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“Millions of words have been written about the tarot and the Cathars. What distinguishes Russell’s rather excellent book, which brings the two topics together, is the coherence that laces his ideas. Russell is obviously not simply a scholar or enthusiast but a practitioner of the ideas he lays out, and this enables him to find deeper connections between otherwise unrelated things. This book lays out a viable and powerful spiritual path that, I think, bears deep study. There is also just so much material here for students of the tarot, for those curious about the spirituality of the Cathars, or for anyone merely curious about the depths of esoteric Christianity. A wholehearted grace emanates from these pages, which promise to lead you deeper on your spiritual journey; take the invitation!”
MOST REVEREND TIMOTHY 
MANSFIELD, BISHOP OF NEW 
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JOHANNITE CHURCH
“A fascinating and ingenious reinterpretation of the history of tarot and the myths of the Grail.”
JOHN MATTHEWS,
AUTHOR OF THE CATHAR 
TAROT AND COAUTHOR OF THE 
LOST BOOK OF THE GRAIL
“This rich and fascinating book deepens our understanding of the tarot by grounding it in its historical context.”
RICHARD SMOLEY, AUTHOR OF
A THEOLOGY OF LOVE
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Preface
I have never given a tarot reading. Having been raised in a Christian religion, my programming clearly stated that tarot was something to be avoided. That was until my father passed away in 1987. He was fifty-nine and I was twenty-nine. Besides being my father he had also been the lay minister at the church in which I was raised. Immediately following his death, I had a short series of dreams where he visited with me and taught me about love. In what would be the last dream, he asked if I had any questions.
You can imagine my mind jumping all over the place thinking of all the questions I could ask. Immediately I reflected on what he had taught me in these dreams, and how it was different from what he had taught me when he was alive. I asked him, “How do the teachings of the church in which I was raised fit into truth?” With that he replied, “It’s easier for me to show you.” He then raised his right arm and with an open forward-facing palm drew a large circle in the air. As he did so, a radiant white light appeared that had a brilliant core of about ten feet in diameter making everything in the room translucent. He then simply said, “That is truth.” Then, with his right index finger he drew a circle at head height about four inches in diameter. As his finger passed through the light it left a dark outline. He explained, “That’s the church. It is just a small part of a much bigger truth. My advice to you, go find the bigger truth.” With that, the vision disappeared, as did he.
Just a few months after the dreams, for Christmas my mother gave me a copy of Teach Only Love written by Dr. Gerry Jampolsky. Everything that my father had explained about love in my dreams was described in Gerry’s book, and funnily enough, it’s a book my dad would never have read. My search for the bigger truth began. I was so absorbed by Gerry’s book, having read most of it on Christmas Day, I ventured out into the consumer craziness of the Boxing Day sales, which in Australia is the day after Christmas. My mission: to find and purchase any book written by Gerry Jampolsky. I found several.
As providence would have it, Gerry visited Australia five months later. I was fortunate to get to spend two days with him, doing his training at the Brisbane Relaxation Center. I couldn’t get enough. In having a personal conversation with him during one of the breaks, the invitation was extended to visit his Center for Attitudinal Healing in Tiburon, California, where I could do some of his in-house training. I was excited at the prospect, but I had a young family, a mortgage, and a business loan, and finding any spare cash to travel to the United States seemed to be an impossibility. A few months later an unexpected letter arrived in the mail. On opening it I read, “Congratulations! You have won an all-expenses paid trip to the USA.” My wife had entered a muffin competition and had won. In 1989 I studied with Gerry at his center in Tiburon and then went on to study with Susan Trout at the Washington Center for Attitudinal Studies in D.C. Inspired by my training with Susan, I began to study about dreams and their meaning and symbolism, and was particularly inspired by the writings of Jung, Johnson, and Sanford.
John Sanford’s Dream’s: God’s Forgotten Language and Robert Johnson’s Inner Work held a particular interest for me regarding dreams and dream analysis. One day while scanning a bookshop for any other aligned material, I came across Sallie Nichols’s book Jung and Tarot. I was taken by the whole idea that a deeper theological and psychological understanding of the tarot existed in addition to its more popular esoteric rationale. I was even more intrigued by its Christian context. In my world the tarot and Christianity were incompatible. For the framework of her approach, Nichols used a version of the tarot called the Marseille Tarot. By the time I had read it twice, there were dog-ears, highlights, and pencil notes in the border and several odd pieces of paper serving as bookmarks.
Part of my work with Susan also led me to drawing mandalas. Mandalas were an important mechanism in the Jungian approach to understanding dreams. Certain characters depicted in the tarot cards were turning up in my mandalas, and I became obsessed with the shape of the hats of the characters in Magician and Strength cards. Their hats were like a number 8 on its side. I could spend hours drawing lemniscate-shaped mandalas. This obsession, as I would find out a few years later, would be significant in unlocking sacred knowledge that had been hidden centuries earlier.
As a result of going to the United States to study with Gerry and Susan, I took the opportunity to promote my own work as a health professional, and, to make a long story short, ended up developing a lecture circuit that would commence in L.A., go on to several venues in Florida, then Washington, D.C., Washington State, and Hawaii. Between 1990 and 1996 I would do four, six-week circuits of the United States, teaching my version of an osteopathic massage technique that I called Fascial Kinetics. I was also invited to speak at several conferences and conventions of the American Massage Therapy Association during that time.
It was on one such occasion that I purchased my first set of tarot cards. It was early December 1995, and I was presenting at a conference in Boston. Following the conference, I stayed an extra couple of days to do some Christmas shopping. I came across a game shop, which was the perfect place to find presents for my four children. As I was scanning the display counters, I came across a section containing an assortment of tarot cards. By this stage, I had left the church of my upbringing, I was reading Nichols’s book, and was very familiar with the Marseille Tarot. My attention was drawn to a set of reproduction cards of an eighteenth-century set of Marseille Tarot. Unexpectedly, I felt a strong impression to buy them.
