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1. HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

The most stunning and prestigious monument in the capital
of the United States is an enormous obelisk, named for
the founder of the country, George Washington, a thirty-
third-degree Mason. It is the tallest such monument in the
world, 555 feet high, though not truly an obelisk, because
it is not quarried from a single piece but put together from
36,000 separate blocks of granite faced with marble.

New York has a true obelisk, brought there from Egypt
in 1880 at the substantial cost at that time of $100,000 to
stand in Central Park near the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. European capitals such as London, Paris, Rome, and
Constantinople have their obelisks, also brought from
Egypt, the apparent source of the fashion at least five
thousand years ago, though where the Egyptians got the
notion is a matter of conjecture.

In ancient Egypt there were a great many obelisks. The
pharaoh Seti |, son of Ramses | and father of Ramses I,
who reigned in the second half of the second millennium
B.C., boasted that he alone fairly “filled Heliopolis with
obelisks."” This city of the sun, as it was called by the
Greeks—the On of the Old Testament and the modern El
Mataria, near Cairo—must have been an extraordinary
sight standing on a rocky plateau in Lower Egypt, with its
forest of slender gilded obelisks reflecting sunlight into
the bright clear air of the wide Nile Delta.

Obelisks had already been raised at Memphis and
Thebes by Thothmes lll, named after Thoth, the Egyptian
god of learning and science. Thothmes, whose reign is
dated from the beginning of the sixteenth century B.C, is
considered by many Egyptologists to have been the
greatest pharaoh in the country’s history. One of his more
beautiful obelisks is now in New York. Another is in
London. Thothmes brought the tallest standing obelisk in
Egypt, 106 feet high, to Karnak, which already had at
least thirteen such monoliths. It now stands in the square
of Saint John Lateran in Rome. Thothmes's stepmother,
Queen Hatshepsut, who was also his rival, raised four
more (slightly smaller) obelisks in Karnak.

The next great name in Egyptian conquerors and obelisk
raisers was Ramses ll. This Nineteenth Dynasty king, who
is said to have reigned for most of the thirteenth century
B.C., is credited with having raised fourteen obelisks at



Obelisk reraised in Constantino-
ple by the emperor Theodosius
In A.0. 390. Originally more than
100 feet tall, it was reduced to
half that size in transit from
Egypt, where it had been origi-
nally raised in Karnak by
Thothmes lIl.

Two of Queen Hatshepsut's ob-
elisks being fioated down to
Thebes from Aswan. Pliny tells
how Ptolemy Philadelphus later
brought Nectabis' obelisk to Al-
exandria. From the Nile he dug a
canal to where the monolith lay.
He then filled two fiat-bottomed

barges with granite blocks equal-

ling twice the weight of the ob-
elisk, and fioated the barges un-
der the needle. As the bargés
were unloaded they rose to ac-
cept the obelisk and fioat it
away.

Tanis alone; but his most renowned examples are the two
he placed outside the Temple of Luxor in Thebes, one of
which is now in Paris's Place de la Concorde.

The Roman historian Pliny the Elder, who died in the
eruption of Vesuvius in A.D. 79, tells how Ramses, with the
help of 100,000 workers, brought down to Heliopolis a
great obelisk, all of 162 feet high. To prevent the workers
from being careless with the dangerous machinery needed
to raise such a monster, he had his son tied to the top of
the obelisk. To save the one, workers must save the
other—and thus their heads. Not that Ramses Il ran much
risk of losing an only heir: he is reputed to have fathered
several dozen sons. The task was successfully accom-
plished; though what became of the obelisk, nobody
knows.

Three of the most eminent historians of the ancient
world, Herodotus, Diodorus Siculus, and Pliny, all tell the
story of another pharaoh who raised two great obelisks at
On. While crossing the Nile, this monarch is said to have
been caught in a terrible storm, so menacing that the
turbulent waters became a threat to his life. Outraged, the
pharaoh is described as having seized a lance and hurled
it into the seething river. The Nile, so the story goes, was
offended, and struck the pharaoh blind. Nor could anyone
cure him, though he tried a variety of doctors. Then an
oracle informed the king of a remedy: he must bathe his
eyes in the urine of a married woman who had slept only
with her husband. With the help of his beautiful queen, the
pharaoh daily bathed his eyes in the manner prescribed;
but he still remained blind. In despair, he experimented
with several more women until at last he found one who
cured him. Those who had failed, he collected into a city
called Zolla Rossa, and had them burned—women and
city. The faithful lady with the successful remedy, he
married. And so happy was this monarch, say the histori-
ans, that he raised all kinds of monuments in Egypt,
including two huge obelisks, each reputedly 100 cubits
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Dragging Constantine's obelisk
to be raised in the Byzantine
Hippodrome

The obelisk of Teti, the earliest
known true obelisk

high—which would be 165 feet—dedicated to the sanctu-
ary of the sun. What happened to these, nobody knows;
and if one had to rely on ““classical’’ Greek and Roman
authors to find out how such great obelisks were raised or
what their real purpose may have been, one would be left
ill informed.

There are other records—some more, some less plausi-
ble—of very ancient obelisks farther up the Nile, as far as
Philae and Elephantine, by the first cataract, and even as
far south as Soleb in Nubia. Available records of obelisks
extend back to the Old Kingdom, with its first four
dynasties, dated by Egyptologists to the third millenium
B.C., whose pharaohs are credited with having built the
Great Pyramids on the Giza plateau. But no obelisk of this
era is known to exist. The records tell that Sahure, and

. other pharaohs of the Fifth Dynasty, built magnificent

temples, such as the Temple of Neurine at Absia, adorned
with obelisks, only parts of which survived. The earliest
example of a complete needle appears to be that of King
Senusret | of the Twelfth Dynasty, found at Heliopolis.
Fragments of earlier obelisks, attributed to King Entef of
the Eleventh Dynasty, date back to the end of the third
millennium B.C. Though broken, their hieroglyphs have been
well preserved, thanks to the protective coating of sand
under which they were buried. Only no one yet knows what
these particular hieroglyphs mean. Recent excavations
show that these obelisks differ from later, more familiar
ones, being shorter and squatter, and having taller mason-
ry bases, sometimes as long as one-third of their shaft.
According to Egyptologists, the longer bases were re-
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Pharaohs of the Fifth Dynasty
added to their pyramid complex-
es vast solar temples built
around a huge benben. But these
early needles, rather than true
monoliths, were obeliscoid struc-
tures composed of separate
blocks raised high on a truncat-
ed pyramid.

Sardanapalus in his harem

quired to raise these sacred “'pryamidions,’ or benben as
the Egyptians called them, nearer to the sun. In fact, there
may have been other reasons, both occult and scientific.

Of the hundreds of obelisks that once stood in Egypt,
only nine still stand; ten more lie broken, victims of
infuriated conquerors, or of the religious fanaticism of
competing cults. The rest are buried or have been carried
away to foreign lands to dwell in dumb mimicry of Egyptian
grandeur.

The first conquerer to remove an Egyptian obelisk was
the Assyrian monarch Assurbanipal, better known by his
Greek name of Sardanapalus, who ravaged Thebes in 664
B.c. and carried away two obelisks to his palace at
Nineveh, presumably floating them down the Red Sea,
across the Indian Ocean, up the Persian Gulf to the Tigris,
and thence to Nineveh, some 1,600 miles away.

The next foreign conqueror, seeking to undo humiliation
suffered at the hands of both Thothmes lll and Ramses Il,
was the Persian leader Cambyses (or Kembathet), who
defeated the Egyptian pharaoh Psametic lll near Pelusium
in a battle in which the Persians killed fifty thousand
Egyptians. With the help of the battle fleet of the Phoeni-
cians, who had also suffered repeatedly at the hands of
pharaohs, the Persians swept the Egyptian navy from the
seas, and made themselves masters of Egypt. Marching
his army through the delta, Cambyses desolated the land
with fire and sword till he came to the great city of On,
which he took by storm and set on fire. In the holocaust
that followed, the great Temple of the Sun was destroyed.
Obelisks were dragged to the ground and mutilated, the



Constantine |, known as the
Great (A.D. 280-337), bastard
son of emperor Constantius |,
became the first Christian em-
peror after defeating Maxentius
at the gates of Rome.

most hated specimens being those that bore the inscrip-
tions of the cruel deeds Thothmes Ill and Ramses |l had
performed against the Persians. Only when fire reached
the base of one magnificent obelisk over 100 feet tall, did
Cambyses, apparently out of admiration for its size (or so
we are told by Pliny), relent and make his followers
extinguish the flames.

Later conquerors of Egypt removed one or more ob-
elisks as souvenirs. After the Macedonian generals of
Alexander the Great had subdued Egypt and established a
Ptolemaic line of Egyptianized Greek pharaohs, who ruled
for three centuries, the Romans in 30 B.C. reduced the
once proud kingdom to a province of Imperial Rome. It
was their turn to loot Egypt of its obelisks. But first, in
commemoration of their conquest, they built in Alexandria
a great temple known as the Caesarium, or Palace of the
Caesars. Started by Cleopatra after the birth of Cesarion,
her son by Julius Caesar, the palace grew into the tallest
and most impressive building in the city, surrounded by a
sacred grove, embellished by porticoes, complete with
library and works of art. As sentinels to guard its grand
water-gate entrance, Julius Caesar’s adoptive son Augus-
tus, as Rome's first emperor, brought from Heliopolis,
where they had stood for 2 millennium and a half, two
great obelisks which came to be known as Cleopatra’s
needles. One is now in London, the other in New York.

Transporting and raising obelisks was no easy task,
even for such expert engineers as the Romans. Although
the records of Roman operations with obelisks are almost
as incomplete as those of the Egyptians, Vitruvius, archi-
tect and military engineer to Augustus—claimed by mod-
ern Freemasons as one of their own—writes that the
motive power for raising such enormous weights came
from men working in a squirrel cage, thereby gaining a
wheel-and-axle mechanical advantage. Vitruvius also de-
scribes a large two-legged shears for supporting tackle
with which to raise an obelisk and set it on its base. But
just how the job was really done remains a mystery.

Somehow, the Egyptians had developed a means of
placing these huge blocks of granite directly onto a
cubical pedestal which had to be absolutely level in order
to have the apex of the obelisk truly vertical over its
base—no easy task. The Romans, either because they
could not match this expertise or because their obelisks
had been injured at the base—by Persians or in trans-
port—came up with a system of wedging astragals, or
metal footings, to a column, between the base of the
obelisk and the top of the pedestal. For this purpose the



The standing obelisk at Heliop-
olis is the oldest known surviving
needle in Egypt. Twenty meters
high, it weighs 121 tons. From
the inscription on it, Egyptolo-
gists have deduced it was raised
on the jubilee of pharaoh Sesos-
tris | in 1942 B.c. Heliopolis, with
its Temple to the Sun, “its
13,000 priests chanting before a
huge mirror of burnished gold,
the sacred hawk in the golden
cage, the pyramidal ben-ben,
and the sacred calf Mnevis on its
purple bed,” was the greatest
theological center in ancient
Egypt. There the pyramid texts,
the largest single collection of
religious compositions yet recov-
ered from early Egypt, were
mostly composed by Heliopolitan
priests. Of the ancient city, with
its scores of obelisks, ncthing
remains but this lone example.




Reconstruction of an Egyptian
temple with its standing obelisks

Romans cast bronze crabs, each about 16 inches in
diameter, with shanks made to fit downward into the
pedestal and upward into the shaft of the obelisk. As
each monolith was settled onto its four crabs, hot lead
was poured around dovetailed shanks so that future
vandals could not so easily remove them—though they
did, repeatedly. Crabs are said to have been chosen by
the Romans as appropriate symbols to sustain obelisks
dedicated to the Egyptian sun god because the Romans
somehow considered the crab a symbol for their own sun
god, Apolio.

Not content with moving two obelisks within Egypt,
Augustus decided to transport another great needle all the
way to Rome to be raised along the spine of the chariot-
racing course of the oldest Roman circus, the Maximus,
which had been laid out by Tarquin between the Palatine
and Aventine hills. Augustus had no trouble choosing his
obelisk. According to Pliny, the 75-foot porphyry needle

-he selected had been carved with hieroglyphs on order of

the pharaoh whom Pliny calls Psemetnepserphreo and
modern Egyptologists call Psammetikos, “‘during whose
reign Pythagoras went to Egypt.” This would have been in
the sixth century B.C, though it is clear that the obelisk
had been quarried many centuries earlier.

The main difficulty in transporting an obelisk consisted
in being able to build a ship large enough to carry the
enormous weight of 200 tons or more. To accommodate
his obelisk, Augustus ordered a ship to be built at least
100 feet long. When the journey was successfully com-
pleted, the emperor exhibited the vessel in the naval yard
of Pozzuoli, outside Naples, so that it could be admired by
the people. After the obelisk was raised in the Circus



Painting in the Vatican of a Ro-
man ship designed to bear an
Egyptian obelisk to Rome. One
such vessel could accommodate
1,200 passengers besides a car-
go of niter, papyrus, and 400,000
bushels of wheat. E

The emperor Gaius (aD. 12-41),
generally known as Caligula. A
slave to his wild compulsions, he
eventually went insane.

Maximus, Augustus decided he liked it so much he had
another one brought from Egypt to be erected in the
Campus Martius, or Field of Mars, where the Roman
armies had once exercised, and where the censor G.
Flaminius had built a circus in 220 B.c. This second obelisk
was 9 feet shorter than the first but was covered with
beautifully carved hieroglyphs, incomprehensible to the
natives, though Pliny, with his intuitive ear for worthwhile
lore, reported the glyphs to be “interpretations of natural
phenomena according to the philosophy of the Egyp-
tians."

The next Roman emperor to bring an obelisk to Rome
was Caligula, contemptuously described by the historian
Suetonius as a singer, dancer, gladiator, and chariot
driver—a job normally reserved for slaves—who brought
an even taller one to adorn the Vatican Circus, which he
built to entertain himself with chariot racing. To import his
obelisk, along with the five enormous pieces of numidian
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Roman chariot race around a
central obelisk. These races
date from the founding of Rome
in the eighth century B.c. and
were dedicated to the seasonal
revitalizing of nature by the
sun—symbolized by the central
obelisk, pillar of life, and axis of
the solar system. The race-
course was likened to the path
of the planets around the eclip-
tic, with altars to each planet
along the spine. Smaller obelisks
marked the equinoctial and sol-
stitial limits of the course, The
charioteers bore different colors
attributed to the various planets.
Such festivals were worldwide. In
Nineveh chariots with planetary
colors raced around the city’'s
crenellated walls; and in Yucatan
the ballcourts similarly represent
the concourse of planets wheel-
ing around the vivifying sun in a
narrow circuit of 7° north and
south of the celestial equator.

Towered docks at Rome's har-
bor, built by the emperor Clau-
dius

granite designed to sustain it, Caligula constructed an
even longer ship than Augustus’s. The obelisk, taken from
Heliopolis, had no inscriptions on its faces, and its ancient
history could not be easily determined. It is believed to
have been cut at Syene, the Arab Aswan, far up the Nile
near the Tropic of Cancer, in the thirteenth century B.C.
According to Pliny this may have been the obelisk set up
by the pharaoh he calls Noncoreo, who raised it in
gratitude for his restored eyesight. What is certain, says
Pliny, is that nothing like the ship which bore it, with its
three hundred oarsmen, had ever been seen before. To
bolster the obelisk, and keep it from moving when the ship
rolled, more than 1,000 tons of lentils in sacks were
stuffed around its shaft. If the obelisk weighed 330 tons,
as reported by Pliny, the base 174 tons, and the lentils
1,000 tons, the ship would have sailed with a minimum
displacement of more than 1,500 tons, no small undertak-
ing for those days.

Once the obelisk was safely at the mouth of the Tiber,
Caligula ordered the ship tied up in Ostia harbor as a
museum piece. In AD. 40, just before Caligula was mur-
dered, the obelisk was set in place in his Vatican Circus
by means of a heavy framework of timber. Claudius, who
succeeded Caligula, had the ship filled with the ubiquitous
Roman mortar, pozzulana, and sunk to make a bigger
harbor, with three docks “‘as tall as towers.” During
recent excavations for Rome’s international airport at
Fiumicino, the outlines of Caligula’'s ship were found, and
it was seen to have been all of 240 feet long.

Nero, who succeeded Claudius, and, like Caligula, en-
joyed driving a quadriga, or four-horse chariot, had the
Vatican Circus protected by a wall all around so he could
practice without being seen (or laughed at) by the people.
Once he considered himself sufficiently proficient, he had
the plebes called in to ‘‘raise their applause to the skies."

9



The obelisk as it was raised on
the Pincian Hill, in 1820

Giambattista Piranesi's etching
of the Basilica of Santa Maria in
Gerusalemme, where Hadrian's
obelisk dedicated to Antinoiis
was found. Its glyphs, honoring
Hadrian, were carved in Rome, in
imitation of Egyptian originals.

When Nero put the blame on the early Christians for
burning Rome—orders for which he had given—many of
them were martyred in the Vatican Circus, among them
Simon, called Peter, who is supposed to have met his
death somewhere near the foot of the great obelisk.

The emperor Hadrian, pained by the drowning in the Nile
of his favorite boyfriend, the beautiful Antinolis, decreed
the building of a city on the banks of that river, to be
called after him, and ordered an obelisk raised in Rome as
a monument on which they said was writ in hieroglyphs
the sad tale of the sacrifice made by this youth to serve
his master. For many centuries no one knew quite where
this obelisk had been raised. It was believed the self-
castrated emperor Heliogabolus had taken it as a phallic
ornament for his own small circus, but eventually it turned
up near the present Basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusa-
lemme in 1770 and-was reraised in the Villa Borghese by
Pious VII fifty years later.

The only non-emperor in ancient Rome to have had an
obelisk on his property was Julius Caesar's friend Caius
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The supposed crucifixion of Saint
Peter beside Caligula’s obelisk
in Nero's Vatican Circus, from a
thirteenth-century fresco repro-
duced by Cesare d'Onofrio

Sallustius Crispus, who managed to accumulate such a
fortune in Africa—without too much scruple—that he
could afford to have a palace with baths, forum, tribune,
and obelisk on a large estate that ran between the
Quirinal Hill and the Pincio (and part of which is now the
French Academy in the Villa Medici). Though this obelisk
came from Egypt, its hieroglyphs were carved in Rome,
copied from the obelisk of Augustus in the Circus Maxi-
mus. The work was so poorly done that some of the
glyphs are backwards.

At the beginning of the fourth century AD., when the
Roman Empire began to split, and the emperor Constan-
tine founded a new capital in Constantinople, he too had
to have an obelisk. For ““New Rome'' on the Bosporus, he
chose the tallest obelisk yet tackled by any Roman
emperor, the great monolith which Thothmes Ill had
brought from Syene to the Temple of Amon at Karnak
before he died, and which his grandson Thothmes IV had
raised some years later. Augustus had seen this colossus,
and had thought of bringing it to Rome, but had not dared
to do so because it was dedicated to Amon, of whom he
stood in awe. Constantine, with fewer qualms, had the
monolith dragged and floated to Alexandria in 330. But
there it lay prostrate, as Constantine lay dying. In the
ensuing insurrections, the Caesarium, with its extraordi-
nary remnants of the great Library of Alexandria—wherein
may have lain an explanation of the purpose of the great
obelisks—also suffered its first destruction.
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The Karnak obelisk of Queen
Hatshepsut. "First of noble wom-
en,” so named at the age of 13
after a mysterous ceremony, this
queen is described as a sensu-
ous, mystical creature who con-
sidered herself an incarnate god-
dess (born by theogamy) divinely
ordained to rule Egypt. She was
depicted wearing the traditional
artificial beard of a pharaoh, and
was referred to as "he." The
daughter of Thothmes |, she mar-
ried her half brother Thothmes Il
and ruled jointly with him. Her
father, as third king of the Eigh-
teenth Dynasty, was responsible
for erecting the first pair of red
granite obelisks at Thebes, each
weighing close to 150 tons, for
which he had a boat 180 feet
long and 60 feet wide built to
transport to Karnak. One of the
obelisks still stands between the
third and fourth pylons. Each
face bears his name, but
Ramses |V added his own, as
did Ramses VI. Hatshepsut
raised four other obelisks at Kar-
nak, one of which still stands.
Another lies broken beside it. On
the occasion of her jubilee, she
had another pair of obelisks
quarried by the Aswan cataract
and floated to Thebes, where
they were raised in the Temple
of Amon-Ra at Karnak. They
were a hundred feet tall and
weighed 232 tons, and their pyr-
amidions were sheathed with
electrum to reflect the sun. A
text of thirty-two lines on the
base describes the events. One
of Hatshepsut's engineer-
architects, Senenmut, is reputed
to have controlled the clergy, as
a state within the state, a secret
society of architects and ma-
sons, devoted to the mother

When Constantine's son and successor, Constantius,

traveled to Old Rome, then governed by his brother
Constans, he was so impressed by the grandeur of its
monuments he decided to tie his own name to the eternal
city by having the tallest of all known obelisks brought
there from Alexandria. It took another enormous ship with
three hundred oarsmen to ferry the red granite monolith,
carved from the hills of Aswan, safely to the port of Ostia.
From there it was floated up the Tiber on a huge raft as
far as the Ostiense docks, where it was thrown into a side
street, because the tyrant Magnentius had just slain
Constantius's brother and occupied Rome.

Only when Magnentius conveniently committed suicide in
Lyons in 353 was Constantius able to resume the job of
dragging the obelisk along the present Aventine avenue to
the center of the Circus Maximus. Ammianus Marcellinus,
the Greek historian who wrote about Rome and was alive
at the time, says that to raise it in the year 357 thousands
of men were employed to pull on huge ropes, and that so
many timbers were required the circus looked like a
forest. He adds that as the needle finally stood erect,
many more thousands of spectators were dumbfounded to
see that it dwarfed the obelisk of Augustus, about 50

12



goddess, spread among the tem-
ples to survey "strict obser-
vance" of the rule. After her
death, the images and names on
Hatshepsut's monuments were
removed. Her successor,
Thothmes lll, raised seven ob-
elisks in Karnak and Heliopolis.

The circus at Constantinople,
with its obelisks along the spine,
where the ancient festivals grad-
ually lost their meaning in the
course of the decadent Byzan-
tine millennium
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meters away, which had dominated the area for 367
years.

Meanwhile the inhabitants of Constantinople obtained
another obelisk from Karnak, one believed to have been
raised there by the pharaoh Menkherra-sonb. It too had
been dragged to Alexandria on orders of Constantine, but
had lain neglected since his death. Constantius’s cousin,
Julian, who succeeded him as emperor, got it moving
again by urging the people of Alexandria to forward the
old shaft to New Rome, in return for a colossal statue of
himself. The ship which bore the obelisk from Alexandria
was driven ashore in a storm near Athens, whence the
shaft was at last brought to Constantinople by Theodosius
I, who came to the throne twenty years after Julian.

Along with the fifteen authentic Egyptian obelisks which
the Romans ferried across the inland sea to adorn their
streets, forums, and circuses, they also raised a forest of
imitations, many with hieroglyphs carved in the style of
the Egyptian originals, which no one could any longer read
or understand. Decay was at hand. Within a few centuries
of the decline and fall of Rome came the decline and fall
of its obelisks. With but one exception, all were knocked
down and badly damaged by fire, especially around the
bases, as if with the deliberate intent that they never be
raised again.

