capital of the king. It had
served this function for the Parthian Empire that ruled from
247 BC until AD 224 (when Mani was about eight years
old), and it continued to do so with renewed grandeur



under the Sassanian Empire (AD 224 - 642) that succeeded
the Parthians.

The Sassanians were decidedly national and Persian in
character. Their first king, Ardeshir I (AD 224 - 241) moved
rapidly to install the ancient Persian faith of Zoroastrianism
as the official religion of the empire and gave enormous
powers to its priesthood, the Magi. Living in the
neighbourhood of Ctesiphon at this time, therefore, we can
be sure that Mani would have been well acquainted with
Zoroastrianism - although traditions that he was for some

time a Magus himself are unlikely to be true 80 Since the
region was a cultural crossroads of the ancient world, a
young man like Mani, deeply interested in spiritual matters,
would also have been exposed here to a wide range of
other potential influences - amongst them Babylonian
astrology, Judaism, Buddhism from India, and the

philosophy of Greece.0l
More directly, it is known that Mani was reared amongst
an obscure sect of Jewish Christians called the

Elchasaitans®2 (considered to have been Gnostics,ﬁ and
linked by some scholars with the Essenes of Dead Sea

Scrolls fame).4 They were mystics and visionaries with
strict purity laws and repetitive rituals that Mani rebelled
against. But through them he was exposed to an additional
vital influence on his thinking - the teachings of the

Christian Gnostics.82 Although later to be persecuted as
heresy, these teachings were still in free circulation in the
first half of the third century and are generally agreed to
have had a great impact on the construction of Mani's own

distinctively Gnostic religion.®

Secret texts passed down within the Elchasaitans, or
within his own family, may also have played a role. In this
respect it is interesting that some accounts present Mani as
the adopted son of an elderly widow. The story goes that on
her death she entrusted him with a precious legacy of four



books of sacred knowledge - from which, critics alleged, he
derived many of the teachings that he later claimed as his

own .87 The content of these books was said to have been
gathered in Egypt ‘in the time of the apostles’ by a certain
Scythianus who had learned the ‘wisdom of the

Egyptians.’® Scythianus dictated the books to his disciple
Terebinthus. In due course Terebinthus brought the books
to Babylonia and on his death they passed to his own
disciple - the widow who would adopt Mani in her old

69
age.2<
Though legends say that he was a sickly child and lame in

one leg,m it seems that Mani grew up in prosperous

circumstances.Zl Later he would claim that throughout his
childhood he had received revelations directly from : " nmjW
HWZW the ‘Father of the Light’ - the God of Goodness in

the Zoroastrian faith.Z2 He also experienced strange and
disturbing visitations of the type normally treated today
with powerful anti-psychotic drugs. In one surviving text
(the =gdy f[ HW g=gZ[ p) he tells us how he was:

. guarded by the might of the Light-angels and the
exceedingly strong powers. who had a command from Jesus

the Splendour for my safekeeping L3 They nourished me
with visions and signs which they made known to me, slight
and quite brief, as far as I was able. For sometimes like a

flash of lightening he came .14

The being who sometimes came to Mani like a ‘flash of
lightening” was an angel - one he regarded as a
manifestation of his own higher identity and referred to

variously as his ‘Light-Self’ and as WOwe , ‘the Twin’ )
When Mani was 12 years old the Twin appeared to him in a
vision and informed him that he was to be responsible for
transmitting a great teaching to mankind. In order to do
this, he would have to leave the Elchasaitans at some time
in the future. Thereafter the young Mani lived a quiet and



studious life, out of the limelight, gathering knowledge in
secret, tutored by divine revelations and by his angel:

With the greatest possible ingenuity and skill I went about
in that Law [of the Elchasaitans], preserving my hope in my
heart; no one perceived who it was that was with me, and I
myself revealed nothing to anyone during that great period
of time. But neither did I, like them, keep the fleshly
custom ... I revealed nothing of what happened, or of what
will happen, nor what it is that I knew, or what it is that I

had received ...Z6

It was probably during this same period of learning that
Mani honed the skills as a painter, which traditions say he
later used to illustrate his teachings, and acquired the
knowledge of astronomy and mathematics for which he

would also be renowned .ZZ

When Mani reached the age of 24, the Twin appeared to
him and announced:
The time has now come for thee to manifest thyself publicly

and to proclaim thy doctrine aloud.”8

Next, says Mani, the Twin:
... delivered, separated and pulled me away from the midst
of that Law in which I was reared. In this way he called,
chose, drew, and severed me from their midst, drawing me

to the divine side.”Z2
He also initiated Mani into a _f gk&k:

Concerning me, who I am, and who my inseparable Twin is
... And who my Father on high is; or in what way, severed
from him, I was sent out according to his purpose; and
what sort of commission and counsel he has given me
before I clothed myself in this instrument [the body], and
before I was led astray in this detestable flesh ... Moreover,
concerning my soul, which exists as the soul of all the
worlds, both what it itself is and how it came to be. Beside
these he revealed to me the boundless heights and the

unfathomable depths;& he revealed mysteries hidden to



the world which are not permitted for anyone to see or
hear ...81 He showed me all. 82
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It was at this point, around AD 240, that Mani - a sleeper

at last awakened - began his preaching mission.83 What he
was preaching was distinctly fgl Zoroastrianism, and
Ardeshir I, champion of the Zoroastrian faith as the official
religion of Persia, was still on the throne. Mani seems to
have fallen foul of the Magi almost immediately and to have

been forced into exile.84 He travelled to India, by all
accounts propagating his teaching with great success

there,8—5 and returned via the Persian Gulf in 241, the year
of Ardeshir's death. Somehow Mani managed to convert
Firuz, Ardeshir's youngest son and, through him, obtained a
personal audience with the eldest son Shapur - who shortly

afterwards succeeded to the throne as King Shapur I. 86 At
the coronation Mani was permitted to come forward to
proclaim his own spiritual message - an unprecedented

honour. 87 And on either 21 March 242 or 9 April 243 (the
date is disputed by historians) Shapuhr issued a letter
authorising Mani to preach as he wished and protecting

him throughout the Persian Empire.&

Thereafter, freed of all obstructions, Manicheism won
converts at a phenomenal rate causing intense resentment
and jealousy amongst the Zoroastrian priesthood. There
was a backlash and later in Shapur's reign it seems that the

Magi persuaded the king to exile Mani a second time.89
But in 272, following Shapur's death, Mani returned to
Persia and was welcomed by the latest successor to the



throne, King Hormuzd, who once again extended royal

favour to him.20

Hormuzhd's reign lasted barely a year and Bahram I, who
succeeded to the throne in 273, was a strong supporter of
the old Zoroastrian faith. He reversed the policy of
tolerance towards Manicheism and began to persecute its
leaders and followers. In 276 his officers arrested Mani at
Gundeshapur in southwestern Persia. The self-styled
‘Apostle of God’ was then subjected to four days of
Inquisition-style interrogation by the Magi, and declared to
be rWZa& - a ‘heretic’. A month of imprisonment in heavy
chains followed after which he was flayed alive and then
decapitated. His head was impaled on the city gate, from
which his skin, stuffed with straw, was also suspended;

what remained of his body was thrown to the dogs.ﬂ

No doubt the level of brutality in his execution was
commensurate with the level of the threat that the Magi
saw in Mani's new religion which was everywhere
overtaking them. And just as was the case with the
destruction of Catharism by the Roman Catholic Church a
thousand years later, a determined attempt was also made

by the Zoroastrians to wipe out Manicheism completely. 92
They did not succeed. Before his imprisonment and
execution Mani had already sent out his 12 disciples, and

hosts of followers, to all the corners of the known world.23
In addition the continuing persecutions by the Zoroastrian
state after 276 prompted a large-scale migration of
Manichean communities. Some travelled deep into China -
where Mani's religion would survive in remote enclaves
until as late as the 16th century. Others infiltrated Eastern
parts of the Roman Empire, the Roman colonies in North
Africa, and eventually all the immense territories under
Rome's control as far west as Britain.

Though at times violently opposed by Rome (even before
its conversion to Christianity) Manicheism won immense
popularity throughout the empire and was particularly well



represented in its North African colonies. It was in North
Africa that it acquired its most famous acolyte, Augustine -
later Saint Augustine of Hippo. Born in AD 354, the son of a
pagan father and a Christian mother, he became a
Manichean Wi¥dgj or [WI[j in AD 377 - equivalent to
joining the Cathar class of Yj[Z[fl[. He held to the
Manichean faith for nine years then abandoned it in 386
and was baptized as a Christian in 387. He returned to
North Africa where he formed a religious community and
was appointed bishop of Hippo in 396. He lived to see the
fall of Rome to the Vandals in 410. When he died in 430
Vandal forces had crossed the Mediterranean and were

besieging Hippo itself.24

Like many converts Augustine zealously detestated his
former faith. During his long and influential career as one
of the great doctors of the Church he wrote extensively
condemning Manicheism and the Manicheans. His anti-
Manichean tracts survived the ages and played an
important part in shaping the attitudes of medieval Roman
Catholics to the Cathar heresy. As we saw in Chapter Two
Catharism was frequently identified in the 12th and 13th
centuries as a resurgence of the kW [ Manicheism that
Augustine had censured in the fourth century - a
conclusion that modern scholars reject. Nevertheless the
Cathar and Manichean religions were, in our view, similar
enough in their essentials to make the medieval
identification = understandable @ and worth  further
consideration.

M X: dhb dh TWwWdgWlcZ id F Tc]

One of the notions upon which Manicheism is founded is
that there existed from the beginning of time ‘two gods,
uncreated and eternal and everlastingly opposed to each



other.’22 One is the God of Evil and Darkness, the other the

God of Good and the Light.% The realm of Light was the
uppermost and was ‘without bounds in height and on each
side.” The realm of Darkness lay below it similarly

boundless in depth and on each side 97 For untold ages
neither was aware of the other's existence, but in the
bowels of the Darkness was Satan, with his ‘disorderly,

anarchical, restless brood’ of demonic powers.% There was
constant agitation, chaos and turmoil, as in the heart of a
black thunderstorm, and at some point the Prince of
Darkness rose up through the abyss, perceived the Light
from the upper world and conceived a hatred for it.
Returning to the depths he prepared his forces:

Then again springing upwards, he invaded the realms of
Light with the intention of there spreading calamity and

destruction. 292

Like the later Cathars and Bogomils Mani saw the human
body as part of the evil creation within which sparks of the
Light had been imprisoned. Like the Cathars and the
Bogomils he taught that sexual reproduction and
reincarnation are the mechanisms by which the cycle of
imprisonment is perpetuated. And also like the Cathars and
Bogomils he believed that by abstinence and prayer this
imprisoned Light could gradually be released, but that we
must pass through many incarnations, and much pain,

before that would happem.m

Such resemblances to the religion of the medieval
dualists become all the clearer when we realise, as Yuri
Stoyanov confirms, that Light and Darkness in Manichean

cosmology are metaphors for spirit and matter.l0Ll 1t was
the fusion of these two contrary principles, at the
beginning of the present cycle of time, which caused the
imprisonment and suffering of the soul in the first

place.M The details of exactly ~ go the imprisonment was
achieved - how fragments of the Light came to be trapped



in Darkness, how Good ended up mixed with Evil, how
souls were enwrapped in matter - may have more to do
with the inspiration of individual storytellers than anything
else. We know that this was a tradition that made broad use
of colourful symbols, myths and parables as teaching aids.
But the point, in the final analysis, is that the medieval
dualists of Europe, exactly like the Manicheans of Persia
centuries earlier, envisaged man as a ‘mixed’ creature who
must fight a constant war within himself in order to subdue
his baser elements, and to perfect and liberate his soul.

It was to get this point across that the Cathars and
Bogomils told stories of angels who had fallen downwards
from the pure spiritual realm of heaven to the impure
material realm of earth. In the parallel Manichean myth the
Prince of Darkness with his demons rushed upwards out of
the abyss to attack and destroy the Light. So forceful and
impetuous was this onslaught that the Evil One, wielding
the ‘malign’ powers of Smoke, Fire, Wind, Water and
Darkness as his weapons, broke through the defences and
encroached upon the Light. The Father of Light defended
his realm by evoking a proxy - the ‘Primal Man’ - and
arming him with the ‘luminous’ powers of Air, Wind, Light,
Water and Fire. Battle was joined, Satan was victorious, the
Primal Man lay in a deathlike trance, and elements of the
luminous powers that he had been armed with were now

engulfed or ‘eaten’ by the forces of darkness.103

Next the Father of Light created further emanations or
proxies - amongst them the ‘Living Spirit’, identified with
the pre-Zoroastrian Iranian god Hd jW and a figure called

the ‘Great Architect’ 104 Together they revived and
rescued the Primal Man and began the work of recovering
for the Light the luminous powers that had been consumed
by the forces of Darkness - a task described as saving the

‘Living Soul’ from the ‘burning house’ of matter. 105
The diabolical counter-attack against the works of the
Living Spirit and the Great Architect involved the creation



of Adam and Eve ‘to fortify’, as Stoyanov puts it, ‘the
imprisonment of the Light elements through the lust and
reproduction of the human species.” But the realm of Light
sent a saviour to Adam who made him aware of the Light
existing within himself - i.e. his immortal soul - and caused
him to rebel against the Evil One who had fashioned his
body. Ever since the human race has ‘remained the
principal battleground between the forces of Light and

Darkness.’106
The saviour sent to Adam is called ‘Jesus the Splendour’

in the Manichean texts 197 As time passes other saviours
are sent, each of them to renew the fgk&k needed to
awaken man to his true condition. Earlier we listed some of
the household names amongst these saviours - Zoroaster,
Hermes, Plato, Buddha, Jesus Christ, and last but not least
Mani. Other lists echo the spread of Manicheism in Hebraic
cultures and feature Seth, Enoch (like Hermes frequently
identified with the ancient Egyptian wisdom god Thoth),

Noah, Abraham, and again Mani.108 Similarly the
eastwards expansion of Manicheism is reflected in other
formulations that refer to Mani as the Buddha of Light or

as a reincarnation of Lao-Tsu, the founder of Taoism.109
In all cases and in all lists Mani is extolled as the ‘Seal of

the Prophets’ 110 1t is he who brings the final message,
the final revelation and the final fgk&k through which
mankind is to complete the great work of freeing the last
elements of Light from the prison of Darkness. This work,
as described, is almost alchemical in character - an
intricate, gradual process of distillation down the ages,
incarnation after incarnation, channelling the Light away
from the Dark, purifying the soul from its contamination
with matter. The denouement is our realisation that the
physical earth on which we live was brought into existence
as the theatre or laboratory in which this process of
endless, painstaking refinement could unfold - WZ ]Jgj fg



gl'[j hnjhgkl 11l Finally using all the Light thus
reclaimed, the Great Architect and the Living Spirit,
assisted by the souls of the Manichean [d Y], are to
construct a ‘New Paradise’ and a spiritual earth to replace
the dark, leaden husk of the old material creation that will

fall away at the completion of the project.M
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Although the Manicheans, Bogomils and Cathars told
different stories about the human predicament, we suggest
that closer examination shows that they share a deep and
abiding theme. At the heart of it all, for every Yj[ Z[ f1[ and
h[j]l YInk, for every "[ W[j and [ d Y], was a desire to live in
the world in such a way as to minimise spiritual pollution
and to improve, strengthen, purify and ultimately (after
great struggle) liberate the soul. In all cases this involved
accepting and following a system and working within a
structure, and these were remarkably the same from the
early days of Manicheism in the third century AD to the
final crushing of medieval dualism in Europe more than
1,000 years later.

