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Introduction





When we presented our discovery of the secret symbolism in Leonardo da Vinci’s paintings in our 1997 book,The Templar Revelation: Secret Guardians of the True Identity of Christ, little did we realize that we were making a significant contribution to a remarkable phenomenon of the twenty-first century. Not only did our book directly inspire Dan Brown to weave his blockbusterThe Da Vinci Code (2003) around the concept of da Vinci’s love of hidden heresies and dangerous codes, but we were taken aback to realize that in doing so we had also assisted at the birth of a new, impassioned wave of interest in the truth about the origins of Christianity.


A central part of Brown’s fiction is the notion that there exists an age-old French society, the Priory of Sion, whose task it is to protect the sacred bloodline of Jesus and Mary Magdalene—the implications of which are truly shocking to those who remain true to the traditional teachings of the Church. The inevitable backlash against all the subjects raised in Brown’s book has seen the Priory of Sion roundly trounced, dismissed once and for all as a straightforward hoax.


However, we became increasingly dissatisfied with either extreme—complete acceptance of everything claimed by or on behalf of the Priory or blanket dismissal—for two reasons. While there is evidence that the Priory is a modern creation, rather than the ancient and venerable secret society it is supposed to be, there is considerably more to it than a simple hoax. As our continuing research has found, the Priory reallyis important, but for rather different reasons.


This has given us the golden opportunity to present our ongoing investigation into the Priory of Sion. And unexpectedly, we found this work converging with other, quite independent, lines of research, specifically those that led to our 1999 book,The Stargate Conspiracy, which dealt with a little-known but extremely influential politico-occult movement known assynarchy. As we delved into it even deeper, we found ourselves unexpectedly back in the underground stream that also sweeps the Priory of Sion along. Even the research for our book on the “secret history” of the Second World War,Friendly Fire: The Secret War Between the Allies (coauthored with the late Stephen Prior, and Robert Brydon, 2004), became surprisingly relevant, as certain power struggles in wartime France provide an important backdrop toThe Sion Revelation.


The second reason for our writing this book is much wider in scope, and to us more important: those who defend the traditional religious views against Dan Brown’s book argue that if they can prove the Priory of Sion is a hoax, then the deeper issues—such as the reality of the “forbidden” gospels, the relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene, and the centuries-long Church cover-up of such inconvenient evidence about the Christian religion—can also be condemned and dismissed. This is utter nonsense.


Whatever else can be said about Brown’s book, it has brought some fundamental questions about spirituality and religion to a massive and even secular international audience and sparked off far-reaching debates. It has even been pointed out that it has revived on a grassroots level the same bitter debate that raged in the formative years of the Christian religion. The major split was between the two fundamentally different visions of the faith: the Gnostic view, in which the individual forges his or her own relationship with God and is therefore responsible for his or her own salvation, and the priest-led faction that became the Church—in which the Church alone holds the keys of the Kingdom. It is a battle that the Church believed long won, but now the fissure lines are reopening as the floor is cleared for either a new, informed debate or a fight—and all due to the unlikely influence of an airport thriller!


Obviously, for some reason and in some mysterious way, Dan Brown has tapped into the prevailing zeitgeist, but this phenomenon can only exist because people have a deep innerneed to excavate beneath the traditional religious certainties. But Brown is by no means its only popular manifestation. J. K. Rowling’s young wizard Harry Potter scintillates with Gnostic daring, and—as many commentators point out—the movie seriesThe Matrix draws directly on ancient Gnostic concepts, dressing them up as science fiction, with elements from the Priory of Sion’s mythos also having pride of place. WhileThe Matrix ’s sacred city of “Zion”/Sion is not unique to Priory lore, it is hard to find another source for the character called the Merovingian.


The true story of the Priory is rather different from Brown’s version, but itis highly significant, disturbing, and even alarming. And it carries us along into a dark and intriguing world where a great many other uncomfortable facts, both religious and political, will have to be faced.


LYNN PICKNETT


CLIVE PRINCE


LONDON


September 2005









Part One


Illusion












Chapter One


True Lies








	
FACT:

	
The world’s fastest-selling book is Dan Brown’s 2003 novel,TheDa Vinci Code.




	




	
FACT:

	
A modern-day Grail quest, Brown’s thriller is based on the secrets surrounding the French-based secret society the Priory of Sion (more properly, Prieuré de Sion), allegedly devoted to upholding the sacred bloodline of Jesus and Mary Magdalene.

    However, in the case of the “Priory” (as we will boldly call that intriguing organization for short), although facts may be hard to come by, they lead into a world that is considerably stranger than even Mr. Brown’s fiction.





The Priory of Sion1takes center stage inThe Da Vinci Code as the underground order whose astounding secrets are threatened by powerful enemies and which the heroic Robert Langdon and Sophie Neveu must prevent from falling into the wrong hands. Despite the acclaim, astonishment, and downright horror—depending on one’s point of view—which greeted these secrets worldwide, basically Brown’s thriller merely revivifies an old controversy. In fact, everything about the shadowy Priory of Sion—even its very existence—has been hotly debated in the English-speaking world since the early 1980s, and in its homeland of France for at least a decade before that.


In the novel, the Priory is presented in the guise by which it has become best known (at least in Britain and the United States), as a centuries-old secret society that exists to preserve and protect certain potentially explosive facts and which has exerted a behind-the-scenes influence on European history for centuries and continues to do so today. Readers and seekers new to the subject positively salivate over Brown’s description of the Priory as “a modern goddess worship society, keepers of the Grail, and guardians of ancient documents.”2What on earth can pagan goddesses have to do with the quintessentially Christian Holy Grail? What possible documents could prove such a connection? The allure is irresistible.


The major secret the Priory is allegedly sworn to protect is the existence of a bloodline—a family descended from no less than Jesus Christ himself and hiswife, Mary Magdalene. Of course, the very existence of such a family would—if it could be proven—undermine the foundations of Christianity. To believers Jesus was God incarnate, a lifelong celibate who had neither need of nor desire for an intimate relationship (certainly not with a woman believed to have been a prostitute). Because of its explosive potential, the secret has been kept away from prying eyes by the Priory of Sion, for the Church would stop at nothing to remove this threat to its power base and its age-old stranglehold over its flock.


In Brown’s book, the Priory has three main, interrelated duties: to protect the sacred bloodline of Jesus, to safeguard the tomb of Mary Magdalene, and to preserve documents that prove the true story of Jesus and his lineage.


Brown goes further and makes the Priory a repository of another strand of forbidden knowledge: the importance and power of the sacred feminine as embodied in ancient pagan goddess worship, linked to the concept of sacred sexuality—akin to today’s Eastern Tantric rituals. AsThe Da Vinci Code includes sex rites in the Priory’s ceremonies, the reader is left reeling: how could Jesus Christ, embodiment of divine chastity, possibly be linked tosex, not only as a personal act of passion and emotional commitment but also as a religioussacrament, equal in holiness to baptism and the Mass?


All of these challenging and, to many people, completely alien ideas have contributed to elevating an airport paperback to the status of revelatory history, almost of theology—particularly in the United States. Astonishingly, reading a thriller has now become a personal religious experience, the sort of epiphany one is supposed to receive only at the hands of the Church or the clergy.


The key locations of the novel—the Louvre Museum and the church of St.-Sulpice in Paris, and Scotland’s Rosslyn Chapel—have been swamped with tourists, mainly from America: indeed, the Louvre has seen a 50 percent increase in visitor numbers, while the exasperated officials at St.-Sulpice have posted a notice at the entrance declaring that absolutelyno secrets are to be found within. Internet forums dedicated to discussingThe Da Vinci Code ’s central contentions have mushroomed—Yale University has even created an online course on the subject. Brown’s book has generated a whole industry of “unauthorized guides,” such as Dan Burstein’sSecrets of the Code and Simon Cox’sCracking the Da Vinci Code, which attempt to explore, amplify, or discredit the underlying concepts. At the time of this writing, in summer 2005, at least a dozen have been published.


As all this is unheard of for any new book, let alone a “mere” thriller, it has taken the publishing world completely by surprise. Even Brown himself seems astonished at the unique phenomenon he has unwittingly spawned.


And witness the astonishing reaction of the Church itself: in March 2005 Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, Archbishop of Genoa—formerly a leading contender for the papacy—announced that he has taken it upon himself to provide the Church’s opposition to Brown’s book, leading a campaign to refute its “fables.”


Behind the Sensation


With or without his intention, Dan Brown has succeeded in bringing to a whole new audience a number of important issues, which, while familiar to specialist researchers, are seldom discussed at a more popular level. These include the origins of Christian dogma, particularly the extent to which it was invented by the Church for political, rather than spiritual, ends; how equally valid but “heretical” alternative interpretations of Christianity were ruthlessly suppressed and evidence that challenged the established dogma was covered up by the Church; alternative views of the nature of Jesus—in particular that he was a mortal man who married and fathered children; the suppression of the sacred feminine—universally accepted before the advent of the patriarchal religions of Judaism and Christianity; and the sacramental nature of sex.


While Brown used these ideas as background, skillfully weaving them into the narrative of his fast-paced adventure, they have grabbed the attention—and imaginations—of millions of readers round the globe. Enthused and astonished by his revelations, they, too, now have a quest: to discover for themselves just how true those concepts really are. Suddenly the world is brimming with keen-eyed historical detectives who will no longer tolerate ecclesiastical conspiracies, cover-ups, or even old-fashioned clerical arrogance, smugness, and condescension. And whatever elseThe Da Vinci Code inspires, surely that can never be a bad thing.


Brown drew his ideas from several sources, but one of his two main inspirations wasThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail (Holy Blood, Holy Grailin the United States)—a controversial international best seller in its own right, having remained in print for nearly a quarter of a century—written by Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh, and Henry Lincoln in 1982. Brown’s other major source was our ownThe Templar Revelation: Secret Guardians of the True Identity of Christ, published in 1997. These titles, together with other sources,3appear on the bookshelves ofThe Da Vinci Code ’s villain Sir Leigh Teabing—the name is so odd because it comes from those of two authors ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail, one as an anagram.


The distinctive common ground betweenThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail andThe Templar Revelation is the great genius of the Italian Renaissance Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519)—incidentally, he should be known as Leonardo and not da Vinci (although common usage has now made it inevitable that even we will succumb from time to time). Allegedly he was the Priory of Sion’s Grand Master for the last nine years of his life, a claim largely accepted by Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln.


Brown drew fromThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail the core concept of the existence and survival of the bloodline of Jesus and Mary Magdalene and its protection by the Priory (prompting Baigent and Leigh to initiate legal action against the publishers ofThe Da Vinci Code, ongoing as we write). Brown blended the bloodline concept with ideas and discoveries sourced fromThe Templar Revelation. In particular, he drew the key notion of secret information “encoded” into the symbolism of Leonardo’s paintings, such asThe Last Supper andThe Virgin of the Rocks, from our first chapter, “The Secret Code of Leonardo da Vinci.”


The importance of sacred sexuality and reverence for the Feminine along with the essentiallypagan background of Jesus’ teaching are also central features of our book. They are absent fromThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail but actually fit rather awkwardly with some of its central themes, based as they are on the idea that Jesus’ authority came from his status as the legitimate King of Israel and that he was primarily a political figure who never intended to start a new religion.


Finally, Brown’s book reveals that the physical secret guarded by the Priory of Sion—literally its Holy Grail—is the actual body of Mary Magdalene. However, while we muse about this inThe Templar Revelation, in the absence of hard evidence it is impossible to take the notion any further.


“Fact”?


