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	The 2003 release of *The Da Vinci Code* has arguably elevated the PRIORY OF SION to the status of the most widely recognised 'SECRET SOCIETY' in the whole of recorded history. In DAN BROWN's telling, the Priory of Sion stands as the foremost GODDESS-worshipping CULT on earth, boasting a FEMINIST lineage stretching back the better part of a thousand years. Millions of Brown's devoted readers have accepted both of these assertions as established fact, wholeheartedly convinced that the Priory of Sion is an ancient goddess-worshipping order approaching A THOUSAND YEARS in age.

	A great many of these Brown enthusiasts likewise believe that the CATHOLIC CHURCH has devoted nearly two thousand years to marginalising MARY MAGDALENE, chiefly by 'falsely' branding her a PROSTITUTE. In doing so, 'the Church' has, by extension, marginalised all women and femininity itself. Brown and those who regard his assertions as credible maintain that the 'Priory of Sion has waged a campaign spanning many centuries to correct this injustice'. Yet virtually every Da Vinci Code/Sion sceptic holds that the Priory of Sion is considerably less than a century old and amounts to nothing beyond a FRAUD dreamed up by a French CONMAN driven by DELUSIONS OF GRANDEUR.

	These two positions define the outer limits of the debate. On one end, at least within the English-speaking world, the Priory of Sion is regarded as an ancient fellowship of feminist 'champions', dedicated to opposing an 'evil' state-sanctioned chauvinist 'PATRIARCHY'. On the other end, the Priory of Sion is regarded as little more than a calculated HOAX perpetrated by the unscrupulous upon the credulous. Perhaps more tellingly, these supposed 'hoaxers' are, in the view of certain Sion sceptics, intimately entangled with the very same 'Patriarchy' that so many Brown followers hold in such contempt.

	Yet these competing claims did not simply materialise in the wake of the publication and the staggering commercial success of *The Da Vinci Code*. From the very earliest published accounts, the 'facts' and 'myths' surrounding the Priory of Sion have been, to put it mildly, profoundly contradictory. The notion that the Priory of Sion was and remains fundamentally concerned with feminism did not begin to take shape until more than two decades after its initial public 'unveiling'.

	That said, while the feminist dimension was conspicuously absent from that first unveiling — which originated in a 1962 book by French author GÉRARD DE SÈDE entitled *Les Templiers Sont Parmi Nous* (*The Templars are Amongst Us*) — the volume nonetheless contained early hints of the Magdalene and certain cryptic allusions to the goddess ISIS. This inaugural public reference to the Priory of Sion, at least within the realm of publishing, appeared in the Appendix of *The Templars are Amongst Us*, taking the form of an interview between de Sède and a man named PIERRE PLANTARD. Titled 'The Point of View of the Hermeticist', it introduced Plantard as a 'HERMETIC' archaeologist who, it is implied, had connections to the SECRET SERVICES:

	A few rare archaeologists still practice a unique art: the hermetic deciphering of ancient monuments. More often than we think, civil and religious organizations, and sometimes even the 'secret services', use them' [Italics added] [1] [Gérard de Sède]

	Plantard is, needless to say, of central importance to the entire mystery. According to the various 'BELIEVERS', Plantard was nothing less than the LINEAL DESCENDANT of Jesus Christ. For a great many Sion sceptics, however, Plantard was no more than an ANTI-SEMITIC conman in the grip of delusions of grandeur.

	This first published reference to the Priory of Sion is deliberately ambiguous and cryptic — a quality entirely consistent with this strain of French 'Hermeticism', and thoroughly characteristic of all things Sion. The reference itself serves no purpose beyond 'alerting' the attentive reader to the 'existence' of the Priory of Sion. Plantard stated, to begin with, that:

	Perhaps the miracle will be achieved there [in the fortress of Gisors]. The traveller, like Jacob, will have a strange dream: Two Johns will appear to him – one, Cernunnos, the child of men; the other, Smertullos, the child of God – awaiting the third coming. While illuminated from within, he sees John baptizing Jesus with the shell, with the dove present, and then sees John the Evangelist of the Cross, the Beloved of the heart of Jesus' [2] [Pierre Plantard].

