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‘For some time now it has seemed to me that the two questions we should ask of any strong landscape are these: firstly, what do I know when I am in this place that I can know nowhere else? And then, vainly, what does this place know of me that I cannot know of myself?’

ROBERT MACFARLANE

‘Travelling outgrows its motives. It soon proves sufficient in itself. You think you are making a trip, but soon it is making you – or unmaking you.’

NICOLAS BOUVIER

‘In a time of universal deceit telling the truth is a revolutionary act.’

GEORGE ORWELL
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The sky is a pale, washed-out white, turning apricot at the crest of the hills across the bay. The sea is the colour of steel.

I leave the apartment, struggling, as usual, to close the door. At this time of day, even Shakira isn’t interested in saying hello. She avoids eye contact, unlike the many cats who fill the terrace where the dirt track joins the streets of the upper town. They eye me warily as I walk by.

At the house with the pink flowers I turn right, into the alley where everyone parks their scooters. Then right again at the end, along the backs of houses, shuttered and sleepy, until I reach a long, narrow, steep flight of steps. Cut through the courtyard of the Proton supermarket, then out through the backstreets of Skala, past gardens lavish with pomegranate, fig and lemon even this late in the year.

Now the way starts to rise. Crosses the winding coil of the main road for the stone path ahead. This was the old route, I think. The donkey track. Geil came this way, and Guérin and Georgirenes. And the man himself? Maybe. The sun is rising now and the path is steeper. A small dog joins me for part of the way but then veers off, sniffing some other prey. At the end of the rough cobbles, a small wooden sign offers a choice: Straight ahead for Chora and the monastery; turn left for the Apocalypse.

Left it is, then.

The dry grass on either side of the path is the colour of spun sugar. The earth beneath has been caramelised. Now the track takes me into dark green woods. I plunge through cool, welcome pools of shadow. Ahead and far above, I glimpse Chora through the trees, the dark, fortress-like monastery guarding the white houses as it has done for a thousand years. Below that, clinging to the hill is the gateway, the rambling hotchpotch of buildings that houses the Monastery of the Apocalypse. And at the far side of those buildings, a cupola, a stone bell tower and the barrel vault of the small church of St Anne.

Even at 7.30 in the morning the heat is intense. It bounces off the rocks, filling the air with the incense of heat and pine and dust. The sea looks smooth, now, still and silver-grey. It looks – as the man himself wrote so many years ago – like a ‘sea of glass’. Maybe he was out early in the morning, too. A hooded crow rows gracelessly across the sky. Far off, the pale shadows of distant islands hover, grey like ghosts.

It’s really hot now and I am turning into a great globule of sweat, loosely held together by skin. Half man, half jellyfish. A steady climb now through shaggy, dusty pines and pale eucalyptus. Here the trees thin and the ground to the left of the path falls away, revealing the detritus of sudden winter rains: dried-up river beds, great, landslid boulders, misplaced in the dirt.

And then, a clearing. A flight of whitewashed steps leading to a cluster of buildings, a small, chocolate-coloured door in a white wall.

Inside, darkness. Eyes adjust slowly. Go to the counter, fish in the pocket for the two-euro coin. Got to pay the ferryman.

Another door takes me out into a maze of stairways. Here the sky appears as a bright-blue square framed by high walls as I descend through sudden terraces and small landings, plunge in and out of pools of sunlight, staircase after staircase, until finally, switchbacked and vertigoed, I reach a small chapel.

A moment. A breath. A beat.

And then go in. Enter the Cave of the Apocalypse.


ENGLAND

‘An idea, to be suggestive, must come to the individual with the force of revelation.’

WILLIAM JAMES


1 An Apocalypse in Chipping Norton

I went to Chipping Norton because I was wrongly informed.