Just like the Bogomil and the Cathar Churches, the
Manichean Church was divided into two principal
categories. There were the ordinary the rank and file
adherents who could marry, have children, own property,
eat meat and drink wine. And there was a small highly-
committed elite of celibate teetotal vegetarians who lived in
personal poverty and renounced all the material pleasures

of life.113 The rank and file were known as the [W[jkand
the elite as the [d Yl - concepts identical in all respects to



the Yj[Z[fl[ k and h[j][ Ylaof the medieval dualists. Indeed
amongst the Manicheans the term h[j][Yla was used

interchangeably with [ d YI. 114

Like the Cathar and Bogomil h[j][ Yla the Manichean
[dYl could be men or women and always travelled in
adept-disciple pairs. Also like the h[j][ Ylg the [ d Y] passed
through a strict process of initiation culminating in a
ceremony comparable to the Ygfkgd¥ [flne . Following
this initiation they were considered to be ‘full of the Light’
and thenceforward must do nothing to contaminate their

inner light with the dark of earthly things. 115 For the
Manichean [d Y]l that included doing no agricultural work
and not even such a simple task as breaking bread. It
involved leading a wandering, penniless existence,
possessing only ‘food for a day and clothes for the year’,
completely dependent upon the charity of the " [ W[ jk who,
by joining the Manichean Church, took on an obligation to

care for the [dY1.116 Although the Cathar and Bogomil
h[jll[Yla did break bread for themselves, they too led
wandering, penniless lives and were dependent on the
charity of the Yj[ Z[ f1[ k who likewise had a duty to care for
them. Moreover even Bernard Hamilton, though not
normally a fan of the ‘continuing tradition’, has to admit
that:

The Manicheans had required their [dY]l to observe an
ascetic rule of life, and their reasons for doing so were
identical to those of the Bogomils, springing from a

conviction that the material creation was evil.117Z

Mani taught that messengers like Zoroaster, Buddha, and
Jesus - to whose line he also claimed to belong - had been
sent to earth out of sympathy for mankind, to remove the
clouds of ignorance from our minds, to teach us Truth, and
to rescue the Light in us (i.e. our shining souls) from

Darkness and Evil. 118 Again these are themes that are
entirely familiar from the dualism of the Cathars and the
Bogomils.



The reader will recall that the Cathars and Bogomils,
believing Jesus to have been a spiritual emanation of the
Good God, could not accept that he had ever been born in
the flesh and therefore concluded that he must have been
an apparition sent down directly from the heavenly realms.
The identical idea was voiced by Mani who preached,
centuries earlier, that Jesus was not born of woman but
came forth from the Father of Light and descended from
heaven in the form of a man aged about 30. The body in
which he appeared was an illusion and so, accordingly, was

his Crucifixion.119 In one Manichean text he even appears
afterwards to his disciple John who is grief-stricken at the
supposed death of his master and informs him that the
Crucifixion was a spectacle, a phantasmagoria, in short a

kind of miracle play performed to impress the masses. 120
Despite their conviction that material life is evil the

Cathars, Bogomils and Manicheans all showed great

respect for life and opposed causing pain or suffering of

any kind to fellow creatures whether human or animal. 121

All believed in reincarnation. 122 All forbade the use of
images and worshipped only through prayers and

hy'mms.m We know that the Cathars and the Bogomils
looked with horror on the Old Testament and regarded its

God, Jehovah, as the Devil. So too did the Manicheans 124
and Mani himself had declared:

It is the Prince of Darkness who spoke with Moses, the
Jews and their priest. Thus the Christians, the Jews, and
the Pagans are involved in the same error when they
worship this god. For he led them astray in the lusts that he

taught them, since he was not the God of Truth.123
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Until the early 20th century scholars were obliged to rely
almost exclusively on the works of the persecutors of
Manicheism in order to reconstruct the ‘lost’” Manichean
religion that those very persecutors had destroyed. But
intact ancient Manichean texts discovered in the Far East
in the 1920s and in Egypt in the 1970s have added greatly
to our store of knowledge. In consequence it is now
generally accepted that Christian Gnosticism, hitherto
allocated a relatively minor role in the intellectual
parentage of Manicheism, may in fact have been the single
most decisive influence on Mani's thinking. H. J. W. Drijvers
goes so far as to suggest that even the term ‘Christian
Gnosticism’ is misleading:

It has usually been assumed that the Christian elements in
Manicheism reached Mani through a Gnostic filter ... It is
rather more in agreement with the historical situation and
development during the third century ... to assume that
Mani and Manicheism heavily drew upon the whole of
Christian tradition and literature extant in that time

without any restriction to a supposedly Gnostic strain.120

In other words if Manicheism as it is now understood
reveals an overwhelming influence from Gnostic
Christianity then this is likely to be because the Christianity
of Mani's time was in fact overwhelmingly Gnostic - a
controversial conclusion that is nevertheless supported by
much recent scholarship. In 1945 a great hoard of hitherto
unknown Gnostic texts from the early centuries of the
Christian era was found at Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt.
Since the translation and eventual publication of these
texts in 1977 it has become apparent that Christianity's
relationship with Gnosticism goes back to the very
beginnings of the Christian cult in the first century AD.
Likewise it is now obvious, and widely accepted, that
‘Christian Gnosticism’ was not some weird offshoot from
the ‘mainstream’ of Christianity. On the contrary it was part
of the mainstream - perhaps even the major part as we will
see in the next chapter.



And then something happened. From the beginning of the
fourth century AD, as it acquired state power, the Church
undertook a radical change of direction. The freethinking
and sometimes anarchical approach of the Gnostics began
to be frowned upon, their allegorical interpretations of the
scriptures were dropped in favour of literal ones, and
persecutions for heresy began almost immediately. Could it
possibly be true, as the Cathars always claimed, that this
was the time when the authentic church of Christianity was
forced underground and the imposter Church of Rome was
put in its place? And the corollary: could it be true that the
authentic church - persecuted, outlawed, oppressed - had
nevertheless somehow managed to survive from the fourth
century until its doctrines reappeared again 600 years later
with the Bogomils?

It seems like a long shot. Nonetheless we've shown that a
viable chain of transmission exists connecting the central
ideas behind the Cathar and Bogomil religions to the ideas
of Mani in the third century. And if the primary influence on
Mani was Christian Gnosticism, as the scholars now agree,
then it is to the Gnostics we should look for the final links
in the chain of the ‘Great Heresy’.
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Mhere is no easy sound-bite description of what Gnosticism
was, or is. As we've already had reason to note several
times, the Gnostic tradition was one in which special
emphasis was placed on individual revelation and self-
expression. In consequence, though it is true that a number
of underlying themes, and even certainties, were shared by
all Gnostic sects, there was also a rich and confusing
proliferation of differences amongst them. Sects typically
developed around the teachings of inspired men - the most



famous names from the first and second centuries AD
include Simon Magus, Marcion, Basilides and Valentinus.
Depending on the precise nature of the revelation of the
founder, each sect then added its own speculations,
metaphors and teaching-myths, sometimes even complete
cosmological systems, to the vast and eclectic body of ideas
and behaviour already loosely categorised as ‘Gnosticism’.
This background state of intellectual anarchy, coupled
with the luxuriant multiplication of ‘systems’ within
Gnosticism, make the subject a daunting one. But the
matter is even further complicated by the determined
persecutions inflicted on the Gnostics by the Christian

Church between the fourth and the sixth centuries AD.L As
well as the holocausts of countless individuals, who were
prepared to die terrible deaths rather than relinquish their
faith, these persecutions resulted in the collection and
burning of huge numbers of Gnostic texts. In this way one
of the precious ‘hard disks’, on which was stored a vibrant
portion of the intellectual and spiritual heritage of
mankind, went up literally in smoke, leaving virtually
nothing behind for future generations to ponder over. The
thoughts on the human condition of inspired mystics and
great philosophers, their journeys into the enigma of death,
the liberating f gkd& that they believed they had discovered
of the true nature and purpose of our existence - all this
seemed to have been lost. For fifteen centuries those few
scholars who still had any interest in learning about this
smashed and apparently forgotten religion were obliged to
depend for their knowledge almost exclusively on the works
of those responsible for smashing it in the first place. The
heresy hunters would frequently quote passages from
suppressed Gnostic works, or report the content of those
works in some detail, in order to preach against and
attempt to refute them. But relying on such one-sided
material, even - or perhaps especially - in the choice of
original texts quoted, was almost bound to produce a very
one-sided understanding of Gnosticism. A roughly



comparable exercise would be trying to build-up an
accurate picture of Judaism from books written by Nazi
propagandists.

In the case of the latter we can ignore the Nazi trash
because Judaism, unlike Gnosticism, is still a living religion
and can speak for itself. But there has been some good
fortune too in the case of Gnosticism. The vast majority of
its scriptures were destroyed in the pogroms that the
Christians unleashed. But towards the end of the fourth
century AD an unknown group of heretics in Upper Egypt
took the precaution of assembling a ‘time-capsule’
containing a substantial collection of banned Gnostic texts.
Possession of such texts, if detected, was extremely
dangerous, so the ‘capsule’ - actually a large earthenware
jar - was buried in the ground, by the side of a great
boulder, at the foot of cliffs overlooking the ever-flowing
Nile.

Perhaps the owners hoped that things might improve and
that they would eventually be able to return to collect their
library. But they never did. It's very likely that their heresy
was detected and they were killed. During the last two
decades of the fourth century the dogmatic faction of
Christianity that had converted Emperor Constantine years
before was flexing its muscles under the full protection of
the Roman state. With tacit support from the local

authorities, and sometimes with direct military assistance,2

hysterical mobs of religious fanatics and unkempt monks
were on the loose in Egypt, spreading fear wherever they

went.2 They vandalised temples that had stood for
thousands of years in homage to the gods. They defaced
ancient inscriptions. They murdered ©priests and
philosophers. It was under their pressure that the sublime
religion of ancient Egypt breathed its last. However it was
not ‘pagans’ that the Christian terrorists reserved their
worst excesses for. Much higher priority, and the greatest
violence, was focussed on fellow Christians - heretics of the



numerous Christian Gnostic sects that had been developing

and multiplying in Egypt since the first century'.i

It would have been the members of one such sect who
buried the ‘time-capsule’ beside the boulder at the foot of
the cliffs. There it was to remain intact and undisturbed for
nearly 1600 years while the life of Egypt, slowly changing,
went on around it.
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In December 1945, near the modern town of Nag
Hammadi in Upper Egypt, a local farmer named
Muhammad Ali was clearing land at the edge of a field
owned by his family. By chance he exposed a large intact
earthenware jar that had obviously been purposefully
buried in an upright position by the side of a boulder. When
he broke the jar open out spilled thirteen leather-bound
papyrus books and a large number of loose papyrus leaves.
He brought the complete haul of priceless knowledge about
a long lost religion to his home where his mother put much
of the loose-leaf material to use as kindling. But the books -
YgZaY[ k is the correct term - survived and eventually found
their way onto the black market in Egypt. Through good
detective work the government's antiquities service
succeeded in buying one and confiscating ten and a half of
the thirteen codices. A large part of another was smuggled
out of Egypt and offered for sale in the US. Professor Gilles
Quispel, an expert on Gnosticism at Utrecht University was
quickly able to certify to its importance and the codex was
rescued.

