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  Introduction

  This is an exploration in two main parts of how modern esoteric wisdom systems derive from ancient civilizations in and around the region that is now Iraq. The central theme is the connection between Heaven and Earth.

  In the first part, the mystic Tree of Life, the central glyph of the Hebrew Kabbalah, turns out on investigation to pre-date, perhaps by thousands of years, the origin of the Jewish people , and in fact can be identified in the religious beliefs of another fascinating and much persecuted Semitic-speaking people, the Assyrians of Northern Iraq. The evidence for this astonishing deduction became public knowledge only at the end of the 20 th century, after much study of the impressive palaces, fine artefacts, rediscovered language and fragmented legends of the Assyrians. The dating of the stylized tree with religious significance goes back to fourth-millennium Mesopotamia. This artistic Tree spread over the next two millennia to Egypt, Greece and the Indus Valley. The Tree of Life later appears in Christian, Jewish, Muslim and Buddhist art. In Kabbalah, this Tree is a kind of “map of God” and also of humanity; it has locations in it (called sephiroth ), with detailed characteristics, such as colors and states of being, which can be explored by mystics to this day. The concept of the Sacred Tree of Life, occurring in various Holy Books, tends to unify or harmonize the world’s main religions, just at a time in history when this is very desirable. (This is not my original theory but was first put forward in the Renaissance.) Many authors claim that the written Kabbalah started in the Middle Ages (which is when the main text called the Zohar appeared) or possibly at around the time of Jesus (in reliance on older works like the Hekhaloth and Merkavah texts and Sepher Yetzirah ); some writers note that Kabbalah means an oral tradition and that the Old Testament (the Jewish Bible) contains Kabbalah and was written down some centuries earlier still. The new dating is very radical but it follows the earlier discovery of well-known similarities of some Mesopotamian Legends (e.g. the Flood) to certain stories in the Old Testament. I also discovered that the ancient Mesopotamians had an earlier version of the Garden of Eden story (called Inanna and the Huluppu Tree) featuring a goddess as the main character. There seems to be a deep connection between the Tree of Life in the Garden of Eden story and the mystic Tree of the Kabbalists.

  Once I established a link between Heaven and Earth in the Tree symbol, I decided to look in the second part at what was in Heaven. The rationalistic science of astronomy, and its twin, the out of favour soul-science of astrology, also go back in clear, unbroken lineage to Mesopotamia but more specifically to the southern region, which was ruled first by the Sumerians and then by the Babylonians, before Western astrology spread around the world. (There may well be a separate root for Indian astrology and there certainly is for Chinese astrology.)

  My investigations have revealed that both Astrology and Kabbalah are based on Number, which connects them in turn to the Greek philosopher Pythagoras. (In order to be absolutely clear, it was at around the time of Pythagoras that numbers started to become apparent in the surviving workings of Babylonian astrologers[1].) As Pythagoras was the main teacher in the earlier lineage of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, it is arguable that the wider Near Eastern traditions have been the main source of all subsequent European philosophy and number-based sciences, such as arithmetic, geometry and the mapping of both time and space (cartography). Certainly the claims made for numerous scientific “firsts” in India would support the view that much of early European science came from the East.

  Any references to astrology or astronomy in the ancient world actually mean the same subject, as they did not become separate in European thought until the Enlightenment. The 60 degree and 360 degree measurement system of hours or degrees, minutes and seconds, used today to measure both time and space, goes back to the counting system of Mesopotamia. This is encoded in the Kabbalistic Tree of Life, a statement that is proved later when we put Assyrian “deities” onto locations in the Sacred Tree. Furthermore, there is a case to be made for monotheism[2] in Assyria and Babylon, so there is no essential conflict at a deep level with the Jewish conception of the Tree as manifestations of the One True God. A different Hebrew name of God is given to each sephirah (the singular of sephiroth or location) on the Tree, thus adapting the Assyrian system to the Jewish.

  (The argument for a monotheistic tendency in Babylonia is supported by a Spring Festival text of the High Priest chanting prayers to Marduk – the city god of Babylon - as the god who is immanent in all the planets, albeit under different names[3]. Also, a line in the Sumerian creation poem, the Enuma Elish , says, “Marduk, to Thee we have given kingship over the totality of the whole universe.” Monotheistic tendencies are also discernible in Hindu scriptures and ancient Egyptian scriptures, although these traditions are often cited as examples of polytheistic traditions. The apparent dichotomy may be resolved if the unitary deity is seen as having different facets or dedicated conduits, hence, for example, the variety of “functional” saints within the Catholic Church tradition. This kind of approach could build a useful bridge between the two main traditions of Kabbalah.)