I had been reading the book of Revelation, or The Apocalypse of St John to give it its older, Greek title. It’s a curious, unsettling book, a record of a vision, or visions, given to a man called John on Patmos, an island in the Aegean sea, and addressed to communities living in what then was the Roman province of Asia. Scholars argue about the date – actually, they argue about everything to do with this book – but the general consensus is that it was written during the reign of the emperor Domitian, around AD 92.

So, the youngest book of the New Testament, and the oddest as well. This is a book which opens with a vision of a white-haired man with a sword sticking out of his mouth, before charging on into a landscape of dragons and whores, cities real and imaginary, angels, beasts, trumpets, scrolls (edible and inedible), horsemen, earthquakes, thunder, lightning, and tiny locusts with beards.

Faced with such weirdness, I was looking for new ways to explore the book, to get beneath its skin. And that’s why I ended up in Chipping Norton. In Peter Levi’s beautiful book The Hill of Kronos, he takes a trip to Patmos:

At mid-afternoon the hills were green and stony, in the evening they turned yellow and the sea glittered darkly. Samos appeared on the horizon in a milk-white mist. In the evening a harbour was a spring of warm yellow lights. In the morning at the top of the island the wind and the sea gave the whole place the sensation of the bridge of a petrified ship, but at mid-day it was like two or three hills from somewhere like Chipping Norton towed out to sea and abandoned for thousands of years.

Chipping Norton? That’s not too far. I would go and experience it for myself.

On reflection, probably what I’d missed here was the ‘abandoned for thousands of years’ bit. Chipping Norton may be many things, but it is not abandoned. On the contrary, it has been embraced by quite a lot of people, such as David Cameron, Jeremy Clarkson, and a lot of other well-heeled businessmen, financiers, media-execs and People Who Work in PR who have fled London by means of the M40.

Frankly, as a way of trying to understand Revelation, Chipping Norton was a bit of a let-down. For one thing, it was raining; for another, as I quickly realised, nobody in Chipping Norton has ever had a revelation about anything. Unless it was some kind of divine command to buy a new Audi, or perhaps to relaunch the Tory party.

I took refuge from the rain in a charity shop. The one thing about posh market towns is that you do get a better class of hand-me-down in the charity shops. Never know when you’re going to come across a pair of Gucci wellies or a slightly used black Labrador. And there I saw it. Proust was transported back to his childhood by a madeleine. (It’s a cake. Apparently.) For me it was a blue-covered paperback: The Late Great Planet Earth.

*

It’s 1972. I am in the attic room at home. Probably wearing flares, platform heels and a tank top. Bowie is playing on the record player. ‘Five years, that’s all we’ve got …’

There is the book on the bookshelf: The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey. A deep, dark-blue cover, with the earth in the middle, looking small and marbled and vulnerable.

In the febrile, doomwatch days of the cold war, Lindsey dealt in a brand of speculative fiction masquerading as carefully worked-out predictions which showed clearly and incontrovertibly that we were absolutely, definitely, 100 per cent in the middle of the end times. Lindsey had read Revelation – and other predictions in the Bible – and finally worked out what they all meant. John’s description of a mountain falling into the sea? That’s a nuclear bomb, the fallout from which would poison the water, while its mushroom cloud darkened the sun and the moon. Armageddon? Clearly a battle in the Middle East, which would draw in the Soviet Union and lead to a complete economic meltdown, food shortages, and the unfortunate demise of a quarter of the human population. When Revelation talked about a 200 million-strong army of horsemen from the east, Lindsey saw the army of the Peoples’ Republic of China. Where John describes horses with the heads of lions, and mouths which issue forth fire and smoke and brimstone, Lindsey saw mobile rocket launchers. (And he provided plenty of detail: chapter 12 has a fascinating account of ‘the Armageddon campaign’ – complete with maps.)

The ten-headed beast from the sea was the European Economic Community. This had six members at the time Lindsey was writing, but he confidently predicted it would grow to ten, at which point this ‘revived Roman empire’ would be taken over by the antichrist or ‘Future Fuhrer’ who would become ‘ruler of the European confederacy’.