As Professor Quispel made a provisional translation of the
text he found to his astonishment that it seemed to be a
Christian gospel but one previously unknown to him that



did not appear anywhere in the New Testament. Its title
was the Bgkh[d] ] O ge Wk and it claimed to contain secret
words spoken by Jesus to his ‘twin’ - one Judas Thomas.
The New Testament says nothing about Jesus having a twin
5

Despite the pages burnt by Muhammad Ali's mother a
total of 52 separate texts survived in the approximately
twelve and a half salvaged codices. Direct scientific tests
on the papyrus used in their bindings, as well as linguistic
analysis of the Coptic script in which they are written,
indicates that the codices were manufactured between AD

350 and 400.6 The age of their content is another matter
since the texts themselves are translations into Coptic, the
vernacular of Egypt in the early Christian age, of somewhat
older source texts originally written in Greek. Scholars are
in general agreement that the majority of these were

composed or compiled between AD 120 and 150.Z But it
has been persuasively argued that the Bgkh[d] ] O ge W,
at least, is an exception to this rule. Professor Helmut
Koester of Harvard University has proposed that this
heretical gospel includes some content that may possibly
be:

.. as early as the second half of the first century [AD 50 -
100] - as early, or earlier than Matthew, Mark, Luke and

John.ﬁ
The date normally ascribed to the four canonical Gospels

of the New Testament is in the range of AD 60 - 110.2 But
in the case of O ge Vk we're dealing with a banned text
claiming to be a genuine Christian gospel that may also be
genuinely older - i.e. nearer in time to Christ - than any of
the canonical Gospels. This has to raise disturbing
questions about the canonical Gospels themselves. How
canonical are they really? How can we be sure that they
contain the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth
about Christ and the Christic phenomenon? The existence
of this ‘elder’ gospel in the Nag Hammadi collection



suggests that Matthew, Mark, Luke and John may have
been part of a much wider literature that was at some point
‘edited out’ of the New Testament. That impression is
enhanced by the inclusion of several other heretical gospels
amongst the 52 Nag Hammadi texts - the Bgkh[ dg] K ahh,
the Bgkh[dg] Ojmdl" and the Bgkh[dlg 1 [ @ ghlaX k Were
there others still that Muhammad Ali's mother burnt? Or
that didn't make it into the precious Nag Hammadi time
capsule and were erased from history by the heresy
hunters?
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There is much more that is disturbing about the texts of
the Nag Hammadi library. Remember that they were
composed mainly between the first and third centuries AD,
originally in Greek, translated into Coptic some time later,
and finally concealed during the late fourth century. We've
noted that this was a time when the newly Christianised
empire of Rome was beginning to turn all its resources
against Christian heretics - particularly, and most savagely,
against the Gnostics. It is intriguing, therefore, that several
of the Nag Hammadi documents make allusions to the
existence of something very much like a secret society,

usually referred to as the ‘Organisation’. 10 part of its
mission, which we will return to in later chapters, is to
build monuments ‘as a representation of the spiritual

places’ (i.e. the stars).ll It is also to use every means
possible, including guile and stealth, to protect the sacred
knowledge of Gnosticism and to oppose the universal forces
of darkness and ignorance that are said to have:

Steered the people who followed them into great troubles,
by leading them astray with many deceptions. They became



old without having enjoyment. They died not having found
truth and without knowing the God of Truth. And thus the
whole creation became enslaved forever from the

foundations of the world until now.12

The Gnostic religion revealed by the Nag Hammadi texts
is unambiguously dualistic. It starkly envisages two potent
spiritual forces at work in the fullness of all existence: the
God of Light, Love and Goodness, and the God of Darkness,
Hate and Evil. As with the Bogomils and the Cathars a
millennium later, the Gnostics believed that it was the
latter - the God of Evil - who had constructed the material
universe and created human bodies. Our souls, however,
were from the spiritual realm of the God of Good and
yearned to return there. A primary purpose of the God of
Evil was to frustrate this desire and keep these lost souls
imprisoned forever on the earth - to ‘make them drink the
water of forgetfulness ... in order that they might not know

from whence they came.’l3 The evil powers worked to
anaesthetise intelligence and spread the cancer of ‘mind

blindness’14 because:
Ignorance is the mother of all evil ... Ignorance is a slave.

Knowledge is freedom.12

By contrast the Nag Hammadi texts make it clear that the
‘Organisation’ serves the spiritual forces of Light. Its
sacred purpose is to free human beings from their state of
enslavement by initiating them into the cult of knowledge.
There could hardly be a more important or more urgent
task: in the Gnostic view mankind is the focus, or fulcrum,
of a cosmic struggle; individual choices for evil, arising out
of ignorance, therefore have ramifications far beyond the

merely material and mortal and human plane. 16 For these
reasons the Gnostics said ‘Our struggle is not against flesh
and blood, but against the world rulers of this darkness and

the spirits of wickedness.’1Z
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In Alexandria, one of their prime centres, the Gnostics
lived in close contact with the last vestiges of the ancient
Egyptian religion, and also co-existed with Judaism and
early Christianity. They honoured Christ. And in precisely
the same way as the later Cathars and Bogomils (as well as
the Manicheans and Paulicians) they did not believe him to
have been born in the flesh but favoured the apparition or
‘phantasm’ theory.

Evidence from Alexandria suggests that the Gnostic
communities there during the first three centuries after
Christ also honoured Osiris, the ancient Egyptian god of

rebirth,ﬁ ‘who stands before darkness as a guardian of the

Light’.m This was not a cult shared by any of the other
post-Christian dualist groups.

On the other hand - once again like the Manicheans,
Messalians, Paulicians, Cathars and Bogomils - the
Gnostics saw Jehovah, the Old Testament God of the Jews
and Christians, as a dark force, indeed as one of the ‘world
rulers of darkness’. He was to them the evil Z[eayj [ - a
Greek term, somewhat derogatory, that means, literally,

‘public craftsman’ 20 In other words he was a low-class
sub-deity who had created the earth as his personal fief
(rather like an odd-job man with a hobby), placed the
human race upon it to worship and adore him, and deluded
the poor creatures into believing that he was the only God
in existence. His sole purpose for us, therefore, was to keep
us enchained in spiritual ignorance and darkness for all
eternity and enmesh us in acts of evil that would make us
truly his forever. For this reason the account given in the
Nag Hammadi texts of the ‘temptation’ of Adam and Eve in
the Garden of Eden depicts the serpent not as the villain of
the piece, as the Old Testament book of Genesis portrays
him, but rather as the hero and true benefactor of mankind:



‘What did God say to you?’ the Serpent asked Eve. ‘Was it
“Do not eat from the tree of knowledge” [ f gk&]’ ?
fi

She replied: ‘He said, “Not only do not eat from it, but do
not touch it lest you die”.” The serpent reassured her,
saying, ‘Do not be afraid.

With death you shall not die; for it was out of jealousy that
he said this to you. Rather your eyes shall open and you

shall come to be like gods, recognising evil and good.’ﬂ
After Adam and Eve had eaten of the tree of knowledge,
the Gnostics taught that they experienced enlightenment,
awoke to their own luminous nature and could distinguish
good from evil, just as the serpent had promised. Seeing
their intellectual and spiritual transformation the demiurge
was jealous and roused his demonic companions:
‘Behold, Adam! He has come to be like one of us, so that he
knows the difference between the light and the darkness.
Now perhaps he also will come to the tree of life and eat
from it and become immortal. Come let us expel him from
Paradise down to the land from which he was taken, so that
henceforth he might not be able to recognise anything
better.’
fi
And so they expelled Adam from Paradise, along with his

wife .Q

What stands out in this Gnostic Genesis story is the way
in which Adam and Eve are expelled from ‘Paradise’ Zgo f
to the ‘land’ - where henceforth they are to live in
ignorance of their true potential. The underlying concept of
a descent from a spiritual paradise into a fleshly and
material world is extremely close to the Bogomil and
Cathar notion of angels falling from heaven to earth to
inhabit human bodies. In both cases the predicament of the
soul is the same - trapped in matter, forgetful of its true
nature, unmindful of its divine potential, deluded by the



wiles of an Evil God, and carried in a frame (the body) that
is subject to every whim of that supernatural monster.

The Gnostic texts continue with their version of the book
of Genesis telling the story of human history on earth after
the ‘Fall’. Time passes and we read how the descendants of
Adam and Eve achieved a high state of development,
manipulating the physical world with clever machines and
devices and beginning to engage in profound spiritual
inquiries. Out of jealousy the demiurge intervenes again to
diminish human potential, calling out to his demonic
powers: ‘Come, let us cause a deluge with our hands and

obliterate all flesh, from man to beast.’23

According to the Gnostics, the Flood was not inflicted to
punish evil - as the Old Testament falsely informs us - but
to punish humanity for having risen so high and ‘to take the

light’ that was growing amongst men. 24 The devastation
of the Flood all but achieved this objective. Although there
were survivors, they were thrown:

. into great distraction and into a life of toil, so that
mankind might be occupied by worldly affairs, and might
not have the opportunity of being devoted to the holy spirit
25

But fortunately there were a few amongst our ancestors
who still possessed the old knowledge, and who were
determined to pass it down for the benefit of future
generations, for as long as necessary, wherever possible,
until such a time as a general awakening might occur again
26
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We could not help wondering how the mysterious
‘Organisation’ spoken of in the Nag Hammadi texts would
have reacted to the persecutions being unleashed on
Gnosticism when the texts were sealed away near the end
of the fourth century AD. Might its members not have been
inclined to see themselves in the same mythical framework
as the Flood survivors of the Gnostic creation legends? Of
course they were not dealing this time with a literal ‘flood’
sent by the diabolical God of the Old Testament to steal the
light of mankind. But from the Gnostic point of view what
they confronted was at least equally dangerous - the
investigations of the heresy hunters, the random violence
of Christian mobs, the burnings of books and people.

The Nag Hammadi texts invite us to consider the
possibility that a secret society, purposefully set up to
secure and preserve Gnostic teachings through periods of
difficulty, had been in existence at least between the first
and third centuries AD (when the texts were composed). If
such an ‘Organisation’ still remained active until the time
when the texts were buried then there is every possibility
that it could have survived the holocausts of the fourth to
the sixth centuries. Even without such obvious shelters and
vectors as the Messalians and the Manicheans, it would not
have been too difficult for a small and dedicated sect of
heretics to have maintained a clandestine existence and to
have continued to recruit new members through the Dark
Ages between the sixth and the tenth centuries. There is no
particular reason, if it was discrete, why it should have
attracted much attention or ever been recognised for what
it was. There were many remote religious communities of
hermits or monks that could have provided it with suitable
camouflage until such a time as it chose to step out of the
shadows again.

And what better or more auspicious time for Gnosticism
to step out of the shadows and make another bid to
establish a world religion than the final century of the first
millennium? This was precisely the moment - somewhere



between AD 920 - 970 as we saw in Chapter Three - that
the heresiarch who called himself Bogomil, ‘Beloved of
God’, began to preach so persuasively in Bulgaria. We know
already that the Church he founded had ambitions to
achieve a general awakening. We've seen how its influence
spread with great rapidity and success, first in territories
under the spiritual hegemony of the Eastern Orthodox
Church, and later in areas such as northern Italy and
Occitania that were under the control of the Roman
Catholic Church.

On both fronts the absolute dominance of what was by
then thought to be established Christianity was challenged
with a doctrine in many respects identical to that of the
early Christian Gnostics.

And on both fronts the challenger claimed to be the
original church of Christ whose rightful place had been
usurped by the incumbent.
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Gnosticism is thought by many scholars to have been a
late pre-Christian philosophical religion that insinuated
itself like a virus into early Christianity and attempted to
transform it into a vehicle for propagating its own ideas -
hence ‘Christian Gnosticism’. On the same evidence that
they offer, however, it is equally possible to argue that the
Christian cult was Gnostic in origin but was later hijacked
by a group of hard-headed scriptural literalists who turned
it to their own ends. Either way most authorities point to
Palestine in the first century BC as the birthplace of
Gnosticism; from there, they say, it spread rapidly to
Alexandria which was to become the main centre for its

subsequent expansion 27



During that epoch, though they had very different
backgrounds, Palestine and Alexandria shared the common
Hellenistic culture that had prevailed throughout the
Mediterranean, Mesopotamia and Iran since the conquests
of Alexander the Great in the fourth century BC. This had
been - and indeed continued for some time to be - a period
of extraordinary vivacity, intellectual endeavour, creativity,
rationality and intense spirituality. It brought together in
one gigantic Hellenistic melting pot the priests of ancient
Egypt, the dualist Magi of Iran, initiates of the mysteries of
Mithras, Platonic philosophers from Greece, Jewish
mystics, Buddhist missionaries and a host of other
influences from near and far. It was somewhere in that
‘confused but thrilling encounter,” suggests historian
Joscelyn Godwin, that ‘Gnosticism was born, the religion of

Gnosis - knowledge of the true nature of things.’ﬁ

There are certain fundamental elements of Gnosticism.
Of these the most important is the notion that there exists
an entirely spiritual, light-filled realm that is ruled by a
benevolent and loving ‘Good God’, but that the material
realm in which we live is the creation of an ‘Evil God’. As
we've seen, the exploits of Jehovah in the Old Testament
served the Gnostics very well as illustrations of this idea
during the first and second centuries AD. He had created
the world, the Bible said, and his actions were also almost
invariably wicked, mean-spirited, jealous, violent and cruel
- exactly what one would expect of an Evil God. It cannot
be an accident that we find the identical usage of Jehovah
in identical contexts for identical purposes by the Cathars
and Bogomils between the 10th and 14th centuries.

Another hint that these groups at opposite ends of the
first millennium must have been closely linked comes when
we remember that all of them believed our souls to have
been created by the Good God and to belong in the good
realm while our bodies were part of the evil material
creation. Gnostics, Cathars and Bogomils all likewise
regarded the soul as a hjd&gf[j in the demonic material



world where it was in constant danger of being dragged
ever deeper and trapped ever more firmly. All three of them
offered it a way of escape (from what would otherwise be
eternal confinement) by means of initiation into their
system and acquisition of the f gke& that they had to teach.

In all three cases this f gk& appears to have involved an
absolutely convincing and probably instantaneous insight
into the miserable situation of the soul, the true nature of
matter, and the escape route that Gnosticism offered. In all
three cases Christ was seen not as a redeemer (who died to
expiate our sins) but as an emanation of the divine who had
descended to open men's eyes to their true predicament.
Last but not least, although all three groups treated the
advent of Christ as a cosmic event of enormous importance,
all three also believed that he had never incarnated in the
flesh, that his body was an apparition, and that his
Crucifixion was therefore an illusion.
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The Gnostic religion of the first four centuries of the first
millennium, and the Bogomil and Cathar religions of the
first four centuries of the second millennium, shared many
other intimate details. We've already seen in Chapter Three
how the Ygf kgdté [ fIne ritual of the latter, which raised
the candidate from the status of Yj[Z[f1[ to the status of
h[j Il YInk, was essentially identical to the ritual of adult
baptism in the early church which raised the candidate to
the status of a fully initiated Christian. The irony, as Steven
Runciman points out, is that:

While polemical churchmen in the Middle Ages denounced
the heretics for maintaining a class of the Elect or Perfect
they were denouncing an Early Christian practice, and the
heretic initiation ceremony [the Ygf kgd/ [f]lne ] that they



viewed with so much horror was almost word for word the
ceremony with which Early Christians were admitted to the

Church ... 22 Such similarity cannot be fortuitous.
Obviously the Cathar Church had preserved, only slightly
amended to suit its doctrines of the time, the services
extant in the Christian Church during the first four

centuries of its life.20
What is now clear is that the services used by the early
church were, in origin, Wk gkl [ pYdrkan[ dy 1" [ K jnaY k g]

[Wdy = j&klaN Bfgklarke Sl They were deleted and
replaced as the literalist Christian faction in Rome
consolidated its power during the forth and fifth centuries.
But it was natural that the banned rituals would continue to
be practiced and preserved by surviving Gnostic sects.
Some of these have been named in the provisional chain of
transmission we sketched out in Chapter Four. But it's
likely that many more lived on in secret either in remote
communities or by ‘veiling’ themselves inside the
organisations of their religious competitors.