Owning a set of tarot cards went against my Christian upbringing, even though I was reading about it. I immediately dismissed the thought and walked on. The impression to buy the cards would persist for the whole time I was in the store. It was like I was being told I had to buy the cards. I relented and reluctantly did so. I had just bought my first set of tarot cards.*1
My interest in all of this was sustained until 2002, when I divorced. All of my energy was now being channeled into being a single father, as my two youngest children wanted to live with me, one with Williams syndrome. I had been doing a lot of writing about the philosophy of healing for the courses I taught. The philosophy was inspired by my training with Gerry and Susan, and, having spent several years reflecting on the deep message of the tarot, I began to see parallels. It is of note: the Marseille Tarot has a Christian theme in some of its illustrations.
By 2005, I felt I had something constructive to say about these cards, given the understanding I had accumulated through my own life experience. My intimate knowledge of the Bible and Christian theology; the in-depth understanding that I gleaned about the tarot symbols; and my professional skills in change management around health meant that I saw things in these cards that others had not expressed. On the first of November 2006, I arrived in what would be my home for the next ten months. I was in Monte San Biagio in the Latina region of Italy with the explicit purpose of writing a book on the Marseille Tarot. I recall the moment I stepped off the plane having this overwhelming feeling that I had come home. It was completely unexpected.
The Australian owners of my mountain village apartment told me about the nearby Abbey of Monte Cassino where Gregorian chanting was still part of the liturgy. They suggested that it was a regional must-do activity. To get around, I had bought a Honda 250 scooter within two weeks of my arrival. Being adventurers, my partner and I decided to do the forty-three-mile trip on the bike to immerse ourselves in this fifth-century experience. On a Sunday morning, we had made our way through the dense morning fog of the valley, finally breaking through into brilliant sunlight just a few hundred yards from the mountaintop abbey. Passing through the impressive trio of cloisters, we finally entered the cathedral through its eleventh-century bronze doors. What we found on entering was awe-inspiring. A true testament to Italian passion and commitment is that after having been razed to the ground during WWII, this abbey was fully restored to its former glory. I recalled what happened next in detail in my first book Metanoia: Renovating the House of Your Spirit.
As the Mass was about to commence, I sought a position of vantage in the congregation so I could take in all of the elements of the experience, both visual and auditory. My previous state of awe was abruptly disturbed on finding simple wooden chairs being provided for the parishioners. Surrounded by hand-crafted splendour these simple pews were in marked contrast. The paradox seemed to symbolise the lowly station of men contrasted to the piety of the church. I took comfort in the images of Jesus, knowing that the “king of kings” had been skilled in the craft of woodwork.
The cathedral was hushed as the parishioners and visitors sat redundant, awaiting the commencement of the Mass. I was seated a few moments, listening to the first few stanzas of chanting, when a swell of feeling filled my heart. As it expanded through my chest, I became aware of tears blurring my vision, which immediately began to trickle down my cheeks. Within moments the sensation diffused through my whole body, culminating in awareness that I would simply call joy. I recognised my tears as joyful tears and identified the feeling through my body as gratitude. In that moment I was touched by grace, something I had experienced on previous occasions and was delighted to be experiencing it again.
In the past this experience was accompanied with an irrefutable knowing that I was loved by a presence that I will call God. It felt unconditional and brought with it a remarkable sense of well-being and peace. This time was no different. As with previous occurrences, I heard an inner voice that was more like a knowing than a hearing. I interpreted the feeling to mean, “Welcome back. You have chosen to return to complete a work you began but never finished, and you have been drawn to that place where it commenced. You were ready to share this knowledge and understanding at another time, but it was premature and your work was befittingly interrupted. It is appropriate that you return to this place [Italy] to recommence the work.”
In 2010, one year after publishing my book, I found myself in a state of depression. It was as if all of my work had come to naught. Originally feeling that I had been guided to research and write the book, I couldn’t understand why more wasn’t happening. I recall one particular day “wrestling with God” in my mind, about the situation. That night I had another significant dream. In the dream I was told to focus on just four of the cards: the Hanged Man, Death, Temperance, and the Devil. I was also told that more would be revealed later. Within forty-eight hours, I received a phone call from a friend in New Zealand who was really struggling and needed help. I told him to fly over as I had something that I thought would be very beneficial. By the time he arrived, and following the advice of the dream, I created an awareness mentoring process based on those four cards. I had discovered the purpose and application of the deep mystery of my book. Like a genie that was locked up in a bottle for centuries, these long-forgotten mysteries were finally set free, and could once again be used to do what they were created to do—heal.
By the end of 2010 I had developed a mentoring framework based on these revelations that others could be taught to use, making it possible for this knowledge to reach many more people. The Enhances Awareness Program (EAP) began, and medieval mysteries were translated into modern vernacular, giving them a new lease on life. Since then, hundreds of lives have been blessed by this work, and, in today’s language, it’s achieved through living mindfully. This book is all about the Western tradition of mindfulness.
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INTRODUCTION
A Medieval Theology of Love
Mindfulness has become trendy. Almost all references to mindfulness in the West center around meditation. Transcendental meditation began in the ’50s in India and became popular in the West through the ’70s and has continued to have an active following. Thich Nhat Hanh’s book, The Miracle of Mindfulness came out in the mid-1970s, and Jon Kabat-Zinn’s program called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction arrived later that decade. In almost all cases, mindfulness was taught from an Eastern perspective, typically Buddhist, and would generally include meditation.
What is not fully appreciated is that a Western approach to mindfulness emerged in medieval Europe, and in the same way Buddhism and other Eastern religions were the foundation of Eastern mindfulness, Gnostic Christianity became the foundation of Western mindfulness. If, as research suggests, the minds of people from the East and the West function differently, it could be justified that for those of us in the West, a different approach to being mindful is warranted.