Con roltan o mp st
Flams: ¢ cnbamino Agguite cpacdl
st hgmar. uar cowiniome amie
amas. o £a vrks o Teven "
fladie  aprwast -

{crrci sive HiFm}iﬁili



Ruins of ancient Rome with a
fallen obelisk—and incom-
prehensible glyphs—depicted by
Piranesi

For a long time this vandalizing was attributed to the
various barbarous invaders who succeeded each other in
waves. Later writers, beginning in the Renaissance, con-
cluded that the obelisks had been disposed of not by
barbarians, envious of such imposing monuments, but by
bigoted Christians who hated or feared all that was
pagan. Rodolfo Lanciani, the Italian-born historian and
antiquarian, pointed out at the turn of the century that
obelisks were not the only pagan monuments to be
destroyed, desecrated, and broken up to make new
buildings. In his The Ruins and Excavations of Ancient
Rome he flatly absolves the barbarians: ““We can discard
the current opinion that attributes to barbarians the disap-
pearance of Rome’s monuments.'' According to Lanciani,
whereas the scourge of invaders passed over the massive
constructions of the Roman Republic and the Roman
Empire, leaving what he calls hardly a trace of damage,
the real harm was done by Christianized Romans of the
Middle Ages and of the early Renaissance. ‘‘Can one,"
Lanciani asks, “‘really see the barbarians pulverizing the
65 kilometers of marble around the Circus Maximus?"
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Plan of Saint Peter's Basilica as
it was built over the remains of
Nero's circus beside Caligula’s
still-standing obelisk

The demolition and retrogression perpetrated by Chris-
tians lasted for a thousand years. As the great city slowly
decayed, grass grew in the marketplaces and the forums;
carefully laid stones were toppled, one after the other, till
wolves roamed the empty spaces. Of the great obelisks,
with one exception—that brought by Caligula—not a trace
was left. They were buried, lost, forgotten. Even the sole
standing example was up to its navel in refuse and dirt, its
pedestal and bronze astragals completely buried. It still
stood only because of the Christian basilica of Saint
Peter, founded by Constantine, whose walls it almost
touched. Any attempt to knock down the obelisk would
have risked destroying this most holy of Christian
churches, deliberately built on the spot in Caligula's
Vatican Circus where Saint Peter was said to have been
martyred.

o
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If the Goths and Vandals had been interested in de-
stroying obelisks, they would hardly have spared this
example for that reason. More likely, the early pontifis,
exponents of an antipagan religion, wished to supplant
once and for all these erect symbols of a pantheistic way
of life and, as they did in the case of so many ancient
pagan sites, turn this sole remaining obelisk into a Chris-
tianized place of worship, granting indulgences to pilgrims
who would crawl about its base, praying to Saint Peter.

But such is the karmic wheel of life that it was to be the
succeeding pontiffs in later rounds of history who would
do their damnedest to raise again the old obelisks to their
former grandeur, like so many phoenixes rising from their
ashes to proclaim the very wisdom which the Church had
wished to silence.

15
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Ball atop Caligula's obelisk,
close by the Vatican Basilica,
said to contain the ashes of

Julius Caesar. From a sixteenth-

century print reproduced by
Cesare d'Onofrio

The assassination of Julius
Caesar

2. RESURRECTION OF
THE OBELISKS

An English prelate who traveled to Rome at the beginning
of the fourteenth century, Master Gregorius, found the last
obelisk still standing up against the walls of Saint Peter's
Basilica, in a dark alley flanked by crumbling old houses.
As its shaft was covered with dirt and weeds, well above
the sign of any base, Master Gregorius had no way of
telling the length of the obelisk, and conjectured it might
be as long as 250 feet. More interested in the pagan
antiquities of Rome than its Christian churches, Gregorius
was captivated by the tradition that the bronze ball on top
of the obelisk contained the ashes of Julius Caesar. In
letters to his English parishioners, in which he cheerfully
admitted that “*he read much but understood little,” Gre-
gorius passed on the story that the obelisk had been
raised on the exact spot where Caesar, on the way to the
Capitol, had been accosted by an astrologer who warned
him he would be killed on the ides of March.

The antiquarian and historian Cesare d’Onofrio, in his
Gli Obelischi di Roma, attributes the belief partly to the
fact that the words Julius and Caesar appear four times in
the Latin inscription below the obelisk, and partly to a
misunderstood passage in Suetonius, ‘‘one of those cases
of false etymology,"” says d'Onofrio, ‘'so common among
the learned when they try to explain away something they
cannot understand.” Suetonius, in his Lives of the Cae-
sars, relates that right after the dictator's remains were
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Nicholas V replaced the anti-
pope Felix V, a duke of Savoy—
not even a priest—elected when
the Council of Basel in 1439
deposed Eugenius IV as a
heretic.

With the end of the schism of
the Church, Nicholas V reestab-
lished Rome as the seat of the
papacy, and to celebrate this
triumph proclaimed a jubilee
whose participants he milked to
embellish Rome.

Antonio Sangallo

burned, the populace erected in the Forum a solid column
of numidian stone, 20 feet high, dedicated to the Father of
His Country.

The first serious attention paid to this last of the
standing obelisks came in the Renaissance from Tommaso
Parentucelli, Pope Nicholas V (1447-55), a humanist of
considerable erudition, of whom his secretary—later Pope
Pius ll—reported that ‘‘what he does not know is outside
the range of human knowledge." Part of Nicholas's grandi-
ose scheme of rebuilding Rome into a stunning capital of
Christendom was to have Caligula's Vatican obelisk
moved from its dark hiding place to the center of Saint
Peter's Square, there to be raised on four life-sized
bronze statues of the Evangelists. By placing atop the
obelisk a huge bronze Jesus with a golden cross in his
hand, Nicholas declared, his wish was '‘to strengthen the
weak faith of the people by the greatness of that which it
sees.”’ The night before the job was to be assigned to his
favorite architect, a Bolognese engineer named Ridolfo
Fioravante degli Alberti, better known by the nickname of
“Aristotle," the old pope died, reputedly of a broken heart
because Constantinople had fallen to the Turks.

Fifteen years later, when the Franciscan general
Francesco della Rovere, who had spent his life as a
mendicant friar, came to the papacy as Sixtus IV (147 1-
84), his secretary was to say of him ‘“he was so exempt
from avarice he could not endure the sight of money.""
Result: he depleted the papal treasury, waging war
against the Florentines, the Venetians, and the Neapoli-
tans, sending a battle fleet to its doom against the Turks,
and spending a great deal of money beautifying Rome with
such lavish constructions as the Sistine Chapel. Among
his grander projects was a revival of the idea of moving
Caligula's obelisk. But the project failed; this time be-
cause his architect, the same Aristotle whom Nicholas V
had befriended, was caught minting his own coin and was
locked up in Castel Sant'Angelo, from where he defected
to Russia to build churches in the Kremlin.

A generation later, after Antonio da Sangallo had pre-
sented plans for a basilica of Saint Peter’'s in which
Michelangelo was to become involved, Pope Paul lll
(Alessandro Farnese, 1534-49) became determined to
have Caligula’'s obelisk raised in Saint Peter's Square. On
several occasions he discussed the matter with Michelan-
gelo, whom he knew had invented special equipment for
raising heavy stones, but Michelangelo would not go along
with the idea. When asked by friends why he, who was
such an ingenious fellow, and had invented such good
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Paul lll, a great lover of luxury
and a phenomenal nepotist, by
means of which he alienated
great fiefs of papal land to his
bastard children. This pope intro-
duced the Inquisition into Italy in
1542, He also approved the
foundation of the Society of
Jesus as an army to combat
heresy. And it was he who es-
tablished rigorous censorship
and an index of forbidden books.

equipment, would not give the pope the pleasure of
moving the obelisk, Michelangelo is reported to have
replied: “What if it breaks?"" More likely, Michelangelo
disagreed with the motive behind the scheme—the raising
of a mighty symbol to reinforce the suppression of her-
esy—and when commissioned by Paul lll to paint the Last
Judgment in the Sistine Chapel, made a point of painting a
pope in hell.

It remained for a poor swineherd from the Adriatic coast
near Ancona, another mendicant Franciscan friar, who
came to the papal throne as Sixtus V (1585-80), to raise
sufficient money to fell and reerect the obelisk. Born in
poverty as Felice Peretti, the son of a chambermaid and a
farmhand, this new pope turned out to be even more
extravagant in his expenditures of public funds than had
been Sixtus IV. But unlike his predecessor, Peretti man-
aged rapidly to accumulate an enormous fortune through
the imposition of heavy taxes and the sale of offices.
Romans quipped that the only remaining commodity un-
taxed by Sixtus was the heat of the sun. In the short five
years during which he was pope, Sixtus V got the reputation
of having "‘built five bridges, watered five fountains, erected
five obelisks, and left five millions in the treasury."
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Sixtus V (1585-1590). Crafty
and malignant, this new pope an-
nounced: “| come not to bring
peace but the sword!" In all
parts of the Papal States stakes
were erected, on each of which
stood the head of an "outlaw.”
With the sale of offices Sixtus
refilled the papal coffers, raising
the price for becoming treasurer
from 15,000 to 50,000 scudi. He
then placed a heavy burden on
the poor by taxing such indis-
pensable articles as firewood.
With the vast wealth he accumu-
lated in Castel Sant’Angelo, Six-
tus created a battle fleet to fight
the Ottomans and was the first
to draft an army of his own peo-
ple in the hope of seizing the
Kingdom of Naples from Philip Il
of Spain. A compulsive “moral-
ist,"" Sixtus ordered courtesans
whipped naked for trafficking
with married men, and was dis-
suaded by the governor of Rome
from confining all the prostitutes
in a ghetto only because there
were too many. The ancient ruins
of Rome Sixtus considered “fes-
tering sores" of an ugly pagan
civilization riddled by supersti-
tion, to be obliterated; and the
destruction of the Colosseum
was only avoided by his sudden
death, accredited by vox populi
to a dose of poison administered
by the Jesuits.

Domenico Fontana

Most of this was accomplished with the help of a
Swiss-ltalian architect from Lugano in the Ticino, Domen-
ico Fontana, whom Peretti had hired when he was still
Cardinal di Montalto, to construct for him several imposing
edifices, including the mausoleum for Pope Nicholas IV. At
that time, the incumbent pope, Gregory Xlll, disapproving
of such ostentatious shows of magnificence from a mere
cardinal, had suspended Montalto's income. But Fontana,
at his own expense, had kept right on architecting his
patron’s extravagant projects, a gesture which was to pay
off handsomely two years later when Peretti became
Pope. Not only was Fontana reimbursed from the papal
treasury, he was given the job of completing the construc-
tion of the dome of Saint Peter's, which Michelangelo had
left unfinished on his death twenty years earlier in 1564.
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Three months later, he was given an even bigger task, one
which would make his fame and fortune.

A tough reactionary, whom later historians were to dub
“the Fascist Pope,"” Sixtus quickly cleaned up the papal
states with a ferocious campaign against '‘outlaws and
bandits,’”” so as to be able to concentrate his efforts
against all forms of heresy, of which Protestantism was
the most rampant. More severed heads appeared on pikes
outside the gates of Castel Sant’Angelo “‘than melons for
sale in the market at Campo de’ Fiori.”” Blasphemers had
a hole burned in their tongues. Bandits had their guts
ripped out and their quartered limbs hung on spikes.
Death was meted out for adultery; and mothers who
prostituted their daughters were condemned to the gibbet
while the daughters were obliged to witness the execu-
tion. Pederasts were burned alive, as was a baker, for
baking inferior bread. When several cardinals begged
Sixtus to reprieve an innocent teen-ager, condemned for
some peccadillo, the pope replied he would ennoble the
boy's death by witnessing the execution.

While still a cardinal, Montalto had been inquisitor
general for the extirpation of heresy in Venice, but he had
been so high-handed in the conduct of his duties that he
was forced to leave that island republic. So intransigent
was he considered that on his election to the papacy one
Roman wit seen leaving the city in a hurry explained he
didn’t believe Sixtus would even forgive Jesus His sins.
With the excuse that he wished to “quench the detestable
memories of idolatry" and "‘extirpate the idols exalted by
pagans, such as pyramids, obelisks, and columns,"” Sixtus
V decided to move Caligula’'s obelisk, and raise above it a
Christian symbol to “‘enhance the spirit of the Counter-
Reformation” and “‘exalt the mysteries of the Catholic
religion.”

On August 24, 1585, Sixtus V appointed a special
‘commission to study the problem and to make a recom-
mendation for the transport of the obelisk. Among those
chosen were four cardinals, a bishop, a senator from
Rome, and three conservators. But, as d'Onofrio notes,
not a single technician was included. Having endowed the
commission with sufficient funds and authority to ensure
results, the pope specified that the learned gentlemen
define the precise spot where the obelisk could be
reerected, as a symbol of the conquest of Church over
paganism and Protestantism. More important, they were to
determine how such a fragile shaft of granite weighing 334
tons was to be dismantled, transported over a distance of
almost 300 yards, and reerected without being broken.
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Various models were designed to
move the Vatican obelisk. Fon-
tana measured the height of the
monolith as 83 feet on a base of
9 feet 2 inches, narrowing to a
little less than 6 feet at the
beginning of the 4-foot-high pyra-
midion. He estimated its weight
to be 681,222 pounds. Forty
capstans—truncated cones of
timber around which the ropes
were wound—would be needed
to raise 90 percent of the ob-
elisk's weight. Each rope had to
be 3 inches in diameter, and
1,000 feet long. In determining
the diameter and tensile strength
of the rope, Fontana based his
calculation on the premise that
the steady pulling force of a
horse would average 100
pounds. Two horses to a capstan
with a nine-to-one ratio gave him
a pull of 1,800 pounds per cap-
stan. And when the ropes were
passed through pulleys or blocks
with a two-to-one ratio attached
to four points of the obelisk’s
length, Fontana obtained an in-
crease of motive power of
2X4X1,800, or 14,400 pounds
per capstan. For the additional
10 percent lifting power, Fontana
relied on the leverage of the long
timbers by which the capstans
would be turned.

Unanimously the commission invited anyone with a sug-
gestion, no matter how farfetched, to step forward. Within
less than a month, five hundred candidates presented
themselves from all over Italy and from as far afield as
Rhodes and Greece, including several engineers and a
smattering of adventurous monks. Each came with his own
suggestions and specially devised equipment. Most of the
applicants brought plans, sketches, or models. The major-
ity considered it essential that the obelisk be transported
upright, believing it to be too difficult a task to lower and
then raise it again. Others grandly proposed carrying both
obelisk and base simultaneously in an upright position.
Still others suggested carrying the obelisk at an angle of
45°, One architect, Francesco Masini, wanted to build a
canal and float the obelisk to its new location.

Fontana, more conservative, brought a model in wood of
a mechanism designed to handle the job, with ropes and
pulleys all to scale, and a 2-foot obelisk made of lead. To
the assembled congregation he demonstrated with words
and motions how he could loWwer, transport, and reraise
the full-scale obelisk without any problem. The commis-
sion appeared impressed by the plan, model, and presen-
tation, as well as the fact that Fontana was the pope's
protégé. Nevertheless, the commission hesitated to give
such responsibility to a man of only forty-two. As a
compromise, they appointed Fontana engineer-in-chief,
placing over him, as supervisor, the seventy-four-year-old
Florentine mannerist architect and sculptor, Bartolommeo
Ammanati, who contributed nothing to the job, was ignored
by Fontana, and is remembered mostly for having de-
signed the Pitti Palace in Florence.

Sixtus V expressed his desires very precisely to Fon-
tana: “Eradicate the memory of the superstitions of antig-
uity by raising the greatest footing ever for the Holy
Cross.”

On October 5, 1585, the pope, bypassing his own
committee, ordered an edict of authority issued to Fon-
tana for as long as it took to move the obelisk, granting
him blanket license to impress men, draft animals, requisi-
tion timber, equipment, and subsistence of any sort, and
even create a right of way in the city—which meant he
could tear down any private house that got in his way. The
decree also freed Fontana from the threat of litigation due
to possible damage incurred in the operation. Everyone in
the Holy See was given strict orders not to interfere in any
way with the architect’s actions or requirements. They
were enjoined, on the contrary, to obey him, favor him,
and help him.
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Fontana’s first problem was to create a solid base
around the obelisk where the soil was soft and wet. For
this he used pile drivers to pound oak beams 20 feet long
and 9 inches in diameter deep into the ground, capping
them with a layer of peeled, rot-resisting chestnut beams.
On top of these he poured an aggregate of finely crushed
basalt, flint, stone, and broken brick, mixed with a mortar
of lime and clay, which set very hard. As a religious
observance, appropriate to the occasion, votive bronze
medals of the patron pope were laid in the concrete.

Fontana next had to create in real life the machine he
had modeled for raising the obelisk. It .neant building a
castello, or huge scaffold of tall timber beams, high
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Fontana tried to break one of the
ropes with a pull of 50,000
pounds, but failed; so he con-
cluded that this margin of safety
would cover not only variations in
the rope manufacture but also
the peaks of tension imposed on
any one capstan when other cap-
stans might run slack. The
blocks were made of wrought
iron 5 feet long, with six metal
sheaves, or grooved wheels, set
in layers of three each. When
the ropes were laid out on the
ground, they passed over rollers
to keep the thousands of feet
from fouling.

enough above the obelisk to sustain the ropes and pulleys
by means of which he planned to lift it, and strong enough
to withstand a weight of almost 350 tons. Each sustaining
member of this castello had to be built up of four columns
of timber, 92 feet tall, each 11 feet square, bound
together by iron hoops. To obtain the requisite 20-by-20-
inch oak beams, 30 feet long, Fontana had to scour afield
halfway to Naples. Each beam was then dragged to Rome
from Campomorto, Santa Severa, or Terracina by teams of
fourteen oxen. Iron bands and huge iron bolts with which
to weld together the beams were obtained from ironsmiths
in Ronciglione and Subiaco.

As soon as the castello was ready, Fontana had the
obelisk protected by a double layer of reed matting over
which was placed a layer of 2-inch planking, the whole
held together by the great iron hoops. The long ropes
were attached, leading to massive capstans, or wooden
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Crowding Saint Peter's Square

winches, like truncated cones, which could be revolved
with levers to tighten the ropes. Realizing how vital the
ropes were to success, Fontana personally occupied
himself with their manufacture, going to the picturesque
Umbrian town of Foligno near Assisi, where thousands of
feet of rope were handwoven from endless strands of
hemp.

All of these complex preparations took seven months of
febrile work. By the end of April 1586, all was in order.
Fontana set April 30 as the date for lowering the obelisk.
A last preparatory task was the removal of the ancient
metal ball still atop the obelisk, placed there fifteen
centuries earlier by Romans in the belief it contained the
ashes of Julius Caesar. When the ball was taken off, no
ashes were found, and the myth was gently dispelled.
Only no one bothered to ask what purpose the ball might
have served.

On April 30, two hours before dawn, two masses were
said in the small church of Santa Martinella, an annex of
the Palazzo del Priorato, right off Saint Peter's Square. All
around the great piazza, the access roads were blocked
off with barricades and wooden palisades, making of it a
closed serraglio, where a ban forbade anyone, on pain of
death, from entering on the day the obelisk was to be
moved, with the exception of those assigned to the job.
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When all these hardy fellows had communed and made
their prayers, they went into the serraglio just before
break of day.

People were at the windows, on the balconies, and on
the roofs of all the surrounding houses, even on the
cornices of Saint Peter’s Basilica, and on the drum of
Michelangelo's still unfinished cupola. Among the specta-
tors were the pope's sister, Camilla, the majority of the
college of cardinals, and virtually all the religious and lay
authorities of Rome, as well as many foreigners who had
appeared from all over Italy and Europe to witness so
extraordinary and marvelous a spectacle.

The city police, under the local sheriff, reinforced by
Swiss Guards and a special detachment of cavalry, kept
the swarming populace in order, administering summary
punishment to anyone who misbehaved. No one was
allowed to speak, spit, or make a noise of any sort during
the course of the operations; and in anticipation of
possible executions, a gibbet had been raised on the
spot.

By each of the forty capstans, around which the great
hawsers had been wound, stood two horses and twenty
workers, all together seventy-six horses and eight hun-
dred men, most of whom had their heads protected with
metal helmets. The success of the enterprise depended
on the uniform distribution of the great weight over the
many ropes holding the obelisk, with no rope straining
more than any other. To ensure that all the capstans
turned synchronously, and to prevent some of the ropes
from stretching harder than others, Fontana arranged for a
trumpet to be blown every time he gave the order (from a
high spot visible to all), and everyone was to make his
wheel turn. The moment a bell was rung, this time from
atop the castello, everyone was to stop. Two foremen
were assigned to each capstan and twenty extra men
were assigned to emergency calls; their task was to
quickly bring rope, blocks, or replacement parts when
failure threatened. Twenty more horses and drivers were
placed in reserve, ready to move toward any point of
need. Additional men with sledges and mauls clambered
through the castello and around the obelisk, driving
wedges to tighten the binding members and stiffen the
system.

When all was ready, and Fontana had reminded those
present that the work was being performed for the glory of
God, everyone knelt and followed him in prayer. As soon
as they had recited a Pater Noster and an Ave Maria,
Fontana gave the signal for the trumpet to be blown. Nine
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Aerial view of Saint Peter's
Square

hundred and seven men and seventy-six horses pulled on
the forty capstans. The ropes tightened to the breaking
point. As Fontana described the scene, the earth ap-
peared to tremble and the castello gave forth a terrible
and agonizing screech. Those who had competed against
Fontana in the competition now jeered at his plan, pro-
claiming that the ropes would fail because of unequal
stress.

After the terrible creaking, when nothing seemed to
have given way, and no man seemed to have suffered,
Fontana gave the signal for the bell. Foremen ran to
examine the equipment. It was noticed that one of the
horizontal bands, closest to the top, had broken. All the
other metal bands had also suffered, either having slid
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Lowering the obelisk

from their original positions or been twisted and nearly
broken. Their radial component of tension had evidently
been underestimated. But as all the rope bindings had
held, Fontana decreed that the metal bands be replaced
by ropes.

Repairs were made and power was once more exerted
on the capstans to raise the obelisk. Up it went, millimeter
by millimeter, till it had been lifted about a palm and the
sun stood almost directly above it. Not wanting the work
to be interrupted, Fontana had lunch brought to the
workers on the spot in large baskets, the menu being
bread, sausage, cheese, and smoked ham. All together
two full barrels of wine were consumed. When work was




The obelisk safely on its cradle

resumed, the obelisk was raised in further short incre-
ments until it reached a height of 2% palms, or 61
centimeters, above its base, the amount necessary to
insert a dolly of beams on rollers. This was to facilitate
lowering the obelisk from its vertical to a horizontal position.

By ten o'clock that evening, the obelisk rested upright
on its dolly. The quitting signal was sounded. Success for
this first part of the operation was celebrated by the firing
of a signal gun, which was answered by a burst of artillery
from the city's batteries, and by a great show of joy from
the multitude.

The obelisk now had to be lowered from its vertical
position and gently laid on a huge wooden cradle which
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Fontana's causeway had to be
37 feet across at the top, widen-
ing at its terminus to provide
room for repositioning the cas-
tello which was to swing the
obelisk back to a vertical
position.

was to move it on rollers to its new location. Room had to
be made for its butt to swing out, so the shaft could be
laid fiat. This meant demolishing the walls of the sacristy
of Saint Peter's Basilica, then rebuilding them. The great
granite base also had to be unearthed and moved to its
new position. And the four bronze crabs had to be
removed to be replaced by recumbent bronze lions. Above
all, the great castello had to be demolished and reassem-
bled in its new location.

These operations took longer than expected. To dig out
the pedestal, fifteen hundred years of accumulated earth
and debris had to be removed from around the base. The
solid bronze astragal crabs turned out to weigh 600
pounds apiece. Using hot lead the ancient Romans had so
cunningly inserted them that masons could not pry them
loose. Finally they had to chip them out. The main granite
base was found to be a cube, 8% feet on a side, weighing
55 tons. Beneath it, a rougher base weighed 63 tons.
Farther down, as a footing, was a solid white marble slab.
All of these, weighing a total of 140 tons, had to be raised
and transported to the new site. When reassembled, they
would reach a height of 27 feet.

As the obelisk itself had to be dragged 115 canes
(256.4 meters) to a spot 40 palms lower on the hill, and
Fontana wished to avoid having to go almost 9 meters
downhill with the obelisk and then having to raise it again
that much, he had a great causeway built of earth dug
inom the Vatican Hill and held in place by a shored timber
crib which maintained the level.
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Fontana's rendition of the great
square of Saint Peter's with his
teams of 140 horses and 800
men ready to attempt to hoist
the obelisk to its new position on
the morning of September 10,
1586

By May 7 the obelisk was laid on its dolly, intact,
without having caused harm to a single person. The pope
was overjoyed, and the crowd accompanied Fontana to
his home to the sound of drums and trumpets.

Preparations for resetting the obelisk dragged on
through June and July. The castello's timbers had to be
moved one by one to the new site and carefully reerected
on the broadened causeway. Despite the heat of summer,
the work continued without pause. The pope declared he
would not move to his summer residence until the obelisk
was safely emplaced, which meant work had to continue
all through August. But the heat became intolerable. Work
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Fresco in the Vatican showing
the arrest of the boy for calling
out, “Moisten the lines"

was suspended so that the ropes would not catch fire. On
August 30 the whole piazza was closed off with high
palisades to prevent onlookers from seeing what was
going on.

Sixtus hoped to be able to inaugurate the raised obelisk
on September 14, the Feast of the Exaltation of the
Cross. And to meet that deadline work was resumed. In
order to superintend and to keep things on the go, the
pope took his meals in rooms overlooking the piazza. On
September 10, a Wednesday, everything appeared to be
ready, despite a heat which still threatened the ropes.
Again two masses were said before daybreak, this time in
the Church of Santo Spirito, at the end of the piazza,
toward the south. When the ceremony ended, each took
up his allotted place. This time, because of the heavier
strain in raising the obelisk, the number of horses had to
be increased to 140. At dawn the forty capstans were
ready and fully manned.