Although all this sounds very cloak-and-dagger it is
accepted by historians that many Gnostic and dualist sects
were extremely  secretive in  their  behaviour.
Understandably, they became adept at concealing
themselves from authorities who would burn them. We have
cited examples in previous chapters of ‘nests of heretics’ -
Bogomils and Cathars - being exposed within both Eastern
Orthodox and Roman Catholic monasteries during the 10th
to 14th centuries. It is significant, and even suggestive of a
‘standard operating procedure’, that veiling of exactly the
same sort was also used by the heretics of the fourth and
fifth centuries when Gnosticism was being persecuted.
Indeed it is most likely that the unknown group of Gnostics
who concealed the Nag Hammadi library were themselves
Christian monks. At that time two monasteries of the
supposedly Orthodox Pachomian order stood within six

miles of the spot where the codices were buried.32



The initiation ritual of the Ygf kgd*é [ fIne served at least
two major functions in the religion of the Cathars and
Bogomils.

First, through a chain of direct contact, which they
claimed stretched unbroken all the way back to the
apostles, the laying on of hands transferred the power of
the Holy Spirit. As the jolt of sacred energy washed over
him, they believed that the candidate's eyes were opened -
in an instant - to the full predicament of his soul, separated
from its true heavenly home, imprisoned in the realm of an
Evil God. What that flash of enlightenment really gave him,
in his belief, was the complete knowledge and spiritual
power needed to break the bonds of matter and return his
soul to heaven.

Professor Roelof van den Broek of Utrecht University has
made an argument that the Ygf kgd¥ [ fIne was not a truly
‘Gnostic’ initiation because no ‘special kind of Gnosis’ was

transferred by the ritual.33 The professor is an authority in
his field, whose work we highly respect. But this statement
requires an overly-restrictive definition of the kind of
‘knowledge’ that fgk&k was, and gives no thought as to
how it was supposedly acquired. As we've already noted,
the Gnostic initiation rituals of the first to the fourth
centuries AD, just like the initiations of the Bogomils and
Cathars a thousand years later, were simple ceremonies
involving the laying on of hands. It is absolutely obvious
that what descended on the candidate in all three cases
was fgl a specific body of learning to be mastered
intellectually either through an oral tradition or from
books. It was, instead, jIn[W]Z knowledge, dkhg[Z
knowledge, which passed in an instant like a Y W [ of
electricity and which he or she had to experience directly
and personally. In essence it was not even complicated or
difficult knowledge. As Bernard Hamilton maintains, the
early Christian Gnostics saw it simply as ‘knowledge of the



truth about the human condition.’3% As such you either got
it, or you didn't.

Besides, despite his reservations about full Gnostic status
for the Ygf kgde [ flne , van den Broek himself goes on to
affirm:

Because of their dualism, be it moderate or absolute, the
Cathars can be called Gnostics. If the idea that the material
world is made by an evil creator and that the soul is locked
up in the prison of the body cannot be called Gnostic, then
there are no Gnostic ideas at all. In this sense Catharism is

a medieval form of Gnosticism.32

The second function of the Ygfkgd¥ [flme for the
Cathars and the Bogomils was to elevate the candidate
from the rank of Yj[Z[ f1[ to the rank of h[j][ YInk In this
too they were following a pattern that had been set down
by Christian Gnostics in the first four centuries AD. We've
already seen that the Manicheans, in exactly the same way
as the Cathars and Bogomils, divided themselves into two
great classes of [dYl and [W[jk So too did an earlier
Gnostic Church established by Valentinus in the second
century AD. He divided his ‘good Christians’ into two

classes - the hf[ne Wark (‘spirituals’, ‘full of divinity’ﬁ)
and the hkqY &k (those with the potential, through effort,

to become spirituals).3—7 Marcion, another charismatic
heretic of the second century AD, used the same system in
the influential and successful Gnostic Church established in

his name.38 As was the case with the Cathar and Bogomil
h[jl[Yla severe austerities, fasts, vegetarianism and
chastity were the domain of the hf[ ne Wark only. As was
the case with the Cathar and Bogomil Yj[Z[fl[k the
hkqgY @k were free of such obligations but had a duty to

care for, worship and protect the hf [ e Wavk.39
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Another matter which changed not at all between the 4th
century and the 13th century was the peculiarly consistent
and cruel manner in which people who held to the Gnostic
and dualist perspective were punished by the Church.
When you consider what is involved for the victim of a
burning at the stake it is obvious that no rational person
would choose such a death lightly. So the very fact that so
many initiated Gnostics actually chose to die in this awful
manner - rather than abjure their beliefs - and that so
many Cathar h[j][ Yladid the same a millennium later, tells
us, at the very least, how deeply all these men and women
must have been convinced that they were right. Whether
they were deluding themselves or not is another matter -
and one that is impossible to settle with certainty in this
life. But we cannot doubt that 1" [ g were absolutely certain
about what would happen to their souls after they had
passed through the ordeal of the flames.

As well as having much in common with each other,
Gnosticism and the later religion of the Bogomils and
Cathars also share one striking characteristic with
established Christianity. They are all ‘Salvationist’ faiths -
i.e. they all provide a kgkl[ e , and they promise that if it is
followed it will ‘save’ the souls of its adherents. Yet even
here, when we look closer, we discover that the Cathars,
Bogomils and Gnostics stand together on one side of a line
while the guardians of established Christianity stand on the
other. This is because the doctrine of Catholicism and of the
Eastern Orthodox Church might best be summed up as
‘salvation through faith alone’ - Xdf Z ]Wd~ being all that is
required. Whereas what the heretics were all offering was
salvation through cfgodZ [ - revealed knowledge,
inspired knowledge, kWd  knowledge - that was
experienced directly by the initiate.



Whether a delusion or not, it was on account of this
personal cfgod Z [ of what awaited them after death - and
nothing else - that the Gnostic and Cathar heretics endured
the flames with such calm certainty.

[dci]YXmF Tnib j h

The Roman Catholic Church did not invent burning at the
stake as a punishment for heresy but took over the idea
intact from long centuries of Roman tradition. Since the
reign of Augustus Caesar (27 BC - AD 14) all the emperors,
in addition to their other responsibilities, had held the
office of Kgflal[ p HWe nk - the title of the ancient high-

priest of the state religion of Rome 40 The religion could
(and did) change from emperor to emperor, but the
emperor of the day always remained its Kgf ld[ p HWee nk.
In order to maintain the mandate of heaven he was
required to protect the state religion and punish any
attempts to undermine it. This did not concern most creeds,
which went about their business peacefully and were
tolerated. But it did affect militant evangelistic religious
movements like the Christians and the Manicheans which
offered a perceptible threat to the dominance of the state
cult, and thus to the state itself. Very frequently the
offenders were charged with heresy and burnt at the stake.

In 186 BC a mystery cult dedicated to the god Dionysos
was banned in Rome and thousands of its initiates

executed.£1 On another occasion ‘philosophers’ were burnt
for threatening the proper conduct of religion. Witnesses
said they went to the stake ‘laughing at the sudden collapse

of human destinies’ and died ‘unmoving in the flames’.22 A
thousand years later when the persecutions began in the
Languedoc, Cathar h[j][ Ylawere repeatedly seen to do the
same.



The Roman historian Tacitus records a terrible massacre
of Christians during the reign of Emperor Nero (AD 54 -
68). However, this seems to have had less to do with
protecting the state cult than with popular hatred of the
Christians at that time. Already despised for ‘their
abominations’ they were wrongly blamed for starting the
great fire that devastated Rome in AD 64:

An arrest was first made of all who confessed; then, upon
hearing their confessions, an immense multitude was
convicted, not so much of arson but of hatred of the human
race. Mockery of every sort was added to their deaths.
Covered with the skins of beasts they were torn apart by
dogs, nailed to crosses, or doomed to the flames. Those
who were burned were used to illumine the night-time

skies when daylight ended.43

It was to be almost 200 years before there were
systematic persecutions of Christians by the Roman
emperor in his role as Kgfld[ p HWe nk Decius was the
first of these when he punished Christians who failed to
offer animal sacrifices to the pagan gods in AD 250. There

were further martyrdoms under Valerian in AD 257 - 9,ﬁ
and in AD 303 - 5 Diocletian launched separate pogroms

against Christians and Manicheans.%2 Diocletian's M KkYj &l
gf '[ HWa& [[k ordered the leaders of that sect burnt at
the stake together with their most persistent followers. He
accused them of committing many crimes, disturbing quiet
populations and even working ‘the greatest harm to whole
cities.” Making clear why to be a Manichean was to be a
heretic, he wrote:

It is indeed highly criminal to discuss doctrines once and
for all settled and defined by our forefathers, and which
have their recognised place and course in our system.
Wherefore we are resolutely determined to punish the

stubborn depravity of these worthless people.ﬁ
In other words Dicoletian was burning those poor
Manichean [d Yl because they disagreed with established



religious doctrines and dogmas. The tone of his M kYj &l is
eerily similar to papal pronouncements of the 13th century
calling down the Albigensian Crusades upon the Cathars of
the Languedoc.

As to the Roman persecution of the Christians, authors
Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy have made the valid point
that ‘in its whole history ... Christianity was officially

persecuted for a total of five years 47 This is not the
impression given to children brought up in the Western
Christian tradition who are led to imagine centuries of
sustained persecution. The truth is that there were a few
isolated incidents between AD 50 and 250 followed by a
few years of - admittedly - awful tortures, again frequently
involving burning at the stake, but also scorching in red-hot
iron chairs, scourging, ‘the frying pan’(! ), and consumption

by wild beasts.28

Such torments ended for the Christians when their
champion Constantine the Great defeated his rivals at the
Battle of the Milvian Bridge in AD 312 and became the

senior ruler of Rome's cruel and violent empire.ﬁ He
immediately extended state tolerance to Christianity. This,
however, did not mean that the powers of the Kgfld[p
HWea nk, which he continued to hold in his hands as
emperor, were done away with. It simply meant that in
future - with the notable exception of the reign of Emperor
Julian the Apostate (AD 332 - 63 ) - these powers would no
longer be used against Christians. It was not until AD 380

under Emperor Theodosius?? that Roman Catholic
Christianity was adopted as the state religion (while other
forms of Christianity were denounced as ‘demented and

insane’).2l So this technically was the moment when
Catholicism formally acquired the right to be protected by
the emperor in his capacity as Kgf ld[ p HWe nk But it had
long previously been given carte blanche by Constantine
himself to persecute its internal enemies - the heretics.
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Even by Roman standards Constantine the Great was not
a nice man. He had his eldest son Crispus executed (while
the latter was [f jgml[ to attend celebrations with him) and
his wife Fausta locked in an overheated steam room and

poached to death!22 He did not in fact become a baptised
Christian until hours before his death, thus allowing
himself considerable latitude for cruelty, excess and
wickedness along the way. Indeed it is reported that one of
the principal reasons for his adoption of Christianity (other
than his ‘miraculous’ success at Milvian Bridge, which is
another story) had been that it alone amongst the religions
of Rome had promised him expiation of his many sins.
Apparently the priests of the pagan temples, horrified even
to be asked for expiation by such a brute, had refused

him.23

So it seems that Constantine, who had good reason to
worry about the afterlife destiny of his soul, owed a very
large debt to the Christian bishops. By granting them state
tolerance in 312 - 313 he repaid part of it. But he was a
politician with an eye to his constituencies. Despite much
urging he therefore refused to abolish or interfere in any
way with the freedom of religion of the many other popular
and powerfully-supported faiths in the empire. Defending
the very same policy of tolerance from which Christianity
had just benefited, he reminded the bishops:
It is one thing to undertake the contest for immortality

voluntarily, another to compel it with puurlishmemt.M

This was a matter on which Constantine remained
consistent throughout his life - with one exception. That
exception was announced in an edict (Yg YW324 - 326). In it
he attacked the ‘venomous errors’ of Christian heretics,
confiscated their properties and initiated other
persecutions. The wording of the edict has been preserved



for us by Constantine's fawning biographer, the eminent
church father Eusebius. It is worth quoting it at some
length:

Be it known to you by this present decree, you

Novatians,22 Valentinians, Marcionites [the latter, two well-
known Gnostic sects], Paulians and those called
Cataphrygians, all in short who constitute the heresies by
your private assemblies, how many are the falsehoods in
which your idle folly is entangled, and how venomous the
poisons with which your teaching is involved, so that the
healthy are brought to sickness and the living to
everlasting death through you. You opponents of truth,
enemies of life and counsellors of ruin! Everything about
you is contrary to truth, in harmony with ugly deeds of evil;
it serves grotesque charades in which you argue
falsehoods, distress the unoffending, deny light to believers

fi
The crimes done by you are so great and immense, so
hateful and full of harshness, that not even a whole day
would suffice to put them into words; and in any case it is
proper to shut the ears and avert the eyes, so as not to
impair the pure and untarnished commitment of our own
faith by recounting the details. Why then should we endure
such evils any longer? Protracted neglect allows healthy
people to be infected as with an epidemic disease. Why do
we not immediately use severe public measures to dig up
such a great evil, as you might say, by the roots?
fi

Accordingly, since it is no longer possible to tolerate the
pernicious effect of your destructiveness, by this decree we
publicly command that none of you henceforward shall
dare to assemble. Therefore we have also given order that
all your buildings in which you conduct these meetings ...
not only in public but also in houses of individuals or any
private places ... are to be confiscated ... and handed over
incontestably and without delay to the Catholic Church ...



and thereafter no opportunity be left for you to meet so
that from this day forward your unlawful groups may not

dare to assemble in any place either public or private.5—6

It was the first step on the slippery slope of persecution.
Within less than a century, in league with emperors like
Theodosius, the Catholic Church had begun to burn
heretics at the stake ...
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H. A. Drake, professor of history at the University of
California, thinks that Constantine's out-of-character
initiative against the heretics in AD 324 - 6 was almost

certainly the result of pressure from the bishopsﬂ - i.e.
that the emperor was paying off another instalment of his
spiritual debt to them. Besides, looking at his options at the
time, it would have seemed like the obvious move to make:

With heresy, both imperial and episcopal agendas came
together. Punishment of improper worship was the one
action that Constantine would have been prepared by
centuries of imperial procedure to take, and the one that, in
his eyes, a new and important constituency had the most
right to demand. It had the additional advantage of
demonstrating his toughness to militant Christians at very

little cost.28

Drake has investigated Christianity's rise to power in
Rome and its changing relationships with the state between
Constantine's initial acceptance of the faith in AD 312, its
elevation as the official religion of the empire in AD 380,

and the banning of all other faiths in AD 392.29 This was a
period of immense importance for the future of Christianity
in which - for good or ill - it set the course that it has
followed ever since. It was also the period, as Drake
observes, in which ‘militant Christians first came to



dominate and then to define the Christian movement.’80
Noting that in the decades after Constantine the Church
‘became more militant and more coercive as it became
more powerful’ he asks: ‘What happened to the Christian

movement, why was it that the militant wing prevailed?’ﬂ

During the first three centuries AD we know already that
the ‘Christian movement’ consisted of a diverse mass of
sects, all of which defined themselves as followers of Christ
despite their wildly varying doctrines and contradictory
beliefs.

