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Preface

All my life I had envied Howard Carter his glorious moment when he broke through into the Tomb of King Tutankhamen. Lord Carnarvon asked him: ‘Can you see anything?’ - and Carter, his eyes dazzled by that first glimpse of treasure, replied: ‘Yes … wonderful things! ‘

I no longer envy that incredible discovery. In my turn I have caught sight of unexpected wonders, and more remain to be found. I have entered a ‘treasure chamber’ and begun to see what lies within. But I suspect that I have glimpsed only a small part of the treasure. In this book I hope to open a door to enable readers to make fresh discoveries for themselves. To experience, as I have done, that overwhelming shock of excitement at knowing that one’s eyes are the first to see a long-lost marvel.

I have taken the first few steps along a new-old road. I cannot yet see where this road may lead, but already I know that we have much still to learn about the thinking and capabilities of our remote ancestors. This book is a sign-post along the way back to a lost understanding. The journey thus far has been long and not without detours and stumbling blocks. It was not a journey I had intended to make.

H.L.


1
First Encounters

The most casual and mundane of actions can sometimes change the course of one’s life. So it was for me in 1969 when idly I spun a pavement bookstand outside a papershop in a small provincial French town. I was looking for some light and entertaining reading, something undemanding to fill a holiday hour. I reached out and took from the rack Le Trésor Maudit (‘The Accursed Treasure’). As I handed over the few francs for the paperback, I had no inkling that I had just purchased twenty years of excitement, mystery and discovery. As haphazardly as a roulette wheel the spinning bookstand had presented me with a winner.

The book proved ideal for my purpose. It was an intriguing buried treasure mystery. The story concerned a tiny village - Rennes-le-Château - set on a mountain top in the foothills of the Pyrenees. At the end of the nineteenth century, the parish priest had discovered some mysterious parchments in his church. They had, it seemed, changed the life of the priest from church-mouse poverty to Croesus riches. They had led him, the book suggested, to a lost, an ‘accursed’, treasure. The accursed element was somewhat vague. There had been a few apparently unexplained deaths of people associated (more or less) with the story. The treasure itself seemed equally elusive. The book could give no firm details of its nature, though the priest certainly seemed to have acquired sudden and immense wealth.

The tale appealed to my enquiring spirit. The story was not set in a remote and fairy-tale past, nor was it a novel whose details could be altered to suit the writer’s whim. The book claimed to be dealing with solid, verifiable fact. The priest had discovered the parchments in 1891 and had survived to enjoy the fruits until his death in 1917. His housekeeper, who had lived with him since his arrival in the village in 1885, was said to have shared the priest’s secret, and she had lived on until 1953. The story was firmly rooted in ‘today’, so the author could - and presumably did - glean most of his information from the firsthand accounts of witnesses who had known the major protagonists in his story. There were also the tangible remains of the priest’s activities which seemed to confirm a dramatic increase in his resources. His account books had survived, recording the depth of the poverty from which he had risen. In 1885 his income had been so pitifully small that he had been compelled to rely on the generosity of his parishioners in order to survive. By the time of his death he had spent millions on building, high living, and charitable good works. Here was a classic ‘hidden treasure’ story.
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The priest with his housekeeper in the garden of the villa Bethania built with his new-found wealth.
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A page from the priest’s account books for the year in which he allegedly discovered the parchments.

Lying in the shade of a chestnut tree, relaxed under the warm summer sun, I finished the book. I considered my few francs well spent. The paperback had entertained me, had told a good tale and had put not too great a strain on my credulity. In a few days it would be forgotten. On my lap the book had fallen open at the page which reproduced one of the curious parchments found by the priest. There was nothing at all exceptional in the text of the document. A few lines from the Gospels in Latin: ET FACTUM EST EUM IN SABBATO SECUNDO … ‘And it came to pass on the second sabbath … My eyes began to close in that comfortable holiday torpor that comes when work, responsibilities, pressures are far away. The Latin text swam mean-inglessly before me. Unthinking, it seemed randomly, I began to pick letters off the page. A…D…A…G… Suddenly I jerked upright. It was as if someone had clashed mighty brazen cymbals two inches from my ear. I was spelling out a message. Not in Latin, but in French! A DAGOBERT II ROI ET A SION EST CE TRéSOR ET IL EST LA MORT.