It was the crucial test. According to one source, the
pope blessed Fontana and warned him to be most careful
in what he was about to do that day, because he would
have to pay for any error with his head. At the same time,
says this source, Sixtus V, in his ambivalent love for
Fontana, ordered that at all four gates of the borough
horses be readied, so that if anything sinister should
occur, Fontana would have a chance to escape the
pope's ire. Other sources, less romantic, attribute to
Fontana the preparation of the horses.

As the trumpet blew, 140 beasts and 800 men turned
their capstans, tightening the ropes, and the obelisk
slowly rose from its bed. By noon it had reached the
critical halfway mark of 45°, at which point it was firmly
trussed, and everyone broke for lunch. When work was
resumed, the heat was tremendous and the tension on the
ropes at its highest. The story goes that at one crucial
point the strain became so great the ropes were again on
the verge of catching fire. Despite the ban, on pain of
death, of uttering a word, a boy is said to have shattered
the silence of the great piazza with the cry of “‘Moisten
the lines,” which being done, the obelisk was saved from
crashing down. The pope, so the story goes, instead of
punishing the bold youth, rewarded him and his descen-
dants in perpetuity, with the lucrative concession of
bringing palms to the Palm Sunday festivities. The story,
not substantiated by any contemporary sources or the
research of Cesare d'Onofrio, is illustrated by a later
fresco in the Vatican which depicts the boy being appre-
hended by papal guards.
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Most spectators, not to miss a single move, remained at
their places throughout the day without even going home
at mealtimes. Hawkers, selling food, made a fortune. By
evening, as the French ambassador, the duke of Luxem-
bourg, came to render his first obedience to the pope, he
stopped to watch two separate heaves of the obelisk. At
the end of fifty-two pulls and pauses, the obelisk was
firmly vertical above its dolly.

The pope, on his way back from Pietro da Monte
Cavallo to give a public consistory for the French ambas-
sador, was advised that the obelisk was erect, and
declared himself happy. It was September 14. Mortars
were fired to inform Castel Sant’Angelo, from which many
pieces of artillery resounded. Once more, the whole city
rejoiced, running to Fontana's house with the usual noisy
hosannahs.

Fireworks at Castel Sant'Angelo

On September 16 the dolly was removed, and the
obelisk rested squarely on its base, held in place no
longer by the astragal crabs of the ancient Romans but by
four gilded lions of modern Rome. Created by the sculptor
Prospero Bresciano, the lions were an architectural anom-
aly in that each lion had one head and two half-bodies,
split down the middle like a hotdog bun so as to show a
flank from any direction, of which d'Onofrio remarked, "I
do not think there is any more monstrous invention around
and about the streets of Rome.”" The allegorical signifi-
cance of these lions, apart from the fact that they were
the heraldic symbols on the Peretti coat of arms, was in
demonstrating that just as the lions had been yoked by
the weight of the obelisk, so the ferocity and arrogance of
gentiles had been suppressed by true religion. Now all
that was needed was to uncover the structure, embellish it
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The obelisk standing before
Saint Peter's Basilica, still bereft
of Michelangelo's cupola, and of
Bernini's colonnade

with finishing touches, and bring the great square back to
an even level.

By the twenty-seventh the obelisk stood in its pristine
glory. The pope, admiring it from the windows of the
Vatican Palace, ordered a procession to consecrate it
with a golden cross and to purge it of its pagan past.

The first Friday after the erection, a bishop celebrated
a most solemn Mass of the Holy Cross. When the
procession reached the obelisk, the bishop blessed a
great iron cross which was to be placed atop its pyra-
midion. With various exorcisms he proceeded to purge the
obelisk, dousing it the while with holy water, and scratch-
ing crosses on its sides. The great iron cross was then
hoisted by a rope, while a subdeacon climbed a ladder to
hold the metal in place until it could be fastened to the
top of the obelisk.




The event was celebrated by reading the poems of
forty-five poets, including the Jesuit-educated Torquato
Tasso, who, though he suffered from delusions of heresy,
correctly noted that the Egyptians considered their ob-
elisks symbols of the rays of the sun and named their
pharaohs sons of the sun. Music followed the poets, and
at the sound of trumpets the crowd all knelt. A public
indulgence of fifteen years was conceded by His Holiness
to all present, and to all who, passing the cross, should
honor it. Artillery was fired from the battlements of Castel
Sant'Angelo and the bishop cried out: ‘| exorcise you;
creature of stone, in the name of omnipotent God, that you
may become an exorcised stone worthy of supporting the
Holy Cross, and be freed from any vestige of impurity or
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The new alphabet of ornamental
“Christian' letters designed by
Sixtus's protégé, Luca Orfeo of
Fanok, to adorn Christian monu-
ments instead of the pagan in-
scriptions of ancient Rome

shred of paganism and from any assault of spiritual
impurity."

But this was not enough for the pope. He considered
the exorcism insufficient, and had the formula immortalized
in large “‘Christian'’ letters (to differentiate them from
pagan Roman letters) on the eastern and western sides of
the base, just below the bodies of the four bronze lions.

Fontana's work had lasted exactly thirteen months, and
had cost the Reverend Household 37,975 scudi, though
Fontana in his bid for the competition had estimated only
16,000. To protect himself against this obvious eventual-
ity, Fontana had all the while wisely maintained a regular
public-relations office issuing bulletins and magnificent
prints to illustrate the progress of the work, drawn mostly
by Giovanni Guerra and etched by Natale Bonifacio, with
ample captions by Fontana. They not only informed the
world of the progress of the work, but were to form the
basis for Fontana's own book on the subject, Della
trasportatione dell’obelisco vaticano, printed in 1590,
which left to posterity one of the most complete and
handsome records, in format, type, and engraving, of what
was considered by contemporary Europeans one of the
greatest engineering feats ever performed. The pope was
only too happy to pay Fontana in full.

On October 1, 1586, Sixtus V announced he had given
his architect a chain of 80 gold scudi to support a gold
medallion bearing the image of His Beatitude, along with a
yearly pension of 2,000 scudi, of which 800 could be left
to his heirs. Fontana was also made a citizen of Rome, a
Knight of the Golden Spur, and a Palatine count with an
escutcheon bearing a golden obelisk on an azure field. He
received gratis all the lumber and equipment left over from
the moving of the obelisk; and architectural commissions
were thrust upon him. The pope, with a ghastly pun, had
Fontana kneel as he dubbed him “‘fe nobelisco eterna-
mente. "

Scathingly, d'Onofrio remarks that Pope Sixtus V, hated
by his people, managed to spend 80,000 scudi of their
money in what amounted to a singular affirmation of his
own personal power. By placing his name carved in
beautiful letters on the base of the obelisk, says d'Ono-
frio, Sixtus V compared himself in greatness to the
pharaohs who had first raised the obelisks and to the
deified Roman emperors, such as Augustus, who had
moved them to Rome. As d’Onofrio points out, not every-
one in Rome was happy with the exploit, paid for by
insufferable taxes wrung from the people. In a fierce
lampoon of December 16, 15886, it was suggested that the
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Fontana ennobled

i FABRICHE FATTE
GNOMKE 31§

architect transfer Saint Peter's ‘“‘guglia,’” or prick, to a
more honorable and more decent place for such a tool: his
own backside.

Unperturbed by such negative reactions, Sixtus V con-
tinued in the grip of his compulsion to erect great
obelisks, starting a vogue which was to become the
standard Freudian fantasy of a whole succession of
Roman pontiffs up to the present. So ingrained is the
Roman taste for anal and phallic jokes that as late as
1948, on the occasion of the Holy Year, or Anno Santo,
when a great avenue of phoney obelisks was erected by
Pius Xl along the hideous via della Conciliazione (which
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Augustus’'s mausoleum, built in
the second decade B.c. on the
confines of the Campus Martius,
surrounded by sacred groves.

Two obelisks, raised in the Alex-

andrine style, stood by the en-
trance until the fourth century
A.D, One can be seen lying
broken in the side street; the
other is presumably buried.

runs straight from the Tiber to Saint Peter’'s Square,
entirely aestroying the former stunning shock of coming
suddenly on Bernini's great colonnade), Romans were
quick to dub the row of obelisks supposte dell’Ano Santo,
suppositories for the Holy Anus.

As early as September 1586, while the scaffolding was
being demolished in Saint Peter's Square, Sixtus sum-
moned Fontana and ordered him to raise another obelisk.
The only one left unburied in Rome lay in three fragments
near Augustus's mausoleum, where it had been dug up
during the reign of Leo X (1513-21). Fontana studied the
possibility of putting the pieces of this relic together, but
finally concurred with Leo’s great military architects, Bal-
dassare Peruzzi and Antonio da Sangallo, who had both
declared it unsalvageable.

Instead, Fontana pursued the century-old rumor that a
barber in the Campus Martius area, digging for a latrine in
his tiny kitchen garden, had knocked against the base of

.an ancient obelisk, buried hard by the Church of San

Lorenzo in Lucina. Almost a century earlier the antiquar-
ians of Pope Julius Il had viewed this relic and recognized
it as a piece of one of the obelisks brought from Egypt by
Augustus, and had urged the pope to re-erect it where it
once stood in the Campus Martius. Julius Il, occupied with
his many wars, could not be persuaded, so the barber had
reburied the obelisk. Now Fontana took picks and shovels
to the site and began to dig, finding an obelisk that was
broken into five pieces. In order for Sixtus V conveniently
to observe these half-buried fragments, a wall was spe-
cially knocked down, but when the pope saw that the
obelisk was in even worse condition than the one by
Augustus's mausoleum and that several houses would
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Luxurious summer villa of Sixtus
V, known as Casa Peretti, on the
Esquiline Hill, surrounded by its
vast acreage of gardens

have to be destroyed in order to remove it, he decided to
have the fragments reburied where they lay.

Yet Sixtus remained determined to have an obelisk to
embellish the entrance to his private villa, recently com-
pleted by Fontana, on the Esquiline Hill near the Basilica
of Santa Maria Maggiore. There, surrounded by vast
gardens, his sister, Camilla, who had given up her job as
washerwoman to take care of him, held sway over Six-
tus's nieces and nephews, judiciously marrying them one
by one into the nobility of Rome, where they produced for
the Peretti family a succession of Roman princes both
secular and churchly.

Sixtus’s only alternative for an obelisk was to revive the
possibility of putting together the three pieces of Augus-
tus’s other relic, which still lay near his mausoleum by the
Church of San Rocco along the via Ripetta, a hazard to
passersby and to traffic on its way to Piazza del Popolo.
This time Fontana agreed; but perhaps because he doubt-
ed the outcome of the venture, he gave the delicate job of
moving the fragments to his brother Marsilio, aided by his
nephew, Carlo Moderno. To everyone's amazement the
three pieces reached the piazza in front of Santa Maria
Maggiore without mishap. There Fontana raised one
above the other to hold firm on the spot where they still
stand, a grand entrance to the gates of the papal villa,
which, in the meantime, has given way to Mussolini's
atrocious Terminus railway station.

Encouraged by this second success, and still prone to
more erections, Sixtus summoned his historian, Monsignor
Michele Mercati, to collect for him from the Vatican
Library all the data he could find from classical authors on
the subject of obelisks. Such a study might indicate where
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The third obelisk of Sixtus V,
raised at the back of the Basil-
ica of Santa Maria Maggiore so
as to face the entrance to his
summer villa. To make way for
the pedestal, Sixtus had several
houses and old Roman ruins de-
molished. The inscription tries to
link Augustus with the birth of
Christ. The papal emblem and
the cross atop the obelisk dis-
guise the fact that its pyramidion
had been destroyed sometime
before it was buried. The etching
is by Piranesi.
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more obelisks lay buried in Rome. Mercati, who was later
to put the fruit of this research to his own use in the first
authoritative book on the subject of obelisks (De gli
obelischi di Roma, 1588), came running to the pope, texts
in hand, to inform him that there had once been two great
obelisks in the Circus Maximus, the one raised by Augus-
tus and another by Constantius. As no one, Mercati
argued, could have lifted them, they must still be there,
either whole or in pieces, somewhere under the vast
expanse of vineyards and vegetable gardens of the friars
of Santa Maria in Cosmedin, which now covered what had
once been the great circus. This meant several acres
would have to be probed. But no one knew exactly where
to look, or how deep, and dowsing for needles was as yet
an underdeveloped art. So the pope offered a prize to
whoever could first locate a missing obelisk.

Spurred by the offer, an enterprising fellow named
Matteo Bartalani da Castello fashioned for himself a 6-
meter rod, with a sharp point for easier penetration and a
ring handle for easier withdrawal, to probe the area. A few
months later, in February 1587, while poking in a cabbage
patch, Bartalani came across something hard at a depth
of 5 meters. Digging a larger hole, he saw that he had
struck the side of an obelisk, which turned out, after more
digging, to be part of the great 106-foot-high obelisk
brought to Rome by Constantius, the largest ever moved
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across the sea, and which now lay broken in three large
pieces.

Four days later, some thirty paces away, in the direc-
tion of the old Baths of Caracalla, Bartalani struck a
second obelisk, smaller than the first. From the account of
Diodorus Siculus, it was clear to Monsignor Mercati that
the obelisk must be the one Augustus had brought from
Heliopolis to raise in his circus.

Hole dug by Carlo Moderno in
the Circus Maximus, overshad-
owed by the ancient Baths of
Caracalla
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Constantius's Circus Maximus
obelisks—reraised by Sixtus V
in the Lateran Square before the
new winter palace built for him
by Fontana—had originally been
raised in Karnak by Thothmes IV,
in 1492 B.c. Spared by Cam-
byses, in 521 B.c. (when he
tripped on his gown and pierced
himself with his dagger), the
needle, though reduced 3 feet by
Fontana to 105 feet, is still the
tallest monolithic obelisk stand-
ing in the world. Further to de-
stroy pagan Rome, Sixtus or-
dered the perfectly preserved
Arch of Janus demolished to
build a base for the obelisk. For-
tunately contemporary Roman
conservationists raised such a
protest, the arch still stands. The
obelisk lying in the foreground
belonged to Sallustius, and was
eventually raised in the Pincio.
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For his efforts, Bartalani received from the pope the
relatively enormous prize of 600 scudi, ‘‘a munificence,"
says Cesare d'Onofrio, '‘quite incomprehensible in Sixtus
V, were it not for the fact that these labors had been
performed by Bartalani under the aegis of his favorite,
Fontana, who had obtained from the pope the new con-
cession for his nephew Carlo Moderno of digging up the
obelisks."

To bring to the surface the two monoliths from where
they lay buried in the mud, more than 20 feet below the
surface of the kitchen garden, was an enormous task,
mostly because of the great amount of water that contin-
ually seeped through the ground from springs on the
nearby Palatine Hill. Five hundred men were needed to
work at the job, three hundred of whom were kept busy
day and night drawing off water by various means. By
May, both obelisks had been cleared of earth and labori-
ously raised to the surface under the guidance of Fon-
tana's nephew.

Yet the hardest part was still to come. The three pieces
of Constantius’s obelisk had to be dragged to the spot
where Sixtus V intended to raise them as a single obelisk
in the sguare outside Saint John Lateran, a distance of
over 3 kilometers, through narrow streets and up the




The Madonna del Popolo church,
at the main entrance to Rome,
was deliberately built to lay to
rest the ghost of Nero, who was
believed to haunt the area. After
a cross was placed atop the
exorcised obelisk, the spot was
used as the starting point for
horseracing up the Corso, and
as an ideal setting for public
executions.

The obelisk, originally quarried
by Seti |, second pharaoh of the
Ninth Dynasty, was raised by his
son Ramses Il in Heliopolis about
1300 e.c. Removed to Rome by
Augustus it was set up along the
spine of the Circus Maximus in
10 B.C. and overturned and
buried in the Middle Ages. The
original dedicatory inscription of
Augustus was replaced on a new
pedestal, along with the pious
words of Sixtus V.

steep climb to the top of Monte Celio, which required the
construction of a massive sloping roadway.

Working fast, Fontana was able to place the first piece
on its base a year later, on July 5, 1588. By the twentieth,
with the aid of the reconstructed and lengthened castello
brought piece by piece from Saint Peter's Square, the
second fragment had been securely placed above the
first. By August 10, another great cross was raised above
the pyramidion of the tallest obelisk in Rome. A fresh
inscription specially carved into the base told obelisk-
weary Romans of the apocryphal tradition that in that
same piazza, a few feet from the raised obelisk, Constan-
tine had been baptized the first Christian emperor of
Rome.

Further to exalt the cross and demonstrate how “‘true
religion had subjugated idolatry,”” Sixtus had Fontana drag
the second obelisk, the one brought from Alexandria by
Augustus, to the Piazza del Popolo, there to be raised, in
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The message Sixtus V wished to
convey urbi et orbi with the re-
erection of his obelisks was the
ultimate triumph of the church
militant against the demons of
paganism. Each of his three ob-
elisks in its new Christian sur-
roundings became, in the words
of Erik Iversen, "'a monumental
emblem on a gigantic scale, a
sacred allegory and a subtle hi-
eroglyphic enigma of the fashion
of the period, to be expounded
by the initiated and deciphered
by the erudite.”

The reraising of Sixtus's obelisks
was considered an epoch-making
technical achievement. It
marked, says Iversen, the end of
the Renaissance and the birth of
the new orthodoxy of the ba-
roque and the Counterreforma-
tion. Everywhere obelisks began
to appear on cornices, pinnacles,
roofs, buttresses, or as de-
tached monuments in parks and
squares. Yet these Catholic sym-
bols were to be taken over al-
most in toto as the Freemasons’
symbols of liberty.

the words of Mercati, ‘‘as the spoils of war won from
paganism by triumphant religion.” As the base of this
obelisk was in very bad shape, almost 3 palms (76
centimeters) had to sliced away, leaving the obelisk only
23.9 meters long. Thus truncated to a mere 78 feet,
Augustus’s 235-ton obelisk was raised by Fontana and
consecrated on March 25, 1589, with a gilded bronze
cross above a star and some mountains to symbolize the
reigning pontiff.

The advantage of placing Augustus’s obelisk in the
Piazza del Popolo was that it could be seen from the end
of four of Rome's main streets: the Corso, the Babuino,
and the Ripetta, as well as entering Rome from the
Flaminias. The disadvantage to Romans in achieving these
grand vistas was the destruction of whole neighborhoods
of popular hostelries and wineshops. Also destroyed, to
provide a new base for the obelisk, was one of the most
beautiful of ancient Roman travertine buildings, the Septi-
zodium of Septimus Severus.

Sixtus V—who considered it his duty to destroy as
much of pagan Rome as possible—had his name and the
date chiseled on one side of the base in bold "“Christian”
letters. On another side, Cardinal Antoniani, the papal
secretary of state, placed a fatuously punning inscription
which read as if it were the obelisk speaking: “"More
august and happier | rise before the sacred temple of her
from whose virginal bosom [Santa Maria del Popolo] the
sun of justice [Jesus] was born during the empire of
Augustus.”
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Hermes, known as Trismegistus,
or thrice great (as philosopher,
priest, and king), is the reputed
author of innumerable books, and
revealer to mankind of the sci-
ence of medicine, chemistry, law,
art, astrology, music, rhetoric,
philosophy, geography, math-
ematics, anatomy, oratory,
and—magic. He is also consid-
ered the author of Masonic initia-
tory rituals, for “‘nearly all the
Masonic symbols are Hermetic in
character." Forty-two of the
most important of the scientific
books attributed to Hermes are
believed to have been destroyed
in the burning of Alexandria; says
Manly P. Hall, “‘the Romans—
and later the Christians—real-
ized that until these books were
eliminated they could never bring
the Egyptians into subjugation.”
Hermes' The Pymander contains
an exposition of Hermetic cos-
mogony, and the secret sciences
of the Egyptians regarding the
unfoldment of the human soul,
the key to which is the phrase
“He who realizes that the body
is the tomb of his soul, rises to
immortality."”

3. SYMBOLS OF HERESY

What might have given Sixtus a clue to the original
purpose of his newly raised obelisk were the inscriptions
on its four sides beautifully carved in hieroglyphs. But
these were a mystery to one and all. What little was
known about the enigmatic writing of the ancient Egyptians
had been painstakingly gleaned from Greek and Roman
authors, none of whom, as the Danish historian Erik
lversen puts it, ‘‘knew what they were writing about.”

Diodorus, who traveled extensively in Egypt in the first
century B.C., explained the hieroglyphs as ‘‘metaphysical
and symbolic.” He said that when the Egyptians drew a
hawk they meant by it to signify anything that moved
swiftly—a concept which they transferred to all swift
things. For evil, said Diodorus, the Egyptians used as their
symbol a crocodile.

How far the Sicilian was off the mark may be judged by
recent discoveries that the crocodile was used by the
Egyptians as a symbol for the benevolent dragon in the
polar constellation of Draco (the plumed serpent of the
Mexicans, and the celestial dragon of the Chinese), and it
was also used to express the natatory power of the sun
god Horus, who, as a crocodile, could traverse the waters
of the deep from equinox to equinox, from Virgo in the fall
to Pisces in the spring. Even more esoterically, the
crocodile was the symbol of the initiate to the “myster-
ies'’ because it could see in the water even with its
eyelids closed.

More sensible among the classical authors was Plu-

“tarch, the Greek biographer of the first century A.D., who

said he was an initiate into the secret mysteries, and
considered the hieroglyphs to be rebuslike pictorial ex-
pressions of divine ideas and sacred knowledge. The only
treatises on hieroglyphs known to have existed were
attributed to one of Plutarch’'s contemporaries, the Alexan-
drine scholar Chairemon, who was also a tutor to Nero.
These had been lost, but fragments quoted from them
describe nine hieroglyphs, one of which, a weeping figure,
was largely understood to convey the concept of misfor-
tune. Clearly, the classical visitors to Egypt had under-
stood no more of the glyphs than modern tourists, al-
though most of the Greeks and Romans, as lversen, the
most lucid modern scholar on the subject, cuttingly notes,
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As the Egyptians likened human-
ity to a flock of sheep of whom
the Supreme Being was the
Shepherd, Hermes was depicted
as the shepherd’s dog. Accord-
ing to Manly P. Hall, the name
Hermes is derived from “"Herm,"
a form of Chiram, the personified
universal life principle, generally
represented by fire. The Greeks
equated Hermes with the Egyp-
tian god Thoth.

Hermes, regarded as the em-
bodiment of the human mind, ex-
plained how mortal man came to
his plight. The Father, the Su-
preme Mind, says Hermes, being
Light and Life, fashioned a glori-
ous universal Man in its own im-
age, not an earthly man but a
heavenly Man dwelling in the
Light of God. But the Man beheld
a shadow upon the earth and a
likeness mirrored in the waters,
which shadow and likeness were
a reflection of Himself. The Man
fell in love with His own shadow
and desired to descend into it.
Nature, beholding the descent,
wrapped herself around the man
she loved, and the two were
mingled. For this reason earthly
man is composite. Within him is
the Sky Man, immortal and beau-
tiful, without is Nature, mortal
and destructible. Thus, suffering
is the result of the Immortal
Man’s falling in love with His
shadow and giving up Reality to
dwell in the darkness of illu-
sion. . .."”

“tried to cover their ignorance with the pompous cloak of
a learned ‘philosophical terminology.’"

By the time the Egyptians had become Christianized en
masse in the second-century reign of the emperor Justin-
ian, the hieroglyphs had been reduced to sinful pagan
symbols, no longer to be read, discussed, or understood.
Wherever possible they were to be disfigured or de-
stroyed. With the burning of the great library of Alexandria
a further quietus was laid on the subject which was to last
a thousand years. Having burned the libraries and defaced
the inscriptions, says Manly P. Hall, *‘Christians invented a
ridiculous conglomeration of puerility which for several
hundred years was palmed off upon a comparatively
illiterate world under the name of Egyptology.”” And so it
wasn’t until the fifteenth century that any new light could
be shed on the significance of the mysterious glyphs.

What the bright young minds of the Renaissance were
to learn about their meaning was based largely on three
manuscripts, fortuitously recovered, from late classical
authors. One of these was found in 1414 in a monastery in
Germany by the Florentine Poggio Bracciolini, later chan-
cellor of the Florentine Republic. It consisted of the last
eighteen books of the history of Rome written in the fourth
century A.D. by Rome’s last major historian, Ammianus
Marcellinus. In Florence, the manuscript was given to
Niccolo de Nicolli, then the greatest authority on classical
bibliography, who had it copied and circulated in human-
istic circles. Book seventeen contained a history of the
obelisk of Constantius, and included a short general
digression on obelisks and on Egyptian writing; there
Ammianus said the Egyptians did not write with letters “as
we do,” but with signs expressing whole words or con-
cepts. As an example he used the honeybee to represent
a king, ““for kings must exercise their rule with sweetness
and also possess a sting.”