At one end of the scale there were those like the Gnostics
who rejected the Old Testament, interpreted the New
Testament allegorically within a dualist framework, did not
believe that Christ had been born in the flesh (or crucified),
allowed the greatest possible latitude for individual
revelation and inspiration, and had no wish to impose
dogma on others. Although they claimed to be the original
Christians, guarding the true apostolic succession, they
were interested not in coercion but in a process of personal
enquiry and experience that would lead their initiates to a
kWid8 cfgodZ [ of the truth. They did not believe that
there was just one exclusive path to this fgk&k As such,
blind obedience to any form of dogma, together with
intolerance for the beliefs of others, were rejected by all
the Gnostic systems.

At the other end of the scale were Drake's ‘militant
Christians’, the Catholics and their bishops who established
their primary power centre in Rome in the early fourth
century AD after they had won Constantine's favour. They
too claimed to be the original Christians, guarding the true
apostolic succession, and it was on the exclusive basis of
their doctrines and beliefs that what we now think of as the
‘Christian Church’ took shape during the decades that
followed. They accepted the Old Testament, interpreted the
New Testament with adamant literalism, believed in
Christ's incarnation, crucifixion and bodily resurrection



(and that all humans would experience bodily resurrection
too), rejected dualism, allowed no latitude whatsoever for
individual revelation and inspiration, and felt it was their
duty to impose their beliefs on others. Their interest was in
obtaining the complete and nfinfklagfd JW  of their
congregations in the infallibility of the doctrines that they
taught. As such, dogma, the enforcement of blind
obedience, and violent intolerance for the beliefs of others,
were, from the beginning, their stock in trade.

Why did the militant wing prevail? The answer that Drake
gives to his own question is in a sense a tautology. The
militant wing of the once broad church of Christianity
prevailed X[ YWikIf d o W&k e aHW1 and because it was the
first to acquire access to the coercive apparatus of the
state. As a simple and wuniversal function of human
organisation, Drake suggests:

. there are persons in every mass movement who are
willing to coexist with variant beliefs and others who see
such non-believers as outsiders and as a threat that must

be neutralised.82

If coercive powers are made available to people who
cannot tolerate variant beliefs, as they were in Rome in the
fourth century, then it is inevitable that they will soon be
used to enforce uniformity by destroying or marginalising
other religions. But because of Constantine's calculated
squeamishness about persecuting pagans, the dogmatic
tendencies of the Catholic bishops during their first few
decades in imperial favour were channelled exclusively into
the fight against heresy. This was a fight that the Church
was subsequently to pursue with single-minded ferocity
during the 13th and 14th centuries when it destroyed the
Cathars and until as late as the 17th century when heretics
throughout Europe were still routinely burnt at the stake.
Indeed it may well be that it was only through this early
process of discriminating against, stigmatising, punishing,
terrorising, and physically eliminating internal rivals that
the members of the militant faction of Christianity were



able to elucidate their own beliefs fully in the first place.
‘The existence of heresy cannot be considered apart from
the existence of the Church itself,” argues Zoé Oldenbourg:
The two run hWahWkkm Dogma is always accompanied by
heresy; from the very first, the history of the Christian
Church was a long catalogue of battles against various

heresies.03

Thus what had started out as Constantine's ‘low-cost’
strategy to appease militant Christians, to whom he felt
indebted, and to impose uniformity on the more heterodox
Christian sects (something that would have appealed to the
dictatorial instincts of any red-blooded Roman emperor)
was to have unforeseen consequences that rebounded
down the ages. Before Constantine there had been an
eclectic field of Christians in which no sect held power over
any other - because all were persecuted. After Constantine
the field was rapidly transformed and polarised. On one
side, clustered around a literal interpretation of the
scriptures, were the bishops of the Catholic Church - the
militants whom the emperor wanted to appease. On the
other side was everyone else and every other shade of
opinion. The net effect, after AD 324 - 6, was that all
anyone needed to do to become a ‘heretic’, and to risk
losing freedom of assembly, home, property and life, was to
disagree publicly with the infallible pronouncements of the
bishops - most particularly the supreme bishop of the
Church of Rome. It is not an accident that by the 380s the
emperors had renounced their age-old responsibility of
Kgf la[ p HWe nk - high-priest of the Roman state religion

- leaving it for the popes to pick up.M
To this day it remains their official title 62
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We are not suggesting that militant literalism within the
Christian Church was Yj[ W[ Z by Constantine's willingness
to punish heretics. On the contrary a strong literalist
tendency had been present in Christianity long before the
fourth century - perhaps as long as any of the Gnostic sects
- and simply took advantage of this willingness. The really
radical transformation of Constantine's reign was that for
the first time it gave literalists the power to impose their
views on others.

It's obvious with hindsight that they'd been longing for
this for centuries. It's obvious, too, how they consistently
made use of rabble-rousing emotional arguments and
hateful accusations during their years in waiting simply to
stir up trouble for their opponents - sophisticated
techniques that modern disinformation specialists would
call black propaganda. Everything about their demeanour
and rhetoric indicates that these people believed they
would one day gain the power of enforcement over others -
as they eventually did under Constantine - and that once
they had it they would not hesitate to use it.

Consider, for example, the words of Irenaeus, one of the
Catholic Church's great scourges of Christian Gnostics
during the second century:

Let those who blaspheme the Creator ... as [do] the
Valentinians and all the falsely so-called Bf gklayk, be
recognised as agents of Satan by all who worship God.
Through their agency Satan even now ... has been seen to
speak against God, that God who has prepared eternal fire

for every kind of apostacy.®

From the first to the fourth centuries there are repeated
examples of this sort of rhetoric, often wound up to an even
higher pitch and including accusations of cannibalism,
sexual promiscuity, infant sacrifice and so on. Another
telling detail is that even before Gnosticism was banned,
techniques were in use to ‘flush out’ and identify its
initiates for possible future persecution. Because the
Gnostic h[j][ Yla were generally vegetarian, one well-tried



method of identifying their presence amongst the orthodox
clergy and monks of Egypt was to make meat-eating

compulsory for all once a week.07

It is the victors who write history, not the losers; so we
don't know whether such witch-hunts and hate campaigns
had begun to spark off physical violence against the
Gnostics as early as the second century. But the Gnostics’
side of the story may have survived in one of the Nag
Hammadi texts, the NIYgfZ Qj[W&[ gl 1' [ Bj[W NI,
which says in part:
After we went forth from our home, and came down to this
world, and came into being in the world in bodies, we were
hated and persecuted, not only by those who are ignorant
[pagans], but also by those who think they are advancing
the name of Christ, since they were unknowingly empty, not

knowing who they are, like dumb animals.08
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Constantine's edict of AD 324 - 6, cited at length earlier,
handed the militant Christians the one thing they'd
obviously wanted all along - the power of the state to
persecute their old opponents, the Gnostics. It is notable
that the edict is expressed in the peculiarly violent rhetoric
favoured by the militants. As Drake points out it was a very
deliberate choice of words when the emperor characterised
the beliefs of Gnostics as ‘venomous’ - a term comparing
those who held them to snakes. Similarly:

. he likens heresy to a disease, something capable of
infecting healthy souls. Such images are important as
labels that serve both to identify and stigmatise a group,
making it easier to single out its members and deny them
humane treatment ... This step, however limited in scope
and duration, opened the door for the more massive



coercion campaigns that would occur at the end of the

century. 69

During the last decade of Constantine's rule the evidence
shows, as expected, that militants began to use the new

powers he had given them;m but they did so quite
tentatively at first - as though feeling out the opposition.
Under the reigns of his sons they became significantly more

persecutimg.ﬂ During the 15 years that Emperor

Theodosius was on the throne (AD 379 - 395) he outdid all
his predecessors by passing more than 100 new laws aimed
at the Gnostics - laws that deprived them of their property,
their liberty and frequently their lives, confiscated their
places of assembly and commanded the destruction of their

books .22 It is unlikely to be a coincidence that this was the
precise period in which the codices of the Nag Hammadi
library were hidden away in Upper Egypt to escape
detection and destruction. And though records are
incomplete, we know that there was also state sponsorship
of anti-heretical terrorism during the same period in Lower

Egypt.
Maternus Cynegius, Theodosius's governor in Alexandria
from AD 384 - 388 was renowned for his relentless

harrassment and persecution of heretics and pagans.B In
that great cosmopolitan city, one of the first strongholds of
Gnosticism, a local syncretistic and universalising cult
dedicated to the composite deity N[ jWidk (a fusion of two
ancient Egyptian gods, J kg & and : h&) had long enjoyed
the patronage of people from many different social and
religious backgrounds. Scholars believe that Christian
Gnostics may have participated in the mysteries of Osiris in
his Serapis incarnation ‘while professing to place upon

what they saw there a Christian interpretation.’H It is also
notable that several of the Alexandrian Gnostic sects made
direct use of figures of Serapis - generally depicted as
robed and bearded in the Greek rather than Egyptian style



- as a symbol of the God of Goodness L3 Such flexibility
and open-mindedness in the search for spiritual truths had
been characteristic of Alexandria since its foundation some
seven centuries previously. But precisely because of this
venerable tradition of tolerance and fusion many of its
citizens were shocked, and then outraged, when Cynegius
began to put the military forces he commanded as governor
- supposedly for the protection of all sections of the
community - at the disposal of the Catholic campaign to

abolish other religions AS)

In 391, three years after Cynegius's death, state-
sponsored persecution was still on the increase. In parallel
Theophilus, the Catholic archbishop of Alexandria, had
been rousing the Christian masses against Gnostics and
pagans. Riots were engineered and many members of the
oppressed sects fled to the shelter of the Serapeum. This
was the great temple dedicated to Serapis that had been
built by Ptolemy I Soter (323 - 284 BC), the former general
of Alexander the Great who established the dynasty that
ruled Egypt until the time of Cleopatra (51 - 30 BC). The
refugees felt sure that they would be safe there, on ground
for so long deemed sacred. But they were wrong. Again at
the instigation of Theophilus a huge Christian mob,
including large numbers of monks, besieged and then

attacked the Serapeum.ﬂ The temple's irreplaceable
library of ancient books and scrolls, arranged in the

cloisters around the central building,7—8 was ransacked and
burnt. Then with imperial troops openly supporting the
Christian assault, the defenders were massacred and the

temple itself was raised to the ground AY]
Reviewing the affair some time later the emperor held
the victims responsible for their own destruction and did

not punish the attackers.80 Nor was the loss of the temple
library to be lamented. Theodosius's well-known view was
that all books contradicting the Christian message should



be burnt ‘lest they cause God anger and scandalise the

pious.’&
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In the early fifth century, though their numbers had
drastically declined after the persecutions of Theophilus,
church and state still kept the pressure on the remaining
Gnostics in Egypt. We know, for example, that Cyril, who
succeeded Theophilus as archbishop of Alexandria,
enforced the persecution of a group that believed the

material world to be the creation of the demiurge& - a
classic Gnostic view - and that refused to accept Cyril as

their athe & Wgj (a classic Gnostic concept).& His
emissary Abbot Shenoute seized their ‘books full of
abomination’ and ‘of every kind of magic’ and warned:

I shall make you acknowledge Archbishop Cyril, or else the
sword will wipe out most of you, and moreover those of you

who are spared will go into exile.84

Cyril was a man to take seriously. In AD 415 he provoked
the gruesome murder of an extraordinary woman of
Alexandria, Hypatia, a pagan philosopher said to have been

of ‘the school of Plato and Plotinus.’82 She was famous and
much loved in the city for her ‘attainments in literature and
science, as to far surpass all the philosophers of her own

time.’86 Some reports suggest that it was out of jealousy at
her obvious popularity that the archbishop had her killed.
Whatever the reason she was dragged from her house on
Cyril's orders by a Christian mob, carried into a church and
hacked limb from limb with broken tiles (gklj W gdk, literally
‘oyster shells’, but the word was also used for brick tiles on



the roofs of houses).ﬂ Finally, reports one pro-Christian
commentator of the time:

... they carried her to a place named Cinaron, and they
burned her body with fire. And all the people surrounded
Archbishop Cyril and named him ‘the new Theophilus’, for

he had destroyed the last remains of idolatry in the city.%
With such an atmosphere of Christian fanaticism
prevalent throughout the Roman world it is not surprising
that the numerous Christian Gnostic sects of the second
and third centuries had soon all but disappeared. In AD 447
Pope Leo the Great still felt it necessary to condemn
Gnostic writings as a ‘hotbed of manifold perversity’ which
‘should not only be forbidden, but entirely destroyed and

burnt with fire.’89 But by the end of the fifth century it
seemed that organised Gnosticism was a thing of the past.

Some of those prepared to risk their lives for their
Gnostic beliefs certainly joined the ragged group of
charismatic preachers known as the Messalians.
Established at Edessa in the mid-fourth century, they were
still going strong in the sixth century. We saw in the last
chapter how they might have formed part of the chain of
transmission that would ultimately bring Gnostic texts and
teachings to the Bogomils and thence to the Cathars of
medieval Europe.