  To the ancient peoples of Mesopotamia, leaders in world civilization in their heyday, Number had both a rational (quantitative) aspect and a mystical (qualitative) aspect. In modern Western science, the qualitative aspect has been hived off and labelled “numerology” or “sacred architecture” and so on; but in order to understand these people, we will need to bridge that gap and hold both aspects in play at the same time. Exercises in “mystical arithmetic” will be encountered as part of the reader ’s process of discovery. For example, the ancient Moon God had the number 30, which can be subtracted from the number of another god to obtain a significant result. The value 30 is not arbitrary but probably relates to the days in the lunar month.

  Obviously, the quantitative and qualitative values of Number suggest that different hemispheres of the brain are involved. By relating the two sides of the brain, we can help to harmonise its function and, I suggest, improve its efficiency.

  My research also uncovered fascinating facts about the Kurds (who are descended from the ancient Hurrians, northern neighbours of the Assyrians) and how their traditional beliefs in Seven Angels have caused numerous “new” religious movements to arise in both the Near East and Europe; arguments for and against the existence of ancient telescopes; and many suggestive facts pointing to an ancient link between yoga and the other wisdom systems. By the end of this book you will also know that the concept of a Holy Trinity long pre-dates Christianity; and the Greek myths of the constellations actually go back originally to Sumer (or at least to somewhere on that same latitude).

  Most surprising of all, I also found that there is a real “Tree of Life” in the natural world, long known by that title, a species whose leaves hold answers for many problems of contemporary medicine, including some thought to be otherwise virtually insoluble. Most of these medical discoveries, which are well documented by scientific papers, were made at the end of the 20 th century. I thought this topic deserved an appendix on its own. So perhaps I found my Holy Grail while researching for this book. If so, I hope it will be equally life-enhancing to readers.

  This is a specialist book. Readers who are new to the Kabbalah and/or Ancient Mesopotamia are advised to study introductory material first. Start with the Glossary of Terms, after which suggestions for further reading are included in the Bibliography and List of Websites, e.g. Halevi’s Kabbalah and Hopking’s Practical Kabbalah Guidebook . The Timeline sets out many of the major events in Mesopotamian and Kabbalistic history.

  Nowadays, much useful reference material can be accessed online without charge (search under Kabbalah and Qabalah).


  PART 1

  NORTH: THE ROOTS OF THE TREE OF LIFE


  Chapter One

  Two Systems and Two Rivers

  What is the connection between the unspecified Tree of Life in the Bible story of the Garden of Eden and the schematic Tree of Life in Qabalah? What were they? Where might they come from in history? How do they link Heaven and Earth? These are the central questions I set out to answer in this book.

  I have been studying astrology and Qabalah under various teachers for some thirty years now. I should start by defining these terms. These are symbolic systems of wisdom. Some readers may be under the misapprehension, from newspaper astrology, that astrology is simply a forecasting system of dubious validity. In fact it is a subtle and complex technical method for analysing trends in human nature and behaviour, based mainly on numerical relationships between planetary positions, which we might call Pythagorean. You can throw out zodiac signs and houses, as some astrologers do, but the core is there in the aspects (angles of significant degrees apart) and configurations between planets. It is a form of planetary numerology.

  Similarly, in Qabalah, (the Western or Christian term for studies based on Jewish Kabbalah) we have a focus on planets and number in relationship. The modern Golden Dawn or Hermetic style of Qabalah (a phenomenon of the Gentile world), using the Tarot on the paths of the Tree of Life diagram, attributes sephiroth (the various locations on the Tree) to planets and other correspondences. Paths connect the sephiroth. Both paths and sephiroth have numerical values. The Tree shows that the divine nature is both a unity and many-faceted. As the Kabbalah is a system of theosophy (god-wisdom), the sephiroth are various archetypes or principles of the divine Godhead and the Tree diagram is simply a set of sephiroth arranged geometrically in three columns with straight connecting paths between them. The central sephirah of Tifereth or Beauty is particularly important and expresses the divine principle of Love, central to so many spiritual paths. Why that should be so, in historical terms, is demonstrated in this book.