	This cryptic passage carries a numbered annotation. When that reference is traced, it reads simply:

	Instruction of the scholars, the rank of Commander, Priory of Sion' [3] [Pierre Plantard]

	No explanation of what this signifies is offered, nor is there any further mention of a 'Priory of Sion'. The reference plainly serves no 'genuine' purpose beyond announcing the existence of a 'Priory of Sion', while offering absolutely no elaboration as to what that existence entails.

	Before the Priory of Sion acquired its modern association with 'matriarchal feminism', it was connected to a range of other, seemingly contradictory, themes. The theme that has perhaps become most inseparably bound up with the Sion Mythos — at least in the estimation of many Sion researchers — is RENNES-LE-CHÂTEAU, a tiny village nestled in the south of France. Well over a century ago, a Catholic man by the name of Bérenger Saunière assumed the role of parish priest in this small hilltop village. Although his official stipend was exceedingly modest, Saunière appears to have lived far beyond his means during certain stretches of his life. He financed the construction of a 'villa' and a 'tower', among other things, within the village, and conducted himself in ways that many find deeply suspicious. For 'believers', Saunière either discovered a lost cache of treasure, and/or blackmailed the Church and/or local nobility, and/or officiated as high priest over strange magickal rituals. Sceptics, however, argue that he was simply a calculating simonist pocketing payment for masses he could never realistically have found time to perform.

	The first widely read publication to draw a connection between the Priory of Sion and Rennes-le-Château appeared in France in 1967. Once again it was a book penned by Gérard de Sède, this time entitled *L'Or de Rennes* (*The Gold of Rennes*). Although the Priory of Sion receives no direct mention in the text, numerous allusions to it are woven throughout — most notably in diagrams depicting stones, graves, and other features supposedly located in or around Rennes-le-Château. Of greater significance is the fact that the book was produced with the collaboration of Pierre Plantard. Since Plantard occupies the very centre of all things Sion, the account offered in *The Gold of Rennes* carries enormous weight for a host of reasons, not least because it represents the Sion story as conveyed by the supposed Sion grandmaster himself [4].

	It is equally important to note that the de Sède volume was swiftly reissued under a new and considerably more arresting title — *Le Trésor Maudit de Rennes-le-Château* (*The Accursed Treasure of Rennes-le-Château*) — and that this new edition subsequently came to the attention of an English Francophile named Henry Soskin. Soskin is more widely known to the general public under his pen name HENRY LINCOLN, and was one of the three writers who would eventually produce the notorious *Holy Blood, Holy Grail* — a book that exerted a profound influence on popular perceptions of the Priory of Sion, and an equally powerful one on Dan Brown himself. *Holy Blood, Holy Grail* will be examined at the appropriate moment. For now, it is enough to observe that Lincoln drew his initial inspiration directly from the work of Gérard de Sède, produced in collaboration with Pierre Plantard.

	The year 1973 saw the publication of *Les Dessous d'une Ambition Politique* (*Behind the Scenes of a Political Ambition*) by an individual writing under the name 'Mathieu Paoli'. This author claimed to have unearthed evidence strongly suggesting that the Priory of Sion was and remains a French nationalist MONARCHIST CONSPIRACY, bent on restoring a TRADITIONALIST CATHOLIC French Monarchy [5].

	That same year, Gérard de Sède published a new work entitled *La Race Fabuleuse* (*The Fabulous Race*), in which he professed to possess insider knowledge 'proving' that the ancient French royal MEROVINGIAN dynasty descended from a hybrid lineage of ANCIENT ISRAELITES (that is, Jews) and EXTRA-TERRESTRIALS originating from the SIRIUS star system:

	The descendants of Extra-Terrestrials once reigned over France' [6] [Gérard de Sède].

	The most celebrated of all Sion books prior to the arrival of *The Da Vinci Code* was originally published in 1982. Titled *Holy Blood, Holy Grail*, it was co-authored by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and, as already noted, Henry Lincoln (Henry Soskin). This book introduced the Priory of Sion to the English-speaking world and went on to inspire dozens of subsequent authors, Dan Brown foremost among them. *Holy Blood, Holy Grail* is among the handful of books cited
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