But it was Manicheism, also a Gnostic religion with
strong Christian elements, that would have provided the

most obvious haven for survivors of the disbanded sects.20
Perhaps because of this, and because Manicheism was an
evangelistic faith that still posed a real threat to the
Church, it became the primary target of persecution during
the fifth century. So violent and thorough was this
persecution that by the end of the sixth century, though it
was to survive for another thousand years in the Far East,

Manicheism was a dead force in the Roman world.21
The final measures were the work of Justinian (AD 527 -
565) who ruled the Eastern Roman Empire {from



Constantinople. Mass burnings of Manicheans soon
followed when he equated heresy with treason and
subjected both offences automatically to the death

penalty.% The Manicheans had begun to act like a secret
society, disguising their identity and pretending to be good

Christians.23 Justinian's response was not only to burn
them at the stake but to burn any of their acquaintances,

Manichean or not, who had failed to denounce them.2%
Significantly, in our view, he also created an official
investigative agency, the LnWklgf[k  which was
specifically tasked to root out and destroy the Manichean

heresy.9—5

Seven centuries later did Pope Innocent III have
Justinian's initiative in mind when he created a very similar
instrument of terror and oppression called the Inquisition?

96 1t was to become greatly feared and would ultimately
take on a global role as Catholicism advanced into the New
World and Asia. It's easy to forget that when Innocent
established it in 1233 he did so with the specific purpose of
rooting out and destroying the Cathar heresy - which we
know he believed to be a resurgence of the more ancient
heresy of Manicheism.

So by unleashing the Inquisition in the 13th century, it is
almost as though Innocent was trying to pick up where his
predecessor had left off in the 6th century. This would have
been perfectly in character because together with many
other European churchmen of the period he appears to
have had a genuine sense of continuity about what the
Bogomils and Cathars represented and how they were to be
handled. The heretics, too, felt themselves to be part of a
continuum and dealt with the Church like an old enemy
who they already knew very well.

What was odd was that so few of the participants on
either side seemed surprised, after such a long silence, that
a fully-fledged Gnostic ‘anti-Church’ was now straddling
Europe like a colossus, confronting both Rome and



Constantinople, and threatening to turn the tables of the
world.
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Mhe NYgfZ Qi[W&I gl 1 [ Bj[W N1, one of the Nag
Hammadi texts, speaks of the Gnostics’ experience of
persecution at the hands of people who believed
themselves to be Christians. The setting could be anytime
in the first four centuries AD before the texts were
concealed. The Qj[ W&k[ then goes on to make a further
allegation - one that the Cathars and Bogomils were to
repeat a thousand years later. This is that the established
Church is an impostor - an ‘imitation’ of the true Church

that it has displaced.Z

So we're now better able to understand the references in
the Q[ W&[, cited in the previous chapter, to ‘empty
people’ who ‘think that they are advancing the name of
Christ” when they persecute others. The writer is either
speaking of the Catholic Church itself, or of the militant,
literalist faction always in favour of persecuting its
opponents, that would ultimately dominate the Church
during the reign of Emperor Constantine - and that would
impose its agenda on the future. Set against it, and



persecuted by it, are the Gnostic adepts, ‘Sons of Light’,
founders of the true Church, described as ‘an ineffable

union of undefiled truth’.3 The impostor Church has ‘made
an imitation’ of their ‘perfect assembly’ and ‘having

proclaimed a doctrine of a dead man’4 (the crucified Jesus
Christ), it has tricked its followers into lifetimes of:

... fear and slavery, worldly cares, and abandoned worship
... For they did not know the Knowledge of the Greatness,
that is from above, and from a fountain of truth, and that it
is not from slavery and jealousy, fear and love of worldly

matter.2

It should be obvious to the reader by now that this simple
statement of Gnostic dualism, which lay at Nag Hammadi
for 1600 years after being buried there in the late fourth
century, could equally well have been written by a Cathar
or Bogomil h[j ][ YInk of the 12th or 13th centuries. There is
the same horror of worldly matter and the same sense that
it entraps and enslaves the soul. There is the same belief
that while ignorance can extend the soul's imprisonment,
knowledge can set it free. And there is the same concept of
what this knowledge is - i.e. that it concerns the existence
of a spiritual realm of greatness ‘above’ which is the
domain of the God of Good, the source of truth, and the
long-lost home of the soul.

The reader will recall that according to Cathar and
Bogomil doctrine, Christ was not a physical human being

‘in the flesh’ but an immensely convincing apparition.ﬁ The
N YgfZ Q[W&[ gl 1 [ Bj[W N1 clearly has the same
thing in mind when it puts these words into Christ's mouth
after the Crucifixion:

I did not succumb to them as they had planned ... I was not
afflicted at all. Those who were there punished me, and I

did not die in reality but in appearance L

Many other religious ideas that we have come to
associate with the Cathars and Bogomils also appear a
millennium earlier in the NNYgf Z Qj[W&{ g]1 [ Bj[W N 1"



- for example that the god of this world is evil and ignorant
and can be identified with the God of the Old Testament,
and that his minions, the Catholic bishops are ‘mere

counterfeits and laughingstocks.’ﬁ The passages we've
quoted here are just fragments of the OQj[ W& - itself only
a small part of the overall collection of 52 Gnostic texts
preserved in the Nag Hammadi library. Virtually any of
them could serve, without alteration, as a manifesto of
Cathar and Bogomil beliefs. It therefore seems to us
inconceivable, as many scholars continue to argue, that
there is no link between the religion of the early Christian
Gnostics and the later religion of the Cathars and the
Bogomils.

There is in our view more than a link. Despite some
superficial differences - and their significant separation in
time - these two religions have so much in common at the
level of their vital concepts, cosmology, doctrine and beliefs
that they're almost impossible to tell apart. When we
consider that essential elements of ritual, symbolism,
initiation, structure and organisation were also the same,
and that both the Gnostics and the medieval dualists were
persecuted with the same spirit of savage repression by the
same opponent and for the same reasons, it is increasingly
difficult to resist the conclusion that they must, indeed,
have been one and the same thing.
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Because the Catholic Church won the power-struggle
against the Gnostics it gained victor's privileges over the
way history would be told. It's not surprising, therefore,
while all other beliefs and doctrines are regarded as
aberrations, that Catholic beliefs and doctrines tend to be
treated as orthodox (literally ‘straight-teaching’) and also
as ‘authentic’, ‘of true apostolic descent’, etc, in most



historical accounts.2 However, a dispassionate look at what
is now known about the broad and eclectic character of
Christian beliefs in the first three centuries does not
support the Catholic claim to primacy. There is no doubt
that the evidence shows us the nucleus of the faction that
became the Catholic Church forming around dogmatic
militants like Irenaeus and Tertullian. But after the
discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts, and the gradual
revelation of their contents that has followed, it has been
impossible to ignore the presence, and equal weight, of the
Gnostic Churches in the same period. Since Catholics and
Gnostics alike claimed that the teachings in their
possession were the earliest and the most ‘authentic’, why
has the Catholic version for so long been accepted as
gospel (literally!), and left unchallenged, while the Gnostic
version was hunted down and persecuted out of existence?
Isn't it equally possible, as the Nag Hammadi texts
themselves invite us to believe, that the tradition of the
Gnostics was all along the ‘authentic’ one?

Scholars have known for many years, for example, that
the Valentinian Gnostics of the second century AD accepted
not only the four Gospels of the New Testament that have
come down to us today (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John),
‘but many additional documents professing to contain

traditions of the secret teachings of Jesus.’m Writing in
1967 Henry Chadwick, the great historian of Christianity
was happy to accept that such ‘secret teachings’ did in fact
once exist and suggested that they would have been similar
to ‘the Bgkh[ dg] O ge V& [one of the Nag Hammadi texts]

recently recovered from the sands of Egypt.’ﬂ But he was
not interested in questions concerning the Wi [fla¥dq of
these Gnostic traditions. He simply took it for granted that
whatever ‘secret teachings’ the Gnostics possessed must
self-evidently have been false. Chadwick even seemed
happy to gloss over the pseudoscientific claptrap of the
heresy-hater Irenaeus who, he observed approvingly:



ingeniously vindicated the fourfold gospel on
numerological principles. Four, he urged, was a sacred
number corresponding to the four winds, or the four faces

of the cherubim in Ezekiel ...12

Chadwick accepts that even as late as the last two
decades of the second century AD a substantial oral
tradition was still in circulation, purporting to transmit the
true words of Christ. This tradition, he notes, was
‘regarded as an authority which had not yet been wholly

merged with the written gospels.’ﬁ In other words the
canonical New Testament was still incomplete by the end of

the second Ce1r1tury,M and the eventual course of Christian
doctrine was not yet set in stone.

Chadwick suggests that Yg YWAD 185 - 190, with many
different ideas (both written and oral) in circulation,
Irenaeus, together with others from the proto-Catholic
group, saw the advantage ‘which a written document

possessed and which oral transmission did not.’12 Although
the Gnostic leader Marcion had prepared his own canon
some time before - much to the consternation of the
Catholics - few of the other proliferating Gnostic sects of
the period accepted it and the possibility that they would
ever be able to agree amongst themselves for sufficiently
long to put a representative Gnostic canon together
seemed remote.

Amongst the proto-Catholic group there was no such
hesitation. Knowing that those who controlled the written
document would effectively have ‘the control of authentic

tradition’,16 they launched their own initiative to compile
and create a canonical New Testament. Since this group
was dominated by men like Irenaeus who regarded their
own views as infallible and were intolerant of the views of
others, they were naturally inclined to label whichever
texts or traditions supported their views as belonging to
the authentic apostolic line and to cast into the outer
darkness as inauthentic any that contradicted them.



What justified this, notes Chadwick, was that ‘the
teaching given by the contemporary bishop of, say, Rome or
Antioch’ was held by the Catholics to be ‘in all respects

identical with that of the apostles.’ﬂ As Irenaeus himself
put it in the second century with reference to the so-called
M g] AWM (a short summary of the main points of
Catholic belief that he and other heresy hunters favoured):

This rule is what the bishops teach now and therefore

comes down from the apostles.ﬁ

Thus, irrespective of its actual origins and authenticity,
W q teaching given by the Catholic bishops was
automatically deemed authentic and to have come down
from the apostles. Qa&[ n[jkW any teaching of which they
did not approve was automatically deemed inauthentic and
not descended through the proper apostolic line - in other
words, heretical.

In an era when oral traditions were still dominant, and
the bestowal of canonical status upon texts was in the
hands of a militant faction, such circular arguments could
only have one outcome. There is little doubt that the proto-
Catholics deliberately manipulated the gradual formation of
the New Testament so that it could serve them in their
early battles against the Gnostics and reinforce their own
claims to authenticity and exclusivity as the sole mediators
of Christ's message.
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Can we be sure of anything that the New Testament has
to tell us?

No matter how dense the smokescreen surrounding the
vexed issues of authenticity, few would dispute that
somewhere in the century between 50 BC and AD 50,
mysterious and powerful events occurred in Palestine that



set in motion the Christian phenomenon. But it is not at all
certain what sparked the phenomenon off. Was Christ really
the Son of God, born as a flesh-and-blood human being and
murdered on the cross - thus somehow redeeming our
sins? That's the Catholic position. Was he a projection or
emanation from the divine - an ‘appearance’ only, not really
flesh-and-blood ? That's the Gnostic and Cathar position. Or
could he simply have been an urban legend blown out of all
proportion, or perhaps even an artificially constructed myth
designed to serve the purposes of a particular religious
cult?

The first two possibilities, Catholic and Gnostic/Cathar,
are both based on unprovable articles of faith and therefore
are equally likely - or unlikely - to be true.

Though its defenders claim otherwise, there is no
superior logic whatsoever in the Catholic position. It is,
after all, no more logical or inherently more probable to
insist that Christ was the Son of God in human flesh born of
a virgin than to insist that he took form only as a very
convincing apparition.

The third possibility - that the whole story was made up -
has much to recommend it. The prime issue is the
remarkable absence of solid and convincing historical
evidence to confirm that the figure known to the world as
Jesus Christ ever actually existed. He might have; it can't
be ruled out. But it's equally possible that there never was
any such being - whether man or apparition. His obvious
resemblance to several other much older ‘dying and
resurrecting god-men’ - notably Osiris in Egypt and
Dionysos in Greece - has not gone unnoticed by scholars,
and the possibility must be confronted that ‘Jesus Christ’
was a myth, not a man. Since no part of the canonical
Gospels is thought to date earlier than about AD 60, and
some parts may be as late as AD 110, it is within the
bounds of reason that everything we know about Christ's
person, words and deeds was simply invented some time
during the first century AD and then passed into the oral



tradition in the form of ‘eyewitness accounts’ of events that
had supposedly taken place a couple of generations
previously. Extensive editing in the late second century AD
began to standardise the oral traditions into the beginnings
of the canonical New Testament. By then, needless to say,
there was no one left alive who could claim to have
witnessed, or to have known anyone who had witnessed, or
even to have known anyone who had known anyone who
had witnessed, the events surrounding Christ's life and
death.
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In the early years, along with many smaller factions,
we've seen that two main competing forms of Christianity
evolved, approximately in parallel, and that there is no
clear evidence of which came first. Both claimed primacy
and sought to reinforce their position with their own
selections from the whole stock of oral and written
traditions available in that period. The literalist form, which
was to become Catholicism, gained the upper hand - and
the ear of Constantine. Gnosticism, the interpretive and
revelatory form of Christianity, lost out, was declared a
heresy and persecuted.

We make no claim ourselves as to which form was the
oldest or most ‘authentic.” The issue is strictly-speaking
irrelevant to the hypothesis we're developing here. Our
point is simply that until literalist Catholicism began its
sustained campaign to wipe out interpretive Gnosticism,
Christianity had been diverse enough to accommodate Xgl®
simultaneously. The persecutions of the Gnostics were so
successful that by the end of the sixth century it seemed
that only the literalist form had survived. However the fact
that a strong Christian Gnostic religion emerged again in
the 10th century in the form of Bogomilism makes it



impossible for us to accept that the destruction of Christian
Gnosticism in the sixth century was as final as it looked.
Somehow this secret religion went on - either through the
Manicheans, the Messalians and the Paulicians - or by
another less obvious route.

This is why the ‘Organisation’ spoken of so cryptically in
the Nag Hammadi scriptures continues to intrigue us. In
Chapter Five we saw that the references made to it seem to
hint at the existence of a secret society charged with a
mission to protect, restore and repromulgate Gnosticism
after times of trouble.