Now indeed I had a mystery. I searched my memory, riffling through the pages of the book for confirmation. But, no - nowhere had the author mentioned this message. Why not? He had spoken of hidden messages. He had referred to King Dagobert II. But he had not spelled out what I had just found, THIS TREASURE BELONGS TO DAGOBERT II KING AND TO SION AND HE IS THERE DEAD.

Yet it was so simple to find - the kind of code-making game that children play. No one who set out to write a book about this subject could fail to examine the parchments with some attention. It followed that the author of the book must have found what I had found - and as easily as I had found it. Why then had he remained silent? It was exactly the titillating piece of evidence which would have helped to sell his book. His silence seemed senseless. Unless …

I decided to read the book again with more care. Perhaps there were other discoveries to be made. For a year or so the book was my constant companion. More entertaining than a crossword puzzle, the reproduced parchments provided me with hours of absorbed fascination. Slowly faint glimpses of other layers of meaning began to emerge but they were merely tantalising fragments. Nothing was as clear, direct and meaningful as that first clangorous message. The simple schoolboy code was there to serve a purpose, yet it was too easy to find for the information to be valuable. The message must be intended to attract attention. It was saying - ‘Yes, there are secret messages here. Keep looking/ I kept looking. In the hunt for new ideas, new angles of approach, I began to research the background to the story.

Rennes-le-Château is in the Languedoc, a region of France which is both overwhelmingly beautiful and blessed with many traces of a rich and turbulent past. Here the Cathare heresy had taken root, flourished and been viciously suppressed by the Roman Church. In these mountains, the Knights Templar, proud warrior monks, had established castles and commanderies. Arab invaders, Visigothic hordes, crusading armies - all had passed this way. Behind the story of the nineteenth century priest and his tiny village lay long centuries of blood, fire, faith and suffering; fascinating and exciting glimpses of French history, little known and only sketchily taught here in England. As a writer for television, I could see that the material was ideal for a documentary film, especially with the added spice of the modern treasure hunt and my own deciphering of the ‘secret’ message.

The subject seemed right for the BBC’s historical and archaeological series, ‘Chronicle’. Paul Johnstone, ‘Chronicle’s’ producer, agreed, and in December 1970 he sent me to Paris to talk to Gérard de Sède, the author of Le Trésor Maudit. Now, at last, I would be able to put the question which had baffled me at the very outset of my interest in the story. ‘Why didn’t you publish the hidden message?’ Time and again I had tried to imagine what his reply might be. None of my guesses even approached de Sède’s answer: ‘Because we thought it might interest someone like you to find it for yourself.’

The identity of that mysterious ‘we’ and the true nature of de Sède’s role as a front-man for others who remained in the shadows were to take years to unravel. But from that curious first meeting with de Sède I sensed that I was dealing with something more than a treasure-hunt story. In the decade that followed I made three films for the BBC, reporting the progress of my researches in The Lost Treasure of Jerusalem…?, The Priest, the Painter and the Devil and The Shadow of the Templars. The films caught the imagination of an evergrowing and fascinated audience.

The complex and wide-ranging nature of the historical background had proved a fertile ground for new discoveries, new unexpected connections. These were developed in a book which I wrote with Michael Baigent and Richard Leigh. The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail was published in 1982 and became an immediate best-seller, and in 1986 we explored yet more ramifications of the mystery in The Messianic Legacy. These books will provide general historical background to the story of Rennes-le-Château but are not essential to a proper understanding of the astonishing account I am about to unfold here.