Lindsey was confident. Lindsey was concerned. Lindsey was completely wrong. Everything but the most obvious of Lindsey’s predictions has failed to materialise. Far from having ten nations, the EU currently has twenty-seven and is ruled by no one (except perhaps Angela Merkel, and she’s not anyone’s idea of the antichrist). He also predicted that Christ’s visible return would occur ‘within forty years or so of 1948’. That is, by my calculations, er, hang on … 1988. Whoops. I must have missed it.

Meanwhile, the cold war has ended. The Soviet Union has collapsed. And we’re all still here.

And yet the curious thing is, despite the fact that none of his predictions have actually come true, despite the fact that John’s language is taken far too literally at times, and symbolically at others, depending on what he wants to prove, Mr Lindsey still presides over a significant publishing and media operation. His believers still have faith in him.

But that is the thing with the true believers. They remain undeterred, whatever tiny obstacles appear in their path. Like a complete lack of proof.

*

Lindsey’s approach was nothing new. The technique of trying to find parallels for John’s prophecies in contemporary historical events had been invented some 800 years earlier by a medieval monk called Joachim of Fiore. But Lindsey caught the zeitgeist perfectly. Apocalypticism goes hand in hand with anxiety and in the 1970s everyone was scared. (Fear still drives his sales. Apparently, sales of the book increased by 83 per cent in the summer of 1990, when the USA and other nations invaded Iraq. An executive from Lindsey’s publishers said, ‘Often times we see during a crisis that people more actively turn toward God and things spiritual.’)

Fear. That’s what it’s all about.

In the seventies, fear of reds under the bed and nuclear meltdown. In the nineties, fear that Saddam Hussein would drag the world down into the worst fulfilment of Lindsey’s fantasies. Fear of what the world had become. Lindsey was writing for an audience who feared that they were out of date. Post-hippies and pre-punk, surrounded by the wreckage of the Vietnam war and the death of the American Dream, many people looked on in bewilderment. America was no longer Mom, Dad and Apple Pie. In Britain, upper lips were no longer stiff and the empire on which the sun never set was experiencing something of an eclipse.

Apocalyptic fervour feeds on a mix of power and powerlessness: it grows where some people have immense power and others feel they can do nothing about it. And in such circumstances, the powerless turn to Revelation. This – this – will prove that they were right all along.

Today, the fear remains. Sure, the cold war thawed, but other dangers still send icy shivers down the spine. Global warming. Government surveillance. Norovirus, bird flu. War in the Middle East. The collapse of the banking system. Power and privilege gravitating to the ‘1 per cent’. Simon Cowell, The Only Way Is Essex – there’s more than enough fear out there to go around.

And nowadays, the latest Hal Lindsey-style pseudo-prophet doesn’t even need to publish a book. The all-encompassing reach of the internet means that you can spread your latest theory about Revelation with the click of a mouse. End-time fever has been democratised. All you need is a Bible and a blog.

Back in the 1970s I never did get to the end of The Late Great Planet Earth. I was too busy reading my Marvel comics, which, though no less concerned with the end of the world, were, I felt, marginally more believable. But as the years went by, Lindsey’s book became a symbol of the problems with Revelation. The Apocalypse, to put it bluntly, was a nutter-magnet. The blend of obscure imagery and cryptic narrative made it a book to be avoided.

*

Re-reading Lindsey’s book in a Chipping Norton café made me sad more than anything else. Not because Lindsey is so spectacularly wrong, nor even because he prefaces his failed predictions with classic weasel words, the small-print ‘terms and conditions’ so beloved of end-time prophets – ‘I believe that these forecasts are based upon sound deductions; however, please don’t get the idea that I am infallibly right in the same way that a Biblical prophet speaking under the direct inspiration of God’s Spirit was.’ No, the reason I was sad was because he’s right – but in completely the wrong way. Revelation does claim that God is active and in charge of human history. Revelation does claim that the Lamb of God will have the victory. But it is not the victory that Lindsey describes. It will not arrive through Armageddon and antichrist and locust-like attack helicopters.