In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus explains that if “at any time they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears, and should understand with their hearts . . . I will heal them” (Matthew 13:15). In today’s vernacular, this could read—at any time they can practice being aware physically, mentally, and emotionally . . . they will be healed. This idea of being aware took up almost all of chapter 13 in Matthew’s gospel. Awareness is the precursor to being mindful. In essence, Jesus was explaining that healing was a consciousness exercise. In the Jewish culture in which he was raised, the rituals of burnt offerings and sacrifice were deemed to be essential for salvation. Of this Jesus explains, “Think not that I am here to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not here to destroy them, but to fulfill them” (Matthew 5:17). The origin of the word fulfill meant “to replace something.” He was saying that his consciousness-of-love approach to theology was here to replace the law of obedience.
In the same way that Buddha taught both the blocks to living mindfully and the formula for living mindfully, so too did Jesus. Buddha didn’t hold back when he described the blocks as being three poisons. He was literally saying, if you block awareness and mindfulness you will induce sickness, thus the name—three poisons. Jesus wasn’t as pointed. But he did describe the same blocks, using the sowing of seeds as an analogy. These blocks could be labeled ignorance, avoidance, and attachment.
Ignorance is when someone doesn’t know that they don’t know. In the majority of cases, this is someone living their lives purely based on the programming of their childhood, both familial and cultural. Since it is all that they know, they are not aware that there is another way of thinking, feeling, or behaving. So, they continue to live their lives doing what they have always done, getting the same results or outcomes that they have always got. That’s about living habitually, being on autopilot all of the time.
Avoidance is when someone has been made more aware, but refuses to do anything with that expanded knowledge or understanding. These are the people who know smoking can cause cancer and continue to ignore the warnings and keep smoking. These are people who ignore the importance of work/life balance, knowing that burnout, stress, and at worst, suicide can result. Changing habits takes too much effort, it’s too difficult.
Attachment is when people have been made more aware and really desire change, and resort to using personal will and discipline to bring about the change, not mindfulness. In this case, they are able to create the desired change, but can’t sustain it. It is as if they are attached to their old state of consciousness and readily return to their habitual behaviors when things get tough. These are the people who go on diets, for example, and lose weight, and for one reason or another “fall off the wagon” and put all of their weight back on, plus some!
In his parable of the sower, Jesus uses the example of the different ways seeds are sown to illustrate these same blocks to living mindfully. To demonstrate ignorance, he talks about seeds that fall on sealed soil, in other words, a closed mind. Avoidance is where seeds get under the soil surface but rocks stop the roots from being established. The rocks are like strongly held habits and beliefs that are too difficult to remove. Attachment is where the seeds are successfully planted, but the weeds also grow and choke the plant. In every case, the failure to properly prepare the soil (of the mind) through enhanced awareness and mindfulness sees a return to the unsustainable habits that were responsible for people’s suffering in the first place.
Buddha taught his Eightfold Path to enlightenment, and Jesus taught his Beatitudes as their respective methodologies for living mindfully. The Cathar Code, based on the Beatitudes, is a detailed formula for adopting a mindful approach to living that makes it possible to find the kingdom of Heaven, the Christian equivalent to Buddha’s enlightenment.
The Beatitudes were eight statements of cause and effect that describe the states of consciousness that would help people find the kingdom of Heaven. They were a detailed explanation of how to live mindfully that, if sustained, would bring healing. When asked by the lawyer Simon, what was the greatest commandment, Jesus replied that it was to love God, and that the second was much the same, to love your neighbor as you do yourself. This can be interpreted to mean that you manifest the love of God when you love your neighbor as a natural extension of being more self-loving. It is this understanding of the importance of self-love that sits at the foundation of Western mindfulness. Being more self-loving means that you will act, think, and emote in ways that are supportive to your well-being, which is really about being kinder to yourself. What that means in terms of Western mindfulness is that in each moment you will remember there is a kinder option in contrast to your habitual responses.
Having developed a consciousness that is more aligned with kindness, this becomes your new filter for how you see life. The adage “you see the world as you are and not as it is,” is as true for a loving consciousness as it is for a fearful one. In this kinder place, you begin to relate to the world with more love and kindness and, as revealed in the Beatitudes, that means you will be more aware of opportunities for social justice. You will be more merciful instead of being judgmental. Being charitable, your purity of heart extends to people’s spiritual welfare. You will naturally want people to have what you have and will be a “light to the world” as you live your life mindfully. Most of all, you will be a peacemaker. As peace becomes the thing you want most, you naturally find yourself making choices that sustain your inner peace. A Course in Miracles (a book written by Helen Schucman in 1976 that presents a curriculum for achieving spiritual transformation) explains that if peace is your priority then forgiveness is your only function. So, if peace is your priority, then what you will value and what you will put your effort into is being forgiving of yourself and of others, forgiveness being the ultimate kindness.
Love was the foundation to Jesus’s teachings. Historically, cups were a symbol for love. In some of the stories told of the Holy Grail by the medieval troubadours, it was said that the Grail was a sacred chalice, which is a large cup or goblet. The conclusion can be drawn that the Holy Grail, being a chalice, was symbolic of adopting a love-centered life. Western mindfulness is all about adopting a love-centered life. The Beatitudes is an eight-step formula for living a love-centered life. The Cathar Code describes in detail what it takes to make the transition from a fear-based reality to one of love. When you find how to live your life being mindful of love, and you commit to living life with loving kindness, then you will find the Holy Grail that is gateway to the kingdom of Heaven. It’s this commitment to kindness that saw the Cathars being described, even by their enemies, as good and holy people. They were typically referred to as the Good Men and Good Women, bons omes and bonas femnas.
Many people talk and write about the deep mysteries of the Holy Grail, and much of the focus is on discovering both the “real” Grail and justifying the “true” Grail mysteries. This book boldly proposes that the Trumps of the Marseille Tarot were encoded with the mysteries of the Grail. It even goes so far as to suggest that from the time of the Cathars, the thirteenth-century custodians of the Grail mysteries, to the seventeenth-century Parisian stewards of the Marseille Tarot, the deep mystery of the Grail was preserved and given greater clarity.