Ammianus gave an extensive translation into Greek of
the inscription on Augustus's Circus Maximus obelisk,
which he said was quoted from the work of Hermapion,
about whose person or work little or nothing was, or is,
known, other than that he is presumed to have been a
Hellenistic scholar living in Rome about the time of
Augustus.

From Ammianus's manuscript the Florentines learned
that the obelisk Augustus had raised in the Circus Maxi-
mus had once stood in Heliopolis, where it had been
erected by the pharaoh Seti |, presumably about 1300
B.C.; also, that Seti had died before the inscription could
be completed, a job carried on by his son Ramses Il. As
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Glyphs on Augustus's obelisk. In
the Renaissance, says William R.
Heckscher, obelisks were con-
sidered "the most powerful wit-
nesses of a primordial religiosity
and spirituality’” and were ac-
cordingly interpreted as links be-
tween earth and heaven, ‘“‘for if
one looked at them from base to
apex they would seem to sug-
gest by their evanescence the
transition from things terrestrial
to incorporeal Divinity itself."" To
this Heckscher adds that, more
importantly, if seen conversely,
the obelisks, by their pyramidal
shape, might be compared to the
pencil of rays issuing from the
center of the sun. Thus the
“Egyptologists’ of the Renais-
sance deduced from the classi-
cal authors of Greece and Rome
that ""through their obelisks the
Egyptians imitated the rays of
the sun whom they themselves
worshipped."’

to which of the enigmatic symbols represented what
words or letters in Latin, Greek, or in any other language,
the mystery remained, only slightly illuminated by a sec-
ond document which surfaced five years later, in 1419.

This was a manuscript found on the Greek island of
Andros by another Florentine traveler, Cristoforo Buondel-
monte, who brought it back to Florence in 1422. Entitled
Hieroglyphica, it purported to be a sixth-century A.D.
translation into Greek of an original treatise on hieroglyphs
written by one Horapollo of Nilopolis—an obvious pseudo-
nym concocted from the gods Horus and Apollo—believed
to have been an Egyptian scribe who had lived a couple
of centuries earlier than the translator. Though the Greek
was considered inferior, and the meaning of the glyphs
had evidently already been lost by the time the original
work was composed, it still constituted the only major
treatise on hieroglyphs to have survived from classical
times. As such, if only because of its uniqueness, it was,
as Iversen points out, one of the first manuscripts to be
set in print, in 1505, along with Aesop’s fables, becoming
for a while the canonical authority on all hieroglyphical
questions.

The work is divided into two books, similar but possibly
from different sources. Each of a total of 189 paragraphs
deals with a separate hieroglyph, and its purported
meaning.

To denote impudence, said Horapollo, the Egyptians
represented a housefly, because “‘though perpetually driv-
en away, it nevertheless returns.”” The ant, according to
the Hieroglyphica, was the Egyptian glyph for knowledge,
“For whatever a man may carefully conceal, this creature
obtains a knowledge of.”" More discerning is his Egyptian
glyph for discernment: a mouse. ““When many different
sorts of bread lie before him, the mouse selects the
purest from among them, and eats it. Hence the baker's
selection is guided by mice."”

The number 16 was used by the Egyptians, according to
Horapolio, to indicate voluptuousness, the explanation
being that sixteen is the age “when men begin to hold
commerce with women and to procreate children.”” Sexual
intercourse was depicted by two 16s; and in Cory's
English translation of the Greek, the explanation is dis-
creetly left in Latin: ““Cum enim sedecim voluptatem esse
disimus: congressus autem, duplici constet, maris ac
foeminae, voluptate, proptera alia sedici adscribunt'’;
which simply means that as intercourse requires voluptu-
ousness from both male and female, another 16 must be
added. Some of the Horapollion aphorisms were drawn
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Thoth, self-produced divine intel-
ligence, at the creation, uttered
the words which formed the ma-
terial world, is depicted as a
man with the head of an ibis. He
was known as the “‘Scribe of the
company of Gods," and was the
author of the secret Book of
Thoth, since lost, which was said
to contain the arcana of the mys-
teries. Filled with hieroglyphics,
the book was purported to give
those acquainted with its use
unlimited power over the spirits
of the air and over subterranean
divinities. From the older Egyp-
tians, the Ptolomaic priests
learned that Thoth bore thé head
of an ibis because the bird
sleeping with its head beneath
its wing assumes the shape of a
heart—seat of life and true intel-
ligence. The footstep or pace of
the ibis was said to measure
exactly 1 cubit a unit considered
sacred and which, according to
initiates, was given by Thoth,
and appears mathematically in
all the measures of the universe.
The ibis's intestines were said to
be exactly 96 cubits, or 144
feet, long.

from folklore. The beaver was to symbolize a man with
self-inflicted injuries. “'For the beaver,’ says Horapollo
“tears out his own testicles, and casts them as spoil to
his pursuer.'” Other bits of wisdom verge on magic,
similiar to that of the Hawaiian Huna, who, according to
Harvard’'s modern epigrapher, Barry Fell, may be descen-
dants of the same Egyptians. To symbolize a woman who
miscarries, notes Horapollo, the Egyptians depicted a
mare kicking a wolf: “'"Not only by kicking a wolf does a
mare miscarry, but it immediately miscarries if it should
merely tread on the footstep of a wolf.” Despite such
farfetched homilies, there remain in the paragraphs of
Horapollo strains of the perennial wisdom of the ancients,
as is evident when he uses the grasshopper as a symbol
for mystic man, a notion which survived through the
Platonic philosopher Apuleius to Collodi in Pinocchio's
talking cricket, who, in Horapollo's words, "'does not utter
sounds through his mouth, but chirping by means of his
spine sings a sweet melody."” And although only a dozen
of the seven-score glyphs or symbols described by Hora-
pollo turned out to be even closely related to their
meaning in Egyptian, as deciphered by modern Egyptolo-
gists, publication of the book launched a vast quest into
their secret meaning.

The best clue was to come from the most extraordinary
of the three documents that surfaced in the fifteenth
century, one which was to have a powerful revolutionary
effect on political minds to this day, a Greek manuscript in
seventeen books brought from Macedonia to Cosimo de'
Medici. It was said to contain the secret wisdom of Thoth,
the Egyptian sage whom the Greeks called Hermes Tris-
megistus, or the Thrice Great Hermes. Translated into
Latin by Marsilio Ficino in 1471, it came to be known as
the Corpus Hermeticum, a source for all the various and
powerfully effective Hermetic philosophies that followed.
According to Ficino, a quiet, scholarly philosopher with
strong leanings toward paganism,. Thoth, or Hermes, con-
sidered a contemporary or predecessor of Moses, had
attained to gnosis, or the knowledge of God, by a sort of
union with the godhead. Hermes was thus considered the
first great teacher of the gnosis. After his death, he
became a god, "‘as anyone who attains to gnosis be-
comes a god after death."

Man, according to Hermes, had taken on a mortal body
merely to commune with nature, but at heart remained a
spirit, a divine, creative, and immortal essence. Living
beings did not die, but, being composite, dissolved the
bond in order to reunite and re-form. Nothing dies; it only
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Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499),
Florentine philosopher patronized
by Cosimo de' Medici, was the
guiding spirit of Florence's Pla-
tonic Academy, which he wished
to make into a spiritual communi-
ty. He revived the Neoplatonic
doctrine of a world-soul and
identified demons with the Chris-
tian hierarchy of angels, "“super-
celestial’” and "“elemental,” with
souls and etheric bodies accord-
ing to their status, of a like na-
ture to human spirits. Ficino be-
lieved that the Egyptians with
their magic could bring down
spiritual entities into their stat-
ues of gods and maintain com-
munication with them.

OAN-PICVS e MIRAND W

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
(1463-1494)

dissolves and transforms. The gnosis consisted in re-
becoming a god.

To keep this explosive knowledge secret from those
who might profane it, yet have it available to the initiate, it
was, said Ficino, originally recorded in the Hermetic
language of glyphs. As an explanation, he adduced that
“the Egyptian priests, when they wished to signify divine
things, did not use letiers, but whole figures. .. ." This he
followed with the Goethian notion that "“God doubtless has
a knowledge of things which is not complex discursive
thought about its subject, but is, the simple steadfast form
of it."”

To Ficino the hieroglyphs were Platonic ideas about the
universe and its spiritual realms, made visible, and through
his translations into Latin of the works of Plato and of the
Neoplatonist Plotinus, Ficino brought to the Renaissance
an entirely new concept of Egypt as the source of the
cosmic wisdom of both Plato and Pythagoras.

From Plotinus, the Florentines learned that the hiero-
glyphs were not images of the things they represented but
Hermetic symbols devised by Hermes and endowed with
qualities by means of which the symbols could recall to
the initiate an insight into the very essence and substance
of reality. Functioning not through rationalization, but by
divine inspiration or illumination, they were to reveal the
world of the soul, leading to an ultimate understanding of
the true nature of the cosmos; this to be made possible
by an immediate contact between the human intellect and
divine ideas. Compared with the pedestrian tenets of
Aristotle and Aquinas, these were flighty concepts. But
because Plotinus was born in Egypt, and because Clement
of Alexandria was also from Egypt, the men of the
Renaissance were willing to go along with this interpreta-
tion of the hieroglyphs.

Convinced by such sensitive minds as that of Ficino’'s
brilliant pupil, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, who had
mastered Hebrew, Chaldee, and Arabic as well as Latin
and Greek, that profound religious doctrine was best
expressed in enigmas, Renaissance scholars realized that
the mysterious hieroglyphs which appeared on the ob-
elisks could be explained as symbols by means of which it
might be possible to express the innermost secrets of life,
and open a window onto the world of magic. Magic, as
practiced by the Renaissance magus, or master of esoter-
ic wisdom, was designed to enable the ‘‘magus-man’’ to
regain powers which were virtually godlike, there being,
they believed, no latent force in heaven or on earth which
could not be released by an initiate through proper
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When Savonarola raised his
voice in the pulpit against the
gangster methods and the gross
corruption of the Church, proph-
esying a holocaust if the pope
did not reform, he was offered a
cardinal's hat to desist. When he
replied, ''"No hat will | wear but
that of a martyr reddened by my
own blood,"” he was seized and
obliged of his request. For forty
days he was tortured to elicit a
false confession, then hung on a
cross with two of his accom-
plices and burned alive before a
howling mob.

Cartoon deriding Alexander VI as
venal and corrupt. A Spaniard by
birth, known as the “infamous
Roderic Borgia, greedy for goid
and lustful for women,"" he owed
his cardinal’s hat to the nepo-
tism of an uncle, Pope Calixtus
Ill, and his papal crown to the
vast sums of money he spent

inducements: a conceit, in the eyes of the Church, which
bordered on heresy.

By blending the wisdom of the Jewish Cabala with the
gnostic-Neoplatonist tradition to create the foundations of
his higher magic, Pico found in meditative trances the
technique for escaping from his body to explore higher
realms of consciousness. And here came the rub. Both
Ficino and Pico stressed the essentially sexual essence
of their magic. Both provided justification for sexual magic
as an ecstatic reconciliation of opposites in which a
higher state could be attained.

An early forerunner of the political martyr Wilhelm Reich,
Ficino regarded sexual desire as a current of energy
responsible for the cohesion of the entire universe. To
Florentine sensitives, erotic love could thus be a method
of absorption into, or magical mastery of, the world of the
divine. Ficino even went so far as to commend the pagan
revels of Bacchus (or Pan) as a way of escaping from
normal human limitations into an ecstasy in which the soul
was miraculously transformed into the beloved god him-
self. To the churchmen of Rome, who officially condemned
sex as satanic and evil, though they were personally
clandestinely happy to indulge, this was heresy, to be
dealt with by torture and the stake.

Because of the heretical nature of Pico's pronounce-
ments, and especially because of his surprising thesis
that no science gave a better confirmation of the divinity
of Christ than ‘‘magia and the Kabbalah,'' he was arrested
by the self-appointed vicar of Christ, Pope Innocent VIl
(1484-92), a supposed celibate who openly subsidized a
litter of bastards at the Church's expense (funded from
the sale of indulgences to those guilty of killing innocent
heretics) and who had launched his reign by issuing a bull
ordering a holy war for the extermination of all witches
and magicians. Only by making a public apology was Pico
able to avoid being burned at the stake. Influenced by his
friend, the reforming monk Girolamo Savonarola—who was
burned, for constantly inveighing against the infamously
corrupt rule of Innocent and accurately prophesying his
imminent death—Pico, a tall, handsome young man, much
loved by the ladies, chose to abandon the gay life of a
Renaissance nobleman with his princely patrimony, to
wander barefoot through the world preaching the simple
Christianity of Jesus of Nazareth. Though somewhat vindi-
cated by Innocent’s successor, Alexander VI, Pico, to
avoid further persecution, judiciously translated himself to
another dimension at the early age of thirty-one, depriving
the world of one of its brightest minds and its sweetest

52



bribing other cardinals to obtain
their vote. Once in office, Borgia
lavished several fortunes on a
score of illegitimate children pro-
vided by a variety of mistresses.
His son Caesar, named archbish-
op of Valencia at 16, was made
a cardinal at 18, along with his
nephew Giovanni. Another son
became duke of Gandia, owner
of a vast personal fiefdom
carved out of Church property.
For himself, Borgia indulged in a
life of extraordinary luxury, enliv-
ened—as pornographically de-
scribed in his secretary's mem-
oirs—with dancing, stage plays,
and sexual orgies. Only when the
corpse of the duke of Gandia
was washed up by the Tiber did
Alexander shut himself up in
Castel Sant’Angelo, overcome
with grief, and promise to reform
the Church. But this too proved
an idle promise when suspicion
of the murder fell on his son
Caesar, then the most powerful
cardinal in Rome. Alexander re-
warded the suspect with the
confiscated property of another
noble, and allowed him to be-
come a general to launch a se-
ries of military campaigns de-
signed to refill the papal coffers.
Cardinal Michaeli was cynically
poisoned and his property
seized. Any cardinal, nobleman,
or official with money could be
accused of an offense, impris-
oned, tortured, and made to con-
fess; murdered, he was deprived
of his property. Anyone trying to
oppose such action was seized
by the pope's Spanish mercenar-
ies and punished with death.
When Alexander finally died at
the age of 72, apparently by
poison he intended for someone
else, Caesar kept the news from
the world long enough to seize
the papal treasury. By the time
the pope's death was an-
nounced, his body was so horri-
bly decomposed it had to be
quickly and forcibly stuffed into
the first available coffin, too
small for his rotting six-foot car-
cass.

souls. Ficino, determined to pursue the magical lore
derived from the Egyptians, managed to avoid the stake
only by taking holy orders.

What Pico had been guilty of was following two danger-
ously libertarian notions—as spelled out in Ficino's trans-
lation of Hermes's The Pimander and The Asclepius—
which the Catholic Church, a political institution deter-
mined to defend by force its temporal power and financial
benefits, could not tolerate. The first of the notions
considered anathema by the Church, because it made
superfluous the role of priest, bishop, or pope, consisted
in the suggestion that “‘unless you make yourself equal to
God, you cannot understand God; for like is not intelligible
save to like. . . ."" This was followed by the simple recipe
for attaining to such a grand conceit: ‘make yourself grow
to a greatness beyond measure; by a bound free yourself
from the body; raise yourself above all time, become
Eternity; then you will understand God.”" The divinity in
question was, of course, neither the vindictive patriarch of
Moses nor the caster-into-hellfire of the Roman Inquisitors,
but the gnostic's wonderfully loving and all-pervasive One.

As the Church suspected that the revival of the Hermet-
ic tradition—going back to the wisdom of the ancient
Egyptian religion as symbolized by the great obelisks and
their enigmatic hieroglyphs—posed a direct threat to its
control, and that this "*heretical” wisdom might be more
truly a religion of love than their own debased and cruel
version, popes and Inquisition began to exterminate on a
grand scale followers of the gnosis wherever its propo-
nents overtly displayed their beliefs.

As early as AD. 321, when Constantine became the first
Christian emperor, the Church of Rome set about sup-
pressing all that was pagan, refusing to recognize the
ancient mysteries. No longer teaching a universal religion,
the Church pronounced the arts of ancient Egypt wicked
and magical. Of these arts, hieroglyphic writing was
considered the worst because it appeared to concentrate
the secrets of them all.

At the Council of Nicea, presided over by Constantine—
ostensibly to suppress the Arian heresy—the spiritual
considerations of Christianity became once and for all
subordinate to political control. Shortly after Constantine's
death, to secure total temporal power, the Church pro-
duced what one historian has labeled perhaps the most
shameless forgery in the history of false presences: the
Donation of Constantine. "'This document,’ says historian
Michael Harrison, “'purported to be the instrument by
which the Emperor Constantine surrendered the imperial
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Constantine defeating Maxentius
at the Milvian Bridge

insignia of sovereignty over the Western Empire to the
Pope of Rome" —applying to himself and his successors
forever the emperor’s title of Pontifex Maximus. “Appeal
to this impudent forgery,” says Harrison, ‘was made by
Pope after Pope for centuries until, indeed, with the
smashing of Rome's total power by the Reformation, the
Donation of Constantine might be denounced for the
swindle that men had long known it to be."

By the seventh century the Church had rewritten Catho-
lic dogma to obliterate most of the original teachings of
Jesus, substituting for the gentle Christian Gospels the
narrow authoritarianism of Rome. Gone was the original
Christian doctrine of reincarnation in favor of what has
been called ""a one-way trip to heaven or hell." This
limited view, coupled with the Church’s unwillingness to
recognize the value of human sexuality, or the ancient
pagan rites of fertility, was to have a deadly effect on man
and nature, worsening as the centuries passed.

Then came the papal encyclical cynically laying perpet-
ual sexual chastity on the priests of Rome. Unable to
contract a valid marriage and thus beget legitimate heirs,
priests and prelates could only will their property back to
a Church which could only grow richer; that is, all with the
exception of the cardinals and popes, who managed to
create an enduring “‘black’ aristocracy with the property
they alienated from the Church to their ‘‘nephews.” Being
a rule and not an option, priestly chastity had the effect of
unleashing on Christian women a pack of sex-starved
clerics who could only satisfy their lust illicitly, with a
sense of guilt to besmirch any tenderness or love, a shift
from the world of eros to that of porno, and the sadistic
persecution of happier, healthier mortals.
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Blinding the archbishop of
Ravenna

Piercing the eyes of an "hereti-
cal" bishop with a sharp iron

Using a hodgepodge of undigested mythology picked up
from Egypt and the East, the Church set about scaring
those who would not obey them (and pay them a 10-
percent tax) with threats of eternal damnation in a fiery
hell for sins or purported sins which only the Church could
forgive, against payment of cash. Thanks to the sale of
indulgences, crime without risk could be committed by
payment in advance of the required sum: 7 pounds for
perjury, 36 for incest, 1 ducat and 4 pounds for parricide,
11 ducats 6 pounds for poisoning a stranger.

But the system, further corrupted by simony, risked total
collapse, and the Church, determined to survive, hit upon
the only method it could envisage: the extermination of its
enemies. For the dirty work, the pontiffs organized an SS
Corps of investigating executioners: the Inquisition.

Anyone teaching a gospel closer to that of the ancient
Egyptians—such as the Essene, the Therapeut, the gnos-
tic, and the Manichee—was relentiessly persecuted, tor-
tured, and painfully put to death.

Theodorus (642-649) started the vogue of dipping his
pen into consecrated wine when signing the death war-
rants of heretics. The inhuman ordeal of torture by water
was invented by Eugenius Il (824-827). Gregory Il (996-
999) had the eyes of antipope John pierced and his nose
and tongue cut out.

Among the first to be executed was Manes, originator of
the Manichaean ‘““heresy,”” which he had learned from the
Egyptian philosopher and magician Terebinthus. Manes
was crucified and fiayed alive for having considered the
philosophical system of the pagan sages superior to that
of either Judaism or Christianity. The followers of Manes,
known as the “Sons of the Widow" in memory of the
widowed Isis and of the Osirian mysteries of Egypt, were
accused of the crime of believing the spirit of God to be
Light, radiant with the virtue of love, faith, fidelity, high-
mindedness, wisdom, meekness, knowledge, understand-
ing, mystery, and insight. Like the Essenes, the Mani-
chaeans called themselves ‘Sons of the Light.”" Believing
in metempsychosis and the ultimate salvation of all men,
they held enlightened and purified love as the highest of
human emotions, a love expressed through kindliness,
friendliness, tolerance, and patience. In their opinion, only
those who truly loved their fellow men and women and
proved that affection through the defense of the rights of
man were entitled to regard themselves as religious.

Gnostic sects, who found their primeval wisdom in the
ancient mysteries of Egypt, and in the efficacy of numbers
and hieroglyphs, were found guilty of searching for the
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Gnostic symbols
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At the end of World War Il in the
cave-riddled mountains of Jabal-
al-Tarif in Upper Egypt, a discov-
ery was made which threw light
on the beliefs of the early Chris-
tian gnostics. Most of what had
been known about them had
come from their Catholic’detrac-
tors who considered them here-
tics. In a cave, where they were
hiding in the course of a blood
feud, two Arabs (who had just
murdered a rival, dismembered
his body and eaten his heart)
came upon a red earthen jar
about a meter high. Inside were
thirteen papyrus books bound in
leather. Several were used to
make fires, but in what remained
scholars were to decipher fifty-
two texts in Coptic dating from
the early Christian era. They
contained previously unknown
gospels such as that of Thomas,
of Philip, and of The Egyptians,

esoteric meaning in religion, and ritually massacred by the
early followers of the Church. What the sexually tortured
Fathers held against the gnostics was their love feasts,
which the Fathers, without a glimmer of the philosophy
entailed, characterized as grossly perverted orgies. Early
Christian gnostics were accused of putting out the lamps
in their churches at the end of evening services to indulge
in indiscriminate sexual intercourse; also of practicing the
Tantric ritual of offering human semen as a sacrament.

Even the Neoplatonic school of Alexandria was at-
tacked; its beautiful and eloquent leader Hypatia, stripped
naked by a mob of Catholic monks, was barbarously
murdered with the complicity of Cyril, bishop of Alexan-
dria. Yet from the Alexandrine school the ancient myster-
ies of the Egyptian gnostic-Christians were kept alive by
the sect of Sufis, overtly Moslem, but with deeper philo-
sophical roots. In Islam, Hermes became Idris, master of
the Hermetic mystery, known only to the few. A Sufi heir to
the mystery cults was Dhun-Nun, an Upper Nile Egyptian
who derived his gnosis, or vision of unity, from a decipher-
ment of hieroglyphs on the Egyptian temples. His ideal of
an interreligious reconciliation was carried on by the sect
of Ismaeli, who passed on to the Crusaders from the
West, and especially to the Knights Templar, elements of
Sufi esotericism and what came to be known as the
Rosicrucian secrets.

Brought from the Levant to southern Europe, the Egyp-
tian beliefs of gnostic, Manichee, and Sufi gave rise to the
Bogomils, Cathars, Albigeois, Paulicians, Pataranes, Tis-
serands, and Waldensians. Secret assemblies of the
Manichees and Cathars were dedicated to the liberation
of human beings from the despotism and tyranny of the
Roman Church, so that in the end all nations might dwell
together in peace, governed by just laws and noble
examples.

The Albigensians, with a stronghold in the south of
France during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, went
even further. Heirs to a magical secret inherited from
Egypt, known to gnostic and early Christian, they could
help a soul painlessly across the threshold of death into
what they termed "‘reunion with the Light."” The Albigen-
sian creed offered an escape from the endless wheel of
reincarnation, an escape from the illusory prison of the
body, with its seeming pleasures, and a ‘‘return within the
compass of a single life into union with spirit."" Here was
an echo of the ancient Vedas, along with the message of
the Buddha. Nirvana to the Albigensians was not an
annihilation of consciousness but a participation in the
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evidently translations made
about 400 a.p. of more ancient
Greek manuscripts, possibly ear-
lier than the Canonical Gospels
attributed to Mark, Matthew,
Luke and John. The content of
the gospels, condemned by
“orthodox’ Catholics some time
after Constantine, ranged from
descriptions of the origin of the
universe to myths, magic and in-
struction in mystical practice.
One of the reasons for condemn-
ing these "'Gnostic Gospels,' as
they came to be known, is given
by Elaine Pagels in her book by
that title. From the Apocalyse of
Peter, she gquotes the risen
Christ as explaining to Peter that
those "‘who name themselves
bishop and also deacon, as if
they had received their authority
from God, are in reality waterless
canals'" and although they *'do
not understand mystery, boast
that the mystery of truth belongs
to them alone.’ The author of
this little known gospel accuses
the orthodox of setting up an
“imitation Church' in place of
the true Christian "‘brotherhood."