And the big problem with this kind of interpretation is that it pushes Christians and non-Christians alike into the opposite error: the mistake of thinking that Revelation is only metaphor, only picture language, or that its metaphors are ultimately unknowable, impenetrable. So they don’t read Revelation at all.

I was re-reading the Apocalypse because I was convinced that it meant something. It had something to say to the people to whom it was addressed – Christians in Ephesus and Smyrna and Philadelphia and Pergamum. They heard this message and realised there was stuff you could do. A book that was purely about the end of the world, a book which was merely about events two thousand years after they were dead – well, what use would that be?

The name is the clue. ‘Apocalypse’ does not mean ‘the end of the world’. It means ‘unveiling’, disclosure, a revealing of something hidden. It’s one of the most misused of all biblical terms. Today, when we hear the word ‘apocalyptic’, we think of something catastrophic, something terminal. We think of survivalists, bunkered in the middle of nowhere, stocked up on supplies and ammo, waiting for ‘the apocalypse’. There is an entire genre of ‘post-apocalyptic’ fiction and movies, most of which depict the world after some kind of meltdown, one featuring bombs and disease, or zombies moving around very slowly and yet still managing to catch and eat people. These things are not post-apocalyptic.

A real post-apocalyptic film would show what happens ‘after the unveiling’. In that sense, the most literally post-apocalyptic movie in the world is The Wizard of Oz, where the curtain is drawn back to reveal that the Great and Powerful Oz is really a bumbling man from Kansas. That’s apocalypse. The hidden truth has been revealed.

But maybe a better example is The Matrix, where that famous piece of furniture, Keanu Reeves, plays Neo Anderson. (The name is suitably symbolic: it means New Son of Man.) Neo is revealed to be the chosen one. He pierces the veil of illusion, cracks the computer code of this world, and reveals ‘reality’ to be one big piece of software. Then there is a lot of shooting and people wearing tight leather and bending over backwards. (Not to mention two extremely bad sequels. At the end of Revelation John warns of terrible punishments if anyone adds to ‘the words of this book’. John clearly understood the danger of sequels. Pity the makers of the Matrix trilogy didn’t follow his advice.)

Apocalypse, then, is an unveiling, a disclosure, a work which draws back the curtain to show what is really going on. John looks out from Patmos and sees things that are happening all around him. And he sends forth the record of this exotic, unworldly journey to invite his listeners into a new way of seeing things, and a new way of living.

Of course, it would have helped if he could have been just a little bit clearer.

*

Alexandria, Egypt. About AD 247. A Thursday. Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria, is having his own problems with Revelation.

A Christian scholar of some renown, Dionysius is one of the first people to take a detailed critical approach to the text.1 He admits to finding the book obscure. ‘For even though I do not understand it,’ he writes, ‘yet I suspect that some deeper meaning underlies the words.’ Dionysius shows that already there was controversy about this book:

Some indeed of those before our time rejected and altogether impugned the book, examining it chapter by chapter and declaring it to be unintelligible and illogical and its title false. For













ASIA

‘Like so many Americans, she was trying to construct a life that made sense from things she found in gift shops.’

KURT VONNEGUT
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The Seven Cities of Revelation. And a few more. And some islands as well.


PATMOS

‘The real voyage of discovery consists not of seeking new landscapes, but of having new eyes.’

MARCEL PROUST
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THE CAVE

‘And it is utterly true that he who cannot find wonder, mystery, awe, the sense of a new world and an undiscovered realm in the places by the Gray’s Inn Road will never find those secrets elsewhere, not in the heart of Africa, not in the fabled cities of Tibet. “The matter of our work is everywhere present”, wrote the old alchemists, and that is the truth. All the wonders lie within a stone’s throw of King’s Cross Station.’

