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INTRODUCTION

There is a desperate need among many people today, especially the young, for a sense of purpose and direction, for a way to give more meaning to their life. It is my belief that the whole world, and Christians in particular, have a burning desire for new spiritual truths.

A thousand years ago, the Christian world expected the Second Coming of Christ, for that was how it had interpreted the prophecies in the Bible. It did not happen. Today again, as we enter the third millennium, many people of Christian belief expect a Parousìa—that is, for Christ to come again. The orthodox version of this Second Coming, firmly believed in the Middle Ages, was that he would arrive astride the clouds of heaven. Then there is the idea that he survived the cross and is buried somewhere from whence, at the right time, he will rise again as a living being of power and wisdom. But many Christians today have come to a new, different understanding. To them the Second Coming means the Spirit of Jesus will enter every human mind, thus enabling a new heaven and a new world—a more divine form of life—to come into being.

If we want to know which of these eschatological visions of the Second Coming is more likely to come about, nothing can help us more than a greater knowledge of the events of the beginning. Archaeological discoveries such as the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran and the gnostic gospels at Nag Hammadi have brought those times and people closer to us. I feel sure that new document finds are still to come that will further strengthen our understanding of the origins of Christianity. In fact, one understanding of the Second Coming could be the appearance of something that, as though coming directly from Jesus, will explain exactly what he taught and meant. If such a thing appears, the new era of enlightenment could be closer than we think.

But let’s begin at the beginning. Early Christianity was still very much rooted in the cultures of the region where it was born. The geographical proximity of Palestine and Egypt made it inevitable for the people in these regions to exert cultural and religious influences on each other over centuries. We are told that Moses was raised as an Egyptian prince. Certainly at the royal court of the pharaoh, ideas about leadership of a nation, law, and order would have formed in his mind at an early age. He would have witnessed the Temple worship, the magic of the priests, and the deep mysticism of Egyptian religion. In fact, all this was present in the makeup of Judaism. Psalms in the Bible carry traces of Egyptian hymns to the sun god Ra (Amun/Aton).

The religious ideas of Mesopotamia, Phoenicia, and other countries also penetrated into the Jewish faith. It is important to note that the first five books of the Hebrew scriptures, attributed to Moses, were actually written at least six hundred years after his time, during and after the Babylonian captivity. Early Jewish Law was greatly influenced by the law of Babylon.

Thus the wisdom and insight of many centuries and people went into the scriptures of the “Law and the Prophets” of Israel, which the young Jesus studied to become a rabbi. His background and education were entirely Jewish and his disciples were Jewish. His intention was not to create a new faith or change the basic Jewish creed, but rather to use this creed as a vehicle of enlightenment and love. We in the West tend to forget this. He was a teacher rather than a redeemer.

Then, with the conversion of Saul/Paul of Tarsus, early Christian teaching blossomed into the Greco-Roman world. Paul’s theological skill was to integrate aspects of non-Jewish thinking into what he thought to be the message of Christ. The Hellenistic-Roman Empire, extended eastward by Alexander the Great, was the ideal medium through which to spread the new creed all over what was then the whole known world.

Alexander’s dream may appear unrelated to early Christians, but it was in fact the first conscious attempt at globalization, and Christianity’s universal project (catholic comes from the Greek katholicos, meaning “universal”)—though this may surprise some—was more political than spiritual in its profound nature. In spite of initial resistance, including terrible persecution of Christians, Rome’s great empire of mixed races, cultures, and religions eventually embraced the Christian message of charity, redemption, and access to Paradise after death. Christianity spread ever wider and became the cradle of European civilization.

For the most part, the Fathers of the Church of early centuries never met, and it is not surprising that differences in interpretation and dogma soon developed. Each of the four canonical gospels was written for its own locality; the four were not intended to be read side by side, as we encounter them today. It is now certain that the gospels we have were written not by the apostles themselves, but by others in their name.

The early Fathers were determined that theirs should become the supreme religion, but they could not possibly have guessed that it would achieve such astounding success so widely and so fast. St. Mark sparked amazingly rapid growth in Christianity between AD 45 and 55 in Egypt, as did others in Rome and Greece. This book will, among much else, attempt to show part of this startling progress.

Few people realize that in the early days there were many forms of Christianity, whose followers I like to call the forgotten Christians. During the long period of their repression and torture and of the destruction of so-called heretical Christian writings (roughly from the late second to the late fourth century), thousands of these other Christians (perhaps the original Christians?) fled to the desert, moved by deep faith and a search for direct communion with God. Today, many wrongly believe that this was an abdication of responsibility. In fact, the desert was for them a place of temptation and of devils, and great courage was required to live there.

Important new finds of a large (one mile by one mile) Christian community of the early centuries of this millennium have been traced in the Wadi Natrun Desert in western Egypt. More than one hundred buildings, some partly intact and each about forty yards square, are hidden in the sand, as are about eight large mud-brick constructions. This site was never completely lost, but knowledge of its true extent is totally new.

There is a striking similarity between the beliefs of the first- and second-century Christian gnostics of Egypt and those of the Cathars of southern France in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. So far no proof of a direct link has come to light, but such identical thinking seems too strong for chance. Most scholars suggest Cathar beliefs originated with another heretical sect, the Bogomils, first written about in tenth-century Bulgaria, but during years of research, I have developed a different scenario. The idea that Cathar gnosticism came from the East, traveling first from the Paulicians of Cappadocia to the Bogomils of Bulgaria, and from there spreading through Lombardy and Provence to the Languedoc, is more far-fetched, I believe, than the notion of the existence of a local tradition from antiquity and late antiquity.