Another reason for condemning
these early Christian texts may
be found in the Gospel of Mary
Magdalene, which hints at an
erotic relationship between Je-
sus and his lovable follower;
though, as Pagels is quick to
point out, mystics have constant-
ly chosen sexual metaphors to
describe mystical experiences.
But the most obvious reason for
condemning these gospels—
which some dedicated soul took
the trouble to secrete in a cave
some sixteen hundred years
ago—was clearly political. Who-
ever could claim to know through
inner vision could claim that his
or her authority equalled or even
surpassed that of Peter and his
bloodthirsty successors. The
gnosis, offering the initiate a di-
rect access to divinity—of which
priests and bishops might even
be ignorant—also offered a the-
ological justification for refusing
to obey either bishop or priest.
So the moment the Catholic
Church obtained political and
military power, the subversive
gospels were everywhere de-
stroyed and their proponents but-
chered.

universal consciousness—a state of love bordering on the
divine.

In the Roman Church, the Albigensians saw an institu-
tion ridden with superstition, lacking in philosophical
depth, corrupt and cruel; it seemed to them that Satan
himself must have been responsible for setting up the
Churches of Christendom as a means of destroying human
souls. Like the Cathars, they renounced not Satan and his
works and pomp, but ‘‘the harlot Church."

To the Albigeois enforced marriage by the Church was
odious; he recognized no other sanction for the union of
man and woman than mutual attraction. Some went so far
as to proclaim the sacraments useless, suggesting that
women ought to be communalized on account of the vanity
of the pleasure obtained from them. Yet an advanced
Cathar would not commit adultery, nor homicide, nor lie,
nor swear an oath, nor pick and steal, nor do unto another
that which he would not have wished done unto himself.
He was to pardon wrongdoers, love his enemies, pray for
them that calumniated him, offer the other cheek to the
smiter, give up his mantle to him that took his tunic, and
neither judge nor condemn.

Dante is reputed to have been a secret member of the
Albigensian Church and to have officiated as a pastor in
various European cities. He was also a member of a group
called Fedeli d'Amore, or Faithful in Love; and Roberto
Cesare Ambesi in his / rosa croce mentions a ciphered
Rosicrucian wisdom hidden in the lines of the Divine
Comedy, obtained mystically and by initiation, which, says
Ambesi, transcends the limits of the times in which Dante
lived.

The gnostics’ radiant cult of the spirit, which took
possession of men, a cult without vast buildings, elaborate
decorations, pontifical hierarchy, or rich vestments, was
seen by the popes as a serious threat to their materialis-
tic church. Once it became clear that perhaps a third of
all nominal Christians were secretly practicing an heretical
religion, Christian persuasion was replaced by the rack,
the gibbet, and the stake. Declaring that anyone who
attempted to construe a personal view of God which
conflicted with the dogma of the Church of Rome must be
burned without pity, Pope Innocent lll decided on a
crusade ''to exterminate the impious,' accusing the Cath-
ars of being '‘lascivious sects, who, overflowing with
libertine ardor, are but slaves to the pleasures of the
flesh.”

To the cold nobility of northern France he offered as a
lure the conquest of temperate and independent Provence,
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Burning a victim of religious
persecution

with its beautiful chateaus, its luscious vineyards, olives,
and fig trees. German mercenaries were enlisted on the

promise of looting the rich southern towns and of raping

their lovely women, renowned as lighthearted, hot-blood-
ed, and perversely sensuous.

And so was inflicted on the south of France one of the
most ferocious massacres in history. Bands of northern
brigands pillaged and plundered. In the Cathedral of Saint-
Nazaire twelve thousand “'heretics’ were killed when the
roof collapsed. Those who tried to flee were cut down and
butchered. Thousands more were burned at the stake. At
Toulouse, Bishop Foulque put to death ten thousand
people accused of heresy. At Beziers the entire popula-
tion of more than twenty thousand was slaughtered. At
Citeau, when asked how to distinguish Catholics from
Catharists, the abbé replied with his famed cynicism: “Kill
them all; God will know his own.”

Thus it fell to the Knights Templar to act as custodians
of the esoteric tradition descended from the Egyptian and
Chaldean sages. Anomalously acting as “military apostles
of the religion of love," they dedicated themselves to the
restoration of the Church as they believed it to have
existed in the time of the apostles, setting up a bulwark
against the abuses of the theocratic regime in Rome, with
its cruel and despotic Inquisitors. From their Moslem
peers in the Orient the Templars had learned to acknowl-
edge Jesus as a great and holy prophet, one who had
been taken to Egypt to be initiated into the highest
degrees of occult science, recognized by the priests of
Osiris as the long-promised incarnation of Horus, eventual-
ly to be consecrated Sovereign Pontiff of a Universal
Religion.

Along with a reverence for the doctrines of alchemy,
astrology, magic, and cabalistic talismans, the Templars
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The torture and execution of
Waldensian "heretics”

Templar uniforms and arms

appear to have brought to Europe from the East the
secret teachings of the gnostics and the Sufis dealing
with Tantric sex. According to the nineteenth-century
German historian von Hammer-Purgstall the Templars se-
cretly adopted a form of the rites of Gnosticism founded
on phallic worship or reverence for the sexual principle in
nature.

Formed in Palestine in 1118 by Hugues de Payen and
Godefroy de Saint-Aumer, with seven other French
knights, the Templars set up their order in the ruins of the
Temple of Solomon; and the symbolic rebuilding of the
temple was to become one of their spiritual goals: the
temple of God being man. Digging in the foundations, they
are said to have found a rare manuscript which traced for
them the procedure employed by King Solomon in realizing
the Great Work, the alchemical transmutation of the
human soul back into light.

It was then that the Templars came into contact with
the sect of the Johannite followers of Saint John the
Apostle, whose secret objective was the restoration of the
esoteric Egyptian tradition, to be achieved by the over-
throw of the Bishops of Rome, in order to establish
universal civil liberty, and thus reunite mankind under the
one eternal religion of the world. This goal became the
secret dream of the Templars: the formation of a civiliza-
tion that would reconcile East and West, starting with a
unique brotherhood of Christian and Moslem. But to
achieve their goal they chose the same anomalous path
as their opponents: they set about amassing great riches,
becoming not only the greatest soldiers of the West, but
its greatest bankers. They also became great builders of
cathedrals, accomplished diplomatists, and the most reli-
able chamberlains at the courts of Europe.
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Encounter between Christians
and Saracens at Mt. Hattin in
Palestine on July 4, 1187, Thirty
thousand Moslems and Jews
were massacred in Jerusalem by
Christian crusaders. To stop this
senseless slaughter, the Knights
Templar found means of commu-
nicating with their Moslem broth-
ers-in-arms as brothers in spirit.

Knights Templar entering their

fortified temple in Paris, built in
the thirteenth century opposite
the Louvre




Philip the Fair, king of France
from 1285 to 1314

Baphomet, the Templar symbol
of Gnostic rites based on phallic
worship and the power of direct-
ed will. The androgynous figure
with a goat's beard and cloven
hooves is linked to the horned
god of antiquity, the Goat of
Mendes. The Tantric sexual sym-
bolism of the figure is highlighted
by the caduceus in place of the
phallus. Modern exegesists see
in the androgynous glyph the for-
mula of sexual magic, symboliz-
ing "'the perfect fusion of Solar
and Lunar energies in one orga-
nism."

The torture of de Molay

Then came disaster. King Philip the Fair of France
developed a similar idea of making himself ruler of a vast
Christian empire centered at Jerusalem. He also needed
money. First he seized all the Jews in his kingdom and
forced them to give up their fortunes by removing one of
their eyes and threatening to remove the other. Then he
so debased the value of the national currency he was
obliged to take refuge from an angry populace in the Paris
temple. There, among his protecting Templars, he coined
the idea of seizing their riches.

On October 13, 1307, throughout France, some five
thousand knights were arrested by officers of the king.
Seized without warning, and kept in ignorance of their
fellow knights, they were told that others had confessed
and that their lives would be spared if they too confessed.
But to what?

To have charged the Templars with planning an ecu-
menical world would have meant unveiling Philip’s own
scheme. So recourse was had to the easier charge of
magic and heresy. Public indignation was aroused by
further charges of sodomy and orgies with female demons.
To these accusations were added denying Christ, spitting
on the Cross, and worshiping the devil in the form of an
idol called Baphomet.

Grand Master Jacques de Molay, with his bodyguard of
sixty knights, was imprisoned in his own temple. Only a
few hundred knights escaped. The rest were turned over
for interrogation to Guillaume de Paris, Grand Inquisitor for
France. Of the 140 Templars seized in Paris 36 soon died
under torture; 54 more, in horrible torment, some being
strung up by the testicles, confessed to whatever the
Inquisitors asked, but repudiated their confessions as
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Bertrand de Got, a Frenchman
and former archbishop of Bor-
deaux—had the seat of the pa-
pacy transferred from Rome to
Avignon by King Philippe e Bel.
He is accused by historians of
issuing "‘a series of bulls, per-
haps the most disgraceful that
ever proceeded from a vice-
regent of God." Thirsting for the
Templar riches, he let himself be
bribed by the Knights of Saint
John to share the loot. In what is
described as "the most sugges-
tive sale of indulgence on rec-
ord,”" he offered Edward Il of
England full remission of his sins
if he allowed reinstatement of
the use of torture by the Inquisi-
tion. A month after the burning of
de Molay, Clement died in agony
from the loathsome disease of
lupus.

soon as the torture was stopped. They were piled into
wagons and carried to the fields near the convent of
Saint-Antoine, where they were tortured to death by slow
fire. All refused offers of pardon if they recanted, mani-
festing instead a constancy which, as a contemporary
chronicler tells us, “placed their souls in great peril of
damnation, for it led people to believe they were
innocent."

Anyone who dared defend the knights was himself
accused of heresy and condemned to death. When the
pope, Clement V, tried to intervene on behalf of the
imprisoned Templars, he was thwarted by Philip. Being a
Frenchman who held court at Avignon, dependent on Philip
for his freedom, the pope guickly gave in. And he too had
his eye on the riches of the Templars.

De Molay, de Charney, de Peraud, and de Gonneville,
the top officers of the Temple, were kept in jail for seven
years, repeatedly tortured, until they confessed. Brought
to trial and condemned to perpetual imprisonment, de
Molay and de Charney, to everyone's amazement, arose
and declared themselves guilty not of the crimes imputed
to them, but of having basely betrayed the order to save
their lives under torture.

On the same day, by sunset, two stakes had been
erected on a small island near Notre Dame, the Island of
Jews, opposite the king's gardens, piled around with
burning charcoal to cause a slow death. When Grand
Master de Molay saw the fire he stripped and slowly
approached the patibulum, his body already so scarred
that the skin of his back, belly, and thighs hung in shreds.
It took all night and all day for him to die in a drawn-out,
deliberate agony.

With the Temple suppressed in France, Philip seized
what he could of its vast fortune. But the spirit of the
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The same lawyer, de Nogaret,
who prosecuted the Templars
had previously seized and impris-
oned Pope Boniface VI, the
shock of which so maddened the
old pope he killed himself by
beating his head against the
walls of his room. Boniface had
excommunicated Philip for con-
travening canon law by taxing
French clergy to finance his war
against England. After Boniface's
death Philip, in order to have all
his bulls annulled, especially
Unam sanctum (which asserted
the supremacy of the papacy
over any temporal ruler), had his
docile minion Clement V con-
demn Boniface posthumously for
sodomy, murder, sorcery, and
consulting with demons. Boniface
was further accused by de No-
garet of murdering his predeces-
sor, the weak-minded Pope Ce-
lestine V, by drilling a hole in the
wall of his bedchamber and rep-
resenting his voice as that of a
messenger of God,

Templars was long to outlive him. In prison, de Molay is
said to have secretly instituted four lodges of occult
Masonry and to have designated a hiding place for much
of the order’s wealth. Some of the Templars who managed
to escape from France took refuge in Scotland and
England. In the latter the Temple survived in London’'s Inns
of Court, keeping alive, underground, the ancient wisdom
of Egypt passed on by Cathar, Manichee, gnostic, Sufi,
Albigensian, and Free Mason.

With the suppression of the guilds on the Continent, the
secret wisdom was no longer built into the stonework of
the great cathedrals funded by the Templars. It was to
survive instead in the veiled ritual of the lodge, and in the
Hermetic language of the poet.
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According to Saint Augustine,
two realms have existed since
the beginning of the world, the
City of God (which includes the
angels and good people) and the
City of the Devil, in which he
included not only demons, but
the whole pagan world with its
cult of demons. By magic, says
Augustine, people try to compel
the assistance of demons, but
the demons in the end seduce
people into worshiping them as
gods. The magicians maintained,
to the contrary, that only the
pure in heart could practice the
art of magic and that the demons
were commanded through the
power of God.

4, ELIZABETHAN WITS
AND WIZARDS

What the Church most disliked about magic was the
notion that individuals might commune directly with disem-
bodied entities, especially to use them as intermediaries
with higher or angelic realms. The priests of Rome wished
to keep for themselves the sole right to deal with the
beyond; and though they maintained they could invoke into
their own churches a holy spirit, they considered anyone
else who did anything similar worthy only of hell.

It was not that the Church did not believe in the
existence of spirits that communed with mortals; the
churchmen simply changed their nature from Greek
daevons—immaterial beings or departed souls believed to
hold a middie ground between man and the deities of the
pagans—into Latin demons, characterized by the Church
as evil and satanic.

On the authority of Aquinas, any commerce with such
demons, though it might bring instant reward, was be-
lieved in the end to serve only the demons who were
considered deceptive, and even if apparently good, actu-
ally only lying in wait to delude those who sought them.

Jan Wierus, one of the best known physicians of the
sixteenth century, considered an originator of modern
psychiatry, and famous in his time for an outspoken
opposition to the persecution and torture of witches, even
took a census in which he counted 7,405,926 demons,
divided into 72 companies, under a captain or a prince, all
commanded by the Evil One, a fiend, who, in the syes of
the Church, bore a relentiess hatred for the human race.
That these devils of an airy substance could penetrate
human beings, ‘‘could take possession of a human spirit,
and give rise to spectral images,’ Wierus had no doubt.
So all magic, black or white, with the exception of that
perpetrated by the Church in its own rites and incanta-
tions, became taboo.

This trend against magic had been growing in the
Roman Church since the reign of Pope John XXIl (1316-
49), who issued a bull Super lllius Specula against the use
of magic, and ordered all books on the subject turned in
for burning. Accusing his opponents of heresy, sorcery
and demon worship, he condemned those accused of
magic, and especially those who claimed to commune with
spirits, to be tortured and burned alive—a profitable
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In a bull dated 1478, Sixtus IV
allowed Ferdinand and Isabella
of Spain "to appoint and depose
Inquisitors and to possess them-
selves of the property of the
condemned for the royal trea-
sury.” This Inquisition developed
into a secret association of
spies, fanatics, and informers de-
termined to destroy freethinkers,
philosophers, scholars, mystics,
and anyone not crassly subservi-
ent to the “authority"’ of Rome.
Under the system anyone could
be accused by anyone, anony-
mously or otherwise, of suspicion
of heresy. The mere accusation
removed the victim from the ju-
risdiction of the state to that of a
special ecclesiastical court.
Once in the hands of the Inquisi-
tion, all friends and family had to
cease association with the vic-
tim. Any “'sympathy'’ displayed
for a "‘heretic'' was considered
tantamount to heresy. There was
no recourse to the civil law, no
habeas corpus. All regular police
officers, magistrates, and public
officials, including governors and
viceroys, were obliged to assist
the Inquisition on pain of being
considered sympathetic to the
heretic. No one, no matter how
high his station, was immune
from persecution. Anyone was a
heretic who spoke disrespectful-
ly of church services, read or
lent books condemned by the
Inquisition, ate meat on fast
days, missed mass, disapproved
of anything done by the Inquisi-
tion, denied any assertion made
by an Inquisitor, believed that the
adherent of any other form of
religion could be saved, or that
the Church itself might someday
be reformed and primitive Chris-
tianity restored.

process, as the property of the condemned was split
between Church and Inquisition, a system of revenue
legalized by Sixtus IV with a papal bull in 1478.

Throughout Europe the slaughter grew out of bounds.
The entire population of the Netherlands was declared
heretical and condemned to death by the Catholic Inquisi-
tion. Whole cities were denuded of men, the women
systematically raped. Recalcitrants were buried alive,
strangled, beheaded or had their breasts ripped off with
red hot pincers. In Germany a hundred thousand perished;
many more died in agony in Switzerland, France, and ltaly;
altogether more than a quarter of a million souls. Protes-
tants were no better; Calvin and Luther, bigoted, intoler-
ant, heartless, determined to crush what to them was
"“heresy'' or "unorthodoxy,' by the same means of phys-
ical terror employed by the Catholics. Protestant Dutch-
men were crueler still in the revenge against Catholics and
nonconformists.

In England the butchery was not so widespread, but
nonetheless fiendish. John Rogers, minister of the gospel
in London, the first Protestant martyr in Catholic Mary
Tudor's reign, was burned alive at the stake at Smithfield
in February 1554 while his wife and nine children, one of
them still at the breast, were obliged to watch. But the
Spanish archbishop Caranza, who introduced the Inquisi-
tion to England, only managed to do away with three
hundred victims before he was driven from the country.
After Bloody Mary’'s death in 1558, Catholics suffered
similar persecution. Dermid O'Hurley, Catholic archbishop
of Cashel, was fastened to a tree, his boots filled with
combustibles, and set on fire, a fire which was alternately

66



[|+”"||-
|| { '|
itd i

All over Europe Christians
butchered one another in the cru-
elest ways in the name of God.

The burning of John Rogers




Dr. John Dee (1527-1608) was
not only Elizabeth's occult advis-
er but acted as secrel agent for
the queen on frequent trips to
Europe. Code-named 007, his
adventures were even stranger
than Bond's. A friend of Francis
Bacon and Walter Raleigh, he
was a member of the circle
known as The School of Night,
which met secretly at Raleigh's
house in Dorset to discuss oc-
cult and scientific policy. A reli-
gious Hermeticist and practition-
er of the religion of love and
unity, Dee encouraged toleration
to heal the breach in Christen-
dom and establish a new Golden
Age in which man could recover
his intellectual capacity, his
beauty, and his place beside
God. Dee believed that through a
mystical rapport with the world
man could rediscover and regen-
erate the divine within. He was
convinced that within man was
an "'astral’’ spirit, whose powers
could be channeled to achieve
more with science than did na-
ture unaided. Aware, like Bruno,
that all was ensouled, he be-
lieved man could do wonders
with the effluvia from the stars,
and that the main weapon of the
magus was his own imagination.
But Dee's theurgy, or invoking of
spirits, got him in trouble with
James |, who abhorred witch-
craft, and once more he was
nearly burned for sorcery.

quenched and relighted, prolonging his torture through four
successive days.

But by this time the tune was changing at the court of
Elizabeth. An Hermeticist follower of Pico and Ficino—
very nearly burned for sorcery and treason by Mary Tudor
when he cast her horoscope and that of her Catholic
husband, Philip of Spain—was nevertheless convinced
that Protestant and Catholic could yet be united through a
return to the early Christian religion of universal love and
to the more ancient Egyptian cult on which it was based.
He was Dr. John Dee. Under Queen Elizabeth’s protection,
this venerable magus was able to propagate in England
the Egyptian wisdom acquired in his prolonged and various
travels in Europe, often as a secret agent of Elizabeth.
Through his constant efforts, and his tutoring of the
highborn nearest Elizabeth, Dee was to come close to
fulfilling his dream of a united and spiritualized
Christendom.

Avid for data on magic and how to perform it, Dee had
gradually built up at his country house at Mortlake, 30
miles up the Thames from London, the greatest library in
England, one far superior to those of either Oxford or
Cambridge, with a special leaning toward the occult. On
its shelves he accumulated all of Ficino’s works, the
greatest number of the manuscripts of Roger Bacon, the
works of Paracelsus, Cardano, Agrippa, and as many of
the other magicians whose treatises were available in
manuscript or print. Still, he complained that no man and
no book could give him the answers he required. To fill
this void he "‘beseeched the giver of wisdom'' to commu-
nicate to him what he sought through an angelic interme-
diary, as had been done with Abraham, and later with
Ficino and Pico. Dee's plea was rewarded with the
appearance of Edward Talbott, a strange sensitive who
assumed the bogus name of Sir Edward Kelley, a scryer,
or crystal-ball gazer, who could evoke what he called
nonterrestrial entities in a black stone the size of a hat
crown, specially polished and treated to catch the spec-
tral forms of unearthly visitors.

As the operation is described by Dee, these forms
would point io certain letters on various tablets and put
together messages in what came to be called “‘Enochian,"”
each message spelled backwards because '‘the words
contained such potency that direct communication would
have invoked forces disruptive of the whole work." Eno-
chian, according to Dee, was a definite, though unknown,
language, which he classified as '"angelic.” Through it,
Dee developed nineteen calls, or keys, the first eighteen
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With Kelly as his medium, Dee
claimed he chiefly communicated
with the archangels Michael, Ga-
briel, Raphael, and Uriel, who
had instructed the Hebrew patri-
arch Enoch—hence Dee's use of
that name for his angelic lan-
guage. Enoch was said to have
lived before the Flood, to have
“walked with God," and been
raised living into heaven after
having engraved the primitive
elements of religion and universal
science on the two “'columns of
Enoch.' The Book of Enoch pur-
ports to tell the story of the
“sons of God'' who came down
from heaven to mate with the
daughters of man—who then
learned their secret magic. The
civilizing force which the He-
brews personified in Enoch was
the Trismegistus of the Egyp-
tians, the Cadmus of the Greeks.
Enoch-Hermes was said to have
seen the living stones of Thebes
rise up to the strains of Am-
phion's lyre.

By means of the "'shew-stone”’
as a scrying instrument, Dee ob-
tained his Enochian language
from a number of charts divided
into squares, each with a letter
of the alphabet. Kelley would
see visions of an angel pointing
letter by letter as it spelled out a
message.

The Enochian tablets consisted
of 156 pyramids, each with over
a hundred squares filled with let-
ters, totalling 2401. Dee used
one or more of these tables (as
a rule 49 X 49), some full of
letters, others only lettered on
alternate squares. Kelley would
gaze into the "“shew-stone” and
tell Dee the angel was pointing
to a square, but not mention the
letter.

being to summon various elements, the nineteenth en-
abling him to envisage thirty Aethyrs, or ‘“spheres of the
spirit world."" So adept was Kelley at summoning spirits,
he became scryer-in-residence at Mortlake at £50 a year,
and the minutes of his seances, carefully noted by Dee
over a period of eight years, cover several hundred pages
now in the British Museum along with the original black
“shew-stone."”’

One of the books produced by Dee on various scientific
subjects, his Steganographia, gives details of the proce-
dure required for summoning "‘angels who govern the
various planets and various parts of the earth.” Dee's
magic was also designed to protect the soul during its
upward journey through the various spirit realms toward
the goal of Gnosis. And that is how Dee got in trouble with
Pope Sixtus V, nearly at the cost of his life. In Prague, at
the court of Rudolph I, Dee conjured spirits for a friend,
Francesco Pucci, an Italian Catholic, also infused with the
Hermetic ideals, who had abjured the Church. Apprised of
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Queen Elizabeth of England had
a double agent at the Vatican,
appropriately known as le Che-
valier Carré, and the perfidy of
Sixtus V is exemplified by his
having kept Elizabeth informed
by le Carré of every detail of the
organization of the great Spanish
Armada for the invasion of En-
gland. Al the same time Sixtus
cunningly offered Philip Il of
Spain a million gold scudi to be
paid as.soon as he had success-
fully landed on the territory of
“the bastard heretic"” in England,
hoping so to weaken Philip by a
“Bay of Pigs" landing that Sixtus
could, unopposed, seize from
him a plum he longed for: the
Kingdom of Naples.

the magical seances, the papal nuncio in Prague sent
word to Sixtus, who immediately ordered Rudolph to have
Dee and Kelley delivered to Rome for interrogation, an
order which Rudolph would have been bound to enforce
had not Dee, forewarned, wisely left Prague and taken
refuge with Kelley in a castle at Tribau. Pucci, who had
decided to return to the Church to explain his ecumenical,
Hermetic views to the religious authorities in Rome, fool-
hardily traveled under the nuncio's safe-conduct, only to
be seized, condemned, and promptly beheaded as a
heretic.