ARTHUR MACHEN
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Footnotes

1 An Apocalypse in Chipping Norton

1 Eusebius called Dionysius the ‘great bishop of Alexandria’. He died at a great age in AD 265. 

2 Elsewhere it was not until the fifth century that it made its way into the Syriac versions of the New Testament, while the Armenian New Testament kept it out until the twelfth century. 


 

2 Fear and Loathing in Gatwick Airport

1 Actually, this is not true. He was beaten to it by about twenty-five years by Salem Kirban, a speaker, writer and, apparently, ‘blue-green algae salesman’, whose two novels, 666 and 1000, are illustrated with genuinely clever photo-montages and some rather more dubious repurposed pictures of Second World War atrocities and current events. Kirban’s other books included Countdown to Rapture, A Guide to Survival, Satan’s Mark Exposed and the no-less-apocalyptic Unlocking Your Bowels for Better Health.

2 You can skip this section if you know the book well. Actually, you can skip this section even if you don’t know the book well. It’s a free world. Anyway, we pick up on p.23.

 

3 The Agora Is Right Behind the Car Park

1 Revelation 1.1, 4, 9; 22.8 in case you’re interested. 

2 He goes on to talk of others who believed that the book was actually the work of a Gnostic teacher called Cerinthus. Dionysius does not share their view. ‘For my part,’ he says, ‘I should not dare to reject the book, since many brethren hold it in estimation.’ 

3 For example, he knows the name Abaddon, and he talks of ‘the place that in Hebrew is called Harmageddon’.

4 Revelation 10.7; 11.10, 18; 16.6; 18.20, 24; 22.6, 9, if you’re interested. Which I assume you are.

5 Plus, the rest of the tale is an apocryphal story about John hunting down a young Christian who had become a bandit and causing him to repent.

6 The deep-frying story is common in later accounts, in which the emperor Domitian has John plunged into boiling oil outside the Latin Gate in Rome. It is commemorated today by the tiny chapel of San Giovanni in Oleo – literally St-John-in-Oil – which stands by the Latin Gate. The event is also celebrated by a feast day on 6 May. I’m guessing everyone eats chips. The biblical scholar Jerome (c. 340–420), writing one of his fiery, outspoken tracts against an opponent, reverses this story, saying that John went first into exile on Patmos, and then was brought back to Rome where they attempted to deep fry him, only to find that he came out ‘fresher and more active than when he went in’.

7 The list is Amorgos, Andros, Cos, Crete, Cythnos, Delos, Donusa, Gyaros, Lesbos, Naxos, Rhodes, Samos, Seriphos. See Balsdon, 1979, p. 115. Cos, Rhodes, Lesbos and Samos were known for being ‘agreeable’ places to live, for when Augustus was showing clemency.

8 According to a later writer, Dion Cassius, his niece Domitilla and her husband Flavius Clemens were accused of sacrilege. The nature of this sacrilege is not named, but it is highly likely that both Clemens and Domitilla were accused of being Christians. Domitilla was exiled, and Flavius Clemens was put to death. (The cemetery of Domitilla at Rome was a Christian burial ground apparently donated by Domitilla herself.)

9 And that is if he actually could have ever returned. A later emperor, Antoninus Pius (AD 138–61), decreed that criminals might be released from hard labour after ten years if they were too old or too ill, which implies that this was not even a possibility previously.

10 Not really. 

11 His name is linked with infanticide and human sacrifice. Not to mention cannibalism. A favourite of the gods, he invited them all round for a banquet. Perhaps to test their powers of perception – not to mention their sense of taste – or to honour them in a bizarre way, he served up his infant son, Pelops, who had been cut into pieces and boiled. Zeus brought the boy back to life, and Tantalus was punished for his crime. Pelops later on crossed the Aegean back to Greece, where the region of the Peloponnese is named after him.

 

4 And the Winner Is … Pergamum!

1 Not officially, anyway. There was a resistance, led by an illegitimate nephew of Attalus III, but in 130 BC this was quelled by the Romans, who were keen to take control of their unexpected legacy. Then there was another bout of resistance between 88 and 86 BC, but this too was crushed by Rome.