However, while Brown’s blockbuster has undoubtedly presented many provocative and exciting ideas to the startled gaze of the world’s readers, many of those who have spent decades researching these interrelated subjects are often somewhat taken aback by the misconceptions he perpetuates, especially where the Priory of Sion is concerned (although in fairness all he ever intended to do was write a work of fiction).


Brown’s portrayal of the purpose and history of the Priory of Sion, if not its rituals, is one that will be familiar to readers ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail and its 1986 sequel,The Messianic Legacy (which explored some of the religious implications and the modern-day activities of the Priory in greater detail). But disconcertingly, the fact is that most of the historical material about the Priory on which those books are based is hardly objective—it ultimately derives from the Priory itself.


The major source of information on the Priory of Sion is a series of documents that were lodged in France’s national library, the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, in the 1960s and have become known collectively as the “Dossiers Secrets” (Secret Files). Building up the story piece by piece, they clearly originated with the Priory (although it has always maintained a discreet distance from the Dossiers, finally dissociating itself from them completely—as we will see). According to the Dossiers Secrets, the Priory of Sion was founded nearly a thousand years ago, at the time of the Crusades, enjoying an unbroken existence ever since and being presided over by some of the greatest names in history.


Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln—through their own research into the claims made in the Dossiers Secrets—largely accepted this story, and althoughThe Da Vinci Code is fiction, Dan Brown has compounded the acceptance by making this bald statement up front, on a preface page headed “Fact”:



The Priory of Sion—a European secret society founded in 1099—is a real organization. In 1975 Paris’s Bibliothèque Nationale discovered parchments known asLes Dossiers Secrets, identifying numerous members of the Priory of Sion, including Sir Isaac Newton, Botticelli, Victor Hugo, and Leonardo da Vinci.




However, even this short paragraph contains some startling errors. In“fact,” far from being romantic old parchments, many of the Dossiers Secrets are actually typewritten! The Bibliothèque Nationale did not “discover” them: the documents were deposited there by their creators, to be found later by researchers—and even then they were more or less directed to them. And this happened in the 1960s, not 1975.


This collection of documents is indeed remarkable, if only for the fact that it has inspired two of the most widely read and hugely controversial books of recent years,The Holy Blood and the Holy Grail andThe Da Vinci Code. And yet, superficially at least, there is a good case that the Dossiers Secrets are an elaborate fabrication—in other words,that the Priory of Sion is a hoax. But, as we will see, nothing is certain about that tricky organization, which still has the power to surprise or even shock.


A Heated Debate


Opinion has split into two camps: those who accept the history and purpose of the Priory of Sion as told in the Dossiers Secrets (and elaborated inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail ) and those who dismiss the whole thing as a charade. For the latter camp, the Priory has no real substance apart from a handful of shady individuals who actually perpetrated the hoax, and it certainly had no existence whatsoever before the modern era.


However, while the skeptics do undoubtedly have the weight of evidence on their side, in our view it is a serious mistake to dismiss the Priory for that reason alone—at least until certain major questions have been answered. First and most obvious is simply why the perpetrators expended so much effort on their hoax. For make no mistake, if it is a hoax, the Priory of Sion is as intricate a hoax as any in history, and if only for that reason is worthy of further scrutiny. In fact, it was this central paradox that inspired us to continue our research into the Priory after the publication ofThe Templar Revelation.


Of course, even if two or three people came together and decided to call themselves the Priory of Sion for their own amusement, it “exists.” Indeed, perhaps becoming a victim of its own success, the organization has in just this way spawned many imitations—“Priories of Sion” that are incontestably the products of one or two individuals with nothing better to do. As the (official) Priory’s general secretary, Gino Sandri, said in 2003, “The assertion that the Priory of Sion doesn’t exist frankly amuses me as, to our knowledge, one can count at least eleven around the world.”4


The real question is whether the Priory isimportant. Does it really possess age-old secrets that would, if revealed, fundamentally change our view of Christianity and even our basic concept of its founder? And does the Priory have any real influence in the world today—as it claims?


There are other, less important questions, such as the extent of its membership. (Not that a society has to be particularly large to wield considerable influence—even a handful of people can be mighty powerful, providing they are in the right place at the right time.) However, our extensive research has led us to believe that the Priory of Sionshould be taken seriously—despite all the controversy and doubts. Our own experience makes us go even further: we now realize that it would be a grave mistake to underestimate the Priory’s very real power and influence. But why? What are the arguments for a real and active Priory of Sion?


The Popular Version


Focusing first on the “pro-Priory” camp: the most widely known version of the Priory’s history and purpose is given inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail, which can be summarized as follows:


Jesus and Mary Magdalene were man and wife, and had children. After the Crucifixion, Mary and the children fled to France, where their descendants took root. Eventually they married into a dynasty of Frankish kings, the now-legendary Merovingians, who established their rule over parts of what is today France, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands between the sixth and eighth centuries. However, they were betrayed and usurped by a new dynasty, the Carolingians—with the support of the Roman Church, which knew the secret of the Merovingians’ origins and feared what would happen to its carefully crafted doctrines if the existence of Jesus’ descendants, with all that implied, were to become known. The key event in this usurpation was the murder of King Dagobert II in 679—although he was not the last Merovingian king, as is frequently assumed.


However, according to Priory sources, Dagobert’s infant son, Sigebert, believed by history to have perished soon after his father, survived the overthrow of the Merovingians. He was hidden in the Languedoc region in the south of France—specifically in what is today the legendary village of Rennes-le-Château, close to the foothills of the Pyrenees. He and his descendants were protected by those who knew the secret of his family’s origins, a group that eventually became formalized as the Order of Sion, a secret organization formed at the end of the eleventh century to advance the bloodline’s interests. The Order of Sion was founded in Jerusalem by one of the leaders of the First Crusade, Godefroy de Bouillon (Godfrey of Bouillon)—allegedly one of Dagobert’s descendants.


The popular version, as largely retold inThe Da Vinci Code, goes on: The Order of Sion was in turn behind the creation of the fabled Knights Templar, the order of “warrior monks” who dominated the Holy Land and Europe for nearly two hundred years following their foundation in (or around) 1118. However, in 1188 there was some kind of schism between the two orders and they went their separate ways.


The Priory of Sion—as it eventually became—outlived the demise of the Templars in 1307, surviving through the centuries to the present day, presided over by a succession of Grand Masters that included some of the most illustrious names in European history (mingled with some rather more obscure personalities), such as the British Sir Isaac Newton, Robert Fludd, and Robert Boyle, and the Italians Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci. In more recent times some rather surprising personalities from the world of literature and the arts have purportedly presided over the Priory: Victor Hugo, Claude Debussy, and Jean Cocteau. These nineteenth- and twentieth-century Grand Masters were all French. The Priory of Sion claims to have been the power behind many of the most important movements in European esotericism, such as the Rosicrucians, and further back even to have been the guiding hand behind figures such as Joan of Arc and Nostradamus. And even today it pursues its aim of restoring the “sacred bloodline” of the Merovingians to power in France—indeed, in Europe.


That is the reconstruction according to the authors ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail. The Dossiers Secrets acknowledge that the purpose of the Priory is to protect Dagobert II’s bloodline, but this is because, they say, it represents the legitimate royal family of France. The Priory’s ultimate aim is to restore the Merovingians to the French throne (which is nothing if not ambitious). The added significance of the Merovingian dynasty—that it was itself descended from Jesus’ children—isnot found in the Dossiers Secrets but was the original hypothesis of Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln. (However, the Dossiers Secrets do claim that the Merovingians were descended from the House of David.)


Many enthusiastic followers of Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln’s books (Dan Brown included) seem to have no idea that not only has the Priorynever made the claim of descent from Jesus but has explicitly disavowed that hypothesis, as we will see.


The Case for a Hoax


The case for the Priory being a hoax pure and simple is straightforward. First, far from its having a pedigree stretching back nearly a thousand years, there is no documentary evidence whatsoever that it existed before 1956! And no historians or researchers specializing in the occult or secret societies had ever heard of the Priory of Sion before it became a topic of discussion in the 1970s. While this lack of hard evidence does not necessarily prove that the Priory did not exist in the past—after all, the most successful secret society would remain totally unknown to outsiders—surely it would have leftsome trace of its continuing presence.


In its defense, the Priory claims to have operated through “fronts”—other societies and groups, such as the secretive seventeenth-century Catholic cabal the Company of the Holy Sacrament (Compagnie du Saint-Sacrement)—whichare known to history. But there is no independent corroboration of this claim: we simply have to take their word for it.


Second, there are undeniable mistakes in the historical scenario outlined in the Dossiers Secrets that reveal many of its key claims to be false. Although we will examine them later, briefly the fatal flaws all relate to what is supposed to be the Priory’s very reason for existing—the survival of the Merovingian dynasty. Very early in our research we concluded that there was something decidedly suspicious about the whole Merovingian business. This was partly because of the problems with the historical material in the Dossiers but also because of some glaring logical problems with the “bloodline” scenario: it is simply impossible to prove beyond reasonable doubt that any person currently alive is the direct descendant of Dagobert II—still less of Jesus himself!—and in any case simple mathematics shows that there would be millions of members of the “sacred bloodline” around today, an exponential dilution of both blood and sacredness that would render it considerably less than special.


Then there are the serious questions about the person most associated with the Priory—certainly its public face—in its modern-day incarnation: the enigmatic Pierre Plantard (also known somewhat grandiloquently as Pierre Plantard de Saint-Clair, among other aliases he adopted with great facility during his long career).


Plantard was named as one of the Priory’s officers on its official debut in 1956 and continued to be its public face from the 1960s to the end of the 1980s. At the time of the publication ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail, for which he supplied information, he was the Priory’s Grand Master. Going further, the Dossiers Secrets suggested—and Plantard later explicitly claimed—that he was, in fact, the modern representative and personification of the bloodline, the direct descendant of Dagobert II. Of course, the implications were intended to be impressive, not to say sensational. If the Merovingians were indeed the rightful French royal family, then Plantard was the true, if uncrowned, King of France. And if the central hypothesis ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail is correct, then Plantard was also the direct descendant of Jesus.


Like the Priory itself, Plantard inspires extreme views and equally extreme passions. To some, he was a distinguished initiate who possessed some of the greatest secrets of all time,the man who literally embodied the long-obscured truth about Christianity. To others, however, he will always be simply a cheap—and outrageous—confidence trickster.5


On the one hand, Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln were clearly impressed, writing of their first meeting with him in 1979: “M. Plantard turned out to be a dignified, courteous man of discreetly aristocratic bearing, unostentatious in appearance with a gracious, volatile but soft-spoken manner. He displayed enormous erudition and impressive nimbleness of mind—a gift for dry, witty, mischievous but not in any way barbed repartee…. For all his modest, unassertive manner, he exercised an imposing authority over his companions.”6And the French writer Gérard de Sède—who will play a significant part in this story—said of Plantard: “[He is] tall, thin, he eats little, neither drinks nor smokes and when he is our guest never has the first course [clearly a revealing factor to a Frenchman]. There is in him at the same time the scholar, the poet, and a slightly diabolical ironist.”7


On the other hand, Plantard’s detractors have accused him of everything up to and including being a Nazi sympathizer and a pedophile. One recent commentator writes, “It is often hard in the case of Plantard to find the line between what is known and what is a good story.”8


Plantard, who died in 2000 at the age of eighty, was at best a shadowy figure, at worst an obviously dubious character. Secretive, elusive, yet charming, he admittedly more than matches the ideal profile of a con man—or, it must be said, an intelligence officer: the skills needed by both are not dissimilar. He was certainly involved in some suspicious ventures, including shady financial dealings. But most damning of all is the alleged fact that, some seven years before his death, Plantard admitted under oath that he had invented the whole thing.9


The leading skeptic and debunker of both the Priory in general and Plantard in particular is the British researcher Paul Smith, who has been hot on the trail for more than a decade.10Over the years Smith has done a superb job of doggedly unearthing and presenting original documents relating to the Priory and Plantard. (His particular triumph was getting the file on the latter from the Paris Prefecture of Police.) Undoubtedly, given the strident tone he routinely adopts when denouncing Plantard, Smith is an anti–Priory/Plantard zealot. But most important, his argument that the whole Priory affair was Plantard’s scam fails to answer certain crucial questions, as we will see.