This assertion can be confidently made because these medieval Grail mysteries found in the Cathar Code have been successfully formulated into a pragmatic, contemporary program that is healing the lives of those who have engaged the process. Having had several hundred people participate in this program, the evidence of the impact of the Grail knowledge in this form has been clearly demonstrated. One of the more profound effects is the dissolving of the barriers in estranged relationships. In many instances, these estrangements have lasted for years, some over twenty years. Miraculously, all it took was for one person to make the shift to being more mindful, which, like magic, brought changes to others who had done nothing to shift their consciousness. Another commonly observed change is in people’s health and well-being. Becoming more naturally committed to being kinder, the result of being more mindful, they make better-serving choices that support improved health and well-being. However, none of these choices required willpower or self-discipline. All that was required was the understanding and commitment to living mindfully. Remember, mindfulness from the Western perspective is maintaining the awareness of a more self-loving and kinder choice in any moment.
It has saved marriages. It has given people the freedom to move on. It has brought more meaning to people’s lives. It has revealed clarity of purpose. It’s a preventative of lifestyle disease and has helped people find the “gold” in their depression. It has brought peace, joy, and inner stillness as the norm for how people experience life. Besides self-esteem, it has increased awareness of social justice, including being kinder to the environment, the planet, and its critters. It does everything that it was claimed the Grail could do. More to the point, this Cathar Code has been repeatedly applied in a modern context for a decade, with sustainable success. The transformation in the lives of those people who adopt this approach to living with mindfulness could well justify these people being called the Good Men and Women!
This is what gives this revelation of the Holy Grail plausibility. It’s not just conjecture, it’s been applied and it works. This knowledge that was secreted out of a besieged castle in the South of France in 1244 has resurfaced in the twenty-first century and has proved to be the cure for many of today’s ills. It has proved to be as relevant for today as it was 800 years ago. Having been recently discovered, the mysteries were translated into modern Western vernacular and have been formulated in a way that totally aligns with the latest research in neuroscience. The already established success of the program goes a long way to validating the hypothesis of this book—that the Trumps of the Marseille Tarot were encoded with spiritual teachings that included the Grail mysteries. This is the tradition that is the foundation of Western mindfulness. Whether it was pure good fortune, or a lineage of dedicated custodians that both protected and refined the mysteries, anyone in the twenty-first century can be a beneficiary of such a blessing.
It’s one thing to have this profound knowledge revealed, it’s another thing to really see and hear it, and take it on board. In explaining the challenges people face in taking this understanding on board, Jesus quotes an ancient Middle Eastern prophet called Esaias (Isaiah) who made this observation: “By hearing you will hear, but won’t understand; and seeing you will see, but won’t perceive: People like this have hardened hearts, ears that are dull of hearing, and they have closed eyes; but anytime they should actually see with awareness, hear with awareness and understand with their hearts [that also means with awareness], and as a result be converted [from habitual consciousness to being mindful], they will be healed” (Matthew 13:14–15^).*2 Jesus then goes on to make his own observation: “Blessed are your eyes, for you are aware: and your ears for they are too. Let me tell you, prophets and righteous men have desired to be that aware of what you see and hear, and they were not able to be that aware” (Matthew 13:16–17^).
The Cathar Code is a detailed description of the journey to make the transition from ignorance to awareness and on to being mindful, which results in enlightenment or, as the Cathars described it, finding the kingdom of Heaven. That journey includes encountering the Dark Night of the Soul and its test of the flaming sword. It also includes the necessary instructions for adopting Christ consciousness, along with a whole new set of values, which leads to the test of the Cherubim. Finally you encounter the hieros gamos, the sacred marriage that brings you to your encounter with the Holy Grail. Only then can you finally enter the kingdom of Heaven. Each step of the way is clearly marked, and the Cathar Code hidden in the Marseille Tarot is a clearly signposted template for making your way along this pilgrimage. The pilgrimage begins!
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ONE
Revealing a Hidden Key
The twenty-year genocide of the heretical Cathars throughout the Languedoc region of southern France was followed by an additional 130 years of inquisitional weeding out of what remained of these heretics, which meant that their elimination was inevitable. With the exception of a few remote communities scattered throughout the Pyrenees, the last significant stronghold of the Cathars in France was Montségur. Its capture would mean that Catharism in the South of France would fundamentally cease to exist.
Besieged for ten months, the Cathars resisted repeated assaults, but by March 1244 they surrendered. It is believed that the Cathars sought a two-week truce, where hostilities would cease, allowing them time to consider the terms of surrender. It was granted. For some time, Montségur had become a refuge for Cathar leaders and priests who were escaping persecution by the Catholic Church. These leaders and priests were referred to as parfait or perfecti, meaning “the perfect.” They lived exemplary lives and, when compared to the clergy of the Catholic Church, their piety was one of the main reasons for the Cathars having such a large following.
Two weeks after the surrender, it is said that just over 200 perfecti chose martyrdom over a conversion to Catholicism (one of the demands of the treaty) and according to popular local myth, they were corralled into a wood-filled stockade at the base of the mountain and without resistance were incinerated. Today, at the base of the mountain is a modern stele located in an area called Prat dels Cremats (Occitan for “Field of the Burned”). On it is inscribed in Occitan, Als catars, als martirs del pur amor crestian. 16 de març 1244 (“The Cathars, martyrs of pure Christian love. 16 March 1244”). Another 200 occupants in the fortress were either released or imprisoned. Rumors abound about Cathar treasures that were retrieved from a nearby forest by four of the perfecti who, on the last night of the truce, escaped from the fortress.