2 In the second-century work of Christian romantic fiction known as The Acts of Paul and Thecla, the heroine, at one point, tears the crown from the head of Alexander, imperial priest of Pisidian Antioch. To be fair, he was assaulting her at the time. 

 

5 The Postman of the Apocalypse

1 It may be that, typically, Revelation deliberately and provocatively parodies pagan ritual. For example, there was a ceremony called the Taurobolium of Cybele, which involved cutting the throat of a bull on a raised platform and allowing the blood to gush down all over a linen-clad priest standing underneath. It was some kind of identification ritual: through immersion in the blood of the bull, it was as if the priest himself had somehow been sacrificed to the gods and so was purified and consecrated. The centre of this cult was in Rome in the Temple of Cybele on the Vatican Hill, where St Peter’s Basilica now stands. Cybele was a popular goddess in Asia Minor and we know that the Taurobolium was performed in the region, although the first recorded instance dates from AD 105, ten years after Revelation was written. But it’s likely something similar had been performed in earlier times, and this certainly would help make sense of images like that in Revelation 7, where the martyrs have somehow washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 

2 Most of the remains of the ancient city were removed by the Germans in the nineteenth century and can now be seen in the Pergamum Museum in Berlin.

3 On another occasion Aristides was informed in a dream that if he wished to save his whole body he should cut a part of it off and sacrifice it to the god. Thankfully, the priest interpreted this more leniently, and Aristides was allowed to just take one of his rings off and give that instead. So the sanctuary gained a piece of jewellery, and Aristides kept his finger. Win–win.

 

6 Hard Times in the Burning Land

1 Strabo (c. 64 BC–AD 25) was a Greek geographer, historian and traveller. He was born in Amaseia in Pontus (modern Amasya, north Turkey). He travelled widely not only in Asia Minor and Greece, but to Egypt and as far south as Ethiopia. His most famous work, the Geography, was probably updated many times throughout his life, but the final version dates from AD 24. He died in AD 25, making further updating tricky.

2 The site was discovered thanks to a large inscribed marble slab which was brought to the Usak archaeological museum by a local villager, whose grandfather had been using it as a front-door step since 1975. He had dug it up in a field. 

3 Jerome described Montanus as a ‘castrated half-man’, which may indicate that he was a priest of Cybele, the Phrygian mother-goddess. Or it may simply have been Jerome being, as usual, fabulously rude. Another source claims that Montanus was a priest of Apollo. 

4 Epiphanius of Salamis (c. AD 315–404) was a fourth-century cleric, best known for his work the Panarion or ‘medicine chest’. It’s a catalogue of heresies (hence its other name, Against Heresies) presented in the form of a book of antidotes for anyone bitten by the serpent of heresy. It was written around AD 375. In his wonderful, labyrinthine Dictionary of Christian Biography, the Victorian historian Henry Wace describes Epiphanius as ‘an honest, but credulous and narrow-minded, zealot for church orthodoxy’ who ‘often frames long narratives out of very meagre hints’. Nevertheless, in his time he was hugely popular and crowds used to queue for hours to hear him preach. Probably because he was a friend of Jerome and just as fabulously rude.

5 Admittedly, he was more what you might call a conservative Montanist, as he was deeply opposed to the ministry of women. This may have a lot to do with the culture of North Africa, where Tertullian lived. Or it may have to do with the fact that he was deeply opposed to a lot of things. He was a fabulously Grumpy Old Theologian.

6 Blake’s paintings have featured in fiction about serial killers. Red Dragon is the title of a thriller by Thomas Harris, where a serial killer known as the ‘Tooth Fairy’ is obsessed with Blake’s painting. Blake’s paintings also feature in the TV series The Mentalist, where the main character, Patrick Jane, hunts Red John. Although I only mention that because it’s my eldest daughter’s favourite TV programme.