So the absence of any independent documentary evidence for the Priory’s existence before the 1950s, taken together with the problems about its historical claims, may appear to give the skeptics the upper hand, but nothing about the Priory is ever clear-cut.


Murkier and Murkier


For many people, the evidence that the Priory has lied—ever, on any subject—automatically means that it can be dismissed out of hand. But this attitude ignores some major aspects of the conundrum.


The Priory of Sion was not the sole invention of Pierre Plantard, nor was he its one and only member. Even if it was all a fraud, he had coconspirators. He never worked alone: when the Priory made its first appearance in official records in 1956, there were at least three others involved. Plantard’s most famous collaborator, from the early 1960s until his death in 1985, was Philippe, Marquis de Chérisey. And the Priory has survived Plantard: it continues to operate under its general secretary, Gino Sandri, who first met Plantard in the early 1970s and has been involved with the Priory since 1977. Any theory that seeks to explain the Priory away as a hoax of Plantard’s also has to account for the involvement of these people—and many others.


Plantard and his companions maintained the deception for more than thirty years, with considerable effort. Yet nobody, not even Paul Smith, has been able to offer a satisfactory reason for such a tenacious and prolonged scam. The most obvious motive—money—can be discounted. Not only is there no evidence that Plantard made anything but modest sums from the affair, but there are occasions on which hecould have capitalized on it but signally made no attempt to do so. If he was solely a con man, why didn’t he just forget it and move on to something much more lucrative?


In fact, it would have been only too easy to turn the Priory of Sion into a moneymaking machine. The world of noble and chivalric orders (which the Priory claims to be, albeit a secret one) is plagued by fraud and deceptions. There are numerous organizations, either new inventions or alleged revivals of defunct historical orders, with no legitimate basis whatsoever. These self-styled orders have been created either by individuals with afolie de grandeur, for whom this is the only way to achieve status, or as means of taking money off the unwary—and they exist aplenty—who will pay handsomely for entry into such orders, to use grandiose titles and ranks and wear the robes and insignia (all at a price, of course). Provided the order has the right cachet to attract members (or rather subscribers), it can mean relatively easy pickings: in some countries, such as Italy and (with certain qualifications) France, which no longer recognize royal or noble prerogatives, charging people for admission to an order claiming a spurious pedigree is not even illegal.


Yet the Priory can offer more than this. It is considerably more than merely a neochivalric order with fancy-sounding ranks and grades: it has the added advantage of initiating its members into an order that, as many millions of people around the world now believe, will—eventually—let them in on some of the greatest secrets of all time. To many it seems irresistible, and is the most obvious motive for creating such an elaborate hoax (after all, it would hardly be the first time such a thing has happened). And yet there has never been the slightest suggestion that anybody has been ripped off in this way, or that the Priory has solicited membership for a fee—and there are many ready to pounce should such an allegation even be whispered. Few self-styled orders have been in such a perfect position to exploit gullible wonder seekers as the Priory was after the success ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail —yet Plantard not only failed to do so but actually backed off as more and more interest in the society was generated.


Even two skeptical British writers, Bill Putnam and John Edwin Wood, while discounting Plantard and de Chérisey’s claims, pronounce themselves perplexed on thepoint of it all: “The amount of effort that the…two expended in inventing the puzzles, the genealogies and the fake history is immense…[but] financial gain does not appear to have been their motive.”11Others have suggested that it was some kind of elaborate practical joke; if so, we’re still waiting for the punch line.


Divine Comedy


In fact, perhaps there will never be a punch line. An increasingly popular suggestion of recent years is that the whole Priory of Sion affair was not just an elaborate practical joke but a joke as surrealist performance art in which there is no tagline—literally art for art’s sake (a kind of parallel to the concept of crop circle hoaxes).


An American Priory of Sion researcher, the anthropologist Dr. Steven Mizrach, has even identified the French surrealist tradition that flourished in the 1960s known as Oulipo, in which “hoaxes” involving complex codes and cryptograms, hidden symbolism in paintings and literature, and ingenious wordplay would be devised aspure art, then let loose upon an unsuspecting public to see how it would react. (One of the points of the exercise was never to reveal it was essentially just a joke.) According to Mizrach, Jean-Pierre Deloux, Plantard’s journalist associate in the 1970s and ’80s, belonged to a branch called Oupolipo, which used the formula of detective novels in its artistic ruses.12


Despite being one of the most satisfying explanations of the whole affair—since it accounts for the hoaxers’ otherwise inexplicable failure to exploit their creation—like all theories, this one fails to explain everything, especially Pierre Plantard’spolitical activities in the 1940s and ’50s, in which he embroiled the Priory of Sion and its forerunners. But although surrealism was by no means Plantard’s style, it was very much that of his “partner in crime” in the 1960s, Philippe de Chérisey, an actor and writer who had worked with one of France’s great surrealist humorists, the “French Goon” Francis Blanche.


However, the two apparently opposite explanations (of serious intent and a surrealist hoax) are not actually mutually exclusive. If, as we increasingly believe, the Priory was a front and the Dossiers Secrets an exercise inmisinformation —we will develop this more fully later—then who better to employ on it than an “oulipist”? And although the popular image of occultists is of granite-faced fanatics and humorless cranks engaged in weighty (if pointless) rituals, in fact humor has always had pride of place in their extraordinary activities.


The great historian of Renaissance esotericism Dame Frances Yates, in her study of the origins of early-seventeenth-century Rosicrucianism,The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, discusses their use of humor. Johann Valentin Andreae, regarded by many as the best candidate for the author of the famous Rosicrucian Manifestos, described his own mystical writings as aludibrium —a kind of theatrical jest. But Yates identifies an underlying serious intent: “This may not be, with him, always a term of contempt. In fact if one examines the passages in Andreae’s writings about the RC [Rosicrucian] brothers one finds that, although a frequent way of denigrating them is to refer to them as mere players, comedians, frivolous and foolish people, yet at other times he highly praises players, plays, and dramatic art generally, as socially and morally valuable.”13She also notes: “It is Andreae’s strong interest in the drama which helps to explain theludibrium of Christian Rosencreutz and his Fraternity as, not a hoax, but a dramatic representation of a profoundly interesting religious and intellectual movement.”14And Dr. Christopher McIntosh agrees, writing: “The Rosicrucians embodied [their] vision in a brilliantly created mythology with a strong element of playfulness.”15


The concept of such “divine comedy,” treating very serious matters with a seeming lightheartedness, is found in other aspects of the occult. In 1616 the renowned esotericist Michael Maier entitled a major treatiseLusus serius —“Serious Game”—and the idea continues to be expressed today in the form of “chaos magic.”


And of course da Vinci, who Yates believes prefigured distinctly Rosicrucian qualities, embodied the occultists’ belief in the importance of “divine comedy”—in his paintings and in his many hoaxes, jokes, and illusions, which so fascinated those who met him. But few could doubt that under the gaiety and lightness of touch, Leonardo da Vinci was utterly, even awesomely,serious.


Inventing Sion


The favored explanation of most advocates of the “hoax pure and simple” theory is that Plantard was a mythomaniac who actually believed his own fantasies about being the rightful King of France. (Presumably the reason for this explanation is the complete absence of any evidence that Plantard made money out of his promotion of the Priory.) In other words, Plantard was basically delusional, either really believing in his royal rights or with a grip on reality so slender that he believed he could fool France into giving him its crown.


However, there is no denying that the Dossiers Secrets, as Putnam and Wood acknowledge, were put together with great effort and, we emphasize, with considerable historical—and psychological—skill. While examining the Priory’s historical claims, time and again we would reach the point of dismissing the entire thing as a hoax—usually when turning up another blatant falsehood—then some obscure piece of information would surface, making a connection that would cause us to think again.


An enormous amount of effort has been put into creating the story told in the Dossiers Secrets, composed of truths, half-truths, and lies, woven together to make an enticing whole. Some elements of the story can be proven to be wrong—either because of a genuine mistake or because they have been distorted, “spun,” or even invented. But despite what the Priory’s detractors say, not all of it is invention or distortion.


The whole has been put togetherthematically rather than logically, and it is the way the key themes emerge and recur during research that impresses most. To take one example (others will follow throughout): the list of purported Grand Masters in the Dossiers Secrets contains the name of the celebrated René d’Anjou—Good King René—one of the great patrons of the early Renaissance. His presence on the roll of Grand Masters added yet another major historical figure who would impress readers with the importance and seriousness of the Priory. However, Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln discovered that René was particularly fascinated with the theme of Arcadia, and, as we ourselves found, he also had a passionate interest in the legends of Mary Magdalene’s life in southern France, for example ordering excavations of key sites in an attempt to find her tomb.16


However, the Dossiers list as René’s successor his rather less well-known daughter, Iolande de Bar. She married one of René’s knights, Ferri, the lord of the important pilgrimage center of Sion-Vaudémont in Lorraine, where she spent most of the rest of her life. The mountain of the tellingly named Sion-Vaudémont has been deemed sacred since pre-Christian times, originally in honor of the goddess Rosemerta but by Iolande de Bar’s day dedicated to Our Lady of Sion, a cult centering on her votive statue, to which the Dukes of Lorraine had paid homage since at least the early Middle Ages. There was also the Abbey of Notre-Dame de Sion, to which was attached the chivalric order called the Knights or Brotherhood of Sion founded by Ferri’s grandfather in December 1396.17(According to Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln, these knights were connected with the Abbey of Notre-Dame de Mont Sion in Jerusalem that the Priory of Sion claims as its birthplace some two hundred years earlier, but we have been unable to verify this.)


Is this the elusive evidence for the Priory of Sion as a tangible, historical organization? Of course, it makes perfect sense that a knightly order would have been attached to this important abbey (similar orders were fashionable at that time) and that it would bear the name of the place where it was founded. On that basis there is nothing particularly surprising about the existence of the fourteenth-century Knights of Sion, and no specific evidence to connect them with today’s Priory of Sion or any of the organizations that it claims as an ancestor.


But the significant thing is that this connection is not spelled out in the Dossiers Secrets: Iolande de Bar’s name simply appears on the list of Grand Masters, prompting researchers to delve further into information about her, thereby discovering a knightly order of Sion. Either the connection is genuine or this trail has been laid with consummate skill more or less to compel researchers to find the connection for themselves, making it all the more convincing for that reason. (The third possibility, pure coincidence, might work for one particular connection, but there are so many other examples that we can disregard it as an explanation.)