I see this cultural continuity as tied to the undisputed presence of Jewish communities in Gaul from before the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. Monks are known to have traveled between Europe and Egypt in the second, third, and fourth centuries. In his book Through the Lands of the Bible, scholar H. V. Morton mentions ancient records of many Irishmen who traveled to Egypt in the first six centuries of the millennium and of Egyptian monks visiting Hibernia, as Ireland was then known. In fact, seven Coptic monks are said to be buried at Disert Ulidh in Ireland, which we shall learn more about later.

I intend to show that in many different strands of historical and archaeological research, a remarkable connection can be shown to have existed among Jerusalem, Egypt, and the south of France. Here at Rennes-le-Château, where I have lived for fifteen years, there is a unique concentration of about ten layers of history. The story of the priest Bérenger Saunière is the superficial “sugar layer” on the cake, but truly it is relatively unimportant to what lies beneath. There can be no doubt that Saunière came into the possession of a huge amount of money, whether by finding something in the church here and selling it or through payments made to him. Much has been written about this mystery, but most stories are based on conjecture and none has been proved. Certainly, however, something was found here! I’ve spent many years on the site, and while I tend to discount the tales of buried treasure here, gripping as they are, I believe the hilltop area contains Christian secrets.

There is an explosive link between new discoveries on the beginnings of Christianity in Egypt—in which I have had the good fortune to take part—and the strange history of Rennes-le-Château. This book is intended to stimulate and challenge readers in their conception of the roots and original meaning of Christianity, and thereby promote progress in Christian thinking. Soon, I trust, we shall achieve a complete understanding of the real Jesus, his message, and his life’s purpose.

Yet we should remember that God’s love and compassion for this world and the yearning of the human soul to reach enlightenment and eternal life are the main themes of all great religions. Jesus’ words “There are many mansions in my father’s house” are sometimes interpreted as the many paths to heaven available to humanity. When I was very young, I made the firm resolve to study the early writings and spiritual beginnings of Christianity. In approaching other cultures on my travels all over the world, I have always tried to observe the principles of respect and understanding for different views of God and the universe.

Written in the French village to which my studies have eventually led me, this is the story of my search.
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RENNES-LE-CHÂTEAU: A NEW APPROACH

[image: image]


1

[image: image]

A GENERAL HISTORY OF RHEDAE (RENNES-LE-CHÂTEAU)

For about fifteen years now I have been living in Rennes-le-Château, and the attraction this village holds for me grows with every year. The people here are kind, with a warm welcome for all visitors, who come in large numbers from all over the world, fascinated by the mystery of the place. From 2000 through 2003, there were almost fifty thousand visitors a year, but the phenomenal success of the novel The Da Vinci Code brought 120,000 people to the village in 2004. Rennes also embodies a stimulating energy level, something that innumerable sensitive individuals have experienced here. I suppose in my life I’ve always looked for a sort of Shangri-La, a faraway hidden city of enlightenment like the one so brilliantly portrayed by James Hilton in his novel Lost Horizon. For me, Rennes is a superb place, and I have found happiness here.

There has been a constant flow of visitors to my house, and many come to discuss what they have found here and their concept of the future. They have read all the books on the famous Abbé Saunière and his great secret and they know every new hypothesis about where Saunière’s riches came from and what the secret could be. Treasure seekers of all kinds have come and gone, yet no one ever found anything valuable. Then there are others who have approached more seriously what Saunière may have discovered and what the real mystery of the place may be.

Rennes-le-Château—or Rhedae, as it was called in ancient times— has a long history. In the sixth century BC, Celts, later known as Gauls, lived nearby. According to the accounts of Posedonius (ca. 135–50 BC), who traveled widely in France and northern Spain, their leaders and holy men, the Druids, had high status and sophisticated nature wisdom. They worshipped their god Bram and had a sanctuary on nearby Bugarach Mountain. Little is known of Celtic rites, though an ancient offering stone was found in a cave south of Rennes, near the Stream of Colors. This massive block, weighing several tons, now stands in a sheltered place in the middle of the village. Some ten Celtic crosses can be seen carved on the surface of the stone, together with a dug-out depression, probably there to hold the blood of sacrifices. The stone is believed to date from sometime between 2000 and 1000 BC.

Some say that the ancient name of Rennes—Rhedae—derives from the Celtic tribe of the Redones, who occupied the southeast of France in the third century BC. They originated in what is today Belgium and also founded the other Rennes, in the north of France. Tectosages was another name given to the Celtic tribes of the area. Rennes might even be the fabulous Celtic city described by Herodotus in 420 BC as “a treasure city south of Carcassonne.”

Greek colonization of the south of France started in about 600 BC and continued until about 200 BC. Greek coins have been found from this period on the hilltop itself, as well as in the fields below. Other Greek cities in the area were Marseille, Les-Saintes-Mariesde-la-Mer (where the ruins of a Greek temple to Aphrodite were found on the seashore), Lattes, Agde, Glanum, and Avignon, all of which formed a chain of occupation by the early Greeks. Several places in the south of France still reveal their Greek origin by their names, as in the case of Agde (from the Greek Agathe Tyche).

Here there was also a thriving community in Roman times, from 100 BC to AD 300, with a town at Alet and hot-spring baths at Rennesles-Bains. There were extensive gold mines in the area, and traces of Roman mining tunnels—at one time much frequented by treasure hunters—still exist. At around the time of Jesus’ life there was a mixed population of Celts, Greeks, Romans, and Jews living in Rhedae.

THE VISIGOTHS AND ALARIC I

The name Rhedae may also have come from the Visigoth word for “traveling chariots.” Before the Visigoths surrounded Rennes with walls, ravines, and entrenchments, these great wheeled chariots, made of wood and roofed with leather hides, were also used, Far West–style, for defense. Rennes was of great strategic importance near the end of the time of the Roman Empire. It commanded the crossroads of two important routes that intersected at the foot of the hill at what is today the village of Couiza: one route from Paradise Pass leading to Narbonne and the other from St. Louis Pass leading to Bugarach and to Perpignan and, eventually, to Spain.