  Secret texts from ancient Babylon detail the mystic numbers associated with each god, the plants, the metals, the precious and semi-precious stones, in other words a variety of correspondences. The texts always end: “A secret of the great gods. May the initiate instruct the initiate. Let the uninitiated not see.”[6] This tradition has continued directly into the modern world. Everyone who knows their zodiac sign will have seen gift shop items which state which stone is linked to that sign. You can buy books of “correspondence lists”. Some relate to the Kabbalistic Tree of Life. Others relate to astrology. I have even seen books on the yoga chakras pursuing this theme.

  The concept is the same. All of the universe resonates or vibrates. The frequencies connect everything on the same level of correspondence and frequency is a manifestation of number. This Law of Resonance is a basic law of Tantric Yoga and Qabalah (I have heard the latter described as “Jewish Tantra”). One consequence of this law is that whatever you focus your intention upon will tend to be drawn into your life[7]. You must pay careful watch not only to your words but even to your thoughts, which precede them. Intention is the key because thought determines action, at least to the extent that we have free will. This is a key practical benefit of studying such systems.

  Even the most rational and skeptical reader would probably agree that thought or intention largely determines action. This is, for example, a basic truism of every legal system, so obvious that it does not need to be stated. Scientists will also agree that resonance or vibration is a characteristic of matter, since the advent of wave theory from quantum mechanics. My statements are extrapolations of commonly held intellectual assumptions that are, not coincidentally, also found in ancient wisdom traditions. I have lost count of the number of writers who state “my tradition has always held such-and-such to be the case and now modern science agrees at last.” It certainly underlines the truth that our ancestors were just as intelligent as we are.

  You don’t have to believe in any mystical system to see that Number is the basis of everything. Scientists say that all the known elements can be arranged in a periodic table based on number. They also say that the planetary orbits in the solar system are arranged in ever-increasing distances based on Number, so that unknown planets have actually been discovered by looking in the expected area. This principle is called Bode’s Law and has been current science for centuries. There is one planet, Neptune, which seems to break the sequence, but otherwise it holds up fairly well and, given the massive size of the bodies involved, it is hard to ascribe to mere random coincidence. If you wish to explore this avenue more deeply, I recommend to you the works of astrologer-mathematician Robin Heath, a man who knows how many significant numbers are found both in the megaliths and in the cosmos to which their builders aligned them.
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  I mentioned earlier the word Pythagorean . Pythagoras was a Greek philosopher and mathematician who studied in the ancient Near East. He was a vegetarian, reincarnationist and leader of a mystic community, who probably looked and taught much like one of the yogis of India. He is best remembered for popularizing the Music of the Spheres, the supposed celestial harmony of the planets (in other words, manifestations of Number in the cosmos). He also left us a diagram called the Tetractys, which shows the relationship between the numbers four and ten. A series of ten points are arranged in a pyramid of base 4, next level 3, next level 2 and final level 1.

  Qabalists who see that diagram will immediately think of the Tree of Life diagram. Why? The Tree of Life consists of a series of 10 sephiroth or divine emanations from the Godhead, Ain Soph, through the Four Worlds of Emanation, Creation, Formation and Action. This is a more detailed model of what I stated earlier about intention preceding action. Some Tree of Life diagrams show 40 sephiroth, the 10 sephiroth in 4 worlds. This is known as the Extended Tree. All based on that tetractys of Pythagoras, one might reasonably assume.

  This topic is discussed at some length by the American academic, John Opsopaus, in his companion book to the Pythagorean Tarot. His Pythagorean Tarot deck is written in Greek. It strips out medieval Christian thought from the Tarot and goes further back to the Classical numerology of pagan Greek philosophy. He sets out various interesting connections between the thinkers of Ancient Greece and their precursors in the Near East. There is cogent evidence from ancient writers (themselves from the Near East) that Pythagoras did indeed study there.

  I am not certain that Pythagoras can properly be described as a Kabbalist or a Yogi but he had many common interests with them. He was certainly a mystic who studied sacred number and believed in karma and reincarnation. His teaching organisation was similar to the schools of Master Kabbalists and of Hindu Yogis or Gurus.

  There is some backwards influence which needs to be taken into account; the important early Kabbalistic book, the Sepher Yetzirah or Book of Formation, is clearly influenced by Pythagoras and not the other way round. (This is discussed by Opsopaus[8] and also by Kaplan in his introduction to the “Sefer Yetzirah” ).[9] The other interesting point I would make about the antecedents of Pythagoras is that he possibly met with a Druid called Abaris although there is no classical reference for this belief[10]; and the Druids were known as skilled astronomers and reincarnationists (I know of numerous classical sources for this description).