The trail of connections continues…. Sion-Vaudémont’s status as a pilgrimage center suffered as a result of the French Revolution, but in the 1830s three brothers—all Catholic priests—Léopold, François, and Quirin Baillard, made it their life’s work to restore it, along with its “twin,” Mont Sainte-Odile in Alsace, about sixty miles away, as a sacred center.18This they did with great skill and success, raising money from as far away as the United States to reestablish the monastery on Sion-Vaudémont. Curiously, the three brothers then became followers of the controversial mystic Eugène Vintras (1807–1875), who founded a sect called the Church of Carmel, in which men and women were given equal status and which incorporated sexual practices into its rituals. Unsurprisingly, he—and the Baillard brothers—were roundly condemned and excommunicated by the Pope (Léopold recanted on his deathbed and was reconciled with the Church). Thus Sion-Vaudémont in comparatively recent times became a center of heresy and sex rites.19


At the beginning of the twentieth century, this curious tale was used as the basis for a book by the great French novelist Maurice Barrès (although not particularly well known in Britain, he was one of France’s most influential writers),La colline inspirée (The Inspired Hill,1913). The novel opens with the expulsion of a religious fraternity, the Oblates of Sion, from the mountain. And oddly, Barres’s story bears many striking similarities to the real mystery of Rennes-le-Château, with which the Priory of Sion claims to have been intimately associated. Barrès was also deeply involved in the occult revival that swept the Paris salons at the end of the nineteenth century.


When such a chain of connections happens once, it is clearly interesting—even suggestive—but not enough on which to base a conclusion. But when it happens repeatedly—following avenues of research that appear quite separate but end up with the same individuals, at the same key sites, and dealing with the same religious, esoteric, or artistic themes—it rapidly becomes impressive. Such chains of connections become downright dizzying after a while and naturally lead researchers to the view that something genuine lies behind it all—that the Priory really has had a hand in all these things, over the course of centuries, and now teasingly lays them out for researchers to follow. This is what happened in the case of Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln—although they rejected certain claims made by the Dossiers Secrets and Pierre Plantard. But, of course, there is also the possibility the Dossiers Secrets were deliberately designed to create exactly this impression, weaving together otherwise unrelated occurrences that just happen to have something (such as the name Sion) in common and that reinforce one or another of the major themes of the Dossiers. Even so, if this explanation is correct, a huge amount of research, knowledge, and skill has been employed, arguing against the accusation that it was all just a simple money-spinning ploy. (Many of Plantard’s detractors claim not only that he was the principal author of the hoax but also that he was of below-average intelligence: given the amount of work behind the Priory of Sion story, clearly both accusations can hardly be true.)


This is also an example of thepsychological skill employed in creating the story told in the Dossiers Secrets. The creators have used other such tricks, particularly by incorporating themes and symbols that possess a potent emotional charge: in other words, archetypes. As Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln write inThe Messianic Legacy:



Insofar as we, in our researches, have come to know the Prieuré, we have encountered an organisation which, in full consciousness of what it is doing—and, indeed, as a matter of calculated policy—activates, manipulates and exploits archetypes. Not only does it traffic in familiar and traditional archetypes—buried treasure, the lost king, the sacredness of a bloodline, a portentous secret transmitted through the centuries. It also, quite deliberately, uses itself as an archetype. It seeks to orchestrate and regulate outsiders’ perceptions of itself as an archetypal cabal—if not, indeed,the archetypal cabal. Thus, while the nature and extent of its social, political and economic power may remain carefully veiled, its psychological influence can be both discernible and substantial. It can convey the impression of being what it wishes people to think it is, because it understands the dynamics whereby such impressions are conveyed…. We are dealing with an organisation of extraordinary psychological subtlety and sophistication.20




The Priory both tricks and teases. It leads researchers on, and when it decides the moment is right, for mysterious reasons of its own, easily sends them round in circles, no doubt laughing its collective hat off. No one can afford to believe everything it says, but—as experience has taught us personally, as we will see—it would often be a mistake to disbelieve it either. We have to treatanything andeverything the Priory says with caution.


We also have to treat with caution a great many pronouncements about that peculiar secret society. Opinions on the Priory tend to be divided into stark black-and-white, positive-negative alternatives: either everything it claims is true, or it is all a heap of cheap lies. But of course real life isn’t like that.


Experience in other fields shows that just because a group or organization has lied, exaggerated, or misrepresented information, it should not automatically be rejected as unimportant. (After all, the Blair government still presides over the United Kingdom.) To take an obvious example, a major part of the work of intelligence and security agencies, such as the CIA, involves the composition and dissemination ofmisinformation —official lies, in other words—but nobody would argue that if those lies were exposed, the CIA could and should be disregarded as an organization of no consequence, or the rest of its activities be always and forever considered insignificant. In fact, the more it takes it upon itself to lie, the more most people believe itshould be taken seriously.


Telling untruths is not necessarily always judged to be a bad thing: it depends on why they are told (and, indeed, whose side one is on). Deception operations—official hoaxes—played a major part in winning the Second World War, diverting enemy resources and attention, and distracting attention from genuine operations. In dealing with the Priory of Sion, and the claims it has disseminated through either the Dossiers Secrets or other means, exactly the same methods should be employed as in analyzing the activities of intelligence agencies. The two have much in common.


One crucial point above all others is often overlooked when examining the Priory of Sion: no secret society—ancient or modern, whether a massive global organization or just a few coconspirators in France, and whether its intentions are serious or fraudulent—would reveal anything about itself in publicunless there was an advantage in doing so. Therefore the test of anything it does choose to reveal—perhaps even more important than whether it is factually true—iswhy it has been revealed. Who was it aimed at—the general public or a specific group? And why does the Priory want that target audience to believe these things to be true? Until such questions have been answered, the solution to the mystery remains as elusive as the Holy Grail itself.


Bearing all these considerations in mind, we find ourselves in the no-man’s-land between the two extreme views. On the one hand, there are those who uncritically accept all the Priory’s claims, building their theories and hypotheses on its every pronouncement, no matter how contradictory or ridiculous; on the other, there are those who automatically sneer at anything and everything it says simply because the Priory seems to enjoy being contradictory and ridiculous onsome occasions. However, the crucial point is that both sides ignore any evidence that fails to fit their preferred solution—the saying about babies and bathwater is most often true when applied to the Priory! But for us, neither camp offers a satisfactory solution to the riddle.


These are the purely logical reasons why we take the Priory of Sion more seriously than many (but, we stress, considerably less literally than many others). However, we have other, more practical reasons for this approach.


In some respects we speak from personal experience of the Priory. Individuals connected with it have supplied us with extremely arcane and unlikely information that, against all the odds, proved to be correct. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that, albeit indirectly, we owe our ten-year joint writing career to the Priory of Sion—hardly an insignificant matter in our lives! From our own contact with the organization, we know it is worth taking seriously. Whatever else it may or may not be, take it from us, it would be a grave error to dismiss the Priory as a straightforward hoax.


Meeting the Priory


It began in 1990, during our unfolding research into the Shroud of Turin, when we were contacted by an individual who only ever used the pseudonym Giovanni (Italian for John). We received several letters from this mystery man—initially kept in our “cranks” file but soon earnestly pored over as we became genuinely intrigued—culminating in a single meeting with him in London in March 1991.21


It was an exciting, if somewhat tense—not to sayin tense—encounter. Probably in his mid- to late forties, Giovanni looked very similar to the British actor Tom Conti (the Greek café owner in the movieShirley Valentine ), with a mane of graying dark hair and slightly crumpled designer clothes. He spoke English fluently but with a marked Italian accent, and had a way of closely observing us without being too obvious, like a private eye or an intelligence officer. His eyes laughed before the rest of his face, constantly twinkling no matter how serious his words. Occasionally he would make a dramatic, expansive gesture with elegant hands unadorned by rings, but mostly his physical mannerisms were unexpectedly subdued—odd, one might think, for an Italian. Perhaps he had been expertly trained to discipline his body language.


Giovanni claimed to be an Italian member of the Priory of Sion, although of course we had no way of checking or verifying this. What we were able to verify independently was that he was familiar with Europe’s esoteric “underworld.” He identified certain individuals, in Britain and abroad, who he said were either fellow members of the Priory or members of related esoteric societies—and in some (but by no means all) cases we were intrigued to discover we could confirm this. So Giovanni’s secret society “credentials” checked out—at least in that respect.


In particular Giovanni named two leading figures in British publishing, both already known to us. Presumably he chose them for that very reason: after all, it would be easier for us to corroborate his information about them. In one case we were able to confirm that the person concerned had—unexpectedly—an interest in esoteric matters that included active involvement in secret groups. In the other case, we uncovered a much stronger indication of membership of the Priory itself, also being impressed by his connections with the international world of high finance. (The Priory claims to be heavily involved with the global banking fraternity, but of course any halfway decent faux society would make such a claim.)


Disappointingly, we never discovered Giovanni’s true identity. Although at one time we thought we had worked it out, this turned out to be a red herring—probably a deliberate setup. But he did claim to represent a schismatic faction within the Priory, intent on leaking certain information into the public arena. (And rather deflatingly, it seemed that we were not his first, or even second, choice: apparently he had attempted to bring his information to the attention of other Shroud of Turin researchers before us.) At the time we treated this as a bit of flimflam employed deliberately to heighten the sense of the dramatic: indeed, virtually everything about our contact with Giovanni was highly theatrical, no doubt to draw us in—and, of course, to remain vivid in our memories. But we were amazed and excited to discover from information that emerged years later that he may well have been telling the truth.


Giovanni’s ostensible reason for contacting us was, as we have mentioned, our research into the Turin Shroud, about which he claimed to have inside information as a Priory man. According to him, the Shroud was indeed a fake (as the 1988 carbon dating had famously demonstrated). But he claimed to know who the faker was:no less than Leonardo da Vinci, alleged by the Priory to be one of its Grand Masters. He also claimed to knowhow Leonardo had created the then still-mystifying image on the Shroud, through a process of what he called “alchemical imprinting”—in other words, a primitive form of photography. But perhaps most staggering of all was Giovanni’s statement that Leonardo had used his own face for that of the man on the Shroud, the very image believed by devout millions over the centuries to be none other than Jesus Christ.


Giovanni presented these three dramatic pieces of information to us as clues in a work of historical detection, lines of research that we could and should either prove or disprove through our own efforts. (Later we realized this is the magical adept’s traditional method of teaching, although it also has much in common with the training of intelligence officers.) As matters turned out, it was not a job for shirkers—nor, as we were to discover, for either the pious or the squeamish.


Da Vinci’s Devilish Relic


Much to our own astonishment, we were able to provide evidence even for some of Giovanni’s most apparently ridiculous claims. We presented the results of our detective work in our first book,Turin Shroud—In Whose Image? in 1994 (revised and updated in 2000 with the subtitleHow Leonardo da Vinci Fooled History ).


However, we were not the first to propose that Leonardo was the Shroud’s master faker: others had already acknowledged that he fitted the profile of the hoaxer perfectly. It had to be someone capable of devising a method of creating the image that still refused to yield its secrets (the carbon dating told us the Shroud was a fake but nothing about how the image was imprinted). Yet to our amazement we were to discover a host of circumstantial evidence that put him squarely in the frame, being in the right place at the right time, having shady dealings with the Savoy family who owned the Shroud, and so on.


As for how the image was created, we were able to use a very basic photographic process—employing a camera obscura (the forerunner of the modern camera, with which Leonardo is known to have experimented) and easily obtained light-sensitive substances—to produce our very own “Shroud,” bearing all the supposedly miraculous characteristics of the allegedly holy relic. At almost precisely the same time, the South African professor Nicholas Allen did exactly the same thing (in fact, employing an even simpler process than ours but also using a camera obscura).