It must be noted that while Frankish tribes led by Merovingian kings already controlled most of present-day France in the sixth and seventh centuries, from AD 412 to 711 the Visigoths controlled both Spain and a fingerlike protrusion into France along the Mediterranean coast, a sliver of land known as Septimania, which includes Rennes and about which we shall soon learn more. The period of the Visigoth kings in this region began with Alaric I and lasted until early in the eighth century. Only then was it followed by the Merovingian and Carolingian Frankish dynasties

Many people confuse Alaric I, king of the Visigoths (Western Goths), with Attila the Hun, a brutal barbarian whose tribe hailed from the Siberian steppes, possibly because the two were near contemporaries and because Alaric sacked Rome, which is what people believe Attila to have done. (He would have, of course, but Pope Leo I pointed out that Alaric had died right after his sacking, and Attila relented.) Alaric, born in AD 364 near the mouth of the Danube, was an attractive personality of considerable ability and was well educated as a Christian in Constantinople at the court of the Eastern emperor Theodosius. His brother-in-law married Theodosius’s famous daughter Galla Placidia, whose magnificent tomb in Ravenna, with its blue and gold mosaics, remains one of the great surviving works of art of the fifth century.

Alaric conquered Rome in AD 410 with the help of rebellious slaves, of whom there were forty thousand inside the city. As with many fortified cities in the past that were captured not by force but by a traitor who opened the gates to an enemy, Rome’s Salarian gate was opened to Alaric’s troops by slaves. Although there was pillaging, Alaric respected the churches and spared the lives of those who did not resist. The slaves, however, took every opportunity to avenge themselves and filled the streets with dead. Alaric in fact treated his foes and the city itself in a far more Christian manner than did those self-styled defenders of Christendom, the Crusaders, in Jerusalem seven centuries later, when they massacred every single inhabitant of that Eastern city. Actually, though the Romans did not know this at the time, Alaric was a Christian himself, but an Arian Christian—that is, a follower of the so-called heresy named after Bishop Arius of Alexandria.

There are conflicting reports of the rest of his life. What is known (and recorded by the Roman historian Procopius) is that the treasure of the Second Temple of Jerusalem (Herod’s Temple), which Titus had taken to Rome in AD 70 after the sack of Jerusalem, was carried away by Alaric the Visigoth in AD 410. His army marched out along the Appian Way toward the southern tip of Italy, loaded with gold and silver. His dream was to conquer Sicily and then North Africa, but when he tried to embark, most of his ships sank in a storm. He returned to Cosenza, about fifty miles from Sybaris, in the south of Italy, where he suddenly died and was buried. Alaric’s tomb is said to contain the spoils of Rome, including the famous candelabrum of Solomon’s Temple (the menorah), though none of these treasures has ever been found.

We have a fascinating description of how Alaric was buried in the bed of the Busento River: In his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Gibbon quotes extensively from a book by Jordanes, the first historian to write about the Goths, in AD 551, and whose account of Alaric’s burial is almost certainly correct. Jordanes relates that Alaric met an untimely death and his people mourned him with the utmost affection. They turned the Busento River from its course near the city of Cosenza and then led a band of captives into the middle of the riverbed to dig out a place for the ruler’s grave. In this pit they buried Alaric with many of his treasures, and then turned the water back into the former channel. So that no one would ever know the place, they then put to death all the gravediggers.

The site of the tomb is undiscovered to this day. I have spent much time searching this area in southern Italy with Italian archaeologists. The only river here is dry for much of the year. Cosenza lies inland, above the toe of Italy, and aerial photographs of the Busento River valley reveal nothing. In Alaric’s day, the river meandered through the quiet countryside with a small village situated on its bank. Today, a modern city rises by a stream running between stone embankments. Alaric might lie underneath any of a dozen modern buildings. The course of the river as it ran sixteen hundred years ago has not been found and probably never will be.

After his death, Alaric’s brother-in-law Ataulphus led the Visigoths to southern France, where the Roman emperor Constantius III agreed to settle them in Aquitania Secunda. Then, in 415, they moved on and took over much of Spain, with their first capital being Toledo, which they later lost. Ataulphus was succeeded by Theodoric, who died in 451. In 507 they possessed Septimania—which included Carcassonne—and fortified the twin hills of Rhedae, today’s Rennes-le-Château. The map still shows the Mountain of Alaric about twelve miles east of Carcassonne, on the south side of the motorway. The name Rhedae, the city of the chariot, may well have come down to us as a memory of Alaric’s army of wagons. It is interesting to note that the horseshoe arches so typical of Visigothic architecture can still be seen in Rennes’s church of Mary Magdalene, originally an Arian church.

SEPTIMANIA

The province of Septimania was created by the emperor Augustus, who settled the veterans of his Seventh (Septima) Legion in the Narbonne area as a reward upon their retirement. The name Septimania continued to be used through early medieval times, when the Visigoths settled there on and off from 440 to 759. During the sixth and seventh centuries, the large Jewish population in the region had close relations with the Visigoths, who, being Arian Christians, believed Jesus to have been fully human and were thus more inclined to get on with Jews than with Catholics.

Some historians claim that traces still exist of a Jewish princedom that existed on territory on both sides of the Pyrenees, around Pamplona and Barcelona and in the Languedoc. The Visigoth kings later converted to Catholicism and new laws were made to harass and convert the Jews, so much so that when the Muslims conquered parts of Visigoth Spain, the Jews welcomed them and were given charge of Córdoba, Toledo, and Granada by the Muslims for their gracious treatment. At the turn of the ninth century, the Jewish princes in Narbonne enjoyed recognition as the “Seed of the House of David” by the caliph of Baghdad, the same Harun al-Rashid who sent an elephant as a gift to Charlemagne. Truly, today’s antagonistic Muslims and Jews seem to have come from another planet.