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Fig. 1.1. Stele in the Field of the Burned, Montségur, commemorating the Cathar perfecti who died on March 16, 1244
(See also color plate 1)
Photo taken by the author, October 2014
Given that their core religious belief ultimately saw wealth as an abomination, it can be concluded that their treasure had nothing to do with material wealth. According to Richard Rubenstein in his book Aristotle’s Children, later medieval paintings that included the Cathars frequently showed them carrying books,1 which implied that knowledge was of primary importance. It would be prudent to assume that their treasure may have been manuscripts or secret teachings. Legends linking the Cathars and the Holy Grail have led to the notion that the retrieved Cathar treasure of Montségur may have actually been the Holy Grail.
The Visconti of Milan
The surviving Cathars from the South of France became itinerant refugees. Besides hiding out in remote regions of the Pyrenees, others traveled east to Lombardy in Italy, finding some degree of sanctuary in regions controlled by the Visconti who had a long association with the Italian community of Cathars. If the instigator of the demise of the Cathars, Pope Innocent III, had as much support in Italy as he had in France, the heretics of Milan would have suffered the same fate as the French Cathars. For the Cathars, Lombardy was an obvious choice. Regarding the heretical state of Milan, Heer in The Medieval World wrote,
A French cleric writing in 1215 named Milan as the main heretical stronghold. Pope Innocent III threatened the city with the same fate as the befallen Albigensian. This pious wish could not be fulfilled, since in Italy itself the Papacy was weak. The effects of interdict and excommunication, the Pope’s sharpest weapons in their struggles with the towns and city-states, were soon blunted: for if, as happened during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, great cities like Milan and Florence were left for years to languish under the Church’s ban, with the complete suspension of the sacraments and all Church services that this entailed, “heretics” became all the more active in filling the vacuum. It was even possible for a declared heretic, Otto Visconti to hold for a time the Archbishopric of Milan.2
The Visconti coat of arms depicts a serpent with a human figure from the torso up protruding from its mouth. Christian art found in the catacombs of Rome dating from around the third century show a strikingly similar device of the serpent and a man, which for these people represented Jonah. Of the many Old Testament stories depicted in the catacombs, the story of Jonah was one of the more common. To them, Jonah was symbolic of Jesus and his resurrection after three days. It’s of note that there were no images depicting Jesus crucified or resurrected. The story of Abraham and Isaac was regularly depicted, symbolizing the sacrifice of the son of God. It was the way the early Christians related to and depicted these key events in the life of Jesus. If the Visconti crest is familiar to you it may be because the right side of the Alfa Romeo badge bears the same crest (see fig. 1.3).
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Fig. 1.2. Coat of arms of the House of Visconti, on the archbishop’s palace in Piazza Duomo, in Milan
(See also color plate 2)
Photo by G. Dall’Orto
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Fig. 1.3. Alpha Romeo insignia
Old Testament stories belonged to many non-Christian religions, including Judaism and Islam, which meant that artist impressions of those stories were tolerated more than the emerging Christian art in a city that in third-century Rome was still pagan. It can be concluded that this Old Testament art was a way that early Christians could minimize persecution from the pagans. Of course, in the first three centuries the Gnostic and Manichaean influence on Christianity was very evident and looked nothing like the Catholic Christianity that Emperor Theodosius I in 380 CE declared in his Edict of Thessalonica would be the only accepted religion and form of Christianity.
It’s possible that the motive for the Visconti to take on this primitive Christian symbol was a very public declaration that they weren’t aligned with the church in Rome. In fact, they were so at odds with the church, they aligned with the Ghibellines, a political faction throughout northern Italy that supported the Holy Roman emperor. The other faction that was aligned with the pope and his supporters were the Guelphs. By 1287, Matteo Visconti was appointed Captain of the People in Milan and a year later made imperial vicar, essentially a prince looking after a part of the Holy Roman Empire, which traditionally had been ruled by Germanic kings. Following the death of his uncle, Matteo also became Lord of Milan. As will be revealed later, the context for many of the images used in the Marseille Tarot are closely aligned with various events that were occurring in the Lombardy region during the rule of the Visconti. This extended from the time of Matteo Visconti in 1287 to Bianca Maria Visconti, the Duchess of Milan from 1450 to 1468 and the last lineal heir of Matteo.
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Fig. 1.4. Matteo Visconti (1255–1322)
This alignment with primitive Christianity was also shared by the Cathars, but for a totally different reason. In his book The Age of Faith, Will Durant observed, “The doctrines and practices of the Cathari were in part a return to primitive Christian beliefs and ways, partly a vague memory of the Arian heresy . . . partly a product of Manichean and other Oriental ideas.”3 Heer remarked, “These twelfth-century ‘heretics’ were convinced that their teaching was faithful to the teaching and spirit of the Gospels, while the Church, as it seemed to them, was in a state of apostasy, having denied God, Christ, the Holy Spirit and love itself; they were the true Christians.”4 Durant gives more detail, “They made the Sermon on the Mount the essence of their ethics. They were taught to love their enemies, to care for the sick and the poor, never to swear, always to keep the peace; force was never moral, even against infidels; capital punishment was a capital crime; one should quietly trust that in the end God would triumph over evil without using evil means.”5
Gnosticism and Manichaeism are examples of two religions in the second century that saw beliefs including dualism and reincarnation being taught by Christian fathers like Origen,*3 who was posthumously sainted and then three centuries later excommunicated for having Gnostic teachings in his writings. Some of the theology of these second-century Gnostic religions was adopted one thousand years later by the Cathars.
The Visconti and the region of northern Italy that was under their control were still excommunicated from the church at the end of the thirteenth century, primarily because of their alignment with the anti-pope Ghibellines. As a consequence, as explained above by Heer, this led to the heretics becoming all the more active in filling the (religious) vacuum. The reported acceptance of the Cathars by the Visconti strongly suggests that there was a synergy that mutually benefited both parties. That said, the Visconti “church” in Milan, the Basilica of Sant’ Eustorgio, named after a fourth-century bishop of Milan, Eustorgius I, was the headquarters for the Dominican order from the thirteenth century. They were charged with the duty of overseeing the Inquisition in the region of Milan. It seems that the Visconti walked a delicate line between their support of the church and the Dominicans, and their link with the Cathars. Of course, the blanket excommunication meant that there was a legitimate distance between the church and the Visconti.