Finally, only dyed-in-the-wool and desperate believers that the Shroud is genuinely that of Jesus—known as Shroudies—are unable to see the resemblance between the man on the Shroud and Leonardo. One of the most amusing acknowledgments came in 2001, during the filming of a television documentary on our theories for the National Geographic Channel (the award-winningLeonardo: The Man Behind the Shroud? ).22For balance, the program makers interviewed several believers, including the Italian artist Luigi Mattei, who makes superb life-size sculptures based on the Shroud’s image. Although a passionate believer in its authenticity, while demonstrating his artistic techniques before the camera, apropos of nothing, the artist offered the statement that he had always been struck by the similarity between Leonardo and the man on the Shroud. Of course, the resemblance between the two reinforces the first contention: that Leonardo was the genius responsible.


Along the way we also discovered that certain families who were involved in the “Great Holy Shroud scam” turned out to be the same dynasties that feature inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail as being connected with the Priory of Sion.


All this was very odd. Although we had made the da Vinci connection before Giovanni arrived on the scene—in fact, it was why he contacted us—another tip-off he gave us also turned out to be correct. This suggested that the Priory (assuming Giovanni really was a member) did have access to “inside information” about Leonardo. Even then, we were well aware of the question marks that hung over the Priory’s historical claims, but this seemed to confirm that they possessedsome hidden or lost esoteric knowledge, some genuine secrets about heretical individuals of the past.


We were also aware of the view that the Priory comprised a mere handful of members who kept the thing going simply for their own amusement or as part of a wider concerted scam: but if so, where did Giovanni fit in? Perhaps he really belonged to some other society or esoteric group and had merelypretended to be an emissary of the Priory. But why? How could he benefit from such a subterfuge?


However, the second avenue of research prompted by Giovanni’s cloak-and-dagger intervention was to turn out to be even more extraordinary.


Disciples of the “Other Christ”


At our single landmark meeting, Giovanni had largely confined himself to the subject of the Shroud of Turin. Although he made some gnomic statements about the Priory past and present, he always avoided answering our direct questions on the matter (as indeed should any self-respecting member of a secret society). But with his parting shot he brought up another subject, a most peculiar non sequitur at the time, in the form of a question: “Why are our Grand Masters always known as John?…This is no small point, but it isthe key.”


We were to discover that that one little question contained a major hint about a secret that far eclipses Dan Brown’s hypothesis in its potential to unsettle—even shock. Twelve years on, we can categorically state that our own research has revealed that Giovanni possessed information that opened the portal to a truly cataclysmic secret, one that certainly—and truly sensationally—presents a challenge like no other to the established Church. Indeed, to the very basis of the Christian religion.


According to the Dossiers Secrets, the Grand Masters of the Priory of Sion take the “official” name of Jean (French for John—Jeanne/Joan/Joanna if the Grand Master is female), in much the same way each Pope takes a new name on his election. Leonardo, for example, appears on their lists as Jean IX—John the Ninth. No explanation was forthcoming for this apparent elevation of the name John. No previous researchers have attempted to find out more about this tantalizing subject.


Our work on Leonardo and the Shroud had naturally inspired us to know more about what had motivated him to create the ultimate hoax (and one of the most successful in history). It was clear that the answer lay in his religious and spiritual beliefs, which are acknowledged to have been heretical. (Many people assume that, as the “first scientist,” Leonardo must have been a nonbeliever, an atheist rather than a heretic, but in fact nothing could be further from the truth.)


It rapidly became clear—for reasons we explain in the first chapter ofThe Templar Revelation —that Leonardo was virtually obsessed with St. John the Baptist. Half of his surviving religious works of art include that rather intimidating New Testament figure—and we were to find that many of the remaining paintings and sketches includesymbolic references to John even when he is not physically present in the composition. In other words, wherever possible, Leonardo included John the Baptist in his paintings, even if sometimes doing so meant employing some artistic license in the interpretation of the theme he was commissioned to paint: he simply added a reference to John via the clever use of veiled symbolism. Clearly, the Baptist was overwhelmingly important to Leonardo for some secret but very special reason.


The key symbol in what soon became apparent as his subtle subversion is what we call the “John gesture”—the right index finger pointing heavenward—seen most obviously in the last painting Leonardo produced,St. John the Baptist. But crucially, it is also made by characters in other paintings as a device to give John a physical presence in works in which Leonardo could not otherwise justify his inclusion.


The other striking, and decidedly heretical (to say the least), aspect of Leonardo’s “Johannite” obsession was that he clearly regarded the Baptist as not merely important in the context of Jesus’ life and mission. Discussing Leonardo’sVirgin of the Rocks, which depicts the infant Jesus and John the Baptist, Ilse Hecht of the Art Institute of Chicago observes: “John is transformed from a bystander to a person equal to Christ, an innovation which reached the utmost limits of the spiritual content of the motif and could only be achieved by an artist like Leonardo who had only loose ties to the dogma of the Church.”23


The notion of considering John, the supposed herald of Jesus, as somehow equal to Christ is astounding enough. But over a decade of research has led us to believe that Hecht actually understated the case. To Leonardo there was no equality about it: that deeply heretical and slyly audacious artist really believed John to besuperior to Christ.


All this presented us with a major clue as to which John the Priory of Sion meant. So, too, did this apparent belief in John’s superiority over Jesus. According to the Dossiers Secrets, the first Grand Master of the Priory of Sion, a Norman nobleman called Jean de Gisors, took the title Jean II. But this presented another conundrum. Why begin with John theSecond —and in any case, who was John the First? The French historian Jean Markale summarizes the Priory’s odd explanation that Jean de Gisors took this title because “the title Jean I was traditionally reserved for Christ.”24But why on earth should Christ be honored by being called John?


Slowly a new and challenging picture began to emerge, although considerably more research was needed before the whirling kaleidoscope fragments finally settled into a comprehensible image. Dead center is the heretical movement known as Johannitism, which did indeed revere John the Baptist above Jesus, even regarding him as the “true Messiah” or “trueChrist.” (The Greekchristos, simply a translation of the HebrewMessia —meaning Anointed One—carried a very different meaning from the one later imposed on it by Christian tradition. The holder of this divine mandate was expected to be and behave in ways that were radically different from modern Christian belief.)


As we soon discovered, the real relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus Christ also requires a bold and committed effort of will to comprehend after centuries of obfuscation, cover-up, and conspiracy. Far from being a lone voice crying in the wilderness, John had his own disciples: indeed, the evidence is that Jesus himself began as one of them. There is no question that some—perhaps a majority—of John’s disciples regardedhim as the Christ, and not all switched their allegiance to Jesus after John’s execution by Herod Antipas. Neither is there any doubt that the Baptist’s movement continued in rivalry to Jesus’ even after the Crucifixion. In fact, heretical sects revering John the Baptist as Christ are recorded in the Middle East, as Dositheans (after one of their leaders, Dositheus), for a fullfive centuries after the foundation of Christianity. All this can be found in the New Testament itself and the chronicles of the early Church.


Unpalatable though it may be to many Christians, the fact is that John and Jesus wererivals, as were their respective followers. This goes a long way toward answering the question that the seeker after truth will ask sooner or later: why is St. Stephen, and not John the Baptist, Christianity’s first martyr? Indeed, a few moments’ thought will reveal that John is not really regarded as a Christian saint at all.


There is more: John’s followers—the Johannites—did not die out in the Middle East. They actually survive to this day, as the world’s only living Gnostic religion, a sect and people known as the Mandaeans, who call their priests Nasoreans. Until recently, their main home was the wetlands of southern Iraq and Iran, the scene of much persecution by Saddam Hussein. Although after the first Gulf War in 1991 many dispersed to other places around the world—Florida, Australia, the Netherlands, and even London—the main community still lives in Iraq, centered in the southern town of Nasiriyah (a name clearly derived from Nasorean).25Now targeted by Islamic fundamentalists, the Mandaeans can also expect little help from the West, as they are not Christian either. They revere John the Baptist as their great prophet—and not only reject Jesus but utterly and vehemently despise him as the usurper of John’s movement and his rightful leadership.26


Scholars are generally agreed that the Mandaeans are genuinely the descendants of the immediate followers of John the Baptist, forced east and south by persecutions first by Christians and then by Moslems. Although naturally much changed after nearly two millennia of wandering in the wilderness, they still retain a strong memory of their origins.


The Mandaeans may have been known to Europe only since the 1700s, but they are recorded in Arab writings—including the Koran, where they are called Sabians—in the intervening years, making it clear that they are the “Church of John,” which disappeared from Western records in the late 500s. In fact, one Arab writer at the end of the eighth century specifically states that the Mandaeans are descended from the same Dositheans who were recorded as revering John the Baptist as Christ as late as the sixth century. And clearly the Mandaeans were once much more widespread, with communities throughout the Holy Land and Middle East until at least the time of the Crusades, after which a wave of Moslem persecution drove them south.


The evidence is overwhelming: there is no question that the “John movement”—those who regarded John the Baptist as the rightful Messiah—survived in the Middle East. The assumption is that it was eradicated in the West, or more accurately the Mediterranean world under Christian control, by the early Church. (Communities of John followers in Asia Minor are actually recorded in the Acts of the Apostles.) But if so, how could Leonardo—and others, as we found—have been aware of these beliefs in the second half of the fifteenth century, when the Arab world was largely closed to Europeans?


Intriguingly, Johannitism either reentered Europe during the Crusades, when communications with the Middle East reopened, or had survived, deep underground, as a secret heresy that used the Crusades as an opportunity to go in search of its roots. We concluded that Mandaeanism—or Johannitism—was the major secret of such groups as the Knights Templar.


There are more tantalizing clues: certain European esoteric traditions that have existed since at least the turn of the nineteenth century assert that the Templars did indeed derive their secret doctrines from an encounter with a sect termed the “Johannites of the East” or the “Church of John of the East.” Although without supporting evidence, of course, mere traditions fail toprove anything, but when added to the evidence we uncovered about Crusader knights—including the Templars—encountering the Mandaeans and absorbing some of their beliefs, they are extraordinarily intriguing. And significantly,the Priory of Sion is unashamedly linked to those very same traditions. The French authority Jean-Pierre Bayard, in hisGuide to Secret Societies and Sects, specifically describes the Priory as a “Johannite order.”27


Of course, if the “secret” of the Priory is that it is Johannite, then clearly it is a very different animal from the secret society described inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail, which argues that it exists to protect the descendants of Jesus Christ—John’s great rival!


It was an almost heart-stopping moment when we realized the true significance of our own brush with the Priory. Giovanni’s seemingly throwaway line about the Grand Masters always being called John had proved to be the key to something of such immense importance that without a flicker of hyperbole it can truly be said to challenge the very basis of the Christian religion.


The Schism


If the Priory is a modern, postwar hoax, how and why did Giovanni set us on a trail that proved so evidential? It could hardly be just coincidence. Clearly, Giovanni had been confident enough that, once on the trail, we would uncover hard evidence to corroborate his claims. And as we were not well-known researchers in those days, his belief in us could hardly have been based on our track record. The facts had to speak for themselves, and when we found them, they shouted loud and clear. The implication was that, as a member of the Priory, Giovanni already knew these things to be true. Therefore the Priorydid have access to genuine historical “inside information.” And therefore it couldn’t be a modern hoax—could it?


Leaving aside queries about Giovanni’s true identity or the organization he may have represented, the obvious question was: why did he choose us to reveal such sensitive and even sensational information? It had to be for the Priory’s own benefit, not ours. Perhaps we were being used as the channel through which Leonardo’s master hoax would finally be appreciated for what it was, and as a means to encourage people to ponder on the Johannite heresy—and its extraordinary implications. Perhaps. But was there anything about the whole business that would benefit the Priory more immediately?