The Arabs entered Septimania in stages between 720 and 759, reaching almost to Lyon until checked by Charles Martel, whose son took the region under his control. After defeating the Arabs at Poitiers in 732 (and thus preventing a Muslim Europe), Charles Martel laid siege to Narbonne in 738, defeating Jews and Arabs fighting together. In 759, with Narbonne once more in Muslim hands, the Jews traitorously turned on their Arab allies and surrendered the city. As a reward for this betrayal, they were given nominal autonomy. The Jews prospered greatly and their wealth included much land. It must be noted that deliberate attempts were made to obliterate this Jewish period from the history of the region, and very little corroboration of these traditions can be found today.

MEROVINGIANS AND CAROLINGIANS

Despite much work by medievalists to define them, the Merovingians remain a great mystery. Much of what is mysterious about the village of Rennes-le-Château and the most outrageous claims made by people researching its history revolve around these strange, charismatic, long-haired leaders who became kings in Gaul four hundred years after the death of Jesus. The Merovingians derived from the Sicambrians, a Germanic people and one of the many tribes collectively known as the Franks. The Sicambrians were pagan but got on well with the newly Christianized Romans.

The Merovingians claimed descent from ancient Troy and, like other tribes, were driven west into Gaul and the Ardennes in the mass migrations caused by the invasion of the Huns in the early fifth century. They were literate and enjoyed a reasonable standard of living. The kings were polygamous and accumulated great wealth, mainly in gold coins. They were priest-kings with long hair and, like Samson in the Bible (and certain consecrated Jewish sectarians known as Nazirites), they attributed special power to their uncut hair. In fact, in their burials they practiced ritual skull incisions. Though some historians hold that France went through a truly dark age during the reign of these peripatetic, superstitious kings, these rulers somehow retain the aura of shamanlike mystical figures whose secrets went underground when their dynasty was trod-den on by the wheels of history.

Mérovée, founder of the dynasty, was a supernatural figure of whom nothing is known apart from myths. He became king in 417 and died in 438. Childeric I, son of Merovée and father of Clovis, was born in 408, reigned for twenty-four years (457– 481), and was known as a learned man. In 1653 his tomb was found containing regalia, arms, and treasure worthy of a royal tomb, including a severed horse’s head, a golden bull’s head, and a crystal ball. Found there were also three hundred bees made of pure gold. Charmed by this ancient regal symbol, Napoleon later had similar emblems fixed onto his coronation robes. Clovis I reigned from 481 to 511, and through him, Rome set up for the first time its undisputed supremacy in Europe. By 496 the Roman Catholic Church was dangerously weak, its very existence threatened. The bishop of Rome at the time was busy fighting heresies such as Arianism, which was very popular and spreading rapidly. In this milieu, Rome decided to seek a champion. By 486 Clovis had greatly extended his kingdom, and seemed very much the man of destiny. His conversion to Catholicism was brought on by his wife, Clothilde, but not before the king had held some secret meetings with St. Remy. Clovis was ultimately baptized by St. Remy at Rheims in 496.

A subsequent accord with the Church provided him with authority equal to that of the Greek Orthodox Church. Clovis received the title of New Constantine, becoming a de facto Western emperor. The pact binding Clovis and the Church “insolubly in perpetuity” was of momentous consequence to Christianity and to the future history of France (to the point that in 1996 the fifteen-hundredth anniversary of his conversion was celebrated as the birth of the French nation).

Clovis immediately attacked the Visigoths, the Arian heretics then straddling the Pyrenees as far north as Toulouse, defeating them at the battle of Vouille in 507. The Visigoth colony north of the Pyrenees collapsed and the Visigoths fell back to Carcassonne. Their last remaining bastion in the Razès (the region around Rhedae) was Rhedae itself.

When Clovis died in 511, his empire, in accordance with Merovingian custom, was divided among his four sons. One hundred and forty years (and several Merovingian kings and queens) later, in 651, we come to a crucial turn of events in our story. Dagobert II, heir to the kingdom of Austrasia, was kidnapped but managed to escape to exile in Ireland, where he was brought to the monastery of Slane, near Dublin. There he obtained a much higher education than he could have achieved in Gaul, and he married Mathilda, a Celtic princess, and later moved to England to live at York. It was there that he formed a close spiritual friendship with the bishop of York, St. Wilfred.

At this time, the Irish Church still refused to accept the authority of Rome. We shall discover more about Celtic Christianity, an important piece of the puzzle, further on. Suffice it to say that Bishop Wilfred was keen to bring the Irish Church into the Roman fold, something he finally accomplished at the Council of Whitby in 664. He also hoped to see Dagobert return to Gaul and eventually reclaim his kingdom of Austrasia, fulfilling the terms of Clovis’s pact with Rome 170 years earlier. Thus, when Dagobert’s wife died, in 670, Wilfred arranged a dynastic match: Dagobert’s new wife would be Giselle of Razès, daughter of the count of Rhazès and niece of the Visigoth king. The Merovingian and Visigoth bloodlines would thus be allied, providing a basis for the unification of most of France from the Pyrenees to the Ardennes. It would be a partly Visigoth realm, and Arian thinking was still strong among Visigoths, but it would be under Rome’s control. The marriage took place at the bride’s official residence at Rhedae, in fact at the very church of St. Magdalene, the original building on the site, which later became the medieval church next to my cottage.

The marriage produced three children, with the last one—a son born in 676—being the future Sigisbert IV. By this time, Dagobert II was king and had to deal with anarchy among various rebellious nobles and with accumulating vast wealth to finance the recapture of Aquitaine, which had become independent. What’s more, his inclination toward Arianism very probably upset the Catholic Church. Thus, on December 23, 679, when Dagobert went hunting at the royal palace at Stenay and lay down at midday for a rest by a stream near a tree, one of his servants stole up to him and, acting under enemy orders, pierced him through the eye with a lance, killing him. The murderer then rode back to Stenay with his accomplices, planning to wipe out the rest of the family there. Whether they succeeded in doing so is not known, but the reign of Dagobert and his family came to an immediate end. The Church not only associated with the king’s assassins; it also went as far as justifying the murder.