It would all sound like so much ancient wishful thinking
were it not for the fact that this was more or less what
happened at the end of the first millennium. The sudden
appearance of Bogomilism in Bulgaria during the last
decades of the 10th century was not some isolated heresy.
It marked the first step in the repromulgation and
resurgence of a fully-fledged Christian-Gnostic religion
after 400 years absent from the scene. The next step was
its rapid westwards expansion as Catharism during the
12th century. By the beginning of the 13th century it had
become a genuinely pan-European faith and the only
serious rival that the established Church had faced for a
thousand years.

We know that the Church did not identify it as a new
rival, but as an old and dangerous one seemingly returned
from the dead. Perhaps this sense on the Church's part, of
being drawn back into an ancient conflict, one that struck
at the very heart of all its shaky claims to legitimacy and
authenticity as the true faith, explains the terrible events
that followed.
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All wars are terrible - no matter in what epoch they are
fought, or with what weapons. Medieval wars were
particularly ghastly. But the wars of the Catholic Church
against the heresy of Catharism in the 13th century, the so-
called : &Ka [ f kd¥ =jnkWZ[ k, must rank high on the list of
the most repulsive, brutal and merciless conflicts that
human beings have ever had the misfortune to be involved
in.

The Cathars are innocent in these matters, by any sane
standards of justice. All they did was reject the authority of
the pope and give their loyalty to another religion that
sought to correct what it saw as the false doctrines of
Catholicism. The rational modern mind cannot blame them
for acting independently in this way, let alone detect any
reason why their beliefs and behaviour should have merited
so gruesome a punishment as burning at the stake. We
know that the past is another country - where people do
things differently. We understand that the medieval world,
full of superstition and the fear of damnation (a fear
fostered by the Catholic Church and used as a weapon of
mind-control) was not governed by the same codes of
interpersonal decency that we try to live by today. Yet the
savage persecution of the Cathars, carried out in the name
of the Church, and frequently on the direct orders of its
bishops, went so far beyond what was normal - even for
that bloodstained period - that it has to raise disturbing
questions about the beliefs of the perpetrators.

Because our primary focus in this book is on the long-
term survival of a secret religion, irrespective of its
‘authenticity’, we will not pursue such questions further
here - notably the vexed issue of whether Catholic or
Cathar teachings represent ‘authentic’ Christianity.
Nonetheless it seems patently obvious to us that the spirit
of the gentle and loving Jesus who pervades the New
Testament did f gl ride with the Catholic clergy and knights
who ravaged the once free land of Occitania in the first half
of the 13th century. A chronicler of the time, one of the two



authors of the epic = Wkgf Z[ dV =jgdkW[ WKa [ gdi
(‘Song of the Albigensian Crusade’), summed the problem
up in an ironic unofficial epitaph for Simon de Montfort, the
fearsome general who led the Catholic armies in Occitania
for almost a decade of unremitting slaughter before being
killed in battle in 1218. He was buried with much pomp and
ceremony at Carcassonne where, the = W kgf reports:

Those who can read may learn from his epitaph that he is a
saint and a martyr; that he is bound to rise again to share
the heritage, to flourish in that state of unparalleled felicity,
to wear a crown and have his place in the Kingdom. But for
my part I have heard tell that the matter must stand thus: if
one may seek Christ Jesus in this world by killing men and
shedding blood; by the destruction of human souls; by
compounding murder and hearkening to perverse council;
by setting the torch to great fires; by winning lands
through violence, and working for the triumphs of vain
pride; by fostering evil and snuffing out good; by
slaughtering women and slitting children's throats - why,
then, he must needs wear a crown, and shine resplendent

in Heaven.19

In other words, wunless the lessons of humility,
nonviolence, forgiveness and unconditional love so plain to
read in the New Testament have somehow been turned
upside down, inside out and back to front, there is fg o Wj
that anyone seeking Christ in this world is going to find him
by following Simon de Montfort's route. And if that is the
case, since we're in a position today to stand back from the
propaganda and prejudices of the time, doesn't it suggest
that the entire Catholic onslaught against the Cathars was
fundamentally unchristian?

Or even, as the Cathars themselves suggested, ‘anti-
Christian’?

W dgX Xk]Jai[ Tc LTgI'VXchy x



We've already filled in the background to the Albigensian
Crusades in earlier chapters. The tremendous success of
the Cathar heresy in Occitania and other parts of Europe
during the 12th century had for many years been watched
with envy and growing alarm by the Catholic hierarchy in
Rome. By the early 13th century it is estimated that more
than half the Occitanian population had abandoned the
Church and that growing numbers were looking exclusively
to Catharism to meet their spiritual needs. Worse still, as
we saw in Chapter Two, the local nobility gave tacit and
sometimes even overt support to the Cathars, frequently
had relatives amongst them, sided with them in disputes
with the bishops, and were closely linked to some of the
leading h[j][ Yla Once it had become clear that the Cathar
religion was not a flash in the pan, but quite possibly
formed part of a great coordinated plot against the Church,
it was obvious that sooner or later one pope or another was
going to have to do something about it. The only question
was what exactly, and when?

That the ‘what’ should be the terror weapon of a crusade
had probably been decided by Pope Innocent III some years
before the perfect excuse to use such a weapon of terror

presented itself.20 But when that happened he acted
immediately.

The precipitating incident was the assassination of the
papal legate to Occitania, one Peter de Castelnau, in
January 1208. A former monk of the Cistercian Abbey of
Fontfroide, de Castelnau was in Occitania on Innocent's
orders accompanied by another leading Cistercian, Arnaud

Amalric, the abbot of Citeaux.2l In 1207 they stirred up
deep-seated resentments when they tried to form a league
of southern barons to hunt down the Cathars. Raymond VI,
the powerful Count of Toulouse refused to join and was
excommunicated by de Castelnau. The excommunication
was withdrawn in January 1208 after Raymond had been
forced to apologise personally to the papal legate - a



shameful climb-down for such a highly-placed nobleman.
The very next morning one of Raymond's knights, perhaps
seeking to avenge the humiliation of his master, rode up to
de Castelnau as he prepared to ford the River Rhone and

ran him through with a spear. He died on the spot.2

Two months later, on 10 March 1208, Innocent declared
the Crusade - the first time ever that the term ‘crusade’
was used for a war against fellow Christians. Like the
Christian emperors of Rome long before, he clearly gave
the highest priority to the extirpation of heresy - higher
even than to the wars to regain the Holy Land. He wrote:
Attack the followers of heresy more fearlessly even than
the Saracens - since they are more evil - with a strong
hand and an outstretched arm. Forward then soldiers of
Christ! Forward brave recruits to the Christian army! Let
pious zeal inspire you to avenge this monstrous crime

against your God.23

Meanwhile Arnaud Amalric, abbot of Citeaux, had been
sent to northern France to rally support amongst the
nobles there. ‘May the man who abstains from this
Crusade,’ he is quoted as saying, ‘never drink wine again;
may he never eat, morning or evening, off a good linen
cloth, or dress in fine stuff again to the end of his days; and

at his death may he be buried like a dog.’M

But such browbeating was hardly needed to mobilise the
rednecks at the court of the king of France. They were
raring to go anyway. Here was an opportunity to acquire
wealth and status with an adventure relatively near to
home and to earn papal indulgences and forgiveness of sins
that would normally have required much harder work in
the Holy Land. Along with dozens of B-list aristocrats like
Simon de Montfort who were looking to get rich quick,
thousands of volunteers at the foot-soldier level also poured
in from all walks of life. The lowliest man could benefit
since crusading meant the automatic postponement of all



his debts and the release of his property from the hold of

creditors for the duration of his service. 22
Still the preparations took more than a year. By February
1209 military detachments for the Crusade were reported

to be massing all over northern France.26 But it was not
until St. John's Day, 24 June 1209, that the full force,
estimated to number 20,000 men, had assembled at the
French city of Lyons ready for the march south. Simon de
Montfort was with it but not yet its general. For this first
campaign the terrifying Christian horde was headed by

Arnaud Amalric himself.2Z It need not be imagined that
being a Cistercian abbot, supposedly dedicated to a lifetime
of Christian peace and charity, would inhibit him in any way
on the battlefield. Far from it. At Béziers, the first Cathar
city that he attacked, Arnaud Amalric was about to order
an infamous atrocity ...

A Xadh 8gb n

Conditioned by television images of modern warfare with
smart bombs and other high-tech weaponry it is difficult to
imagine the atmosphere of primal harm and menace that
must have radiated like heat off the big medieval army that
marched out of Lyons on 24 June 1209.

Its iron fist, mounted, armoured from head to foot and
heavily-armed, was an elite fighting force of trained killers.
These were the knights - the samurai class of old Europe.
Gathered from the aristocracy, they were men who had
been groomed for warfare since childhood. They probably
totalled no more than 1,000 individuals, but each of them,
depending on his resources, was supported in battle by
anything from four to thirty hand-picked cavalry and
infantry who fought at his side as a skilled and disciplined

unit.ﬁ



Lower down the social ladder the theme of discipline in
the crusading army was continued amongst divisions of
professional soldiers specialised in particular military arts.
They included the gunners who operated the great war-
catapults and stone-guns - the trebuchets and mangonels
that had a range of almost half a kilometer and could hurl
projectiles weighing 40 kilograms. There were teams of
battering-ram specialists who would breach the city-gates,
while other teams assembled and operated huge siege
towers from which archers could fire down on the
defendants inside the walls. Sappers and siege engineers
were also needed for the business of filling in moats and

undermining foundations 29

Less disciplined but equally deadly, and in a way far more
frightening, were the mercenaries, known as jgnd jk, who
had been hired for their unprincipled ferocity. These were
times of widespread poverty and frequent famines in
Europe, and droves of the landless, the unemployed and the
dispossessed wandered the countryside. The most efficient
and ruthless amongst them formed up into lawless bands,
looting and killing to support themselves, and were hired
[f e WKk by the Christian army that the pope had

unleashed on Occitania.30 ‘They were,” notes Zoé
Oldenbourg:

... desperate fellows with nothing to lose, and therefore
would plunge on through thick and thin regardless ... They
formed a series of shock battalions, all the easier to utilise
since no one had the slightest qualms about sacrificing
them. The most important thing ... was the terror they
inspired in the civilian population ... Not content with mere
pillage and rape they indulged in massacre and torture for
the sheer fun of the thing, roasting children over slow fires

and chopping men into small pieces.ﬂ

Even lower down the pecking-order than the feared
routiers were the ja&XWi¥k, the unpaid camp followers,
numbering several thousands in their own right, who had



attached themselves unofficially to the Crusade. They too
were desperate people - a ragged bunch of bare-arsed
muggers, rapists and corpse looters. But weirdly they
elected their own ‘king’ on the campaign who divided the

chores and the spoils of war amongst the rest.32

Last but not least there were the gdy jgdljk - wild,
itinerant Christian preachers and groups of their fanatical
followers armed with crude weapons like scythes and clubs
who hoped to gain a special dispensation in heaven by

murdering any Cathars that the main army missed.33

It seems richly ironic that the self-proclaimed Catholic
Church of so peaceful and loving a figure as Jesus Christ
was not only prepared to raise an army to massacre those
who disagreed with it, but also to pack its ranks with the
most notorious murderers and brigands of the age. But if
we look at the whole affair from the Cathar perspective the
sense of disconnect goes away. It is fgl, as its later
apologists would claim, that the church of a good and
loving God was somehow (aberrantly, temporarily)
provoked into extreme violence by extreme circumstances.
In the Cathar take on this, the Catholic Church served the
God of Evil; accordingly it was behaving entirely in
character when it recruited an army of demons.

Now formed up behind Arnaud Amalric into a vast
column of men and supplies more than 4 miles in length,
this demonic force - or army of valiant crusaders
depending on one's point of view - bristled with axes and
pikes and seethed with the intent to do violence.

wWlail Xb Tabi[ X ?XThi dYLT]ci F Tgn
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After taking a meandering course through Occitania,
pausing only to accept the surrender of settlements unable
to defend themselves and to burn small groups of Cathars
along the way, Arnaud Amalric and his 20,000 hooligans
fetched up in front of the prosperous city of Béziers on 21
July 1209. Its walls were very thick, very high and very well
defended and everyone assumed that this was going to be a
long siege.

Some curiosities now coincide.

It is our hypothesis that the Cathars were the
descendants, through an underground stream of secret
religion, of the Christian Gnostics of the first few centuries.
Scholars agree that the Christian Gnostics of that period
had a special reverence for Mary Magdalene, who plays a
small but highly significant role in the New Testament. By
comparison her status in the Nag Hammadi texts is
elevated to that of Christ's first apostle, his closest

confidante, and perhaps even his lover.3% We were
therefore naturally interested to learn that the area around
Béziers had been known for centuries before the Crusade

for its special and fervent dedication to Mary Magdalene.3—5
A local tradition had it that she had fled here by ship from
Palestine in the mid-first century, landed at Marseilles, and
become the first Christian missionary in what was then the

Roman Empire's Kjgnd YAV BWBWV I WXgf [ { k&k 30 Odder
still, 21 July, the date that the pope's army pitched camp
before Béziers, was the eve of the annual Feast of Mary

Magdalene, held on 22 ]uly.3—7 Oddest of all, however, was
what would happen on the feast day itself.

Béziers was by no means entirely a Cathar city. There
may have been as many as several thousand Cathar
Yj[ Z[ f1[ k living there, but Catholics are likely to have been
in the majority,. We know that there were 222 Cathar
h[j 1l Ylapresent on the day the siege began because a list
of their names, prepared by Renaud de Montpeyroux, the

Catholic bishop of Béziers, has survived.38 The bishop



(whose predecessor had been assassinated in 1205)
scuttled through the gates with the list soon after the
crusaders began to arrive and returned from their camp a
few hours later with an offer. If the townsfolk would hand
over the 222 named Cathar notables for immediate burning
then the city and everyone else living in it would be

spared.ﬁ

It was in fact a pretty good offer but, to their lasting
moral credit, the Catholic burghers of Béziers rejected it,
stating that they ‘would rather be drowned in the salt sea's

brine’ than betray their fellow citizens 40

What was to follow was a good deal worse than
drowning.