One obvious reason was that these revelations would provide some independent corroboration of the Priory’s historical existence. Generally, the historical reconstruction, based on the Dossiers Secrets and presented inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail andThe Messianic Legacy, had largely gone unchallenged; the controversy had mostly centered on the religious elements, particularly the putative relationship between Jesus and Mary Magdalene. However, by 1990 doubts were beginning to surface about the veracity of the Dossiers Secrets’ historical claims. If the Priory could be proved to possess or have access to some inside information—something nobody on the outside had ever known—about one of those it claimed as Grand Master, perhaps it would help to reestablish some credibility.


At least that was how we reasoned at the time. However, we had no way of knowing then that there was a much more specific reason for Giovanni to have contacted us during the years 1990–91. The Priory was in turmoil.


Giovanni told us he was part of a schismatic faction—a “dissident” group—within the organization. Specifically, he said that it believed the current leadership was moving the organization away from its original raison d’être and beliefs. He complained about the interference of “politics”—presumably infighting. In fact, he said for political reasons the leadership was trying to “rewrite its history.” Apparently it was a time of real danger: throughout his contact with us, he stressed he was taking grave personal risks by feeding us this information.


Not unnaturally, we took this with a large pinch of salt—as just some extra spice to jolly us along and a convenient explanation for his clandestine approach. (As we will see, the Priory has indeed usedfake schisms as covers for changes of direction.) However, although we would not be aware of it for nearly ten years, in that at least he was telling the truth. There really had been a major schism.


In 1989, Pierre Plantard (returning as the Priory’s Grand Master, having resigned five years earlier) had changed the plot entirely. In letters to members and in the pages of the Priory’s internal bulletin,Vaincre (Conquer), he retracted the version of the Order’s history in the Dossiers Secrets. (In fact, Plantard had always carefully avoided directly endorsing the Dossiers and, although few were convinced, retained just enough “plausible deniability” to get away with such an abrupt disavowal.) He replaced it with a far less interesting story, but in any case, after he admitted the original was a lie, who would believe anything he said?


Plantard now claimed that the Priory of Sion dated not from the eleventh century after all but from the eighteenth; it had no connection with the founding or subsequent history of the Knights Templar; the list of Grand Masters that appeared in the Dossiers Secrets was “false”—although he still maintained it was correct after 1766. Most significant of all, Plantard not only dissociated himself from the “Jesus bloodline” theory put forward inThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail but positively mocked it.28(We will examine the reasons behind this abrupt and bizarre change of mind more fully later.) The fact that Plantard had changed the “official” version of the Priory’s origins and history in 1989 was not widely known until the end of the 1990s, when its letters and bulletins began to circulate among researchers. Even now, surprisingly few enthusiasts ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail seem to be aware of it. Naturally, however, there are several extremely far-reaching implications of this shift.


First, if as many believe the whole thing was a hoax masterminded by Plantard, why abandon it just when it was beginning to pay off? After all, millions of readers around the world had accepted the claims in Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln’s two books—the historians’ and genealogists’ scorn hardly cut much ice with their most devoted fans. Although this was precisely the time to exploit the story for all it was worth, Plantard not only pulled back but also actively dissociated from it both himself and the society over which he claimed to preside.


Paul Smith has suggested that the 1989 makeover was part of a comeback bid by Plantard, but this makes no sense at all.29Plantard had never actually gone away, and although he had already sold his hoax to a huge worldwide audience, here he was apparently inventing a new, contradictory story that effectively outed the first version as a lie!


In any case, the new version was at first restricted to just a small audience, posing another perplexing question. If the Priory has no members (apart from Plantard’s fellow plotters), to whom were these letters and their bulletin being circulated?


Finally, this astonishing volte-face provides a convincing explanation for Giovanni’s sudden appearance in our lives. Plantard had instigated a new policy, replacing the “cover story”—including the list of Grand Masters—which had been carefully built up and maintained for some twenty-five years with something very different. If individual members disagreed with the change in policy, perhaps they attempted to undermine it by leaking information that supported theoriginal cover story, kick-starting a new impetus. The most obvious way to do this was to appear to release a few more of the Priory’s supposedly ancient secrets to handpicked independent researchers, in much the way Plantard had appealed to Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln. (The pattern is basically the same: the authors ofThe Holy Blood and the Holy Grail were already pursuing their research when Plantard arrived on the scene and gave them, depending on one’s point of view, information or misinformation that pointed them in a particular direction.) Our own Priory “mole” appeared to show that the organizationdid possess information about one of its historical Grand Masters—who appeared on the list Plantard now disowned.


But again there was the obvious question: how could a fictitious organization with no members suffer a schism?


A Shift in Perception


AfterThe Templar Revelation, we changed—or rather clarified—our view of the Priory of Sion. Our experience suggested that its membership extended beyond the confines of Pierre Plantard and his immediate circle: there was not only Giovanni himself but also the two British men he had mentioned, whom we were able to corroborate as members—or at least as members of some similar esoteric society. But our being able to point to a handful of members did nothing to prove it was truly an ancient secret society or to answer the very real questions about some of its historical claims.


InThe Templar Revelation we kept to the neutral ground between the Priory as a modern creation and an older organization,some of whose historical claims checked out. We speculated that perhaps therehad been a historical secret society—not necessarily calling itself the Priory of Sion—and that the modern Priory had access to some of its archives. This scenario provided a neat answer, but unfortunately we had no way of telling whether it was correct.


However, the more we delved, the more we came to favor another conclusion, one that made more sense of the apparent contradictions. It occurred to us that the Priory of Sion as suchis a modern invention but that it was created as a front for other societies thatare known among politico-occult secret societies in Europe. We summarized this idea in the revised edition ofTurin Shroud—In Whose Image?30 and have elaborated on it on various platforms since.


Essentially, we changed our minds because we knew from our study of the sources of various esoteric ideas and traditions woven together in the Dossiers Secrets (details will be given later) that the Priory was connected with other secret societies already known to researchers—and that did date back, if not to the Crusades, then at least 300 years. This scenario was reinforced as we uncovered specific connections between those societies and individuals linked to Plantard and the Priory.


This evidence could point in one of two ways: either the Priory was behind those other societies (i.e., they were fronts for the Priory) or these societies were behind the Priory. In the mid-1990s, at the time of writingThe Templar Revelation, we were inclined toward the first option, but further investigation made us realize that the latter was correct. Significantly, other researchers, independently and for quite different reasons, have been drawn to similar conclusions. We will explain how and why we reached this conclusion as the story unfolds.


International Treasure


Much of the Priory’s lore—like that of many similar societies—gives pride of place to the Knights Templar, so we must be careful at the outset to separate the facts (such as they are) from the huge amount of highly embroidered fiction.


Many people today know about the various mysteries—real or imagined—surrounding the Knights Templar, mainly through their enduring appeal in popular culture. For example, they feature virtually without explanation in the 2004 movieNational Treasure, in which they are portrayed as guardians of a great treasure and the progenitors of Freemasonry, but those are only two of the secrets with which they have been associated.


There are genuine mysteries and uncertainties about the Order of the Temple, which is hardly surprising given the secrecy with which it carefully shrouded itself over its two centuries of existence. Indeed, mystery envelops virtually everything about the Knights Templar, from their origins to their dramatic demise.


The Order was founded in the years following the First Crusade, which successfully captured Jerusalem and large parts of the Holy Land, although there is considerable uncertainty about the exact circumstances in which the Order began. The Templars’ creation is usually dated to 1118, but the evidence suggests it was actually a year later that nine French knights, led by Hugues de Payens, the Templars’ first Grand Master, took a vow to protect the pilgrimage routes in the Holy Land—a function widely regarded, on purely practical grounds, as a cover story.


The formal foundation of the Templars took place a decade later, in 1128, when—under the patronage of the incredibly powerful Bernard of Clairvaux, head of the Cistercian Order and the true power behind the papal throne—the Order received its own Cistercian-based Rule that was later approved by Pope Innocent II. It was then that they were granted their distinctive regalia and uniform—the white tunic, to which the redcroix pattée was added later—and took their formal name, the Order of the Poor Fellow Soldiers of Christ and the Temple of Solomon (Ordo Pauperum Commilitonum Christi Templique Salominici), or simply Templars. (The title derives from the fact that Hugues and his companions were given quarters in the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem, then believed—incorrectly—to be on the site of the Temple of Solomon.)


Quite literally, the Templars were warrior monks, taking the usual monastic vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience and living the religious life in every other way—except that they had special dispensation to fight and shed blood. And it was in the military aspect of their calling that they soon excelled, becoming the utterly terrifying special forces of their day.


The Order also became incredibly wealthy, as kings and nobles all over Europe stood in line to donate gifts of land and property. And its role and activities extended beyond the purely military: as rich pilgrims and noblemen gave them money for safekeeping, the Templars developed much of what became the modern international banking system. Warriors, influential ecclesiastics, prototype bankers, and diplomats, they held an importance in Europe and the Holy Land in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that is impossible to overestimate; the Order was the most powerful institution after the Church itself, and seemingly untouchable. But pride, of which the Templars undoubtedly possessed a superabundance, was soon to come before an almighty fall.


As the result of a plot hatched by the King of France, Philippe IV (“the Fair”), the Templars’ utter ruin came suddenly, brutally, and catastrophically. Local representatives throughout his kingdom received sealed orders to raid every Templar property without warning at dawn on Friday, October 13, 1307, arresting all the knights. Philippe claimed he had discovered that the Templars, the order that existed solely to protect and fight for Christendom, was in reality a hotbed of heresy and devil worship. The Knights were charged with blasphemous acts: denying Christ, spitting and trampling on the cross at their chapter meetings, as well as institutionalized homosexuality. It was said that they worshiped an idol called Baphomet, in the shape of a disembodied head. Eventually, after a lengthy trial, the Order was dissolved by Pope Clement V in 1312, and two years later the last Grand Master, Jacques de Molay, along with other leaders, after languishing in prison for seven years, was slowly roasted to death on the Île de la Cité, near Notre-Dame Cathedral in central Paris.


Although it has long been believed that the charges against them were trumped up and that Philippe was really only after their riches, the latest historical research indicates that—whatever the truth of the charges against the Templars—Philippe actually believed them. But even if money grabbing was his motive, he was signally unsuccessful. When the Pope closed down the Order, he commanded that its estates and property be given to its rival, the Knights Hospitaler (properly the Order of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem, today’s Knights of Malta). And the Templars’ great treasury in Paris, known as the Temple, was found to be largely empty when the King’s men forced an entry, fueling theories—as hyped inNational Treasure —that at least some Templars somehow knew about the impending raids and had spirited away their treasure. Most of these theories assume it was not simply of great material value but included sacred objects—perhaps the Ark of the Covenant, or the Holy Grail itself.


The final mystery concerns the fate of the Templars after the Order was disbanded. Did it continue underground to pursue its mysterious agenda? Or perhaps the Templars maintained a clandestine existence to avenge themselves on the two institutions—the French monarchy and the Church of Rome—which had so brutally ended their days of glory. Another now-famous theory is that Freemasonry emerged from the secret society established by the Templars.


(Despite the popular perception of the entire order being rounded up, tortured, and massacred, in fact only a handful of Templars—about 150—were executed or died under torture. The vast majority—over 90 percent, amounting to about 14,000 people, including 1,000 knights—went free. In the paradoxical way of medieval ecclesiastical justice, only those who maintained their innocence were tried and sentenced to either death or imprisonment, those who confessed to the charges being absolved of their sins and released. Outside France, most Templars were not even questioned, let alone tortured for confessions, and—as their vows were still binding—they were allowed to join other chivalric or monastic orders. In Spain and Portugal, the Order basically just changed its name and carried on as usual.)


In France today, new secret societies realize they stand no chance of being taken seriously unless they claim some intriguing link with the medieval Templars—usually imagined rather than real.