One story has it that in 681 Sigisbert IV, Dagobert’s son and still a little boy, was smuggled by his sister to his mother in the Languedoc, where he later became the duke of Rhedae (nicknamed Plantard), but the veracity of this story is doubtful, for it seems to derive from Priory of Sion sources (which we shall explore soon). No official records exist about him, but maybe this is the result of his enemies’ understandable efforts to prove the end of the Merovingian bloodline. Dagobert’s body was buried in the royal chapel of St. Remy. Two centuries later, in 872, it was moved to another church, which became the church of St. Dagobert. (In the same year, he also became a saint, though it’s not clear why.) During the French Revolution, the church and the relics of St. Dagobert were destroyed, and today only an incised skull said to be that of Dagobert II is in the hands of a convent at Mons. All other relics of the saint have disappeared.

In 725, Arab forces, which had come from North Africa via Spain, quickly beat back the Visigoths in Septimania. Rhedae was built up into a great stronghold with a citadel at each end and two sets of battlements surrounding the city. Shortly afterward, power effectively passed into the hands of the Carolingians. The first of these was Charles Martel, who stopped the Moorish invasion at the Battle of Poitiers in 732. But Martel did not take the throne. It was the pope who declared that Childeric III should be deposed in favor of Pepin III, thus openly breaking the Church’s pact with Clovis. This betrayal by the Church was extraordinary. A document was produced known as the Donation of Constantine (which would be proved to be a forgery in the fifteenth century), which attested not just to the Church’s spiritual authority over all of Christianity, but also to its power to make kings!

A complex, unclear period followed, with some sources speaking of a Sigisbert VI, also referred to as Prince Ursus, surviving the betrayal and continuing the Merovingian bloodline. The Franks eventually pushed both Visigoths and Arabs out to Spain for good. This was the time of Charlemagne’s piece-by-piece assembly of his immense empire. On Christmas Eve in 800 he was proclaimed Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Leo III in Rome, a title that three hundred years earlier had been solemnly reserved for the Merovingian line. Both Pepin III and Charlemagne married Merovingian princesses, as if to strengthen the legitimacy of their dynasty. It should be noted that the betrayal of the Merovingians by the Catholic Church was never forgotten and is at the root of many apparently inexplicable events in later centuries, perhaps right down to the present.

The walled city of Rhedae, a dependency of Carcassonne, reached its peak in the eleventh century. When Amalric married Clothilde in 1062, it had two towers and two sets of battlements, with similar fortifications upon the nearby twin hill that formed part of the royal city. It had thirty thousand inhabitants, two churches—the church of St. Pierre and the church of Mary Magdalene—a monastery inside the village and another one outside, and many shops and craftsmen.

The language of the Occitan, quite different from medieval French, was spoken everywhere. (In the Languedoc the word for “yes” is oc, not oui.) The royal city was famous for the music and poetry contests in the splendor of its court. Christians, Muslims, and Jews, as well as countless heretics of all descriptions, lived in “Alexandrian” harmony within its walls.

After losing its royal status, however, Rhedae began its decline. In the twelfth century, now called Rhedesium, it changed hands many times: first belonging to the viscounts of Béziers; then to Alfonso, king of Barcelona; then to the Trencavels. In 1170 Afonso attacked the badly defended city and destroyed the hilltop defenses and the lower village; only the main citadel with its tower remained. In the time of the Great Cathar heresy, vast destruction and killing also took place. During the Albigensian crusade of 1209, Simon de Montfort took Rhedae and Coustaussa easily, given that they were practically defenseless, and all remaining walls were removed. Simon then destroyed the whole area to prevent its possible reuse as a Cathar stronghold. His heirs, the lords of Voisins, however, rebuilt double-walled battlements, strengthened the castle at the top of the hill, and restored the two churches. Rennes once more became the principal town of the region.

In the years around 1360, the people of Rennes were cut down by the plague and were almost destroyed by roving Catalan bandits, the so-called Routiers. Near anarchy prevailed, a terrible period of merciless killing, fires, and pillage by armed adventurers. In 1361 the plague killed most remaining survivors, and subsequently, Count Henri de Trestamare, a feared bandit from Spain, attempted to override the city by siege. The Voisinses put up a fight, but in 1362 all walls were destroyed once again, as well as the monastery and the church of St. Pierre.

This was the end of Rhedae. The town, even the names Rhedae and Rhedesium, disappeared forever. Only the church of Mary Magdalene and the name Rennes-le-Château remained. The house of Voisins ended when Jeanne married the Spanish nobleman Marquefave. His descendant Blanche de Marquefave married Pierre d’Hautpoul in 1422, bringing as her dowry the baronry of Rennes-le-Château. Henri, baron of Hautpoul, later decided to take up the title of Blanchefort, a branch of the family that in the twelfth century had produced two grand masters of the Knights Templar, Bertrand and Hugues. The last marchioness of Blanchefort was Marie de Nègre d’Ables, a descendant of an important family from the Sault Plateau. She married the last marquis of Blanchefort in 1732 and thirty years later became his widow without a male heir. On January 17, 1781, Marie died at the age of sixty-seven, and the family name died with her.

Exactly one hundred years later, exhibiting elusive and fascinating connections to every stage of the history I have outlined, the legendary tale of the parish priest Bérenger Saunière began to unfold.
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THE MYSTERY OF ABBÉ SAUNIÈRE

As is well known, the main elements of this story formed the basis of the best seller Holy Blood, Holy Grail, by Henry Lincoln, Michael Baigent, and Richard Leigh, first published in 1982. Their presentation followed on the heels of three successful BBC documentaries: The Lost Treasures of Jerusalem (1971), The Painter and the Devil (1974), and Shadow of the Templars (1979).