Had Sixtus known of Dee and Kelley's next adventures
in the realm of angelic or demonic forces, he would,
doubtless, have been even more outraged. Kelley, suspi-
cious that the manifesting spirits might—as the papal
nuncio had insisted—be demons, and that he might be
lured to his destruction, wished to desist. Dee, consider-
ing himself a pious man and a devoted Christian, was
determined to continue obeying the messages from what
he considered angelic voices.

The ensuing situation turned into a limited agape, or
early Christian sharing, with overtones of experiments in
Tantric sex, when—as reported in chronicles of the
time—Kelley '‘cast a lustful eye on Dee's shapely viva-
cious young wife."" Speaking through Kelley, a spirit
named Mandini told both men "'they had their wives in
such sort that they should use them in common.'' When
Dee asked Mandini if that meant spiritual or carnal
copulation, the answer was '‘both." At dinner the decision
was conveyed to the ladies. Surprised or not, they were
evidently willing to comply; and for several months the
quartet enjoyed a joint relationship until Kelley went back
to Prague to be knighted in return for the promise of
producing for the Bohemian sovereign alchemical gold by
means of a red dust Dee had found in the grave of a
bishop at Glastonbury Abbey.

Back home at Mortlake, Dee found that a mob, accusing
him of necromancy and of desecrating graves in order to
have intercourse with spiritual essences, had ransacked
and vandalized his great library, which caused him to
compare the persecution he was suffering to the ‘“'raging
slaunder of the Malicious Ignorant” endured by his young
mentor Pico della Mirandola. But once more under Eliza-
beth's protection, Dee's house resumed its function as a
meeting place for that distinguished cabal of English
Hermeticists close to the Crown, such as Sir Francis
Bacon, the Earl of Southampton, the Earl of Leicester and
Sir Philip Sydney to whom Dee had been tutor. With great
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On the day of Saint Bartholo-
mew, August 24, 1572, French
Catholics ambushed and mur-
dered all the French Protestants
they could seize—men, women,
and children—even ripping in-
fants from the womb to prevent
any survivors. As blood flowed in
rivers and the streets were
choked with corpses, the Catho-
lic murderers went about the
slaughter with white crosses on

their hats and capes to be distin-

guished from their victims. In
Rome the news was greeted with
great feasts and gaieties.

subtlety the group was using Shakespeare's plays as a
means of political and religious pamphleteering for a
return to the Hermetic values of Egypt, the secret wisdom
of which they had been nurtured on by Dee, and by
studying law in the old Temple, or the Inns of Court. As
members of the Queen’s Privy council, they too, if only to
save their necks, wished to avoid the ghastly religious
intolerance and religious warfare which was rending Eu-
rope.

To add his wisdom to this clandestine group of wits,
there came from ltaly perhaps the greatest philosopher of
the sixteenth century, a fiery “heretic’’ who was to pay
with his life for overtly challenging the Church of Rome
whom he accused of having missed the secret message in
the Egyptian glyphs adorning the obelisks and of having
fallen from the path of the ancient wisdom.

Shortly before Sixtus V had come to the throne, Henry
Il of France, anxious for the hand of Elizabeth, had named
as ambassador to the Court of Saint James’s, Michel de
Castelnau, marquis of Mauvissiére, who, according to his
peers, was a '‘remarkable and attractive man whose
humanity transcended the religious cleavages of the
times.” Ten years earlier, Mauvissiére had been sent by
Henry's elder brother, Charles IX, equally interested in
Elizabeth's hand, to try to pacify the outraged English
queen after the ghastly Saint Bartholomew massacre,
when a hundred thousand French Protestant men, women,
and children had been cold-bloodedly ambushed and
butchered by bigoted Catholics. This time, Mauvissiére
chose to take with him as a companion to the London of
Shakespeare an ltalian ex-monk, Giordano Bruno of Nola.




Philosopher, poet, dramatist and
intrepid supporter of intellectual
freedom, Giordano Bruno ob-
tained his doctorate in philos-
ophy at Toulouse. With vast eru-
dition, a vivid imagination, and
originality of thought, Bruno
lashed out with subtle irony and
biting sarcasm against pedants
in religion, science, philosophy
or letters. In England, Sir Philip
Sidney, who had studied jurispru-
dence at the University of Padua
and was imbued with a love of
Italian culture, may have financed
the publication of Bruno's Italian
works. Bruno dedicated to him
his Spaccio della bestia trion-
fante and De gli eroici furori, Of
Bruno's influence on contempo-
rary drama, his biographer, Vin-
cenzo Spampanato, points out
that no less than ten of Moliére's
plots were influenced by Bruno's
comedy, and he argues that half
a dozen of Shakespeare’s plays
are strongly reminiscent of
Bruno's work.

Bruno’s reputation for dangerous views on matters spiri-
tual had preceded him to England. Elizabeth's chief of
intelligence, Sir Francis Walsingham, received a note from
the British ambassador in Paris, Sir Henry Cobham, that
“Dr. Jordano Bruno Nolano, a professor of philosophy,
intendeth to pass into England whose religion | cannot
commend.’’ Indeed, in her Bruno and the Hermetic Tradi-
tion, Frances Yates—that remarkable historian of the
Elizabethan age—suggests that the Italian was specifical-
ly brought to England on a secret political assignment of
an obviously Hermetic or anti-Jesuit nature.

A small, thin man, with a meager dark beard, scornful of
his attire—three buttons off his coat and hose pieced
together from bits of his abandoned Dominican gown—
Bruno seemed hardly presentable in society; yet this
defrocked priest was to become such an intimate of the
Hermetic conspiracy formed around the wits behind
Shakespeare that he turned up in Love’s Labor’'s Lost as
the character Berowne. Charged with unorthodoxy for
reading Erasmus in the toilet of his Dominican monastery
in Naples, Bruno had escaped across the Alps to France
to avoid being tried on a more serious count of heresy.
What threatened to damn him was his conviction that a
return to the Hermetic wisdom of the ancient Egyptians
was the sole remedy against the fratricidal warfare ravag-
ing Europe. An opinion identical with that of John Dee,
who Peter J. French, in his biography of the old magus,
suggests ‘‘was perhaps the only person in England who
could have prepared the Sidney circle for that wild but
brilliant ex-friar.”

The England to which Bruno came was a haven for
foreigners persecuted for their religious beliefs. Sensitive
Elizabethans had been looking, since the guidance of Dee,
to Renaissance ltaly for the light of Hermeticism. Scores
of distinguished ltalians had taken refuge in London,
including another ex-Dominican monk, Matteo Bandello,
whose Novelle formed the basis of Romeo and Juliet and
Taming of the Shrew. Bruno was quickly introduced by
Mauvissiere into the heart of the Shakespeare cabal, and
was quickly patronized by Philip Sidney, by Walter Ra-
leigh, who had been educated at Oxford with Sidney, and
by Sidney's uncle, the queen’s beloved Earl of Leicester,
then chancellor of that stronghold of conservative Aristo-
telian study, Oxford University.

Bruno, who considered Aristotle “‘stupidissimus omnium
philosophorum,’ paralyzed his Oxonian audience with
astonishment and indignation by expounding Hermetic
conceits and by supporting what the ancient Egyptians
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Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-
1543), Polish astronomer, canon
of the cathedral of Frauenburg,
practiced medicine, giving his
services free to the poor. His De
revolutionibus orbium coelestium,
dedicated to Paul lll, described
the sun as the center of a great
system, with the earth as one of
several planets revolving around
it. But the first printed copy only
reached him on his deathbed,
saving him from the acrimonious
debates of those who wished to
refute a heliocentric system
known to the Egyptians for sev-
eral thousand years.

had known all along, Copernicus's proposition that the sun
and not the earth was the center of the solar system,
flatly contradicting Aristotle's notion of a finite universe
constructed out of fixed geometric circles. Bruno insisted
instead that the universe was infinite, that the sun was
merely another star, and that stars were not fixed, but in
reality suns, each with its own train of planets, cycling
through the universe, “'like great animals, animated by the
divine life’'—all of which had been standard to the ancient
Egyptians, but denied and buried by the priests of the
Catholic Church.

Following the Hermetic tradition, and the lead given by
the magician Cornelius Agrippa, Bruno said he considered
it unreasonable to suppose that the stars which give life
and animation to all should themselves be without life and
animation. Laying the Hermetic vision before his audience,
the ex-monk allowed that he found it hard to believe any
part of the universe could be without soul-life, without
sensation, without organic structure. ““From this infinite All,
full of beauty and splendor, from the worlds which circle
above us, to the sparkling dust of the stars beyond, the
conclusion is drawn that there are an infinity of creatures,
a vast multitude, which, each in its degree, mirrors forth
the splendor, wisdom, and excellence of the divine beau-
ty." Taking Copernicus's revalidation of the sun as the
center of the solar system, Bruno used it to herald the
dawn of a new age, the return of the Egyptian sun god
Horus, and of the magical sun-worshiping religion of
ancient Egypt, a true Aurora for philosophy after its burial
in the dark ages of corrupted Christianity.

The Oxford academies received Bruno less than warmly.
His lectures led to so much acrimony, he was forced to
decamp in haste. For his part, the impression left on him
by members of the university was that of a "'pedantic pig-

- headedness fit to try the patience of Job." He accused

the pedants of using empty words with which to mouth a
sterile philosophy in language both trivial and superficial,
without magical or incantatory power, instead of appealing
to the magical hieroglyphic language of the Egyptians with
its wisdom of the ages. As Bruno put it, by using the
symbolic language of hieroglyphs, the Egyptians had
managed to capture with marvelous skill the language of
nature. “‘Later when letters of the kind we now use were
invented by Thoth, or some other, it brought about a great
rift both in memory and in the divine magical sciences.”
The most essential element in Bruno's outlook, says
Fances Yates, was to find “‘these living ‘voices,’ signs,
images, seals, to heal the rift in the means of communica-
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In Del'infinito universo et mondi
Bruno goes beyond Copernicus
in his speculation about the na-
ture of the universe, attacking
the foundations of Aristotle's
cosmology. And in La cena de le
ceneri Bruno, expanding the Co-
pernican theory, inveighs against
contemporary English scholars,
especially those at Oxford
whose world he describes as "'a
constellation of the most pedan-
tic, obstinate ignorance and pre-
sumption, mixed with a kind of
rustic incivility, which would try
the patience of Job." In his
Spaccio Bruno reveals his strong
attraction to Egyptian religion,
condemning the hypocrisy of six-
teenth-century princes who, with
their sycophants, had created a
“‘faithless, dissolute, irresponsi-
ble and indolent upper class.”
But for Queen Elizabeth, whom
he visited frequently with Ambas-
sador Castelnau, Bruno had
great admiration because of her
“judgement, wisdom, council and
rule.”

tion with divine nature which had been introduced by
pedantry.”” In some trancelike experience, Bruno wished to
unify through these *‘voices’’ the universe as reflected in
the psyche "‘and thereby obtain the Magus' powers to live
the life of the Egyptian priest in magical communion with
nature."

And it is here that Frances Yates finds a link between
Bruno and the Shakespeare texts where the English poet,
rather than using the vacuous language of the pedants,
searches for "'significant’' language with which, in Bruno’'s
words, ‘‘to capture the voices of the gods." It warrants,
she says, an entirely new approach to the relation be-
tween the two poets, both of whom subscribe to the same
Hermetic philosophy championed by Dee.

In the works Bruno wrote in Italian during his stay in
London, especially the Cena delle ceneri and the Spaccio
della bestia triumphante, he preached a general reforma-
tion of the world based on a vision of nature achieved
through Hermetic comtemplative exercises—a return to
the magical metaphysical communion with other dimen-
sions of consciousness, as practiced in Egypt. The basic
theme of Bruno's Spaccio is the glorification of the
magical religion of the ancient Egyptians, as described in
Ficino's translation of the Asclepius. In his De immenso,
Bruno attacked those who had destroyed this Egyptian
religion, spreading instead cruelty, schism, evil customs,
and contempt for the law. Like Ficino, Bruno picked up the
gauntlet of the Renaissance magus in his stand for the
dignity of man, for liberty, for toleration, for the right to
say what he thought, irrespective of ideological censors.
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Bruno upheld the value of both “heroic’ and ‘‘profane"
love, as opposed to what the pedants had made of
Christianity. For Bruno, all religious persecution, all war in
the name of religion, broke the law of love. Varying the
Renaissance theme of Platonic love treatises, Bruno op-
posed to profane love heroic love, or “frenzy'’ as he
called it, pointing out that heroic love, as the Gnostics
practiced it, had a divine object and led the soul in a
gradual ascent from the sense world through intelligible
objects toward the divinity.

As Yates sums it up, Bruno's fundamental ideal was a
God-informed, God-governed universe, a universe embody-
ing power, wisdom, and love, a universe essentially acces-
sible to the human consciousness, partially now and
progressively more so with the development of that con-
sciousness. In a cabalistic sense, Bruno saw love as the
living virtue in all things, one which the magician could
intercept to lead him up from lower-level love to the
supercelestial reality of divine love.

As for sexual love, far from condemning it, Bruno
believed that man should make use of all his faculties. In
an address to Philip Sidney he wrote: "It is not for me to
oppose the sacred order of nature . . . God forbid that
such a thought should ever enter my head . .. | never had
a desire to become a eunuch. On the contrary | should be
ashamed if | agreed to yield on that score were it only a
hair to any man worth his salt in order to serve nature and
God."" Admitting that he had not managed to possess
quite as many women as King Solomon, Bruno added that
it had not been for lack of trying. And he did not believe in
being tied down. “'For | am certain that all the laces and
tags that all present and future dealers in laces and tags
have ever been able, or will be able, to plait or knot, even
though they were aided by death itself, would not suffice
. for that purpose.”

When Bruno left England, to resume his wanderings
through Europe, he preached, as Yates notes, a kind of
Egyptian Counterreformation, prophesying a return to
Egyptianism in which the religious difficulties of the age
would be dispelled. There would follow a moral reform with
an emphasis on social good works and an ethic of social
utility. Breaking with the Christianity of all the Churches,
Bruno favored, as had the Gnostics, the Cathars, and the
Albigeois, a purer religion which he considered the very
essence of original Christianity.

The trouble, says Yates, is that by his rejection of
orthodox Christianity and his enthusiastic adoption of
Hermetic Egyptianisms, Bruno moved toward a form of
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Obelisk raised for Henri IV on the
occasion of his triumphant entry
into Rouen in 1596.

magic which went beyond the mild ‘‘Christian’ variety of
Ficino, designed to reunite the soul with the deity. Bruno
aspired to what she calls ‘'a more medieval necromancy,"
one in which he wished to expand Ficino's magic into a
full restoration of the magical religion of Hermes's Ascle-
pius, a return, in Yates's eyes, to an old-style, frankly
“‘demonic'’ conjuring. Hence the rub, as it had been for
Ficino and Pico, and for Dee. The very heart of this magic
(considered deadly dangerous by the Church) was not
only the summoning into manifestation of spiritual entities,
but the raising of consciousness to an ecstatic vision by
means of sexual arousal, awakening the dormant serpent
of fire. Somewhere Bruno appeared to have learned the
secrets of Tantric sex.

In his Opera Latine conscripta he makes an attempt to
outline a technique for controlling all emotions which is
explicitly based on sexual attraction. And in De vinculis in
genere he discusses '‘linking" through love or sexual
attraction. As Yates cautiously remarks: “‘the problem can
be put in terms of Eros." In the Pimander, in the Hermetic
account of the creation of the magus man, this half-divine
being came down to earth because he loved beautiful
nature and was united to her in a passionate embrace.

But the world was not ready for Bruno's Egyptian
Renaissance with its pagan love of nature—a nature in
which man could find the image of a loving deity. Catholic
and Protestant both turned on Bruno in disgust. In Witten-
berg he was warned to leave town. From Marburg he was
obliged to escape the malevolence of the rector of the
university. In Helmstedt he was excommunicated from the
Reformed Church. Frankfurt refused to let him lodge in the
town, and the prior of the Carmelite convent, who did give
him hospice, scathingly described him as “‘writing all day
or walking up and down filled with fantastic meditations.”

By this time Bruno had developed his life-long study of
the art of memory into a technique for training the
imagination into acting as the instrument for obtaining the
magical power with which to communicate with ‘‘angels,
demons, the effigies of stars, and the inner ‘statues’ of
gods and goddesses in contact with celestial things."
Here the hieroglyphs on the obelisks of Egypt took on a
function as magical keys to another dimension. To Bruno
the glyphs were symbols which, when imprinted on the
memory through an imaginative effort, enabled man to
recover knowledge of his true self, remember past lives,
his spiritual essence, and become again one with the
universe. But his opponents continued to dog him until in
Zurich he received the invitation from an apparent support-
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il Henry IV (1553-1610), King of
| France and of Navarre, reared
| as a Protestant, only saved him-
| self from the Massacre of Saint
il Bartholomew by announcing him-
] self a Catholic. Returning to his
faith he was excluded from suc-
[ ceeding Henry I, until he abjured
his Protestantism and entered
| Paris in 1594. Excommunicated
by Gregory XIV, he was assassi-
| nated by a Catholic fanatic,
Frangois Ravaillac.

Gregory Xlll (Pope, 1572-85)
joyfully receiving the severed
head of Protestant leader Ga-
spard de Coligny, first victim of
the Massacre of Saint Bartholo-
mew, which Gregory celebrated
in Rome with a festival of public
thanksgiving

er, a young Venetian nobelman (Zuane, or Juan, or Gio-
vanni Mocenigo), to visit Venice and there teach him the
art of memory as well as any other magical tricks he
might be able to impart, presumably Tantric and sexual.

Somewhat foolhardily Bruno agreed to return to Catholic
Venice in 1591. Sixtus V, the city's old Inquisitor, had
been dead a year, and the atmosphere appeared to have
softened sufficiently for Francesco Patrizi's Nova de uni-
versalis philosophia to be published, containing a new
edition of the Hermetica along with a dedication to the
new pope, Gregory XIV (Nicolo Sfondrati, 1590-91), in
which Patrizi urged the pontiff to have taught everywhere
and especially in the schools of the Jesuits this peace-
loving Hermetic religious philosophy. But Gregory, subser-
vient to Philip Il of Spain, was not that liberal, and replied
by excommunicating the one sovereign in whom Bruno had
put his faith as a potential Hermeticist, Henry IV of
Navarre, who had projected a unified Christian Europe.
Only Henry's eventual murder by an aspirant Jesuit was to
put the quietus on another Nolan dream.

In Mocenigo's Venetian house, Bruno found his host’s
behavior peculiar. As impatient with ignorance as he was
scornful of prejudice, Bruno argued with his pupil, and
decided to return to Frankfurt, where his extraordinary
work De friplici minimo had just been published, and where
he wished to have more manuscripts put into print.
Mocenigo, jealous that Bruno might impart his secret
knowledge to others, threatened to have the ex-monk
detained by the Holy Office—no idle threat, as Mocenigo
had once been attached to the Venetian Inquisition.

That Mocenigo was looking for a way to trap his
teacher is clear from the fact that he had collected from
Bruno's works and conversations a mass of testimony
bearing on his heretical beliefs, which he turned over to
the Father Inquisitor of Venice. When Bruno continued to
insist on leaving, Mocenigo had a band of toughs rouse
him from sleep on May 23, 1592, and drag him to a Holy
Office dungeon. Though he did not know it, for Bruno it
was to be the end of freedom.

The Venetian procurator, Federico Contarini, explained
to the doge that Bruno's crimes of heresy were most
serious, ‘‘though he is otherwise one of the most excellent
and rare talents that can be desired, and of exquisite
doctrine and knowledge.”

Brought before the Inquisition, Bruno made a confession
of faith: *'| presuppose an infinite universe, a work of
infinite Divine Power, because | consider it unworthy of the
Divine Power and Goodness to produce only this world
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The papal fortress of Sant'An-
gelo in which prisoners were tor-
tured and interrogated. If re-
quired, their bodies could be
dumped down secret chutes di-
rectly into the Tiber.

when it could have created infinitely many worlds similar
to our earth, which | understand along with Pythagoras, to
be an orb similar to the moon, and the other planets and
stars, inhabited worlds, the immesurable number of which,
in infinite space, forms an endless universe."” This state-
ment alone, in direct contradiction to the concepts of
Aristotle and Ptolemy, was considered by the officials of
the Inquisition '‘altogether the most absurd of horrors™
(horrenda prosus absurdissima), and was enough to con-
demn the prisoner as heretical.

Cardinal Santaseverina, the Supreme Inquisitor of Rome,
who had declared the massacre of St. Bartholomew “‘a
glorious day, exceedingly agreeable to Catholics,” or-
dered Bruno conveyed to the Holy See to stand trial
before the supreme tribunal of the Inquisition, accused
formally of heresy and of having composed various books
in which he praised the queen of England and other
heretical persons. Convinced that if he could reach the
font of authority at the Holy See, he would eventually not
only be understood, but even honored, and his writings
accepted, Bruno seems to have welcomed the transfer to
Rome.

In February 1593 he passed through the dungeons of
the Roman Inquisition, where he was visited by his judges,
the lord cardinals who cross-examined the prisoner on his
heresies and interrogated him concerning his necessities.
As a result, he was provided with a cloak, a pillow, and a
copy of the Summa of Saint Thomas Aquinas. With no pen
or paper on which to compose his defense or make use of
his talent for writing, Bruno was left to rot, his verbal




A victim being broken on the
rack while being interrogated by
Inquisitors

A victim's arms being dislocated
by jerks on a pulley

petitions unheeded. Four slow years went by before the
prisoner was again visited by the cardinals, in 1597. After
another cross-examination and probable torture, they told
him he would have to relinquish “'his vanities concerning
diverse worlds.” On January 14, 1599, eight heretical
propositions were extracted from Bruno's works and read
aloud to him in prison. He was given six days in which to
recant. When faced with a decision, Bruno said simply: "I
ought not to recant; therefore | will not.”

He agreed, however, to accept the personal decision of
the pope as to whether his system of thought was or was
not heretical; but he insisted on being allowed to defend
his views in writing. Pen and paper were provided. In his
“Memorial to the Pope,” Bruno claimed that his opinions
had been unadroitly excerpted from context by ministers
of the Holy Office, that he was prepared to give an
account of all his writings and defend them against any
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Clement VIl (Pope 1592-1605),
renowned for his piety, declared
that it was sinful to accept the
smallest degree of venereal
pleasure, and that anyone should
be denounced to the Inquisition
who maintained that kissing,
touching, and embracing for the
sake of sexual pleasure were not
grievous sins. The sexual act
had already been declared sinful
in itself by Saint Augustine, as
“the essence of original sin was
the concupiscence which accom-
panied the act of generation."
Priests were given explicit
instructions on how to punish
sexual infractions of all imagin-
able sorts. A raped girl could
douche herself only during the
first ten hours, or risk Hell. Once
conception had taken place, she
could do nothing. A man was not
to masturbate even to produce
sperm for a doctor; both would
be commiting a deadly sin.

Francesco Romolo Bellarmino
(1542-1621) entered the Society
of Jesus in 1560 and was made
a cardinal in 1599. As a consul-
tant to the Holy Office (or Inquisi-
tion) he took a prominent part in
the first examination of Galileo's
“heretical'’ writings. A strong
supporter of the Jesuits at the
Vatican, Bellarmino came to be
considered the greatest Roman
Catholic controversialist of his
day.

theologian. However, he would only abide by the opinion
of the pope concerning things said or written by him, or by
sacred canons if it should be proved there was anything in
his writings or sayings contrary to them. Bruno further
declared that if the Apostolic See and His Holiness
definitely declared his eight propositions to be heretical, if
His Holiness knew them to be so, or by the power of the
Holy Spirit declared them to be so, then he was disposed

to retract.
Along with the memorial went a long written defense of

his position addressed to the new Pope, Clement VIII
(Ippolito Aldobrandini, 15692-1605), who had succeeded
Gregory XIV and had just ordered the beheading of
Beatrice Cenci. But Clement, who has been described by
the French author R. Gagey as “more audacious than
Boniface VIII, more dominating than Sixtus V, and more
perfidious than Alexander VI,”" was not even going to see
Bruno's paper. On January 20, 1600, Bruno’s '"Memorial to
the Pope' was opened by the Inquisition, but was appar-
ently not passed on to the pontiff.