It can be deduced that the Cathars offered both pastoral and spiritual care to the populace of Lombardy, replacing the estranged church, and that Lombardy replaced Languedoc by becoming the Cathar asylum. Evidence of this mutual exchange can be seen in the following account of Peter and William Autier, Cathars from southern France who survived the Inquisition.
By ca. 1290 Catharism itself was virtually extinct in Languedoc. However, a remarkable thing happened. Just as its last flicker was about to be snuffed out by the passage of time and exhaustion, two brothers from the country of Foix, Peter and William Autier, decided to receive training as perfecti in Lombardy and were consoled there. They returned to their homeland in 1298 and reintroduced dualist belief and practice to a limited extent, most famously at the village of Montaillou. 
. . . As a coherent faith, southern-French Catharism ended with the death of Peter Autier in 1311.6
The imprisonment of the last Cathar bishop in Lombardy in 1321 occurred while Matteo Visconti was still alive. The last known Cathar in Florence faced the Inquisition in 1342, a decade after Matteo’s death. Matteo himself was declared a heretic and excommunicated by the church in 1331, a year before his passing. The ongoing efforts of the Inquisition meant that Catharism in Italy was slowly fading away. Given the events in the south of France and the persistent impact of the Inquisition, both in France and Italy, the Cathars must have been aware of their demise by the latter part of the thirteenth century.

The Cathar Treasure
So, what was to become of the “treasure” that was retrieved from the forests surrounding Montségur in 1244 now that the perfecti, the custodians of the mysteries, were slowly but surely becoming extinct? If this treasure was indeed the mysteries of the Holy Grail, understanding the purpose it served might shed light on what became of it. Although not a lot is known about the Cathar theology, transcripts from the Inquisition and their Manichaeism/Gnostic links do give more educated insight into their beliefs.
Dualism, the core doctrine of the Cathars’ theology, was a belief shared by Manichaeans, Paulicians, and Bogomils. It was also fundamental to Gnosticism. Simply put, dualism is the belief in two opposing forces of good and evil. The Cathars believed that the world was not created by a good god, but was the handiwork of an evil god. Anything to do with perpetuating the material world was therefore deemed to be evil. That meant human consciousness was a creation of the evil God. Freedom from human consciousness meant freedom from this world, and, according to the Cathars, that freedom is where the good God would be found. Explaining the Cathar beliefs, Stephen O’Shea in The Perfect Heresy wrote,
It was up to the individual (man or woman) to decide whether he or she was willing to renounce the material for a life of self-denial. If not, one would keep returning to this world—that is, be reincarnated—until ready to embrace a life sufficiently spotless to allow accession, at death, to the same blissful state one had experienced as an angel prior to having been tempted out of heaven at the beginning of time. To be saved, then, meant becoming a saint. To be damned was to live, again and again, on this corrupt Earth. Hell was here, not in some horrific afterlife dreamed up by Rome to scare people out of their wits.7
Given their model of salvation, a conclusion could be made that the Cathar treasure was a template of knowledge that revealed how it was possible to “become a saint” and bring a halt to being reincarnated to this “corrupt Earth.” This was a template for finding that way back to the good God. If the legend that the Cathars were the keepers of the Grail is true, then it’s possible that the Grail mysteries of which the Cathars were custodians was this sacred knowledge.

The Cathar Church
There were essentially three groups of people who were connected to the Cathar church. As already discussed, the perfecti or parfait were essentially the clergy. The believers were followers who made a commitment to adhering to the tenets of the church without the austere level of commitment made by the perfecti. The third group were called listeners, people who were loosely aligned and interested in the Cathar tenets but didn’t “join” the church.
The Listeners were people who chose not to commit to the faith wholeheartedly; they might hear the occasional sermon, but no more. 
. . . If they chose to become a Believer, they would be asked to participate in a ceremony known as the convenanza, which formally bound them to the Cathar church. Believers formed the majority of the movement. They were ordinary men and women who had ordinary jobs and who lived in towns or villages. They were not cut off in monastic seclusion, did not have to abstain from meat, wine, or sex, but were very much involved in the world of matter. They were taught to be in the world but not of it, to follow the basic teachings of the Gospels, to love one another, to live a life of faith, and to seek god. They were generally not exposed to the dualist doctrine, which was always reserved for the ears of the Perfect alone. The Perfect were the austere, top-level Cathars who were effectively the movement’s priesthood. Both Cathars and Bogomils held the Perfect in the highest regard: they were seen as embodying the Holy Spirit, being the living church itself. They were seen as nothing less than living icons.8
The social demographic of the Cathars ranged from peasants to nobles, illiterate to academics, men and women, artisans to laborers and farmers. Women in the majority of cases were regarded as the equal of men and could be perfecti and attend to the church’s key sacrament the consolamentum, which was essentially their baptism. This inclusion of women became a magnet, inspiring many to join the church. It is also worth noting that the Visconti subscribed to the seventh-century Lombard law, which ensured the rights of women. Those rights were not a part of the Roman law that governed other parts of Italy at the time. Lombardy, like southern France, held women in higher regard than was the norm for the majority of Europe.
There was an intelligentsia amongst the Cathar that actively participated in local “disputations,” in essence, public debates that took place in town squares, at cathedrals, or at any place that was open to the public. Rubenstein in Aristotles Children wrote, “Quite often the disputants argued before a jury composed half of Catholics and half of Cathars, with the aim of seeing which side could convert one or more hostile members of the jury, and so be awarded the palm.”9 (The palm was an ancient Roman symbol for victory that appears today at the Cannes Film Festival where winners are awarded the Palme d’Or, “the Golden Palm.”)
One of the other names given to the Cathars was derived from a term for weaving. “Weaving was one of the professions forbidden to the clergy, being associated with heresy and magic, but the Cathars, while professing hatred for the world, realised the need to earn a living while in it and often worked as weavers.”10 The introduction of papermaking toward the latter part of the thirteenth century was said to have also been fostered by the likes of the Cathars.