The enormous success of the book was due to the resurfacing into public awareness, for the first time since the Cathar heresy, of the tradition concerning the marriage of Jesus and Mary Magdalene and the fate of their offspring. Many books—more than four hundred, perhaps— have now been published claiming to know the great secret of Rennes-le-Château. Some of these are sheer fantasy, some are based on honest research work, and most of them are a mixture of these two.

I became interested in these ideas because they seemed an extension of my own historical research, begun long before I became aware of them. Since discovering the tradition of Jesus and Mary Magdalene, my work was carried out mostly on-site in Rennes, and eventually I simply moved to the village itself. Over the years I have come to believe that the most likely explanation of the Rennes story and its various mysteries is different from the one put forth in Holy Blood, Holy Grail, but I will let the reader be the judge. Before returning to the mystery of the village in depth, however, we shall take a detour through the early centuries of Christianity, but first I will provide here a brief outline of the story of Rennes and of my interpretation of the available clues.

Of all the researchers I have corresponded with, I am most indebted to Tatiana Kletzky-Pradere, author of Rennes-le-Château: Guide du Visiteur. With her consent, I present the mystery through a summary of the results of her work, interspersed with my own comments in brackets. I must say at the outset that the following account reflects only the way in which Madame Kletzky-Pradere and I propose that events likely developed.

MARIE DE NÈGRE D’ABLES, DAME D’HAUTPOUL DE BLANCHEFORT ET DE RAZÈS-RHEDAE

At the time of her death, in 1781, Dame d’Hautpoul de Blanchefort was the keeper of a very great secret that had been passed on from generation to generation of her family. Because she had no son, when she realized that she didn’t have long to live, she decided to entrust her secret to her confessor, the curé of Rennes-le-Château, Antoine Bigou.

She confided to him the secret and presented for his safekeeping vitally important documents. She died on January 17, 1781, but not before making the priest promise that before his own death, he would entrust her secret to someone worthy.

What the priest heard frightened him considerably, particularly as France was in the midst of great political upheavals that before long would lead to the Revolution of 1789 and the destruction of the king and noble families of France. After much thought, he decided to hide the documents in the Visigoth altar pillar in the church of Mary Magdalene in Rennes. Fearing for his life in those difficult times, he decided to entrust a stone slab with what was to be passed on to future generations. The slab was engraved with Latin inscriptions, and in 1791 it was laid upon the grave of the marchioness. One of the inscriptions, written partly in Greek letters, reads ET IN ARCADIA EGO. Bigou had this stone lifted from the vaults of Arques (a castle exactly on the original zero meridian), between the parishes of Peyrolles and Serres near Pontils. At the head of the grave he had erected another flagstone bearing conspicuous anomalies in the epitaph. And all of this Bigou accomplished because he believed the correct interpretation of this script would lead to the hiding place of the secret [which in fact it did]. Finally, inside the church he decided to place facedown at the foot of the altar a very old sculptured slab depicting a knight and a small child riding the same horse. [The source of this slab is not known, but it probably came from a Merovingian tomb in the churchyard.]

Very soon after, in 1792, Curé Bigou was declared an insubordinate priest and fled to Sabadell, in the Catalan region of Spain. There he died eighteen months later, but not before he had entrusted the great secret to Curé Cauneille, an exile like himself. Cauneille carried out his own sacred mission by writing two books, The Golden Ray and The Line of Sight. He also transmitted the secret by word-of-mouth to two other priests: Curé Jean Vie, vicar of Rennes les Bains from 1841 to 1872, and Curé Emile-François Cayron, vicar of St.-Laurent-de-la-Cabrerisse at about the same time.

I believe that all three priests knew that a huge treasure of untold value was buried somewhere around Rennes-le-Château and Rennesles-Bains, hidden in twelve different hiding places that had been pointed out to Curé Bigou by Marchioness de Blanchefort. These hiding places were indicated by Curé Bigou by means of a coded message, with its key cut into the epitaphs on the stones erected to mark the grave of the marchioness.

The priests also must have known of the existence of several parchments of great historic value containing proof relating to the lineage of the royal families of Europe. This fact is important in light of the relationship Abbé Saunière developed with Johann von Hapsburg.

Saunière and another priest, Boudet, were later clever enough to make the most of these documents. Curé Henri Boudet, a poor boy from Quillan, was taught by Curé Cayron, who had himself been a disciple of the curé of Rennesles-Bains, Jean Vie. It is known that Boudet was a man of high education and knowledge of history, Greek, Latin, English, and Saxon. Curé François Bérenger Saunière, born in Montazels, a small village near Rennes-le-Château, was appointed priest at Rennes in 1885 with the task of looking after a decrepit church which at that time had a very small congregation. Together, these two priests lived out their great adventure.

Less than six months after his installation as priest of Rennes-le-Château, Saunière was visited by the archduke Johann von Hapsburg, a cousin of the powerful emperor of Austria-Hungary, Franz Joseph. Someone, probably Boudet, had suggested he visit Saunière. The archduke introduced himself as Monsieur Guillaume, stating that he had come on behalf of the countess of Chambord, who had been born a Hapsburg and had been a widow for two years. Her late husband, Henri de Bourbon, count of Chambord, a direct descendant of Louis XIV and a grandson of Charles X, had been the legitimate pretender to the crown of France and could have reigned under the name Henri V. He had died childless, however, and this was where one of the branches of the royal lineage of Louis XIV had disappeared forever.