  Returning to the Tetractys: the numbers 4 and 10 are also fundamental to the Tarot. There are 4 suits and 10 numbers in each suit, just as in an ordinary deck of playing cards. There are 22 Trumps, just as there are 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet. There is no reason to believe that it was designed with the Kabbalah in mind, despite many intriguing similarities, and that line of enquiry must be speculative. In fact an entirely different explanation of the Tarot’s origins is given by Opsopaus, namely a derivation from the ancient game of knucklebones (dice)[11].

  Please bear in mind that in traditional Jewish Kabbalah there were many ways of drawing the Tree of Life diagram, sometimes inverted from the usual, so that the paths vary in number and location, thus tending to undermine the “ancient Kabbalah” theory of the origin of Tarot.

  The fields of study pursued among Kabbalists have included reincarnation, eternal life, the path of the lightning flash, guardian angels, numerology, amulets, gods and demons, meditation, prayer, incense, ritual, symbols, codes, and much more. It is very significant for the argument of this book that all those matters were known in ancient Assyria. Just note for now that some of them are outside the scope of Orthodox Jewish religious belief; but there was no such thing in existence when they first came together, because that period pre-dated the origin of the Jewish identity. Many readers may assume that the Jewish tradition originates only in Israel (because there is so much emphasis on that land from the time of Moses onwards) and possibly Egypt (because of the famous Exodus story). However, the world of Mesopotamia was equally important to the Jews at the time the Old Testament was written down and afterwards, because many Jews had been taken into captivity and some of their descendants remained there in large numbers even after they were permitted to return to Israel. It is probably true to say that, in the early centuries of the Common Era, Mesopotamia was the world center of Jewry. This is arguably why, for example, Mesopotamian style astrology (and the Aramaic rather than Hebrew script) features in a number of books of the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, written down by religious Jews (not by Christians) a little over 2,000 years ago.

  How far back does all this really go? The kind of astrology, with signs and houses, which we use today, coalesced little more than 2,000 years ago but it came from much earlier Babylonian astronomy and omen techniques. It has roots at the beginning of urban civilisation in Mesopotamia. The very first culture there is called Sumerian but more properly we should speak of the land of Shumer (the Biblical land of Shinar). This was the first urban civilization to appear in what is now Iraq and it was based in the south-east of that country, around the lower reaches of the two rivers Tigris and Euphrates, facing the coast.

  The best known Sumerian today, judging from the remains found in museums, is a nobleman called Gudea, who lived more than 4,000 years ago. You can see images of him in the British Museum and in the Louvre. He ruled a Sumerian city called Lagash. He had an astrological dream. The gods appeared to him and told him where to build a certain temple, in a position based on the placement of the planets. We know that the Sumerians worshipped many gods, some of whom were astral, that is to say linked to - but not the same as - heavenly bodies. These were celestial correspondences.

  Where did the Sumerians come from? They may have always been where we found them but Samuel Noah Kramer wrote in 1983[12] that the Sumerians did not arrive in the land, which was already occupied by a people described as the Ubaidians, until the second half of the fourth millennium BC, and he suggested that, as their language was an agglutinative tongue, like that of the Turkic peoples, they may have come from south-central Asia. I have checked and found that there are many other agglutinative languages recorded, probably coincidentally, so this is not a strong hypothesis. Their legends refer to a land of origin called Dilmun , which is now believed by some to be centered on the Gulf state of Bahrein, due to excavations carried out there in the 1950s by the Danish archaeologist, Geoffroy Bibby (according to Michael Baigent[13], although Kramer has described Dilmun as unidentified[14]).

  The Sumerians had colonies around the Gulf (e.g. at Oman, Kuwait, Qatar, Abu Dhabi and another site some 200 miles inside Saudi Arabia) and traded with the early Indian civilization in the Indus Valley, which had a different written language. The Indus Valley (close by the area of the lost river Saraswati, also found in modern Pakistan) is the first great river valley to the east, because mountains lie in between. (The accepted academic view is that the proto-Sanskrit of the Indus valley was influenced by the script of Sumer, which makes me wonder what other areas of influence we can determine. Interestingly, the script of the Indus Valley appears to correlate with the script of Easter Island in the Pacific Ocean[15].) All of these civilisations stored water in large quantities, sometimes underground, sometimes overground. Mesopotamia, for example, was riddled with canals in addition to its two mighty rivers which were used like motorways.
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