On February 4, Clement decreed before a full Congrega-
tion of Cardinals that if Bruno recognized his propositions
as heretical, well and good; if not, he was to be con-
demned after forty days ‘“‘to the treatment usual for
impenitent and pertinacious persons.'’ At his final trial,
Bruno was pathetically certain that if only he could make
his judges understand what he had to say, they would
welcome his philosophy. In the great hall of the consistory
with its baroque gilding and its damask hangings, Bruno
knelt, pale, thin, while the judges remained obdurate and
negative, especially Cardinal Bellarmine, who for twenty
years embodied the Curia’s opposition to science, and
now did his best to secure a condemnation. After a short
delay, the inquisitional notary pronounced sentence of
death upon Bruno, ordering him turned over to the civil
authorities for execution. Bruno heard the fatal words,
unfiinchingly, then rose and in a clear voice replied: "It
may be that you fear more to deliver this judgement, than
do | to hear it."”

On February 8, the condemned man was subjected to
the demeaning ritual of deconsecration of a former monk,
and transferred from the ecclesiastical to the secular arm
of the law with the cynical request that he be punished
“as mercifully as possible and without shedding of
blood" —the Church’'s sophistical formula for being burned
alive at the stake. Locked in the Tor di Nona jail, near
Sixtus's new bridge across the Tiber, Bruno awaited
execution. As Rome at that time was full of Catholic
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Bruno rebutting his judges in the
Court of the Inquisition

pilgrims from all countries, the Inquisition prepared a
monstrous spectacle for the occasion. Faggots were
stacked around a stake in front of Pompey's theater in the
Campo dei Fiori.

Early on the morning of February 17, Bruno was made to
attend mass in the prison chapel and then fed a frugal
breakfast of sweetmeats and wine from Ischia, so as not
to faint on the way to the scaffold. At last the ghastly
procession started from the prison of the Inquisition, as
Bruno was led out through a jeering, leering crowd of
Catholics come to see a "‘Lutheran’ heretic meet his
deserved doom. Accompanying the victim were the hood-
ed Brothers of the Holy Sepulcher, chanting a lugubrious
litany, and sardonically carrying green candles to symbol-
ize the three theological virtues: the wick for faith; the
wax for hope; the flame for charity.
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Rome's Campo dei Fiori, or Field
of Flowers, where Bruno met his
death

Bruno given to 1he flames

With a firm step Bruno mounted the patibolum, consoling
himself no doubt with his own gnostic dictum: "‘He who
still fears for his life has not yet made himself one with
the godhead." An eyewitness described the victim being
bound to the stake, around which wood was piled. As the
fires were lit, the "'mystical poet, whose love encom-
passed the entire universe,” turned his head from the
proffered consolation of a crucifix and delivered his final
words: "'l die a martyr, willingly."

Bruno’'s body was burned and his ashes scattered to
the winds so that not a trace be left on earth of any of his
corporeal shell. But, judged from his own words, death to
Bruno was only a slightly greater change than takes place
every day in our bodies, in no way a diminution of life, but
an exaltation of it: ““We suffer a perpetual transmutation,
whereby we receive a perpetual flow of fresh atoms, while
those that we have received are leaving us.” In his
Cabala del Cavallo Pegaseo Bruno had openly accepted
the reality of reincarnation, a tenet condemned by the
Church since the Council of Nicea.

The Church, not satisfied with killing its victim, set
about ruining his reputation, both as a thinker and as a
man. All of Bruno’'s works were placed on the Index of
forbidden reading; as many as possible were burned. For
two hundred years Bruno's reputation for atheism, impiety,
and misconduct was such that his writings were complete-
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ly taboo, not only among Catholics, but even among
Protestants. As late as 1830 they were forbidden to be
shown in the public library of Dresden. Many were lost or
remained unknown in archives of the Inquisition. Of those
known to exist, no complete or reasonably accurate
edition was published for more than two centuries. Yet the
Hermetic tradition continued, and sensitive souls became
aware of the magnitude of Bruno's contribution to philos-
ophy. Through his intuition and vision he had anticipated a
number of ideas which others in later centuries were to
adopt and develop on the basis of more solid evidence.

The doctrine of evolution, the progressive development
of nature, an idea unknown to classical philosophy, was
first pronounced by Bruno, not vaguely or partially: he
extended its laws to the inorganic as well as the organic
world, maintaining that unbroken line of evolution from
matter to man which only modern science later began to
recognize.

In a number of ways Bruno’s cosmology anticipated the
conception of the universe as it was to be developed by
modern physics and astronomy. In her recent thesis on
Bruno, Dr. Ksenija Atanasijevic says: '"Bruno’s contribution
to the development of subsequent philosophy and modern
astronomy is beyond proper evaluation not only in terms of
his conception of the infinity of the universe; with his
comprehensively conceived and elaborately argued doc-
trine of the triple minimum he is also one of the leading
forerunners of later monadology, atomism and the teach-
ings about the discontinuity of space, time, motion, and
geometrical bodies. . . . Bruno laid the firm foundations
upon which was to rise, in the course of time, the
magnificent edifice of new atomic science."

And she concludes: "By pointing out the complexity and
non-uniformity of the ultimate parts of substance, Bruno
revealed not only the unfailing correctness of his intuition
but also the whole depth of his philosophical mind and
thus became the illuminated precurser of later atomists
and monadologists as well as the founder of geometrical
finitism."

Philosophically, what Bruno died for was the belief that
man could stand again “‘under the faithful guidance of the
eye of the divine intelligence,”” and, with the powers within
him, by the gnostic ascent, recover his knowledge of an
infinite god in an infinite universe, a divinity, as Bruno
reminded his audience, not far distant, but within us, its
center everywhere, its circumference nowhere.
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Francis Bacon, Baron Verulam,
and Viscount St. Albans (1561~
16267). Philosopher and states-
man, lord chancellor of England,
formulated and proclaimed the
inductive method of modern sci-
ence in opposition to the a priori
method of scholasticism, the offi-
cial philosophy of the Roman
Catholic Church.

Johann Valentin Andreae

5. SUB ROSA CRUCIS

With the death of Elizabeth of England in 1603, there was
no monarch left to guarantee an original or outspoken
thinker or follower of the Hermetic Egyptian wisdom
preached by Bruno; so it went underground to be pursued
sub rosa. Francis Bacon and John Dee ran into trouble
with Elizabeth’s successor James |, and in Bohemia,
Rudolph Il was forced by the Jesuit spearhead of the
Counter Reformation to flee his ideal Hermetic court at
Prague, leaving his library and laboratory to be sacked
and destroyed. As Yates points out, the Egyptian philos-
ophy, freely debated in the fifteenth century, struggling for
supremacy in the sixteenth, was relegated, in the seven-
teenth, to the care of a minority of hidden initiates: the
Rosicrucians.

To perpetuate the Egyptian heritage as outlined by
Ficino, Pico, Dee, and Bruno, there sprang up in the
German states, or was revived there, a restricted society
of conspirators announcing themselves to the world as the
Brothers of the Rosy Cross. Pamphlets detailing their
tenets appeared from secret presses, known as the Fama
Fraternitatis, the Confessio Fraternitas, and The Chemical
Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz. Considering them-
selves good Christians, the brothers addressed the intelli-
gentsia, warning against egotism and materialist covetous-
ness, suggesting that it is man, not the Creator, who
causes the bloodshed which ravages the world.

Some occultists would have it that Francis Bacon, as
the reincarnation of Christian Rosenkreutz, reconstituted
the fraternity in England whence he took it to Germany
after a faked death, to reappear as Johann Valentin
Andreae, presumed author of the three Rosicrucian mani-
festos. What actually happened has not been resolved
historically. It is certain, though, that Bacon was involved
with the brotherhood, which aimed to revive and spread
throughout Europe and the world the wisdom of Hermes
Trismegistus. Overtly in his Advancement of Learning,
written shortly after Elizabeth’s death, and in Novum
Organum fifteen years later, Bacon professes the ideal of
a reconstruction of science. In his *‘posthumous’ New
Atlantis, he sets forth the dream of an equally ideal
religion and scientific society, and promises more, crypti-
cally hinting on the title page that “Tempora patet occulta
veritas,'’ or "'with time, the hidden truth will out.”
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Christian Rosenkreutz, legendary
founder of the Brotherhood of
the Rosy Cross, is said to have
traveled to Damascus, city of
300 mosques, to read the sacred
books of the Sufis and acquire
the wisdom of a mystic and ca-
balist. In Fez, with its 600 foun-
tains, he went to learn magic
from a school of astrologers, and
how to communicate with ele-
mentals so as to govern the hid-
den forces of nature and open
access to the realm of angels.
Back in Germany with the myste-
rious book of “M," he is reputed
to have founded a brotherhood,
originally inspired by Thothmes
lll, to give to European society
the light and knowledge of the
mysteries of Egypt, and so
spread the doctrine of tolerance
and the brotherhood of man. The
Brothers' tenet that through love
it was possible to be reabsorbed
into the divine essence begat
such virulent opposition it
obliged the Brothers to go under-
ground, communicating thereafter
through allegory and cipher.

The Chemical Wedding of Chris-
tian Rosenkreutz, an Hermetic
fantasy, suggested that real al-
chemy deals not with the trans-
mutation of base metals into
gold, but with regenerating the
human soul. Its attribution to Jo-
hann Valentin Andreae is con-
tested on the grounds that he
would have been a mere boy at
the time of its appearance; a
more likely author is believed by
occultists to be Francis Bacon.
The Fama fraternitatis recounts
in allegory the rediscovery of an
ancient philosophy, related to
medicine and healing, the revela-
tion of which would bring about a
general reformation and ad-
vancement of learning leading
man to an understanding of his
true nobility and worth. In terms
similar to those of Dee, Bruno,
Ficino, and their antecedents,
the Brothers of the Rosy Cross
called upon the learned and the
great of Europe to support them
in a quest for a deeper under-
standing of nature, urging the
world to desert the false philo-
sophical teachings of Aristotle
and the popes, and abandon the
false medicine of Galen. The ob-
jective of the Brothers is de-

The Rosicrucian program was to reconcile Christianity
with science, a program to be carried out by an elite of
the wise, leading to a regeneration of religion and society.
The intent was to revive what they considered to have
been original Christianity, along with the healing talents of
the therapeut and the Egyptian magical communion with
spirits, plus the technique of the alchemist, in whose
philosopher's stone they saw tne human heart, transmut-
able into a golden light. In nature, the Rosicrucian saw all
around him the hieroglyphic symbols of divinity, crying out
to be deciphered—the same nature, extolled by Bruno, in
which he preached that all that there is to be known can
be read.

But the Counter Reformation, spearheaded by the Jesu-
its, was in full swing. Reaction from Rome was violent: the
Hapsburg-Jesuit alliance was on the point of achieving a
universal victory of Catholicism over the Reformed
Churches, loosing a fresh wave of persecution across
Europe. As Catholics gained the upper hand, sorcerers
and magicians were again burned by the thousand. Librar-
ies of rare books and manuscripts were pillaged and given
to the flames. It got so bad that the Rosicrucian Brothers
issued a poster announcing they were leaving the fray to
retire to Tibet. Whether they did or not, the Hermetic
wisdom of Egypt disappeared from sight to find temporary
succor with the strangest of foster mothers: the very
organization devoted to its destruction: Ignatius Loyola's
Society of Jesus.

Just as the French Jesuit Frangois Garasse was accus-
ing the Rosicrucians in 1623 of being wicked sorcerers,
dangerous to religion and the state, ‘‘witch-like characters
belonging to a diabolical secret society who should be
broken on the wheel or hanged on the gallows,' a twenty-
year-old postulant Jesuit, Athanasius Kircher, unaccount-
ably found himself holding the torch of Hermes. Asked to
find a book in the library of the German Jesuit college in
which he was a probationer, Kircher accidentally put his
hand to Hans Georg Horwarth von Hohenburg's Thesaurus
with its illustrations of the hieroglyphs on the obelisks
erected in Rome by Sixtus V. The magic of the obelisks
had its instant effect. "My curiosity,” said Kircher, ‘was
aroused, and | began to speculate on the meaning of
these mysterious glyphs.”

But another flare-up of religious intolerance—the Thirty
Years' War—cut short his speculations. As a Jesuit,
Kircher found himself pursued by angry Protestants.
Forced to flee Germany, he swam across the icy Rhine,
nearly getting himself hanged by a Protestant patrol, but
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scribed as the liberation of hu-
manity from ignorance, disease,
and poverty. Their hope was to
bring about a spiritual awakening
of society, to extend human fac-
ulties beyond the physical plane
into what would later be de-
scribed as the “etheric, astral
and spiritual worlds,” reaching
up to a transcendental plane of
illumination.

Nicholas Claude de Peiresc

eventually managing to find refuge in the papal city of
Avignon, where he was able to continue his passion for
obelisks and hieroglyphs by teaching mathematics and
biblical languages in the local Jesuit college, cuckooing
the wisdom of Hermes into the very organization designed
to destroy it.

In those days, material on ancient Egypt was almost
nonexistent; but fate propelled Kircher to a remarkable
source in the nearby city of Aix-en-Provence, in the house
of one of the most erudite and wealthy of antiquarian
collectors, Nicholas Claude Fabri de Peiresc, a humanist
and amateur scientist, a friend and correspondent of
Galileo, who had found and brought back from his travels
in Egypt a long roll of papyrus, discovered in a box at the
foot of a mummy, whose hieroglyphs he hoped Kircher
might help him decipher. Also in Peiresc’s collection were
several manuscripts never before seen in Europe, written
in Coptic, the language of the Christian descendants of
the Ptolemaic Egyptians, mostly biblical translations and
lives of the saints. Spelled with an ordinary Greek alpha-
bet—supplemented by seven special characters—the
Coptic language had become virtually extinct since the
Arab conquest of Egypt in the sixth century, except for its
use in Upper Egypt in liturgical ceremonies. But Kircher
was convinced that a study of this late-Egyptian language
might give him a lead to the decipherment of the Egyptian
hieroglyphs.

Kircher also found a rare manuscript attributed to the
Arab author Rabbi Brachis Apenephius, which purported to
give a method for interpreting the glyphs. But just as the
young Jesuit was progressing in his study of Coptic, he
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A Rosicrucian clue to Tantra, in
which Poliphilo, in his dream of
love, is led by a nymph to an
agape, or orgy of love, and
thence to witness an ancient rite
dedicated to the phallic god
Priapus, said to be the son of
Hermes. Poliphilo also attends
the nuptial rites of two ancient
androgynous Roman deities, Ver-
tunno and Pomona, indicating,
according to Cesare Ambesi, the
marriage of cosmic and telluric
forces which, together, bring
forth life on the planet, a mecha-
nism admirably detailed by the
modern Rosicrucian Rudolf
Steiner. To Ambesi, Colonna’'s
extraordinary poem links all the

received orders from Rome to replace Johann Keppler as
mathematician to the anti-Protestant Holy Roman Emperor
Ferdinand Il at the court of Vienna. It was an unwelcome
assignment; it meant giving up his Egyptological studies.
Fortunately for Kircher, Peiresc was on good enough
terms with Urban VIIl (Matteo Barberini), toc have the pope
countermand the order—which turned out to be welcome
news also to the pope’s nephew, Cardinal Francesco
Barberini, who had just brought to his palace gardens an
obelisk which had been found in the vineyard of certain
Saccoccia brothers outside the Porta Maggiore in what
had once been Heliogabalus's old circus. The cardinal
was anxious to have Kircher come to Rome to see if he
could fathom its hieroglyphs, and help him raise the 12-
meter obelisk on a stone elephant as designed by his
favorite baroque architect, Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini.

According to historian Cesare d’'Onofrio, what may have
suggested the idea of the elephant was nothing more
hermetic than the recent arrival in Rome of a pachyderm
for a sideshow to entertain curious Romans who had not
seen such an animal since the king of Portugal had sent
one as a present to Pope Leo X almost a century earlier.
But New York's art historian William S. Heckscher in a
fascinatingly erudite article on Bernini's Elephant and
Obelisk in The Art Bulletin, of June 1973, thinks Bernini
got the idea from a sketch which appeared in Francesco
Colonna's Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, or The Strife of Love
on a Dreame, originally published in Venice in 1499,
translated into Elizabethan English in 1598, and into
French in 1600. If so, both Bernini and Kircher were
dealing with the subtlest of Rosicrucian symbolism. As
analyzed by Alberto Cesare Ambesi in /| Rosa Croce,
Colonna’s work ‘‘marks the true birth of the Rosy Cross,
but in code,” or what Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce
calls "‘a language which intentionally suggests and under-
lines another more effective one.” Like Dante’s Divine
Comedy, the tale starts with the hero lost in the woods.
Asleep in a valley Poliphilo dreams of an elephant with an
obelisk on his back and of another taller obelisk rising
from a stepped pyramid, surmounted by a winged nymph.
Into this obelisk Poliphilo is led by Cupid for initiation into
the mysteries of love and life.

Bernini made several bozzetti for an obelisk atop an
elephant, but for reasons that are unclear the project was
dropped by the cardinal who set Kircher to transcribing
the hieroglyphs from the broken pieces of obelisk lying in
the garden of his palace in the hope that a translation
might divulge their hidden meaning.
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Kircher's reconstruction of an-
cient alphabets, leading to his
understanding of Coptic

Kircher, who was inclined to side with Galileo on the
Copernican theory, took care to deny such an opinion,
fearing the fate of Bruno, Vanini, and Campanella. Publicly
he declared: ''In case we seem to assert anything con-
trary to the decrees and instructions of the Holy Roman
Church, we declare that we deny both the idea of the
mobility of the earth, and of the inhabitants of the other
heavenly globes.” Hard to swallow, for an astronomer of
his caliber.

To keep well out of trouble, Kircher plunged deeper into
the study of Coptic. By 1636 he had produced his first
book, Prodromus Copticus sive Aegyptiacus, in which he
attempted an interpretation of hieroglyphs, which he ex-
plained as a symbolic system for expressing the theologi-
cal teachings of the Egyptians. Publication of the book
caused a stir among patrons of the arts wealthy enough to
acquire it. Fascinated by Egyptian antiquities, Kircher's
patrons knew little or nothing about Egypt other than from
the fragments passed on to them in the Renaissance from
Greek and Roman authors. Next, Kircher produced Lingua
Aegyptica restituta, or The Language of Egypt Restored,
which in no way delivered what it implied, though it
contained della Valle's Coptic-Arabic dictionary, slightly
updated.

From his reading of the classics and the Neoplatonists
of the Renaissance, Kircher was convinced that the
temples of ancient Egypt incorporated not only the cos-
mology of the ancients, but their system of physics. In
1639 he sent to Egypt a young man, Tito Livio Burattini, to
measure the Great Pyramid of Cheops, inside and out, to
see if he could find in its dimensions a figure for the
circumference of the earth, as had been correctly sug-
gested by the Milanese mathematician and astrologer
Girolamo Cardano. Excitedly Kircher awaited Burattini's
return with the careful measurements he had made as well
as meticulous copies of many hieroglyphic texts taken
from temples and obelisks. But Burattini was seized by
bandits on his way back to Rome through the Balkans,
and his invaluable manuscripts were scattered and de-
stroyed. This left Kircher with nothing to go on but the few
letters with data which Burattini had managed to send
from Egypt.

For Kircher to do better, he needed more hieroglyphs,
hence more obelisks. His opportunity came in 1644 with
the death of Pope Urban VIl and the enthronement of
Innocent X (Giambattista Pamfili). In a field along the old
Appian Way, in what had once been the circus of the
emperor Maxentius, four broken pieces of an obelisk
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The Circus of Maxentius, with its
broken obelisk, etched by du
Perac in 1575

The fertility gods Ceres and Con-
sus appeared at the end of Ro-
man circuses, and recently exca-
vated pre-Roman Etruscan tombs
show chariots in a circus racing
around conical obelisks.

surfaced from the area where they had been originally
raised by the emperor Domitian late in the first century A.D.
What better monument, Kircher reasoned, than to raise
this obelisk in honor of Innocent X? The product of an old
Umbrian family which had settled in Rome in the fifteenth
century, the new pope was anxious to embellish the front
of the house where he had been born and which his
widowed sister-in-law and "‘confidante,” Donna Olimpia
Maidalchini, had begun refurbishing into a princely palace
with the help of papal funds. Appropriately, it overiooked
the oblong Piazza Navona, which had once been the
stadium of Domitian, and earlier still, even more appropri-
ately, one of the circuses atiributed to the founders Rome,
called by them Agona, site of the large Ago, or needle.

To Kircher's suggestion, the pope replied: “Father, we
have decided to raise up this obelisk of no small bulk. It
will be your task to work out the meaning of the inscrip-
tions that are on it. We would like you, therefore, since
you have been endowed by God with such gifts, to give
yourself wholeheartedly to the task, doing all you can so
that those who are amazed by the bulk of this great
obelisk may come, through your endeavors, to understand
the secret meaning of the inscriptions."

A committee was formed with Father Kircher as field
director to excavate the obelisk from the ancient circus;
but it was soon discovered that several pieces were
missing from the fractured monolith, most of which ap-
peared to be in the hands of local antiquarians. When it
became known that the pope wanted the missing frag-
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Borromini's sketch for the Piazza
Navona obelisk

ments restored, those who disliked or were jealous of
Kircher decided to withhold the fragments to see if the
Jesuit was canny enough to correctly fill in the vacant
spaces with substitutes of his own creation.

The result, according to Kircher, was to vindicate his
understanding of the subject. “Through the illumination
God gave me, all unworthy though | was, | so formed the
figures on the obelisk . . . that they fitted in perfectly with
what was there already and in no way differed from those
which were on the actual missing pieces. They were all
amazed and could think of no explanation to my skill
except that the Holy Spirit had given me the key to the
inscriptions.” Later “‘experts,” less convinced, scoffed at
Kircher for the folly of such presumption, though they
could do no better.

Next came the problem of raising the obelisk. As no one
had put one up since Fontana, models were requested
from several leading architects, including Bernini's rival
Francisco Borromini, who succeeded in obtaining the
commission by submitting a pretty but banal sketch.
Bernini, who had fallen out of grace with the Vatican since
the death of his patron Urban VIIl, was outraged, yet
determined, with the help of his protector, Prince Niccold
Ludovisi, nephew of Pope Gregory XV, to steal the
commission. As a stratagem, Bernini cast his model in
solid silver and donated it as a bribe to the voraciously
avid Donna Olimpia, with the proviso that it be placed in
her house where her brother-in-law the pope would be
bound to see it during one of his visits—regular enough to
cause rumors of a more than brotherly attachment.

Arriving for lunch on the Feast of the Annunciation, after
a hearty morning ride, Innocent was so struck by Bernini's
model that he immediately gave him the commission with
the quip: "To avoid a Bernini project, one must simply not
see it."”

The architect’s grandiose project to erect a relatively
short obelisk high above the piazza on a stunning baroque
fountain was not cheap. Money for the job had to be
raised through a special tax imposed on all the citizens of
Rome, which hit the poorest, cutting down their bread.
Bitterness was expressed in lampoons and pasquinades,
the most savage of which were directed against the
pope's sister-in-law, who was rightly suspected of being
behind the scheme to glorify her brother’'s family. Much
scurrilous play was made of her name, which lent itself to
being fractioned into olim pia, Latin for “‘once virtuous,”
implying, as have several historians, a sexual relation with
the pope. Every night as the great fragments of stone
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were left to rest along the streets of Rome on their slow
way from the Via Appia to the Piazza Navona, there were
cries of ‘‘pane, pane, non fontane.' Anonymous hands
attached to the obelisk placards, one of which played on
words from the Bible: "If only these stones would turn to
bread!"

But once the great phallus was raised, Romans con-
soled themselves with the gush of delicious acqua ver-
gine, the best water in Rome, which issued from Bernini's
fountain symbolizing the four great rivers of the world—
the Ganges, the Amazon, the Danube, and the Nile, the
last discreetly represented by a figure with its eyes
covered because the river's source was unknown. Jokes
were soon forthcoming about how the sculpted blacka-
moor representing the river Ganges was holding up his
hand not in awe of the great obelisk, but for fear that the
fagade to Borromini's Church of Santa Teresa, which
forms a backdrop to the fountain, was so badly built it
would fall on his head.
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Dee's Monas hieroglyphica,
which Frances Yates considers
to be at the heart of the Rosicru-
cian mystery, deals with the
mathematical properties of sym-
bols—a subject as close to
Kircher's heart as it had been to
Dee’s. Like Bruno, Dee pursued
a philosophy of nature “which
sought the divine meaning of the
hieroglyphic characters written
by God into the universe." And
like Bacon, Dee presaged a sci-
entific era in which man would
compel nature to unleash forces
to serve him to an extent un-
dreamed of. Dee's notion that
man could use numbers to
achieve fantastic magical results
is all too apparent in what
passes for modern science,
whose proponents, unlike Dee,
do not appear to have been initi-
ated into the secrets of alchemy
and its great work of spiritual
transformation.