The archduke, a most refined man, offered the country priest the sum of three thousand francs, a considerable amount in those days, to look for precious parchments—which Bigou had deemed of immense importance at the time—hidden somewhere inside the church. For several years the archduke returned regularly to check Saunière’s progress, and provided compensation totaling twenty thousand francs, which would now be about fifty thousand euros. [We know that Saunière and Johann von Hapsburg had accounts at the same bank in Perpignan and that Saunière received many letters from a bank in Budapest as well.]

At about the same time, in 1886, Henri Boudet published his most peculiar book The True Celtic Language and the Stone Circle at Rennesles-Bains. When it was published, experts regarded it with disdain, though some researchers still believe the book contains encoded secrets, including the location of twelve hidden boxes, each to be opened in its proper, numbered turn—but the key to deciphering the supposed secrets in the text has yet to be found.

Boudet was greatly disappointed by the reception scholars gave his book, so he had a rather clever idea: He decided to immortalize his message in stone through the coded symbolic decoration of the church of St. Magdalene in Rennes. He reached an agreement with Saunière that he, Boudet, would pay for all restoration work on the church and would remain the absolute unquestioned supervisor of planning while leaving Saunière the role of very highly paid overseer of the work required.

Some believe that Boudet imposed upon Saunière his eighteen-year-old servant, Marie Denarnaud, known as Marinette, as a collaborator who would also play the role of treasurer. She came to live in Rennes in the now roofless house beside the Saunière garden. Restoration work soon started, with large sums of money arriving to Marinette’s account. Boudet’s account book shows that in fifteen years she received the sum of 4,516,691 francs in gold coins, an unbelievable fortune then and quite a sum even now.

Under the stone slab sculpted with knights, which Bigou had placed facedown at the foot of the altar, Saunière’s workers discovered a grave containing three skeletons and a ceramic pot filled with ancient coins and jewels. In 1891 the documents hidden by Antoine Bigou inside the pillar a hundred years earlier were found, and they consisted of two authenticated deeds, an ancient document from the crown of France bearing the seal of Blanche de Castille and a more recent manuscript, which was deciphered by Henri Boudet and revealed an anagram of the epitaph:

BERGERE PAS DE TENTATION—QUE POUSSIN, TENIERS TIENNENT LA CLEF PAX 681—PAR LA CROIX ET CE CHEVAL DE DIEU, J’ACHEVE CE DEMON DE GARDIEN A MIDI POMMES BLEUES

[SHEPHERDESS NO TEMPTATION—THAT POUSSIN, TENIERS HOLD THE KEY PEACE 681—BY THE CROSS AND THIS HORSE OF GOD, I COMPLETE (OR DESTROY) THIS DEMON OF GUARDIAN AT NOON BLUE APPLES.]

It is believed this message refers to St. Sulpice Church in Paris, in the land of St.-Germain-des-Prés, where Merovingian kings were buried until the construction of the basilica of St. Denis. St. Sulpice is based upon the design of the Temple of Solomon and was completed at the time the marchioness died. It is also believed that the message recommends that the person who can interpret it refrain from undertaking anything before 1891 unless ordered to do so by superior authorities. The marchioness’s epitaph clearly points to 1891, and researchers have been puzzled why that date had been chosen. She died in 1781, so the inscription should have read January 17, 1781 (MDCCLXXXI), but Bigou had insisted on engraving XVII JANVIER MDCOLXXXI, substituting an O for the second C. But because O does not appear in Roman numerals, it can be ignored and the date can be read MDCLXXXI, or 1681. If we now take the O—which reminds us of the zero meridian that runs through both St. Sulpice in Paris and Rennesles-Bains—as a pivot point, we can turn the date around so that 1681 becomes 1891.

Curé Boudet decided to follow this instruction by sending Saunière to St. Sulpice for orders. According to records in the church, Saunière was there during five days in March 1892 and came in contact with Émile Hoffet, a famous occultist and author of many essays on esoteric works, and Emma Calvé, the opera singer and a close friend of Joseph Peladan, who in 1891 had founded the Order of the Rose Cross of the Temple and Grail.

He also met Charles Plantard, who claimed to be a descendant of the royal branch of the Merovingians. Saunière later lavishly entertained these and other people in high authority at Rennes-le-Château. Interestingly, a number of symbolic decorations in St. Sulpice portray the landscape around Rennesles-Bains and Rennes-le-Château and the secrets that are hidden there. Saunière is said to have brought back from Paris three reproductions of paintings [but there exists no proof to support this story]: The Temptation of St. Anthony, by David Teniers (St. Anthony’s day is January 17, the day of the marchioness’s death); The Shepherds of Arcadia, by Nicolas Poussin, showing the landscape around Blanchefort castle and the famous inscription ET IN ARCADIA EGO; and a portrait of Pope Celestin V (artist unknown).

On Saunière’s return to Rennes, he and Boudet opened in darkness Marchioness de Blanchefort’s tomb vault in the graveyard of the church of Mary Magdalene and went to quite a lot of trouble to chisel away the engraving upon it. [Infrared photography has since shown what the engraving was.]

Thereafter, Saunière traveled widely through France and abroad, but never stayed away very long. Apparently much correspondence came to him. The redecoration of the church continued on a grand scale, with Boudet investing considerable sums of money. The smallest details were continually corrected at high cost by Italian artists and a secret room was built behind the vestry to which there was access through a false cupboard.

In 1897 the church was finally finished and inaugurated. Contractors’ records show the expenditure of extremely large sums of money. In addition, land was purchased in the name of Marie Denarnaud and buildings were constructed, including Villa Bethany and the Magdala Tower, a semicircular gallery on the edge of a cliff with a greenhouse and an orangery. Also constructed was a garden with trees and a fountain. Bérenger Saunière also spent money lavishly on high-ranking people, much to the anger of Curé Boudet, who quarreled with him about this. Yet even after repeated disagreements with his bishop, Saunière appeared to think he had some kind of immunity.