7 Sic. Blake was a big fan of the ampersand.

8 His son David Dale Owen invented the US Geological Survey. I don’t know what that proves but I thought I’d mention it.

 

7 The Land of Gold and Myths

1 According to local inscriptions, not to mention the discovery of a large head of Zeus, the temple was dedicated to both Artemis and Zeus.

2 Croesus was sentenced to be burnt to death, but on his funeral pyre he told Cyrus about the prophecy of the Delphic oracle. Cyrus, reflecting, perhaps, on the two-faced nature of the gods, decided to spare Croesus, who spent the rest of his days as an adviser to Cyrus. Presumably, advising the king never to trust an oracle.

3 Revelation 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27, since you ask.

 

8 The Plateau and the Pit

1 Like the beast, various historical figures have also been identified with Abaddon. The radical Franciscan Arnold of Villanova thought it was Thomas Aquinas, whose star fell, Arnold felt, from lofty theology and divine truth to dark, earthly ignorance. Others identified Abaddon with Luther, and the abyss with Lutheranism.

 

9 The City That Time Forgot

1 Although it’s clearly implied elsewhere (e.g. Rev. 1.6; 2.27; 3.5, 21; 14.1).

2 Colin Hemer suggested that the metal is zinc, although there aren’t many examples of zinc being used in the ancient world. (Brass was made using zinc compounds, rather than the metal itself.) 

 

10 Missing Temple, Missing Man

1 Pausanias (c. AD 110–80) was the author of the first known guidebook, the Description of Greece. It took him ten years of travelling to research. He was probably from Lydia, the area which includes the cities of Revelation. As well as travelling through Greece, he went to Syria, Egypt and Palestine. His book is eye-wateringly detailed, and so reliable that modern archaeologists later used it to help them discover ancient ruins. 

2 Among his ‘team’ are Burrhus, a deacon, and Crocus, Euplous, and Fronto (Ignatius, Eph. 2.1), who I rather thought was a character in The Lord of the Rings.

3 The Eastern Orthodox Church only grants the title ‘theologian’ to three people: John, Gregory of Nazianzus and a monk called Symeon, whom it terms the ‘New Theologian’. It is using the word not in its modern sense of academic discussion – theology – but in the sense of someone who had a personal, intense vision of God. A direct encounter.

 

11 The Coin and the Harbour

1 In John’s day, one of the most important buildings in Ephesus was the Prytaneion, the temple of the sacred flame of Hestia – the flame in the temple was kept burning continuously. The goddess Hestia’s name means ‘home and hearth’: she was the original domestic goddess. Her temple was manned by priests known as Curetes. Their names are inscribed on columns lining the main street which heads down towards the lower city and the theatre. For that reason the main street in Ephesus has become known as Curetes Street. 

2 These stars were also significant in Mithraism. The seven stars could also refer to Ursa Major (the Plough or Great Bear) or the Pleiades.

3 Pliny the Younger (AD 61–c. 113), or Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus, to give him his full name, was a Roman politician and lawyer. Many of his letters survive, including a famous one asking the emperor Trajan how to deal with Christians. He was a friend of the historian Tacitus, and his staff included Suetonius. The Panegyricus Traiani is a speech delivered to the senate in AD 100 and is basically a massive bigging-up of the new emperor Trajan, and an equally massive putting-down of the former emperor Domitian. 

 

13 Boiled Eggs and Arab Coffee

1 The other three are ‘the way of an eagle in the sky, the way of a snake on a rock’ and ‘the way of a man with a girl’.

2 For the map geeks among us – and we are legion – the best map is the 1:20,000 Patmos Terrain Map produced by Skai Maps Editions, 2009. 

 

14 Pottery on the Acropolis

1 In the book where I found this, his account is listed as merely ‘the journals of Mr Whittington’. No first name is given. But an article in an academic journal identifies this man as Henry Whittington. Although I don’t know who he is, either. 