It started on the early morning of the 22 July with a
minor and wholly unnecessary skirmish. Separated by some
distance from the main force of the crusader army, the
ribauds - camp followers - had gathered by the banks of
the River Orb which flowed a little to the south of the city
walls. A bridge leading to one of the city gates spanned the
Orb at this point and now one of the ribauds strolled onto
it, shouting insults and challenges to the defenders.
Angered by his temerity some inside rushed spontaneously
out through the gate and down onto the bridge where they
caught and killed him and threw his body into the water.
Probably they expected to retreat to the safety of the city at
once but before they could do so a gang of camp followers
swarmed onto the bridge and locked them in combat. At
the same moment, with what was obviously an experienced
eye for the main chance, the elected ‘king’ of the ribauds
‘called all his lads together and shouted ‘Come on, let's

attack’. 4l

Within minutes, driven on by an ugly cocktail of crowd-
psychology, bloodlust and greed, a howling mob bore down
on the scrum at the bridge. According to the chronicler of
the =" Wkgf Z[ dV=jg&kWZ[ WKa [ g :



There were more than 15,000 of them, all barefooted,
dressed only in shirts and breeches, and unarmed save for

a variety of hand Weapoms.ﬂ

Hatchets? Butchers’ knives? Cudgels? The mind boggles
at the thought of what primitive bludgeons and rusty blades
these dregs of the Crusade wielded as they forced the
bridge and pursued the foolish skirmishers back up the
slope towards the city walls. No one is quite sure exactly
what happened next but by now the whole crusader camp
was roused and bands of mercenaries and regular soldiers
were charging into the fray. Most probably the ribauds
succeeded in seizing control of the gate as the skirmishers
tried to slip back inside, and were able to hold it open
whilst crusader reinforcements poured through. But
whatever the mechanism, the result was the same. With
their defences hopelessly breached the proud citizens of
Béziers were now doomed beyond any redemption:
No cross or altar or crucifix could save them. And these
raving beggarly lads, they killed the clergy too, and the
women and the children. I doubt one person came out

alive. 43

The leaders of the Crusade made no attempt to stop or
even limit the massacres. Quite the contrary, as the knights
rushed to arm and mount, eager not to miss the action, a
group of them reportedly asked Arnaud Amalric how they
were to distinguish the many Catholics in the town from
the heretics they had come to kill. The abbot is notorious
for replying in Latin: ‘=WZd[ [gk+I gnd [faee ?ge dnkina
knfl [ ank’

Which means:

‘Kill them all; God will look after his own."2%

Though most of the killing was done by the lower orders,
a particularly awful bloodbath was unleashed inside the
Church of Mary Magdalene by the knights themselves.
Here a multitude of Cathars and Catholics - old and young,
men, women and children - were cowering in fear. Their



numbers were estimated by chroniclers at the time as
between 1,000 and 7,000. Just like the Gnostic and pagan
refugees who had taken shelter inside the Serapeum in
Alexandria nine centuries previously when it was attacked
by Christian forces, they probably hoped that the hallowed
ground would save them. And just as in Alexandria, it

didn't. The knights burst in and slaughtered them all. 42

By noon, a few hours after the fighting had started at the
bridge, the entire population of the city had been
murdered. Working with all the contemporary estimates,
and allowing for exaggeration in some cases, modern
scholars generally concur on a figure of between 15,000

and 20,000 for the total number of the dead of Béziers.46
Guiraraut Riquier of Narbonne, one of the last of the
Occitanian troubadours, expressed the scale of the tragedy
in a song:
Béziers has fallen. They're dead. Clerks, women, children.
No quarter. They killed Christians too.

fi
I rode out. I couldn't see or hear, a living creature ... They
killed seven thousand people, Seven thousand souls who
sought sanctuary in Saint Madeleine.

fi
The steps of the altar, were wet with blood. The church
echoed with the cries. Afterwards they slaughtered the
monks who tolled the bells.
They used the silver cross, as a chopping block to behead

them.27Z

Clearly Riquier's sympathies were not with the crusaders
and he had no interest in making them look good. We might
think that the whole scene was just something he'd
invented as anti-Catholic propaganda were it not that all
other accounts of the sack of the city, supported by
archaeological evidence, also speak of a fearful massacre

taking place inside the Church of Mary Magdalene.ﬁ
Indeed the Catholic forces felt they had nothing to hide or



be ashamed of in the killing of so many heretics in so holy a
place.

The Cistercian chronicler Pierre des Vaux-de-Cernay
proclaimed:
It was right that these shameless dogs should be captured
and destroyed on the feast day of the woman [i.e. Mary
Magdalene] they had insulted and whose church they had

defiled ...42

Arnaud Amalric, abbot of Citeaux and leader of the
Crusade, was thrilled too - and not just with the slaughter
in the church but with the overall tally of the day. In a
breathless letter to his master Pope Innocent III, the man at
the source of all this carnage, he wrote proudly:
Nearly 20,000 of the citizens were put to the sword,
regardless of age or sex. The workings of divine vengeance

have been wondrous.20

My il Jc XmgXb Xh

Our purpose thus far has been to track the secret
tradition that lay behind Catharism, that kept a complex
system of Gnostic spirituality alive in the West through a
thousand years of persecution, and that the Albigensian
Crusades were designed to obliterate forever. We will not
offer a detailed history of the Crusades themselves since
several excellent books already exist that provide a
thorough record of the main sieges and battles.
Nevertheless, the best chance to study human behaviour
always comes in the starkest, most dangerous and most
extreme circumstances. For this reason, as we will see in
the next chapter, the Crusades provide a unique
opportunity to get closer to the truth about the two sides.

The truth is that upon the citizens of Béziers, who had
threatened no one, aggressed no one, gone out to make



war on no one, and merely followed their own harmless
beliefs, the Catholic side unleashed an army from hell to
inflict a hellish atrocity of rare and terrible evil. Zoé
Oldenbourg suggests that we should reflect on what this
tells us:

Massacres such as that at Béziers are extremely rare; we
are forced to accept the proposition that even human
cruelty has its limits. Even amongst the worst atrocities
which history has to show us through the centuries,
massacres of this sort stand out as exceptions; and yet it is
the head of one of the leading monastic orders in Catholic
Christendom who has the honour of being responsible
(while conducting a ‘Holy War’ to boot) for one such
monstrous exception to the rules of war. We should be on
our guard against underrating the significance of this

fact.21

Nor did the atrocities stop with Béziers. They went on
and on, seemingly endlessly, each with some mad demonic
quality of its own. But soon after Béziers, having bathed in
sufficient blood to satisfy his appetite, Arnaud Amalric
opted for a less ‘front-line’ role. His successor, chosen to
prosecute the Crusade with the utmost vigour, was Simon
de Montfort, described as a man who ‘prayed, took

Communion and killed as easily as drawing breath.’22



: A8I M=K L=0=G

MA=LP HK; 8G; MA=?K=

D oV fgl nfladl [ ]gje Wagf g] 1 [
Cgdy]J o Y[ [of the Inquisition] 1" W 1" [
ogZoVWkhj[Kfl[Zod 1 [ kh[YIWd
gl W gy WaWaf hj[hW[Z lg call
KIWn[ ( WZ Zahgkklkk 1' gkl o g W
ZIndN[Z W Wk Xj[WI Jjge dk gof
1" [gdy &W1 hj[ gYYmhWagfk+ I g gl [}
e Wij jldagf VK& [n[j hjgZn¥[Z ko
W gi WkWegf+ O [jI W[ K Yoy
g WdWagfk o & W[ WI[Z od’
[inWM][jgYdg WZ [0 Yd f Yo X ( nf dic
1'[ Dinmkdagf( 1’ [qg Z&Z fgl K Igj
Kn[f Y[fInjd k+

:jI'mj BngZ' V& (O [ Bj[W C[jlkq

fi

Mhe crusading army rested three days in the meadows
around the reeking corpse of Béziers, then marched off to
besiege the great city of Carcassonne - which surrendered
two weeks later without putting up a fight. A condition of
the surrender was that this time the inhabitants would not
be slaughtered; instead all their property was confiscated
and they were expelled from Carcassonne, penniless and
homeless, never to return.

In August 1209 Simon de Montfort officially took
command of the army, and of a new title, Viscount of

Béziers and Carcassonne.l But by mid-September the vast
majority of the forces at his disposal had packed their bags



and gone home. This was a routine and predictable
desertion since the indulgences and remission of sins that
the pope bestowed on crusaders required them to put in a
minimum of 40 days on campaign. The surrender of
Carcassonne was accomplished just within the 40 days but
after that, in the minds of most of the volunteers, the
campaign was over.

With a small band of dedicated knights de Montfort hung
on in what was now the heart of very hostile territory over
the winter. Then in 1210 - and yearly thereafter - the pope
preached another crusade and the ranks of the army

swelled once more.2

A macabre highlight of the 1210 campaign was the
capture of the fortress of Bram after three days of stiff
resistance. Because they had put up a fight the surviving
members of the garrison, numbering over 100, suffered a
terrible punishment. On de Montfort's orders their eyes
were put out. Then their noses and upper lips were crudely
hacked off. One man was left one eye, not out of charity but
so that he could lead the stumbling, blinded, mutilated
soldiers to Caberet, the crusaders’ next target, as a very

particular message for the defenders there.3

At Béziers, because the city's entire population, heretic
and Catholic alike, had been indiscriminately massacred,
there could be no mass burning of heretics. Although de
Montfort had personally supervised the immolation of a

small group of Cathar h[j][ Ylaat Castres in 1209,% it was
therefore not until the 1210 campaign that the opportunity
came his way to burn a large number of heretics at once - a
sight, according to the pro-Catholic chronicler Pierre des
Vaux-de-Cernay, that all the crusaders experienced with

feelings of ‘intense joy’.5

The opportunity was provided by the fortress city of
Minerve where it was known that many Cathar h[j][ Yla-
both men and women - had taken refuge. De Montfort laid
siege to the stronghold in June 1210 and forced its



surrender some weeks later after cutting off its water
supply and deploying his war-catapults and stone-guns to
bombard it mercilessly. As had been the case at the
surrender of Carcassonne there was no massacre; but this
time the Cathar h[j][Yla sheltering in Minerve were
identified and singled out. Their choice was either to recant
or die. Initially none recanted, and one of the h[j][Yla
explained to a Catholic priest: ‘Neither death nor life can

tear us from the faith to which we are joimed.’ﬁ On 22 July
1210, the exact anniversary of the sack of Béziers (and
again, significantly, the feast day of Saint Mary Magdalene

)Z Vaux-de-Cernay reports that a huge fire was prepared.
While it blazed and roared the prisoners were brought out
before it and:

. more than one hundred and forty of these heretical
h[j ]l Ylawere flung thereon at one time. To tell the truth,
there was no need for our men to drag them thither; for
they remained obdurate in their wickedness, and with great
gaiety of heart cast themselves into the fire. Three women,
however, were spared; being brought down from the stake

... and reconciled with the Holy Roman Church.8

What stands out from the next year's campaign - 1211 -
is the fate of an even larger group of h[j][Yla On 3 May
1211, after a lengthy siege, the crusaders breached the
walls of Lavaur and poured through, seizing the city.
Amongst the captives were more than 400 h[j][Yla both

men and women, who were burnt on a gigantic bonfire.2
Though not Cathars, the 80 knights who had commanded
the garrison were hanged for protecting them. Guiraude,
the Lady of Lavaur, was also brutalised then murdered.
This high-ranking Occitan noblewoman was a Cathar
Yj[Z[ f1[, much loved in the city, of whom it was said:
‘Never did a living soul leave her roof without having eaten

well first.’10 De Montfort handed her over to a band of
mercenaries who dragged her through the streets heaping



indignities upon her, before throwing her down a well and

killing her with stones.1l

A month later de Montfort burnt 60 more Cathar h[j][ Yla

at Cassis.12

In 1213 King Peter II of Aragon, famous for having
recently won a great victory against the Moors in Spain,
intervened against the crusaders. Some of the hard-pressed
Occitan noblemen who were protecting the Cathars were
his relatives, and there was a large population of Cathars in
Aragon itself. Peter brought hope, a splendid force of 2,000
battle-hardened knights and 50,000 infantry into the
equation - more than enough to change the course of the
war. But it was not to be. Though he was heavily
outnumbered, de Montfort attacked Peter at Muret and,
through brilliant, ruthless generalship, succeeded in killing

him in battle. 13 At the sight of this terrible and totally
unexpected catastrophe the Aragonese and Occitan forces
hesitated, then began to retreat. The retreat turned to
panic and then to a rout with De Montfort's knights in hot
pursuit. Thousands were cut down, drowned in a nearby

river, or crushed as they fled. 14

It took the Occitan nobles three years to lick their
wounds and gather their strength before they were ready
to take on de Montfort again. Nonetheless by 1216 the
Count of Toulouse had succeeded in raising an army and,
for the first time, began to inflict serious reverses on the
crusaders. Using his favoured strategy - if in doubt attack -
de Montfort tried to take the initiative by besieging
Toulouse. The city fought back ferociously and - refusing to
be put on the psychological defensive - routinely sent out
armed sorties to attack de Montfort in his own camp.

The siege dragged on for many months and the
defenders’ sorties grew ever more daring. On the morning
of 25 June 1218, while repelling one of these raids, de
Montfort was killed outright by a projectile from a stone-
gun mounted on the walls of Toulouse and said to have



been fired by a crew of women and young girls A5 The
=" Wkgf Z[ dV=jg&kWZ[ WKa [ gkl describes his death:

A stone flew straight to its proper mark, and smote Count
Simon upon his helm of steel, in such wise that his eyeballs,
brains, teeth, skull and jawbone all flew into pieces, and he
fell down upon the ground stark dead, blackened and

bloody.10
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With de Montfort thus felled like a pole-axed ox his son
Amaury took charge and abandoned the failed siege within
a month. In 1219, however, he was back in action leading
yet another crusade. This time he was joined by Prince
Louis of France, out to do his crusading duty and bringing
with him ‘20 bishops, 30 counts, 600 knights and 10,000

archers ."17 The two armies met in front of the unfortunate
city of Marmande, which Amaury had already besieged,
and launched a joint attack, overwhelming its defences.
Then another of those demonic interludes of the
Crusades took place - when the Catholic troops, urged on
by their bishops, fell upon the fleeing citizens in the narrow
streets of the city. From the =" W kgf comes this harrowing
description of what they did at Marmande:
They hurried into the town, waving sharp swords, and it
was now that the massacre and fearful butchery began.
Men and women, barons, ladies, babes in arms, were all
stripped and despoiled and put to the sword.
The g