Curé Gelis, of Coustaussa, was found murdered in his vestry on All Saints Day 1897. Neither the murderer nor any motive was ever found. [Nothing had been disturbed and the body was laid out in a reverent position, so it seems the killer must have been known by Curé Gelis.] In 1903, after suspecting Saunière of intimidating Curé Gelis, Boudet became very upset by Saunière’s behavior. He suspended all payments to Marie Denarnaud and ceased contact with Saunière.

Deprived of Boudet’s flow of donations, Saunière found himself in financial difficulties and he was thus compelled to sell some valuable furniture, silverware, and collections. Because Boudet had cut off his gifts to the new bishop as well, the bishop decided he was no longer going to condone Saunière’s behavior. On the bishop’s recommendation, the Vatican forbade Saunière to hold Mass in the church. Being greatly distressed by this, the priest constructed his own altar on the veranda of Villa Bethany so that he could continue to offer Mass to any parishioner who wanted to attend. [The Vatican accused him of simony—that is, selling Masses and pardons—and some researchers believe that to have been the sole source of his wealth.]

Saunière’s diaries show that he continued to have serious money problems until Curé Boudet, on his deathbed, revealed to him the source and hiding place of the great fortune. After thirty years of this turbulent life, Saunière was at last sole master of Rennes’s secret. He continued spending substantial sums on several strange projects. For example, he signed a large contract with his building contractor in Couiza, saying he would pay cash for construction of another tower below the existing Magdala Tower. Certainly Saunière found wealth from some source, but it may not have been treasure as such. More likely, it was a secret of vital importance. Perhaps there were secret documents of lineage, proof favoring one or the other of the competing branches of French royalty or the Hapsburgs. These could have been vital for many members of the European nobility of the time.

Why did Saunière receive money from the Hapsburg archduke Johann von Hapsburg using the pseudonym of Jean Orth? The archduke first came to Rennes not long after he had renounced all rights and titles in 1889 and was banished from all Austrian empire territories. Officially he was said to have died in 1890, but in fact he died in Argentina in 1911. On the face of it, the most likely and credible explanation for Saunière’s sudden wealth would seem to be payments from the archduke for archaeological services. Other clues in Saunière’s life, however, point to his possessing some kind of powerful information. Why was he admitted so readily to the Hoffet elite circle in Paris? How was he able to flout the authority of his bishop and later secure exoneration from the Vatican without too much difficulty (although this was formally given only after his death)? We shall probably never know. In the end, Saunière outlived Boudet by only a couple of years. On January 17, 1917, he was found by Marie Denarnaud at the Magdala Tower, the victim of a stroke.

He is believed to have passed his secret to his friend Curé Rivière, from Esperaza, sometime in the five days before his death on January 22, 1917. True to his word, Curé Rivière passed the great secret to another member of the clergy, who is so far not identified. The Church is said to have then pressured Marie Denarnaud to sell her property and made every effort to hush up the whole matter.

Fifty years later, an extraordinary event occurred: A British newspaper suddenly published three of the parchments belonging to Marchioness d’Hautpoul de Blanchefort. The documents had considerable historic value and had been bequeathed by will to a niece of Saunière who lived in Montazels. She seemed to have sold them very cheaply in 1965 to Captain Rowland Stanmore and Sir Thomas Frazer, two Englishmen representing the International League of Ancient Books. The whereabouts of the documents at present are not known, but it is believed that they were placed in a safe deposit box in a Lloyd’s Bank vault in London. Investigation to verify has been fruitless. No confirmation could be obtained from Lloyd’s Bank, the International League of Ancient Books, or the Englishmen concerned. All denied knowledge of the transaction. The story was finally dismissed as having no foundation. The three published parchments contained:


	A genealogy of the counts of Rhedae, the first descendants of the Merovingian kings, from Mérovée until 1244. The documents bore the seal of Blanche de Castille, queen of France in that year, and were written in the form of litanies to Notre Dame. They were countersigned by Raymond Y. A. Niort, the man who had negotiated the conditions of surrender of the last surviving Cathar fortress at Montségur, which fell in that same year. Blanche de Castille is said to have given the Cathars these documents in exchange for the location of a Visigoth treasure of gold hidden in the Razès. These documents are said to have been secretly carried out of Montségur by the last four men to escape the siege by being lowered with ropes at night. I believe they were then handed over by the Cathars to the Knights Templar, to whom they were absolutely vital.

	The will of François-Pierre d’Hautpoul, lord of Rennes and Bézu, drawn up by Captier, a solicitor at Esperaza, on November 23, 1644. This includes the descendants of the genealogy of the first document from 1244 to 1644 together with six lines in Latin about St. Vincent de Paul of Alet.

	The will of Henri d’Hautpoul drawn up on April 24, 1695, with his seal and signature and a Latin invocation to five saints, including Mary Magdalene.



These, then, are the documents that Saunière found in the graveyard tomb of Marchioness d’Hautpoul de Blanchefort, who had believed them to be vital. She said they had to be deciphered in order to know what belonged to the family because they bear the crucial evidence of the survival of the Merovingian dynasty.

Dagobert II was assassinated in 679 in the forest of Woevre, now in Belgium, on the orders of Pepin the Fat. Because this is seen by many as the betrayal by the Church of Rome of a dynasty who should reign over the Holy Roman Empire to this day, the question of whether Dagobert’s son, Sigisbert IV, survived the assassination has been a potent mystery for centuries among the nobility of Europe. The parchment shows that he did indeed survive, secretly hidden by his mother, the countess of Rhedae. He succeeded his grandfather Béra as count of Razès, continuing the Merovingian line with his wife, Magdala. It was probably the count’s, his wife’s, and his successor’s skeletons that Saunière excavated in the the church of Mary Magdalene in Rennes.

This is the story of Abbé Saunière as
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