By the mid-8os Rennes-le-Château had spawned an industry. Other writers were bringing their own ideas, their own solutions to the mystery. Most of them, it must be said, veered towards wishful-thinking. Inevitably, solutions depended largely upon subjective interpretation of the evidence. Some were frankly dotty - as indeed were our books considered to be by the more blinkered or fiercely committed of Christians. Even so, Rennes-le-Château was now known around the world. The sleepy hamlet which I had first come to know in the early 70s was now on the tourist map.

After the publication of The Messianic Legacy, I considered that my work on the story was done. I could not see and certainly did not anticipate that I might have any further contribution to make to the ever-growing torrent of ink being poured upon the mystery. Yet Rennes-le-Château would not leave me alone. Since the outset of my researches I had been looking for the demonstrable and provable; for certainties which were solid, objective, unarguable. From the tranquillity of what I thought of as my retirement from the fray, I saw how few were the certainties on which the whole saga had been built. Even the basic facts, such as the story of the priest and his treasure, were essentially based upon hearsay evidence. From the priest’s account books to the lists of Templar Grand Masters, from the Grail Romances to the story of the early church - too much was being taken as gospel. Even the Gospels themselves! How could one know that lists of Grand Masters were reliable? How could one know that the priest had found a treasure? How could one know that Jesus was born of a Virgin? Or that he had been born at all? In religion, acts of faith are inevitable. The Creed is a statement of belief, not of knowledge. I felt bound to ask myself: what did I KNOW about the story of Rennes-le-Château? And the answer to that question was: ‘remarkably little’.

I decided to list the certainties. First, then, what did I know of the priest? I knew his name - it was Bérenger Sauniere. I had seen it carved upon his tombstone. Beyond that… nothing. For every other scrap of knowledge concerning the man I had to rely upon what others had said. Did I know that he had found a treasure? No. I knew only that it has been reported that he found a treasure. Did I know that he had found the parchments? Again, no. Indeed, there are people who claim to know that the parchments are modern forgeries. In fact, such people ‘know’ no such thing; they know no more than I do - that two documents, supposedly copies of those found by the priest, existed and have been reproduced. Of their origins, nothing can be said with certainty. However, no matter what their provenance, the parchments certainly contain ciphered messages. Some of these messages I have found for myself and I have been given the key to the decipherment of others. One of these ciphers refers to the seventeenth century painter, Nicolas Poussin, and has led to the identification of a tomb near to Rennes-le-Château which, in its construction and mountain setting, is identical to the one depicted in the artist’s most famous painting, The Shepherds of Arcadia. Here, too, was a certainty.

There was also the underlying geometric sub-structure of one of the parchments. This brilliant construction I shall demonstrate later in this book. Since 1971, when I first discovered it, this piece of evidence has remained one of the most impressive of my certainties. The geometry which I found was pentagonal - an irregular five-pointed star. When I later stumbled upon a complex hidden geometry in Poussin’s The Shepherds of Arcadia, this, too, was proved to be pentagonal in a superb analysis made by Professor Christopher Corn-ford of the Royal College of Art. Another certainty. Professor Corn-ford’s work had made me turn my attention to the landscape of Rennes-le-Château and its surrounding area and this led to the discovery of the astonishing natural pentagon of mountains which I revealed in 1979 in my television film, The Shadow of the Templars.

Here then was my bedrock, the unassailable pieces of evidence which were demonstrable and provable. Everything else was a compound of hypothesis, or hearsay, or based upon documents which were open to falsification. As I contemplated my handful of certainties I realised that, without exception, they all led back to Rennes-le-Château - to the physical location of the village and its immediate environs. Years of historical research had served to build a dramatic backdrop to the mystery while leading further and further away from the place itself. It was as if Sauniere and his treasure mystery had been acting as a fluttering banner set high on the ramparts of a castle. The mystery was attracting attention away from the solid structure upon which it was set. That structure of certainties which underlay all the research was reduced to Rennes-le-Château and its association with pentagonal geometry. This, in truth, was all I had. But it proved to be enough.