 

15 The Travels of St John

1 In Georgirenes’ day there was a hermitage near the cave: the hermitage of the Holy Grotto of St John the Divine. According to a local legend, there was a fig tree ‘whose figs have naturally the characters of the word apokalupsis’. Like a stick of rock with ‘Revelation’ written right through it.

 

16 The Books in the Library

1 Flora Graeca – ‘Greek Flora’ – was eventually published in ten volumes between 1806 and 1840. The first edition ran to a mere thirty copies, probably because it contained 966 colour plates.

2 His middle name comes from the fact that his uncle fought with Horatio Nelson at the Battle of the Nile in 1798.

3 Since Darby’s pioneering work, others have identified different dispensations. Some theologians believe there are nine. Some have gone as far as thirty-seven. 

 

17 The Angry Monk

1 The monastery has ten chapels in all, three of which are actually outside the walls in Chora.

2 Ezekiel 2.8–3.3. Ezekiel’s scroll tastes sweet, unlike John’s, which gives him an upset stomach.

3 Zechariah chapter 4, in case you’re interested.

4 Blake thought they were Wesley and Whitefield, the founders of Methodism.

 

18 Vera and the Squirming Goats

1 They weren’t the only ones who tried to detach themselves from the situation. During the siege of Jerusalem by the Romans certain rabbis left and set up home in Jamnia – on land which, according to Josephus, was donated by the Romans. Followers of other brands of Judaism also left. The Qumran community (who may have been Essenes) went to live by the Dead Sea.

2 In one version, though, just to be sure, the island remains covered with waves and Leto gives birth underwater. How she survived is not made clear. I guess she was probably on gas and air.

 

19 The Mountain and the Monsters

1 Dio Chrysostom (c. AD 40–c. 115) was a writer, orator and historian. Chrysostom means ‘golden mouth’, which refers to his oratorical skills, not his dentistry.

2 In a fine example of missing out on the whole ‘it’s not literal’ thing, ultra-orthodox Jews actually do put the text of these commands in small boxes and bind them to their wrists and their foreheads. These boxes are known as phylacteries.

3 P.Oxy. LVI 4499, in case you’re interested. Having said that, this fragment of papyrus is not that early – it dates from the late third or early fourth century (i.e. AD 275–325).

4 Nero Caesar in Hebrew is qsr nrwn – Neron Caesar. Add that up and you get 666 (qsr=360 + nrwn=306).

5 He also invented the slide rule.

 

20 Four Horsemen, Five Battles, No Contest

1 Having said that, they don’t go as far as the engravings of Dürer’s contemporary, Lucas Cranach, which included recognisable portraits among the worshippers of Babylon, including Ferdinand I, George of Saxony, and Emperor Charles V.

2 E.g. Revelation 6:9; 13:15; 16:6; 17:6; 18:24.

3 The Clash song is actually a cover version. The original was written and recorded by reggae artist Willi Williams. Revelation has a long association with Rastafarianism and reggae. When Emperor Haile Selassie I was crowned in Addis Ababa on 2 November 1930, among the many titles he was given was ‘Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah’. Many miles away in Jamaica, those who had been reading their Bible remembered their Revelation: ‘See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered.’ Street preachers like Leonard Howell started to preach that Haile Selassie was the Messiah. Howell later wrote a tract called The Promise Key, which described Haile Selassie and his wife as King Alpha and Queen Omega, and referred to ‘the poison 666’. Revelation still influences the culture, religion and music of Rastafarianism. Babylon is a common metaphor, symbolising the white political power system that has held the black race down for centuries. Even the use of cannabis has been called ‘the healing of the nation’, a phrase based on Revelation 22.2.

4 Even more worryingly, Reagan’s full name was Ronald Wilson Reagan – three names, each six letters long. You don’t think …

 

21 A Jewel of a Place

1 The two differences are that Exodus has turquoise and moonstone, whereas Revelation has chrysoprase and topaz.
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