In his expansive dictionary of medieval watermarks, Harold Bayley in The Lost Language of Symbolism claimed, “these heresies, though nominally stamped out by the Papacy, existed secretly for several centuries subsequent to their disappearance from the sight of history.”11 Bayley argues that the use of watermarks in paper became one of the tools used by the heretics to preserve and communicate their mystic tenets. Since books and manuscripts were mainly found in churches, universities, and libraries of the nobility up until the late thirteenth century, and few people could read, the church, being accessible to the general populace, became the center for learning. Stained-glass windows were the modern-day equivalent to comic books. It was an easy way to communicate information to illiterate people. Biblical stories from both the Old and New Testament were depicted so as to teach Christian beliefs. Tapestries, paintings, and mosaics also achieved the same end. That said, those with an academic inclination had many fine universities throughout Europe in which they could study.
So, what do you do when you don’t meet in churches, and more to the point because of persecution, you are itinerant? Additionally, what if the knowledge you are trying to deliver is sacred, and in fact, is radically opposed to the commonly accepted teachings? What if you were also wanting to “hide” your knowledge to reduce the chances of persecution and punishment? And what if you wanted to preserve knowledge, given the prospect of it disappearing? These were the challenges the Cathars in the South of France faced at the beginning of the thirteenth century, as their settled lives were about to be drastically upended.

Weavers and Papermakers
Having a tradition of being weavers, tapestries may well have been created as portable stained-glass windows. Evidence of deeper meanings being “woven” into tapestries can be seen in the exquisite fifteenth-century tapestries titled The Lady and the Unicorn, housed at Musée national du Moyen Âge, Paris. Even if the Cathars had tapestries that were only a quarter of their size, they would still be cumbersome. When times were more settled and the Cathars met in homes, it may have been practical that small tapestries were used as teaching tools. None have been found as evidence of that, but this is also true of any evidence that may have revealed the teachings of the Cathars. Almost nothing has been found; the Albigensian Crusade and the Inquisition made sure of that.
The introduction of paper and papermaking at the end of the thirteenth century meant that the use of pictures as teaching aids was no longer restricted to the windows, walls, floors, and ceiling of churches or for that matter, expensive manuscripts. Light, portable paintings could be created using paper, and quite readily replicated. Of course, the risk of drawing the attention of the Inquisitors would have limited the extent to which painted images would have been used to portray the deep mysteries. The invention of watermarks meant that mysteries could be embedded in the paper with the use of a symbolic pictorial language.
One of the more common watermarks was called the Cap and Bells or the Fool’s Cap, which later became the name attributed to a certain size of writing paper—foolscap.*4 It symbolized the idea of being a fool for the sake of Christ, akin to the declaration of Francis of Assisi, “We are Troubadours of God.” There were claims that the heretical doctrines of the Cathars were disseminated by the traveling entertainers: the sots, who were “professional fools,” and the troubadours. In many ways the liberty of social and political commentary that was afforded these itinerant entertainers heightened the growing irritation against the pope and his church. The use of the Fool’s Cap in watermarks would have been a declaration of one’s association with Catharism. It is no coincidence that one of the key cards in the Marseille Tarot depicts a fool!
As previously suggested, the purpose of these mysteries being portrayed in picture form was to convey the formula for escaping the world of the evil God and the journey that one had to undertake to return to the kingdom of the good God. This was pure dualism theology, which was the domain of the perfecti. Whether they remained hidden in watermarks or were depicted in forms that were more like portable stained-glass windows, like manuscripts, it can be assumed that a formula for finding the world of the good God was already prescribed, and may have been for hundreds of years. It is also highly probable that this formula included the Holy Grail and was the sacred template for salvation of which the Cathars were the custodians.
Given what is known of the Cathar theology, the template depicted in these portable stained-glass windows would have to fit certain parameters. First and foremost, it would have to depict the world of the evil God and how it was possible for a person to return to the world of the good God. Because the good God was not associated with the earth and its material world, there is a good chance that the good God wouldn’t even be depicted. It would have to be aligned with the teachings of the Sermon on the Mount, as that scripture was fundamental to their religion. This focus on the Sermon on the Mount was emphasized in the consolamentum, their most sacred sacrament, with the Lord’s Prayer being one of its key components.
A sequence of declarations in the Sermon on the Mount were called the Beatitudes, being given that label in the late fourth century. As will be explained later, being intrinsic to the teachings of the primitive church, these would also play a prominent part in the perfecti prescription for developing a love-centered consciousness, which was necessary to qualify in order to enter the kingdom of Heaven. Given their importance it would be expected that the Beatitudes be included in the template. Since reincarnation was an important part of the Cathar theology, there would also have to be some sort of depiction of reincarnation. The importance of Sophia as the divine feminine would also be symbolically depicted.
One would expect that the context of the symbolism used in the images reflected the cultural and sociopolitical currency of the time. Since a picture paints a thousand words, using significant “current” events that the majority of people would be familiar with would make it easier to depict more complex messages. The context of the events adds a richness to the image’s ability to deliver the right message. One could also assume that themes depicted in popular mediums of art and used in churches at the time might be recycled where appropriate, since they would convey a message already understood by the general populace. Given that these were the sacred Grail mysteries, you would also expect that there would have to be a hidden key for gaining access to that knowledge.