Inside French Minds


Essential to an understanding of the story of the Priory of Sion is the recognition that it is predominantly not Western, not even European, but resolutely and entirelyFrench. Many British and American researchers have veered wildly from the mark by trying to judge facts and events by the criteria of their own countries and cultures. Anglo-Saxons beware: if you want to understand the Priory, you have to see through French eyes—as we soon learned.


Moreover, as we discovered, the Priory of Sion story is intimately connected with some of the most important political and social events in modern French history—particularly the great trauma of the World War II Nazi Occupation, from 1940 to 1944.


France, like some other European countries, such as Italy, is rather more conspiratorially minded than Britain or the United States (although both seem to be rapidly catching up). This is because of France’s long history of conspiracies and secret cabals, results of its many historical power struggles, particularly after the nation was polarized between republicans and monarchists following the French Revolution of the late eighteenth century and Napoleon’s Empire. Secret societies are taken much more seriously in France, rather than seen as merely sources of polite amusement, as they tend to be in the United Kingdom or the United States. In fact, secret societies of all kinds—religious, political, criminal, and “occult”—have played a not inconsequential part in French society for centuries.


In continental Europe there also exists a twilight underworld where far-right groups, organized crime, security and intelligence agencies, and “initiatory” societies meet and merge. Probably the most famous example is the Masonic lodge P2 (Propaganda Due)—with which the Priory of Sion has been linked—which is probably best remembered for its involvement in the collapse of the Vatican bank, the Banco Ambrosiano, which led to the murder in London of “God’s Banker,” Roberto Calvi, in June 1982.


At its height, P2 had a membership of around a thousand, which included more than forty members of the Italian Parliament; three Cabinet ministers; the heads of the Army, Navy, and Air Force; and the chiefs of intelligence and counterintelligence; besides judges, policemen, and many leading businessmen and financiers. With such an august membership, the P2 lodge room even became a kind of shadow government, with its founder and Grand Master, Licio Gelli (although unelected and unknown to the general public), one of the most powerful men in Italy—even in Europe. The group had links with far-right terrorist groups, the Mafia, and the CIA—which shared P2’s aim of crushing the Italian Communists—and may have been the conduit through which the CIA channeled funds to anti-Communist groups. (It has been suggested that the CIA actually created P2, but its origins are too obscure to be certain one way or another.)


Another example of the workings of this murky world is an organization called the Service for Civic Action (Service d’Action Civique, or SAC), which may well have some connection with the Priory of Sion. The SAC emerged from theservice d’ordre —an internal group responsible for party discipline and security—of Charles de Gaulle’s Rally of the French People (Rassemblement du Peuple Français, or RPF) in the immediate postwar years. Theservice d’ordre was made up of former members of the Resistance and military, police, and intelligence officers, all utterly devoted to the General, and was originally founded to protect Gaullist candidates and provide security at RPF meetings and rallies.


As de Gaulle disbanded the RPF at the beginning of 1953, itsservice d’ordre also ceased to exist—at least officially. But in reality its members formed a clandestine network that agitated and plotted to return de Gaulle to power, including attempts to destabilize the Fourth Republic, which they achieved in 1958. Once in power, in January 1960, de Gaulle formally established the SAC, which soon became a peculiar semiofficial organization: effectively a state security agency with wide-ranging powers and a close relationship with other police and security agencies, which nevertheless owed its allegiance to one political party and creed alone.


Described as the “praetorian guard of the Gaullist movement,”31the SAC was essentially there to protect de Gaulle and keep him in power, which meant keeping a watchful eye on his political opponents and, where necessary, undermining or discrediting them, often by using dirty tricks and smear campaigns. More important, the appearance of the anti–de Gaulle terrorist Secret Army Organization (Organisation de l’Armée Secrète, or OAS)—composed of former or serving Army officers sworn to take revenge on the General for granting Algeria independence in 1962—gave the SAC a significant enemy, which threatened both de Gaulle and the security of the State, to pit itself against. At its height the SAC is said to have been thirty thousand strong and organized at regional and local levels throughout France.


Despite its highly charged role and the fact that its existence was a matter of public record—it even published its own journal,Service d’Action Civique —the SAC kept a very low profile, and many French people were unaware of it. De Gaulle never mentions it once in his memoirs, and few biographers of him or other leading Gaullist politicians refer to it.


However, when de Gaulle left office in 1969, the SAC began to lose its sense of purpose. Although continuing to protect other Gaullist politicians and the ideal of Gaullism itself, it started to drift—dangerously. Many politicians, particularly Interior Minister Raymond Marcellin, were wary of such a loose cannon, seeking any opportunity to clip its wings or even close it down. It lost members and funding. But it is always a volatile situation when a well-organized and semiclandestine organization loses its raison d’être; it will inevitably find other outlets to fill the void.


In certain areas, such as Marseilles, the SAC already had connections with organized crime gangs. But now the relationship between the two began to blur, with some SAC members making the most of opportunities provided by their cover to engage in lucrative criminal activities, such as drug and arms trafficking. But to Anglo-Saxon eyes, they formed a much stranger chain of associations.


In 1970 the SAC established an even more clandestine operation, to be used for tasks that required greater secrecy and plausible deniability in case anything went wrong. It did this under the innocuous-sounding Technical and Commercial Studies (Études Techniques et Commerciels, or ETEC), under the control of Charly Lascorz. In fact, ETEC worked closely with the intelligence departments of the police and Ministry of the Interior, and with the French equivalent of MI5, the Directorate of Internal Security (Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire). With the main aim of infiltrating political organizations, Lascorz initiated such an operation against what seems to be an unlikely target. Of the many organizations today that proclaim themselves the heirs of the medieval Knights Templar—either literally or as perpetuators of their original ideals—the largest and most influential, with Grand Priories in many countries, is the Sovereign and Military Order of the Temple of Jerusalem (SMOTJ). ETEC successfully infiltrated the French Priory of the SMOTJ by engineering the election of its man General Antoine Zdrojewski, the former chief of the Polish Resistance in France, as the new Grand Prior. But it was Lascorz who gave the orders.32


There were several reasons for infiltrating the Templars. As the SMOTJ tended to appeal to the upper echelons of society—the bosses—it could be used to infiltrate the police, the Army, the media, and so on. Indeed, according to François Audigier, author of an intensive study of the SAC, the SMOTJ already had links to various intelligence services.33But it was also a source of funds—new recruits to the SMOTJ were expected to pay handsomely for their honors and regalia, money that funded both ETEC operations and Lascorz’s lifestyle. (His secretary and girlfriend was a former Miss France.) Then, as the 1982 exposéOn the Orders of the SAC (Aux ordres du SAC) by the journalist Serge Ferrand and the former ETEC agent Gilbert Lacavelier explains: “The ‘ennobling’ of ETEC by the Order of the Templars marked the start on a course to a frantic free-for-all that would find expression in an incredible succession of frauds.”34


Besides lining his own pocket, Lascorz held extreme right-wing views and had no scruples in using both ETEC and the SMOTJ to advance his highly questionable ideology. In April 1971 he established the Union for the Defense of Liberty and Rights (Union pour la Défense des Libertés et des Droits), described by Audigier as “an explosive blend of an embryonic party of the extreme right and Templar Freemasonry.”35This in turn forged links to other extreme-right groups across Europe, particularly in Germany—using the already-existing network of the SMOTJ, according to Lecavalier.


However, Lascorz had overreached himself: the SAC’s opponents in the government leapt at the opportunity to teach it a lesson by using ETEC as an example. Lascorz was arrested—he escaped but was rearrested in Spain and extradited—and sentenced to three years for fraud (although he served less than half his sentence).


The wheels-within-wheels nature of this affair is confusing but typical of that shadowy world. The SAC creates a front organization, ETEC, which infiltrates and takes over the SMOTJ, which it then uses to infiltrate other organizations. Also typical is the admix of several organizational and personal agendas: the SAC’s official function to protect Gaullism, Lascorz’s political ambitions, the objectives of the far-right groups, and the SMOTJ’s Templar ideal, besides straightforward criminality to finance the other agendas.


The SAC suffered an even greater decline—basically becoming irrelevant to French politics and drifting yet further into crime and militant extreme-right activities—after the advent of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing as President in 1974. Matters came to a head when, on the night of July 17–18, 1981, as the result of an internal feud, a former SAC member and police inspector, Jacques Massié (also reportedly a SMOTJ Templar), was shot dead, along with his wife, his eight-year-old son, and three others, at their house in Auriol in Provence.


The resulting official inquiry into the SAC, which reported to Parliament in May 1982, found that the organization—still with some 4,600 members—was deeply involved in criminal activities, citing 120 examples ranging from counterfeiting and drug trafficking to prostitution and detailing its connection with eleven murders or attempted murders. Although President Mitterrand ordered its dissolution in July 1982, the SAC may not have ended there: several experts believe it continues to exist—even more secretly.


The SAC and P2 are just two examples of those highly dubious complex interrelations, very much the world in which the Priory of Sion operates.


Accepting l’Occulte


Another major cultural difference in France is that the “occult”—what we prefer to call the “esoteric”—is viewed more reverently, and is even more prominent in everyday life than in more mundane and cynical Britain, as a glance at the occult section of any French bookshop will reveal. In the United Kingdom the “Mind, Body, and Spirit” sections of major booksellers will chiefly comprise sanitized “New Age” titles: more committed seekers have to patronize one of the excellent specialist shops such as London’s Atlantis or Watkins’ Bookshops; in France books and magazines dealing with the most abstruse forms of esotericism are more readily available—and are snapped up by droves of eager occultists. In Britain and the United States, those who pursue metaphysical disciplines or perhaps an interest in alchemy or ceremonial magic tend to be regarded either as cranks or as walkers on a distinctly dark side, but to the French, alchemists and ritual magi are generally much more acceptable—almost, in some circles, viewed as mere hobbyists.


It has long been so. In the Parisian salons of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the worlds of art and the occult mingled seamlessly. The presence on the Priory’s list of Grand Masters of world-famous French writers and musicians such as the novelist Victor Hugo and the composer Claude Debussy still tends to raise eyebrows among British readers. Imagine the sensation if, say, Charles Dickens, Edward Elgar, or Gilbert and Sullivan were revealed to have headed a somewhat murky British secret society! (The innocently hilarious goings-on of the Pickwick Club and the Mikado would rapidly take on a more sinister hue.) But in France such an association barely warrants a Gallic shrug. French novelists, poets, artists, and composers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were steeped in esoteric ideas (we have already met Maurice Barrès). One celebrity of direct relevance to the Priory of Sion story is the internationally celebrated opera singer Emma Calvé (1858–1942), who was also a leading light of Paris’s esoteric world and the enthusiastic lover of several of its prominent members. (Perhaps, however, this is merely a matter of image. Society movers and shakers in British and American circles, such as the shipping heiress Emerald Cunard, who was a very close friend of the infamous British ritual magician Aleister Crowley, also drifted elegantly from artistic salon to magic temple via a succession of rumpled beds.)


Although a little less openly admitted, in France an interest in esoteric matters even extends to the hardheaded world of politics (but again it is largely a matter of image—many prominent British and American politicians have also pursued their unorthodox interests: for example, in the United States Henry A. Wallace, Franklin Roosevelt’s vice president, participated in parapsychological research, while in the United Kingdom the early-twentieth-century Prime Minister Arthur Balfour was an ardent devotee of Spiritualism).


It is against this background of almost casual blending of occultism and politics that we can begin our investigation into the Priory of Sion.