That the obelisk had been raised with no significance
other than to honor the Pamfili family, was clear to all. To
resolve any doubts, an inscription was placed on the base
spelling out the Pamfili emblems: ““Above the noxious
Egyptian monstrosities [the heiroglyphs] rests the innocent
dove, wreathed in lilies of virtue, offering the olive branch
of peace.” The dove triumphant was to symbolize not the
Holy Ghost but Innocent X Pamfili. Bernini, driving past his
opus, is said to have drawn the curtains to his carriage
with the remark: “How ashamed | am of such bad work."

Innocent X celebrated the raising of the obelisk by
asking Kircher to publish an account of the entire pro-
ceedings, which gave Kircher the chance to put into print
in some five hundred pages his attitude toward Egyptolo-
gical problems in general, and hieroglyphs in particular.
Entitled Obeliscus Pamphilis, and adorned with elaborate
prints, only its second part treated of the obelisk in the
Piazza Navona. The first part included an excursus on
John Dee's Monas glyph, which Kircher connected with
the Egyptian ankh, or symbol of life, and which he
interpreted as a symbol of the ascendency of spirit over
matter.

Delving into the arcane and the cabalistic, Kircher's
fundamental thesis about the hieroglyphs was a reiteration
of the Hermetic tradition: the glyphs were not an ordinary
system of writing but “‘a sacred instrument bequeathed by
the gods to the Egyptians . . . enabling them to express
their wisdom and the secrets of esoteric knowledge in
symbolic pictures the meaning of which was directly
revealed to initiates by divine inspiration." For Kircher,
each inscription had a quadruple sense: “literal, figurative,
allegorical and analogical, to express the same thing.” As
Erik Iversen puts it: “*“With an absolute confidence in the
authority of his sources, and in the firm conviction that all
leading metaphysicians of antiquity, Pythagoras and Plato
as well as Plotinus and lamblichus, had been directly
influenced by Egyptian theology, Kircher had no doubt that
his studies of their works combined with his knowledge of
the Cabbala and the Hermetica, had given him a complete
insight into what he considered Egyptian philosophy and
thought."”

With this as a premise, all that Kircher needed was to
identify each hieroglyph with the basic Neoplatonic con-
cept applied to it. The notion was genial. But despite his
enormous erudition, his enthusiasm, and his almost super-
human industry, the results were inconclusive. Fortunately
for Kircher, although at the time there was no one
sufficiently equipped to confirm his argument, there was
also no one equipped to refute it.
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Kircher's translation of the
glyphs on this Minervan obelisk
deals with a supreme twofold
spirit—the great Hemphta—
whose generative powers infuse
stars and sun to bring forth the
bounties of life. In what sounds
like a Tantric allusion, he calls
the Left Hand of Nature "the
Fount of Hecate."

ATHANASIH XKIRCHERI SOULETATE
OEDIPVS AGYPTIACVS
ERDINANDVM T CASARFM SEMPER AV USTVM

Kircher next produced his Oedipus Aegypticus, a formi-
dable work of almost two thousand pages, with numerous
engravings, which appeared in four volumes between 1652
and 1654. New type had to be cast for the oriental
languages he quoted, and for the Ethiopian, Chinese and
Egyptian glyphs he reproduced. Expert printers and en-
gravers had to be hired, which could only be done with
the lavish patronage of the Holy Roman Emperor, the
scholarly composer of music, raised by the Jesuits,
Ferdinand lll. In lversen’s words, Kircher, ‘‘as a modern
Oedipus attempted to solve the riddle of the Egyptian
Sphinx."
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The Great Pyramid of Cheops as
reconstructed by Kircher from
Burattini's measurements

In the body of his Oedipus, Kircher came close to doing
just that, defining a symbol as "'the significant sign of a
hidden mystery, whose nature is to lead one's mind
through meditation on certain similarities to the compre-
hension of something much different from the thing pre-
sented to external senses, the nature of which can be
said to be transcendent or hidden, as obscured by a veil."
As an example he noted that the Egyptian scarab did not
symbolize the actual sun but “the secret and mysterious
operations of that body which foster growth and genera-
tion.” In the body of his Oedipus, Kircher clarifies and
explains the more important of his ideas relating to
Egyptian language and antiquities, to their mathematics,
mechanics, medicine, chemistry, theology, and magic. But
the last part is largely a rehash of his earlier notions on
hieroglyphs, the result of twenty years' study during which
he consulted some three hundred ancient authors, includ-
ing all the favorites of the Hermeticists.

Kircher said he regarded the Hebrews after Moses as
betrayers of the Egyptian wisdom, perverting the Egyptian
fertility cult into what he called crude phallic worship, and
he objected to Islam because it promised a heaven of
sex-fulfillment. Somewhat incongruously he also attacked
the occult sciences of magic, alchemy, dowsing, divination
by dreams, theurgy, and chiromancy, leading Joscelyn
Godwin, in Kircher, A Renaissance Man and the Quest for
Lost Knowledge, to wonder “whether his protestations are
just a blind, enabling him to expound dangerous doctrines
with impunity.'' Certain it is that in so doing, Kircher kept
the ancient wisdom bubbling in an otherwise stagnant
sludge of orthodoxy.

In his Oedipus, the obelisks of Rome are illustrated with
glyphs that do not always resemble their originals all that
closely. On the basis of Burattini's surviving tracings,
Kircher was nevertheless able to add better reproductions
from the two obelisks still standing in Alexandria and
Heliopolis.

Kircher's method of decipherment was an identification
of each glyph with its metaphysical idea. % he
identified with ‘‘generation’; %  with "force’’; %
with “infernal’’; % with “'supernal’’ or "‘celestial'’;
$ with "emanating from above."” None, alas, was to be
supported in the light of orthodox Egyptological decipher-
ing. Yet intuitively Kircher sensed that though some of the
glyphs represented ordinary material objects, they could
also be used alphabetically as letters. The sign %

he correctly identified as ‘‘water," and went further,
correctly, to suggest the phonetic value of m, with a
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The Magie of Obelisks
ERRATUNM

Page 96, last paragraph, should read:

Kircher's method of decipherment was an identification
of each glyph with its metaphysical idea. A he
identified with *‘generation’; 0 with “force’”; O
with "infernal'’; -4~ with ““‘supernal’ or "'celestial’’;

O with “emanating from above."” None, alas, was to be
supported in the light of orthodox Egyptological decipher-
ing. Yet intuitively Kircher sensed that though some of the
glyphs represented ordinary material objects, they could
also be used alphabetically as letters. The sign %

he correctly identified as “water," and went further,
correctly, to suggest the phonetic value of m, with a



The two human figures represent
man surveying and measuring the
planet, which is suspended by a
chain to the hand of God. Sun
and moon affect the twelve vary-
ing zephyrs of the cartographer's
wind rose, clearly indicating
Kircher's understanding of the
Copernican notion of the earth
spinning in the void around the
sun, an earth whose circumfer-
ence he correctly believed the
Egyptians to have measured and
incorporated into the Great Pyra-
mid on the Ghiza plateau.

Kircher's Atlantis

reference to the Coptic word for water: mu. As Iversen
writes: ‘It is Kircher's incontestable merit as the first to
have determined the phonetic value of an Egyptian hiero-
glyph. Yet he remained more interested in the possible
symbolism of the glyphs and the esoteric knowledge they
might transmit.”’

In the Oedipus, Kircher follows Pico in comparing the
glyphs of the Cabala with those of the Hermetica, and
though he agrees with Ficino and Bruno about the magical
power of the Egyptian cross, or ankh, he condemns
cabalistic magic. Yet, in the end, he makes his Hermetic
point by including Hermes's hymn from the Pimander,
adding a hieroglyph enjoining silence and secrecy con-
cerning these sublime doctrines—the colophon employed
by the Brothers of the Rosy Cross!

The year after the last volume of Oedipus appeared, the
pompous and austere Innocent X died, to be succeeded
by Alexander VIl (Fabio Chigi), at last a philosopher and
poet, who yet favored the Jesuits in general and Kircher in
particular. A patron of the humanities, who had devoted
his resources as cardinal to the promotion of art and
science, the new pope was to embellish Saint Peter’s
basilica with Bernini’s stunning baroque colonnade, and to
offer Kircher a decade of undisturbed study in his favorite
subjects, which were becoming more catholic—in the
original sense of the word. Refreshingly, the new pontiff
was an extraordinary anomaly: an Hermetic scholar who
took a personal interest in Kircher’s hieroglyphical stud-
ies, contributing generously to the publication of Kircher's
many more works, and so, indirectly, to keeping alive the
wisdom of Ficino, Pico, and their Thrice Great Master.

By climbing down the maw of erupting Vesuvius, and by
exploring the famous ‘‘cave of the dog,” whose volcanic
fumes of carbon dioxide hovering along the ground would

_kill that animal, but leave a man unaffected, Kircher got

involved in the mysteries of the world beneath the soil,
which led to perhaps his most famous work, Mundus
subterraneus. Fascinated with astronomy (on which sub-
ject he produced his Iter extaticum), Kircher was a firm
believer in the influence of heavenly bodies on earthly
happenings and phenomena. A student of Paracelsus, he
mirrored the Swiss master's notions of a panspermia, or
universal seed of all things, ‘‘a certain material spirit, or
something made from the most subtle heavenly aura or
from portions of the elements, a certain spiritous sulphur-
ous-saline-mercurial vapor, the universal seed of things."
Of the existence of Plato's Atlantis, Kircher had no
doubt, placing it as a large island in the middle of the
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Frontispiece of Ars magna lucis,
showing the light of the sun (de-
picted as Apollo) shining onto
earth reflected by the moon
(Diana), all emanating from IHVH
surrounded by angels

Illustration of a magic lantern as
described by Kircher in his
Ars magna lucis

That obelisks were involved with
magnetic phenomena in the solar
system was prophetically illus-
trated by Kircher in this sketch
showing a large magnet in the
central obelisk (symbolic of the
sun) variously affecting magnets
in the different-sized globes
surrounding it.

Atlantic, about where the Azores now lie. On the art of
consonance and dissonance Kircher wrote ten books in
which are treated the whole doctrine and philosophy of
sound, especially as applicable to philosophy, mathemat-
ics, physics, mechanics, medicine, politics, metaphysics,
and theology. He gave numerous accounts of the curative
powers of music, such as a melody to cure the bite of the
tarantula and a tune to calm the frenzy of the mentally
disturbed.

In his Ars magna lucis et umbrae, a thousand-page
analysis of the phenomena of light and shadow, Kircher
included methods for designing and constructing sundials.
He even built a great pyramidal sundial, and designed an
horologium catholicum, or universal clock, ostensibly to
mark the different time of day in the various Jesuit
colleges scattered around the globe, but more specifically
to help establish longitude. The idea was a development
of Galileo's suggestion that the moment of some astro-
nomical event, such as an eclipse of one of Jupiter's
moons, could be predicted with the help of tables in some
standard time related to a fixed degree of longitude, and
that a person in some other part of the world, observing
the same event in terms of local time, could readily
calculate the longitude of the place from which the
observation was being made. Kircher even devised a sort
of calculating machine which he claimed provided practi-
cal results to various mathematical and scientific prob-
lems.

When he was shown the remains of the obelisk found in
a cellar in the area of the old Campus Martius, Kircher
suggested to Alexander VIl that it be raised on the spot
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where Augustus had used it as a great gnomon, or
sundial. In his report to the pontiff, Kircher further sug-
gested that the Vatican obelisk, which had been reraised
by Fontana for Sixtus V, be similarly used as a sundial by
the insertion of markers in the pavement of Saint Peter's
Square. Both projects were more than Alexander VII, in a
frail state of health, could face; but just before the death
of the pope, Kircher found a way to repay his beloved
patron by organizing for him an Hermetic monument in the
form of a small but extraordinary obelisk raised by his old
friend Bernini.

Some Dominican friars digging a new wall around their
garden in the convent of Santa Maria Sopra Minerva, the
ancient Roman dromos of Isis, had struck a pink granite
obelisk buried about 15 palms beneath the surface.
Alexander immediately appointed Kircher to head a com-
mittee to supervise the excavation of what turned out to
be a short (5.5-meter) obelisk with remarkably well pre-
served hieroglyphs carved on all four of its sides.

Kircher's homage to the Hermeti-
cist Pope Alexander Vil
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Kircher's reconstruction of the
ancient Roman Iseum

The Minervan obelisk facing
away from the Dominican
monastery

Ironically, this monument to Isis (the Pallade Egizia of
the Romans), erected on the site later dedicated to the
pagan goddess of wisdom, Minerva (upon whom the
Christians superimposed their Virgin Mary), was quickly
seized by the Dominican fathers as their rightful property.
They wished, they said, to raise it in the square before
their church, on a base of six hillocks (symbols of the
incumbent Chigi pope) surrounded by four dogs with
torches in their mouths, a play on the words domini cani,
or “*hounds of the Lord,” to indicate the bird-dog qualities
of their order in ferreting out heresy. Alexander VIl reluc-
tantly gave in to the Dominicans’ desire to have the trophy
placed before their church, but vetoed their self-serving
design, assigning Kirchner to see that this thoroughly
Egyptian relic was more sensitively raised according to
the old and clearly Hermetic design of the cavalier Bernini:
that of an elephant with the obelisk on its back.

Just before the pope died, Kircher was further able to
repay his beloved patron by underlining the Hermetic
thought chiseled onto the base of the obelisk: “Oh you
who here see transported by an elephant, the strongest of
animals, the hieroglyphs of the wise Egyptians, heed this
monument: to sustain solid wisdom, a robust mind is
needed.” All through the Middle Ages the elephant had
been considered a wise and intelligent animal. In the
works of Horapollo it was the glyph for a strong man in
search of what is beneficial and essential. It was plain
that the monument was specifically designed for Alex-
ander VIl, whose mind, despite his physical frailness, was
considered strong enough to handle the Hermetic wisdom
of Egypt. But the satirist Segardi, taking the symbolism
one step further, used the fact that the elephant’s rear
end is turned toward the monastery of the Dominicans to
compose the epigram ‘‘Vertit terga elephas vertague
proboscide clamat Kyriaci Frates Heid Vos Habeo" or, in
short, “‘Dominicans, you may kiss my arsel”




The Society of Jesus, founded in
1541 by Ignatius Loyola, adept,
through the device of the spiritu-
al retreat at conjuring visions to
convince susceptible heretics to
return to the Church, was to car-
ry the standard of the Counter-
Reformation. In a virtual state of
war, Jesuits served as the mili-
tary light horse of the church
under the absolute orders of a
general known as the "black
pope,” who was elected for life.
Individual Jesuits were bound by
a vow of personal obedience to
both the “black’ and “white"
popes, ready to follow orders
anywhere at any time, ‘manage-
able as a stick in his hand . . .
unaffected as a corpse." A sac-
rifice of intellect to total obedi-
ence was considered ‘'pleasing
to God." Aware thal the cause
of the Reformation was the “ig-
norance, neglect and vicious
lives of so many priests, espe-
cially in the higher ranks,” Jesu-
its devoted their efforts to better
education; and for three centu-
ries were the best schoolmas-
ters in Europe. By 1620 there
were 20,000 Jesuits traveling to
the ends of the earth, often suf-
fering cruel martyrdom, dragging
with them to death thousands of
Christian converts. In Japan,
when the Christianized women of
the Shogun refused to perform in
his harem, 250 churches were
burned and 200,000 converts
killed. Cardinal Bellarmine ar-
gued that since all authority de-
rives from God, any Christian
price forfeits his right to author-
ity if his government contravenes
the wishes of the Church. Sub-
jects have no obligation to such
a prince, and can take steps to
remove him. The argument led to
accusations of assassination
against the Jesuits, including
that of Henry IV. A spurious doc-
ument, Monita Secreta Societas
Jesu, purported to give secret
instructions for acquiring power
over princes and rich widows,
and how to poison. Accused of
becoming “the apostles of the
rich and influential,” Jesuits soon
incurred universal hostility, espe-
cially from other members of the
Church. In the course of the next
century, the works of 27 Jesuits,
including Bellarmine, were or-

dered burned by the common
hangman. Another decree de-
clared that Jesuit doctrines
“‘contained the errors of Arius,
Nestorius, Calvin, Luther, Wy-
cliffe and Pelagius; that they
were blasphemous, outrageous,
and insulting to the Blessed Vir-
gin and the saints; destructive to
the divinity of Christ; favorable to
Epicureans and Deists; encour-
aged murder and patricide,
usury, vengeance and cruelty;
threatened the safety of princes,
and were in contradiction to the
decisions of the Church, to the
divine will, to peace and good
order.” The good fathers were
accused of pederasty. In France,
they gained the enmity of Ma-
dame de Pompadour by refusing
her absolution while she re-
mained the king's mistress, so
she got Louis XV to expel them
from France, and requested the
pope to suppress the society.
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From Portugal they were ex-
pelled for purported complicity in
the attempted assassination of
King Joseph I. Clement XllI, in his
eighty-second year, is said to
have died of shock when re-
quested by France, Portugal and
Spain to dissolve the society. In
a brief, Dominus ac Redemptor,
in which he referred to the sup-
pression of the Templars, Cardi-
nal Ganganelli as Clement XIV
declared the Society of Jesus
extinguished, abolished, and ab-
rogated forever, with all its
houses, colleges, schools and
hospitals. Its general, Lorenzo
Ricci, was thrown into Castel
Sant' Angelo where he died two
years later. Many of the 22,000
disbanded Jesuits took refuge in
Prussia and Russia where they
were used by Frederick Il and
Catherine Il as teachers for pu-
pils whom they considered illiter-
ate bores.




From the frontispiece of his
Sphinx mystagoga it was clear
that Kircher believe the wisdom
of the world to have come from
Egypt and to have been incorpo-
rated in its tombs, pyramids, and
obelisks.

Times grew rougher for supporters of the Hermetic
tradition. In England, Jesuits took advantage of the civil
disorders which broke out after the death of Cromwell to
intrude themselves among the Rosicrucians to pervert the
order and cause its apparent disappearance. No longer
protected by Alexander VII, Kircher gave up his jobs at
the Collegio Romano, determined quietly to devote the
rest of his life to archaeology and the solution of the
riddle of the obelisks and their mysterious glyphs.

In an epoch when it was the fashion to search for
unicorns and mermaids, and the Rosicrucian Elias Ash-
mole was organizing his antiquarian’s museum at Oxford,
one of Kircher's main interests became his own museum
of rarities and oddities which he had collected to go along
with his Egyptological curios. To these he added geologi-
cal specimens, preserved birds, skeletons, mechanical
models, as well as his own inventions, which included a
variety of musical instruments, alchemical glassware, and
microscopes. From all over the world Jesuits sent him
donations such as rhinoceros horns, gold embroidered
vests, girdles studded with rubies, idols, icons, and
strange drugs. Soon he had an exhibition hall in the
Collegio Romano 300 feet long with side galleries of
curios such as the skeleton of a bird with three legs, and
a monstrous 10-ounce stone removed from the bladder of
his comrade Father Leo Sanctius. But the principal attrac-
tion remained his central exhibit of a range of Egyptian
obelisks.

As Kircher's early work had dealt with the crucial but
still mysterious force of magnetism, his last book de-
scribes his experiments with a microscope which could
‘‘amplify a fly into an elephant and a flea into a camel.” In
vinegar and milk he found innumerable “worms,”" which led
him, well ahead of his time, to guess that the plague, of
which no one knew the cause, might be propagated by
tiny living organisms.

In November 1680, almost on the same day as his old
friend Bernini, Kircher died in his seventy-ninth year, to be
derided, ridiculed, and even questioned in his honesty.
Ever since, he has been the whipping boy of Egyptology,
though as lversen says, ''His devotion, his untiring enthusi-
asm, and his positive contributions have been disregarded
by the science he sacrificed his life to further and to
serve ... an easy prey to egyptologists who have sacri-
ficed his reputation for a witticism, mostly without having
opened his books." A fair criticism, as the volumes are
hard to come by, even in the very best libraries, and their
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Nothing, says Kircher, on the
frontispiece of his Ars magna
sciendi, is more beautiful than to
know all.

thousands of Latin pages are still judiciously untranslated
into any vernacular.

As Maristang notes, Kircher's life work, in its scope,
went far beyond the limits of Egyptology, representing one
of the last efforts to combine the totality of human
knowledge in religion, philosophy, history, and science
into a theological system, a universal cosmology based on
the concepts and ideas of a Neoplatonized Christianity.
lversen, in sum, wonders if Kircher's conceptions of
Egyptian religion and mythology, though undoubtedly fan-
tastic and unhistorical, "are very much further from the
truth than the sterile and lifeless waxworks to which the
more sober, unmetaphysical methods of modern egyptol-
ogy have reduced the Egyptian pantheon.'' From a human-
istic as well as an intellectual point of view, he adds,
“egyptology may very well be proud of having Kircher as
its founder.” Yet three hundred years were to pass before
this remarkable scholar was given the credit he justly
deserved for keeping alive the torch handed down to him
from ancient Egypt.
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Summoning a spirit



Pius VI was lampooned for his
vanity. When he added an eagle
and a fleur-de-lis to his escutch-
eon of “two winds," the people
of Rome suggested he restore
the eagle to the empire and the
lilies to the king of France, keep-
ing for himself the “winds.” His-
torian Jean Frangois de Bour-
going said of him: "his
prodigality and his taste for bril-
liant but expensive enterprises
rendered him more odious than
many princes who were really
wicked.” When an enormously
expensive sacristy was added to
Saint Peter's (at a cost to the
people of 200,000 crowns) Pius
added a plaque which read
““What the public voice demand-
ed, Pius VI completed." To which
some Roman added: “You lie.
The public was never consulted.
Only your vanity.”

6. EGYPTIAN RITES
OF MASONRY

The century which followed Kircher's, the so-called Age of
Enlightenment, was to see a reversal in the fortunes of the
religious contestants, bringing into play the destruction of
the Society of Jesus and a flourishing of the Hermetic
tradition in the ranks of all manner of Freemasonic orders,
including their more secret organizers—the Rosicrucians
and the llluminati.

Two revolutions, one in America and one in France,
ended the dogma of the divine rule of kings in favor of
republican governments with the political and religious
freedoms propagandized by Freemasons and eventually
protected by the Bill of Rights. But despite the banishment
of the Jesuits from most European countries, the popes,
especially Pius VI, who was to reign longer than any
previous pontiff, fought back. Opening his pontificate with
an encyclical which forbade individual freedom of con-
science, Pius VI, by the intransigence of his stand against
political progress in France—which he was able to en-
force by threatening with excommunication a weak and
believing Louis XVI—became responsible, though perhaps
unwittingly, for the abortion of an orderly evolution to
constitutional government, bringing on instead a grossly
radical revolution in which almost every value was
drowned in the blood of the Terror.

The year before the American Declaration of Indepen-
dence, the elevation to the seat of Saint Peter of Giovanni
Braschi was greeted by the poor of Rome with foreboding

.and caustic pasquinades—those satirical notes clandes-

tinely attached by wits to two mutilated statues known as
Pasquino and Marforio, whose salty dialogue constituted
an outlet for the pent-up misery of citizens. Ominously,
Romans pointed out that any ruler with a six in his title
had always brought disaster to the city. “Semper sub
sextis perdita Roma fuit,”’ they lamented, thinking of
Shakespeare’s villainous and bloody Tarquinus Sextus,
who deprived the city's poor of their arms and set them to
slave work building great monuments, and of Urban VI, an
intractable nepotist responsible for executing several car-
dinals and initiating the Great Schism which divided the
Western Church for forty years, and of that unforgettable
Spaniard, Alexander VI, the Borgia tyrant.
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Nor were the poor of Rome happy with a pope who
seemed determined not only to wage a war on “‘bad”
books, but to revive the ostentatious splendor of the reign
of Lorenzo the Magnificent's son, Leo X, at their expense,
by diminishing their ration of bread—especially when he
chose to rub salt in the wound by having engraved on the
monuments he raised with their slave labor MUNIFICENTIA PIi
VI P.M., a practice which gave rise to such satires as the
insertion of a reduced loaf of bread, engraved with the
same papal inscription, into the hands of Pasquino.

( )

Surrender at Yorktown

In the fall of 1781, as Freemason George Washington
defeated Freemason Charles Cornwallis at Yorktown, and
Freemason Frederich Baron von Steuben received the
Englishman's sword, in Rome, lowlier masons, digging
foundations for a small house by the hospital of San
Rocco, struck the point of an obelisk. Further probing
revealed two more pieces, plus the base, which had been
broken in two. It was the same relic, the soutaned
observers realized, which had been di