Within a week of turning my full attention to those few certainties I had glimpsed a new truth. Within three months the shape of an astonishing wonder had begun to emerge. Based upon certainty, itself a certainty, there was no need to hypothesise. Here was an objective discovery of staggering proportions - and it was unarguable.

Now, when I stand beside Saunière’s grave, I feel the urge to reach down into the earth and shake those mouldering bones back to life. For twenty years he has led me a curious dance. I have chased many a false lead, leaped to many a deceptive conclusion, been blinded by ingenious smoke-screens, by clues strewn by him and others before him to conceal an astonishing fact. I cannot even be certain that Bérenger Sauniere knew it, but his village has provided me with one more certainty. Rennes-le-Château is a small part of a greater wonder. The Eighth Wonder of the Ancient World.


2
The Mystery of Rennes-le-Château

‘At the very mention of buried treasure all the dream and greed muscles begin to tense/ Thus a journalist accurately reflected the reaction to the first BBC film on Rennes-le-Château. The glint of gold is indeed a powerful attraction, though in this case it would be more accurate to call it a dis-traction. The complex background to the story of Rennes-le-Château has certainly merited investigation, but that background has equally certainly been the red herring which has delayed the discovery which is the subject of this book. All the necessary clues have long been available. In effect, the discovery has already been revealed - at least partially - though the distractions have been too powerful to make it evident. I now find it ludicrous to realise how I have paraded all the relevant indications in the three ‘Chronicle’ films without anyone noticing the glaringly obvious -myself included. Like Howard Carter, I had broken through into the ‘treasure chamber’, though it was almost twenty years before I noticed the ‘wonderful things’ that lay within. In company with the millions who watched those films, I looked without seeing.

The discovery which I have at last made establishes why Rennes-le-Château is surrounded by an aura of mystery. The place itself is a mystery. The enigma of the treasure and the parts played by Bérenger Sauniere, the Knights Templar, the Cathares, are no more than mystification. The story of Rennes-le-Château may explain the events that have happened there, but those events are not relevant to the present book. In these pages I am not concerned with what has happened but with what exists - with the fact that this corner of Southern France is a temple, a Holy Place, which was constructed with enormous labour and skill in the remote past. Unlike other great works of early civilisation, this Temple has not fallen into ruin and decay. It is still as real and tangible as it was on the day of its completion - and yet, for all that, it is invisible. Not as the result of some arcane act of mumbo-jumbo magic. Not (as I know some would wish) because it is the fruit of some unknown super-race with mystic powers. The Temple is invisible simply because it is too vast to be seen. How visible is St Paul’s Cathedral to an ant crawling across its floor? And it is on such a scale that the builders worked. The Temple of Rennes-le-Château is perhaps the largest structure ever built by man upon the face of the earth.

In order to grasp the significance of this colossal undertaking it must not be considered from a twentieth century viewpoint. The modern, sceptical, rationalist view of the universe was not shared by our remote forebears. To comprehend what they did at Rennes-le-Château - and why they did it - one must try to see the world, however faintly, through their eyes. To catch a glimpse of their awe and wonder. To sense, as they did, the power and presence of their gods. What our ancestors found here was enormously significant to them. Their gods had given them a Sacred Place, and so they built a stupendous Temple to enclose it.

The rediscovery of that Temple answers many questions - but it raises many others. How did the existence of such a wonder come to be forgotten? Why have those few who have learned of its existence remained silent when such a secret cries out to be revealed?

When the Barber of Midas learned that the king had the ears of an ass, he felt compelled to unburden himself of the amazing news. Unable to speak openly, he dug a hole in the ground and whispered his knowledge there. But the grasses grew and spoke his secret in the sighing of the wind. In just the same way, Poussin, Sauniere and others through the years have felt the need to speak of the incredible secret of Rennes-le-Château. But they have also felt a mysterious constraint and so they have spoken in riddles. They have left us tantalising hints and clues, they have also laid false trails. As much effort seems to have been expended on attempts to conceal the truth as to reveal it.