However, in order to uncover the Priory’s true motives and beliefs, we have to go back to the beginning—or at least the earliest date at which the verifiable documentary evidence unequivocally reveals the society to exist. Inevitably, there will be surprises and not a few shocks.









Chapter Two


Behind the Throne





While the skeptics do a splendid job of throwing the baby out with the bathwater, having discovered the Priory of Sion’s seemingly shameless capacity to be economical with the truth, we have found that the Prioryis still very much worthy of study, as is its enigmatic figurehead, Pierre Plantard. What he and his associates got up to in the Second World War will prove particularly intriguing. But first, let us examine theofficial birth of the Priory of Sion.


On May 7, 1956, the subprefecture at Saint-Julien-en-Genevois in thedépartement (administrative region) of Haute-Savoie—on the border with Switzerland, not far from Geneva—received a request for registration1from the officials of an “association” calling itself the Priory of Sion, subtitled CIRCUIT. The request was signed by its president, the twenty-one-year-old press correspondent André Bonhomme, who also declared his alias of Stanis Bellas, and its general secretary, Pierre Plantard (calling himself Chyren—a name taken from the prophecies of Nostradamus), who gave his profession as journalist. The headquarters of this then unknown association were declared to be a house called Sous-Cassan in the nearby town of Annemasse—in fact, Plantard’s own address. The registration forms listed two other officials: Vice President Jean Deleaval, a French draftsman living in Geneva, and Treasurer Armand Defago, a technician also from Plantard’s town.2


The registration of the Priory of Sion was formally announced in the government’sJournal Officiel on June 25, 1956—with its brief, and possibly tongue-in-cheek, description of the society’s aims—“study and mutual assistance.” It would be hard to sound any blander.


“A big thing out of nothing”


Of the four “founding members” of the Priory of Sion, apart from Plantard only the president, André Bonhomme, has ever been traced. Always reticent and publicity-shy, after 1956 he appears to have had no further connection with the affair until August 1973, when he wrote to the subprefecture at Saint-Julien declaring that he had resigned as president of the “Association du Prieuré de Sion.”3


In 1996 Bonhomme told the BBC: “The Priory of Sion doesn’t exist anymore. We were never involved in any activities of a political nature. It was four friends who came together to have fun. We called ourselves the Priory of Sion because there was a mountain by the same name close by. I haven’t seen Pierre Plantard in over twenty years and I don’t know what he’s up to, but he always had a great imagination. I don’t know why people try to make such a big thing out of nothing.”4


Damning Plantard utterly with that “great imagination” comment, Bonhomme’s bluster surely protests too much. In any case, it all depends on one’s definition offun. Was this statement, like so many others connected with the Priory, a double bluff, carefully constructed misinformation intended to keep away all but the most dogged or plank-thick researchers?


As French law requires a copy of each association’s constitution and rules to be deposited with the subprefecture, to be available for public inspection, the Priory of Sion dispatched a copy of its statutes with its registration. As might be expected, they make interesting reading. They explain that the subtitle CIRCUIT stands for Chevalerie d’Institution et Règle Catholique et d’Union Indépendante Traditionaliste (Knighthood of Catholic Institution and Rule and Independent Traditionalist Union). The society’s bulletin would also be calledCircuit.5


Its aim was “the constitution of a Catholic Order, intended to restore in a modern form, while retaining its traditionalist character, the ancient chivalry, which, through its actions, promoted a highly moralizing ideal and the element of constant improvement in the rules of life and the human personality.” In pursuit of this ideal, the society’s most immediate aim was to establish “a Priory, which will serve as a center of study, meditation, rest, and prayer,” on the nearby Montagne de Sion. This is the first explanation of the name Priory of Sion—and very straightforward it seems, but then appearances can be deceptive. Their chosen location of the Col du Mont Sion is a fairly modest peak of 2,500 feet, some twenty miles from Plantard’s home at Annemasse and five miles from Saint-Julien.


The statutes declare that membership is open to all Catholics over the age of twenty-one (then the age of majority in France) who share the society’s aims. Once inside the Priory, the newcomer faced nine grades, each with a maximum membership—three times more than the next highest grade, giving a totalpotential membership of 9,841. (Although critics dismiss this as far too grand, the statutes never claim that the society actually has all those members. It was just its preset limit.) The highest grade—the equivalent of Grand Master—isNautonnier, “navigator” or “helmsman.” (The grades then become notably more chivalric: Seneschal, Constable, Commander, Knight, Squire, Valiant, Crusader, and Novice.) As in the best-regulated esoteric societies, the Priory’s grades are impressively complex, being organized into 729 Provinces, twenty-seven Commanderies, and a kind of executive council called the Arche “Kyria” consisting of the top four grades—forty members in all.


However, why Priory and why Sion? Now that it is so evocative to millions across the globe, it seems incredible that the name Priory of Sion had anything other than a magical creation—although the facts, while typically complex and even contradictory, are somewhat different. As we have seen, the society’s first aim was simply to create a monastic-style priory on the Montagne de Sion. The society was named after the place.C’est tout.


The explanation had transmuted into something rich and strange by the time it appeared in the Dossiers Secrets, ten years after the registration. Now we are told the Priory took its name from the Abbey of Notre-Dame de Mont Sion, founded in Jerusalem in the wake of the First Crusade—much more historic and romantic! Of course, this may simply have been typical Priory mythmaking, seizing on another, more enticing Sion to fit their bill. However, we uncovered evidence (which will be discussed later) that the creators of the Priory had the Jerusalem abbey in mind from the start.6In that case, either the nearby Col du Mont Sion was just a coincidence or—less likely—the society deliberately based itself in that area because there was a conveniently named mountain nearby.


There is an intriguing literary parallel: the creation of a monastic retreat on a mountain named Sion seems to have been inspired by Maurice Barrès’s novelLa colline inspirée, which in turn was taken from the real-life activities of the Baillard brothers on Sion-Vaudémont in Lorraine (described in the last chapter). The game playing has already begun.


Prioryitself is an odd choice of name for a society, more usually being used to describe a society’s or order’s subdivision, often geographical. Today several “neo-Templar” organizations claim descent from the medieval Knights Templar, or at least aim to continue their ideals, the most prominent being the Sovereign and Military Order of the Temple of Jerusalem. As neo-Templar orders usually organize themselves into Priories and Grand Priories in various locations, the namePriory of Sion could well hint heavily at an affiliation—real or imagined—with the mysterious and swashbuckling Templars of old.


Paul Smith suggests that the inspiration for organizing orders of chivalry into priories originated with the esotericist Paul Le Cour, who is mentioned in both earlier and later Priory-related material. But in both cases a priory is merely part of the organization, not the whole thing.


The name Priory of Sion is even more puzzling because in 1956 the society preferred the alternative CIRCUIT—and in any case, its journal of the same name covers nothing remotely related to chivalric priories. Insisting on calling itself the Priory of Sion seems fairly pointless, certainly at that stage in its evolution.


Between the Lines


About a dozen issues of the free publicationCircuit, edited by Plantard, were produced during 1956. For those seeking age-old cover-ups and conspiracies, theBulletin of Information and Defense of the Rights and Liberty of Low-Rent Housing (Foyers HLM—inhabitations à loyer modéré—council housing in Britain, or public housing in the United States)—will be a huge disappointment. It is staggeringly mundane and even boring, merely a litany of local authority cock-ups, tenants’ protest meetings, and horror stories about living conditions. Sometimes it is sublimely banal, even bathetic, consisting of adverts for pencils; lists of bakers, doctors, and pharmacies open on Sunday; and quizzes for council estate children. There is absolutely no hint about the Templars’ glory days in Jerusalem. For example:



The scandal breaks of theCités d’Urgence [postwar temporary housing estates]; 168 families protested outside the Prefecture in Mantes in Seine-et-Oise, declaring that the homes built last year and in April were [already] in danger of collapse.


At Chelles-les-Coudreaux, houses are actually lifted up by tree roots! The estate’s distress only adds to the general indignation felt.


Then it’s the turn of Drancy, La Courneuve, Pavillon-sous-Bois, Saint Étienne, Annecy, pitiful cases that we cannot describe owing to lack of space.7




Apart from Annecy, none of the places is anywhere near Annemasse or even in the Haute-Savoie—most are close to Paris.


The quizzes seem rather tough for young children—suspiciously so, one might think. For example:



What is the name of the French statesman, counselor to the Parliament in Paris, superintendent of Finances, then Chancellor of France, who was born in the Puy de Dôme and proclaimed three ordinances celebrated for their very enthusiastic sentiment of Liberty and Equality?8




Apart from a solitary article arguing for a new system of astrology with thirteen signs—later something of a preoccupation with Plantard—there is nothing esoteric at all in the pages ofCircuit. So what on earth was it about?


The Priory of Sion was legally registered, first and foremost, to produceCircuit, yet the journal’s subject matter bears no relation whatsoever to the group’s registered aims. The publication is glaringly, even ludicrously, irrelevant and inconsequential. If the Priory of Sion was really all about fighting for the rights of council tenants, why didn’t it simply say so on its registration forms and forget all the high-flown stuff about Catholic chivalry?


The registration could have been a means of providing legal cover for producingCircuit, but then why bother? After all, a fairly tedious publication about council houses has no need for cloak-and-dagger activities. Even as a hoax it makes no sense—and certainly not as the “fun” alleged by André Bonhomme. (Unless Annemasse is areally dull place!)


There must be more toCircuit than meets the eye—and it seems that there was. As we stared at the everyday articles about rising damp and buying pencils in bulk, something began to niggle at us, something strangely familiar. A pattern was emerging—for example, in the remorseless singling out of particular locations, publishing of contact addresses and telephone numbers, and veiled references to political figures…Then it hit us.Circuit read exactly like the publications of the wartime Resistance.


Their every move watched by both Nazi occupiers and their collaborators, the French freedom fighters would hide contact details, coded instructions, and so on under a mass of apparently innocuous material—such as day-to-day civic events.Circuit even states it is part of a network of similar local groups working in defense offoyers HLM.


But what with André Bonhomme’s reticence and the mystery surrounding the identity of the Priory’s two other officers, the only line of further inquiry is Pierre Plantard himself, and getting to know him would be no easy task.


The Godfather


Pierre Athanase Marie Plantard was born in Paris on March 18, 1920, only child of another Pierre—who died when Pierre junior was just two—and Amélie (née Raulo). Adding to the fog surrounding everything about him, throughout his long life Plantard used various aliases and variations of his name, most famously from 1972 styling himself Pierre Plantard de Saint-Clair, claiming that he was the legitimate holder of the title of Comte de Saint-Clair (from Saint-Clair-sur-Epte, a village about thirty miles northwest of Paris). This linked him to the radiant aura of the illustrious Anglo-Norman St. Clair/Sinclair family, holder of an important place in British, and particularly Scottish, esoteric traditions: they are famously connected with the Knights Templar, the origins of Freemasonry, and the enigmatic Rosslyn Chapel near Edinburgh. But was Plantard really the heir to this title?


Plantard gave Baigent, Leigh, and Lincoln a copy of his birth certificate, which certainly cited his father as Pierre Plantard de Saint-Clair, Comte de Saint-Clair and Comte de Rhedae. (According to some, Rhedae was the ancient name for Rennes-le-Château.) However, when the three authors wisely obtained a copy of Plantard’s birth certificate from the appropriatemairie, they found his father to be simply Pierre Plantard—a humble valet.9





OEBPS/Images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE SION
REVELATION

The Truth About the Guardians

of Christ’s Sacred Bloodline

LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE PRINCE

A TOUCHSTONE BOOK
PUBLISHED BY SIMON & SCHUSTER
NewYork London Toronto  Sydney