Thought Fossils
The Trumps of the Marseille Tarot tick all of the boxes. It is plausible that these “thought fossils” are the preserved mystery teachings of the Cathars—what they went to so much trouble to preserve at Montségur. What was thought to have vanished as a result of the Albigensian Crusade and the Inquisition, may have actually managed to survive. There are holes in the trail of conclusive evidence to show how these mystery teachings relocated from the South of France to Lombardy in the thirteenth century and then to Paris in the fifteenth century. From there, they reemerge in the seventeenth century as a standard canon, leaving a gap of 150 years with no clear explanation for how this canon of the Marseille Tarot was finally agreed upon. Although as Bayley suggests, they may have gone underground. The lack of historical evidence, although a handicap in one regard, is compensated for in another. The evidence that justifies the authenticity of its heritage is in the real-life application of the formula. Since the key for unlocking the deep mysteries of the Cathar Code was discovered in 2007, hundreds of lives have been beneficially impacted through the application of what had previously been hidden knowledge. These obscure images that became known as the Marseille Tarot have finally given up their long held mystery, and through the successful application of the formula contained therein, it can be argued that they are in fact the preserved deep mysteries of the Cathar perfecti. The Grail mysteries that were embedded into this code that were thought only to be a myth did exist, and were cleverly hidden in plain sight!
That said, it’s highly unlikely that the Cathars produced any form of tarot cards. Cards in general weren’t introduced into Italy and France until later in the fourteenth century. This is after the death of the last known perfecti in Italy. It’s worth noting that the popularity of playing cards was meteoric. It was only a matter of a year, at most, and the church was universally condemning their use. Dice had long been used for games of chance and gambling, and the introduction of cards fitted in perfectly. Besides being used for games, they were also treated like miniature paintings, where they were easily carried and could be used to inspire times of quiet reflection. Of course, it didn’t take too long for bawdy images to be put on the cards, adding to their already perceived “evil” purposes.
Dice, besides being used for gambling, had found another more acceptable application though. In the tenth century the bishop of Cambria, Wibold, invented a dice game that was later called Ludus Regularis Sue Clericalis, which roughly translated means, “a game for monks or priests.” The idea was that when three dice were thrown, they could result in fifty-six combinations, which were attributed a virtue (see fig. 1.5 below). This turned a game of vice into one of inspiration and contemplation. If cards, on their arrival in Europe, were so quickly applied to gaming, there is every reason to believe that they may have had a more virtuous application as early as the fifteenth century. This could well be the precursor to the cards being given an esoteric meaning. The idea of fortune-telling was first documented in a book written by Italian author Sigisimundo Fanti, Triumpho di Fortuna in the early sixteenth century.
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Fig. 1.5. A medieval dice game. Medieval manuscript on display in the Templar Castle in Ponferrada, Spain
Photo taken by the author, October 2011

The Visconti Tarot
The first evidence of playing cards being called carte de triumphi (Latin), or trionfi (Italian) meaning “triumphs,” turns up in Lombardy at the behest of Francesco Sforza around the middle of the fifteenth century. A letter dated December 11, 1450, from Francesco’s chief secretary, Cichus, places an order for two packs of carte de triumphi on Francesco’s behalf.12 Stuart Kaplan, in his extensive two-volume The Encyclopedia of Tarot points out that the word tarocchi was not used until the sixteenth century, and that there was a distinction between carte de triumphi, which included the Trumps, and carte de giocare, which was referring only to the suited cards. This idea of triumphi was most likely inspired by the esteemed writings of Petrarch and Boccaccio who were familiar to the Visconti and lived during the fourteenth century. Petrarch in particular was famous for his book titled Trionfi, which was an allegorical text about how different aspects of human endeavor both related to and triumphed over each other. By the middle of the fifteenth century many illuminated manuscripts of Petrarch’s work turned up in Florence, Milan, and Venice.
The twenty-two trump cards were not unlike Petrarch’s idea of human endeavor being trumped by something with more “value.” In Petrarch’s model Love is trumped by Chastity, which is trumped by Death, which in turn is trumped by Fame, then Time, and finally Eternity. In a card game, whatever suit has been declared trumps ultimately overrides any other suit. In the trionfi version of the game, the twenty-two trumps literally were the trump cards. As the deep mysteries of the Cathar Code, the trumps depicted a series of triumphant states of consciousness that saw justice, time, and chance triumph over power, wealth, love, and fame. They were ultimately demonstrating how awareness triumphs over ignorance and Christ consciousness triumphs over human consciousness.
It’s uncertain that Francesco and his wife, Bianca Maria Visconti understood the deep mysteries being portrayed in these cards, since the playing of cards was by then a popular activity, but Francesco specifically ordering two packs of the carte de triumphi meant that it was a version of the card games with which they were familiar. It is thought that Bianca’s father, Filippo Maria Visconti had commissioned a set of trump-styled cards based on characters from Roman mythology, with four sets of triumphs that included virtue, riches, virginity, and pleasure. This would have had to have been before 1445 when notable fifteenth-century painter and illuminator Michelino Molinari da Besozzo, employed by the Visconti from 1400, died. These triumphi styled on Roman mythology are thought to be the oldest surviving set of trumps. Michelino was also employed to create illuminated manuscripts and miniatures for the Visconti, which saw him well qualified to create a personalized set of “Visconti” carte de triumphi.
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Fig. 1.6. Portrait of Francesco Sforza by Bonifacio Bembo, circa 1460
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Fig. 1.7. Portrait of Bianca Maria Sforza by Bonifacio Bembo, circa 1460
Between 1455 and up until his death in 1483, the artist Bonifacio Bembo became a favorite of the Sforza dukes, and commissions for his painting included tarocchi cards, miniatures, frescoes, and paintings. His contribution to the Sforza family was officially recognized in 1474 by Galeazzo Maria, who conferred the rights of Milanese citizenship on Bembo and his descendants. As Kaplan goes on to explain in The Encyclopedia of Tarot, “Bonifacio Bembo probably painted some of the tarocchi cards, but it is obvious that not all of the extant 271 Visconti and Visconti-Sforza cards can be rightfully credited to his hand or workshop. However, many of the tarocchi cards resemble in style works believed to have been executed by Bonifacio”.13 In contrast to Michelino’s trumps, many of the scenes depicted in Bonifacio’s work closely aligned to the illustrations and sequence that would later be called the Marseille Tarot. Extant sets of trumps that survived from the late fifteenth century are reminiscent of Bonifacio’s theme and less so
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