In the pages which follow, I shall lead the reader through the labyrinth of clues which have led to the discovery of the Holy Place. The extraordinary, painstaking and dedicated ingenuity which the clue-makers employed will amply demonstrate how important to them was the task which they had undertaken.

What follows is no light-hearted game.
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The essential starting point for this investigation is Saunière’s alleged discovery of two parchments in 1891.
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Parchment One

When a story bears the label ‘Mystery’ and is filled with enigmatic hints and clues, we expect the solution to be difficult. After all, if it were easy, there would be no mystery. We bring our sophistication to the problem and we hunt out the complexities. Sometimes we miss the obvious which is staring us in the face. Some of the clues are difficult to unravel - but some are not. Some of them will seem blindingly simple, when explained. Many people have spent much time in study of the documents here reproduced and have found little. Some have built solutions based upon no more than possibilities which are in themselves extremely flimsy and open to argument. As will be seen, when a correct solution is arrived at, there is no question of doubt. An accurate reading will include its own confirming proof.
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Parchment Two

It must immediately be said that it matters not the slightest to this investigation if these clues are genuine (i.e. old) or fake (i.e. modern). Their reported history is confusing.

Sauniere supposedly found the two parchments in a hollow pillar which supported the altar of his church. They came to light, it is said, when he undertook some necessary repair work. Other accounts imply that he found them because he was looking for them. Yet others insist that the documents were concocted in the recent past; that they contain nothing of interest.
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Bérenger Saunière beside the pillar in which he supposedly found the parchments. Before he removed it to the church garden, where it still stands, the pillar had been a support for the altar.

In 1978, Pierre Plantard de St Clair (said then to be the Grand Master of the secret society of the Priory of Sion) informed me flatly that the parchments were cooked up in the 1950s by a man called Philippe de Chérisey, who was present when this statement was made. He would neither confirm nor deny it. Later M. Plantard qualified his statement. ‘De Chérisey’s confections’, he said, ‘were closely based upon very good originals’.

René Descadeillas, Curator of the Library of Carcassonne and a noted local historian, fiercely opposed to any investigation of Rennes-le-Château, told me categorically that there were no hidden messages in the documents. What I had found, he suggested, was the product of my own fevered imaginings. A similar problem of provenance applies to the tombstones of Marie de Negri D’Ablès, Dame d’Hautpoul de Blanchefort, which are strongly linked to the parchments.

This grave was supposedly in the cemetery at Rennes-le-Château and Sauniere is said to have effaced the two inscriptions. Unknown to him, however, they had already been recorded in a book entitled Pierres Gravées de Languedoc by Eugène Stublein, and it is from this book that the published copies are alleged to have been taken. Curiously, no copy of this book has ever come to light. Some researchers have therefore rashly dismissed the grave inscriptions as modern fakes and worthless, intended merely to distract the gullible. Although it may be true that the Stublein book is a fiction, at least one of the inscriptions, that on the pointed headstone, was reproduced in a pamphlet entitled ‘Excursion du 25 Juin 1905, à Rennes-le-Château’ by E. Tisseyre, published by the Société d’Etudes Scientifiques de l’Aude in 1906. This pamphlet is unlikely to be a fake. But for all the necessary caution which must be brought to a study of these pieces, this investigation will prove a connection between the inscriptions and the two parchments, which will be seen as the work of the same hand. If genuine, that hand would seem to belong to the priest of Rennes-le-Château at the time of Marie de Blanchefort’s death in 1781, the Abbé Antoine Bigou, but whether the creator of this material was Bigou or a modern faker, he was undoubtedly a brilliant code-maker. No matter what might be one’s opinion on the source of the material, the content remains unaffected, and it is with the content that we are here concerned. What, then, lies hidden beneath the innocent-seeming surface?
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