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TWELVE-TRIBE NATIONS

“In this fascinating book, John Michell and Christine Rhone have assembled overwhelming evidence for the existence of a vast, ancient, mystical science of number and astrological geometry that once encompassed the entire earth.”

HERBERT BANGS, AUTHOR OF THE RETURN OF SACRED ARCHITECTURE

“This is a key text on how sacred number once shaped human societies before the onset of modernity. Twelve-Tribe Nations reveals numerical and geometrical recipes underlying the ancient practice of the ‘enchantment’ of landscapes and cultures, which stands in contrast to the exploitation of modern landscapes and citizens.”

RICHARD HEATH, AUTHOR OF SACRED NUMBER AND THE ORIGINS OF CIVILIZATION AND MATRIX OF CREATION



Authors’ Note about the Use of Numbers

We speak of numbers as qualities or principles rather than as indications of quantity or magnitude, even when the numbers are expressing distance or size. Therefore, the traditional use of commas to indicate place values are not found in this book. This will be most evident with the use of four-digit numbers where the comma has been omitted to reinforce the fact that the number is a quality or entity—the number itself—rather than the quantity it represents.



INTRODUCTION

THE GRAIL

What It Is and Where to Look for It

Modern civilization has many advantages, but it does not seem very stable, and it has obviously not been designed for long endurance. It is fascinating, therefore, to look back on ancient societies, when the main priority was permanence and rulers were chiefly concerned with keeping up the inherited religion, culture, and customs of their tribe or nation. The common experience of life in one of the traditional societies of the past was clearly different from that which is produced by modern conditions. Every age knows grief and tragedy, and there was probably more physical hardship in the past than most of us have to endure today. Yet the more one learns about life in the ancient world, the more one becomes aware of a quality that is absent from our own, though it is still commonly experienced in childhood: a quality of enchantment.

An enchantment is something that takes hold of the individual or collective imagination. We cannot enter into past minds, but we can to some extent know what chiefly affected them: the worldview, mythology, religious allegories, rituals, and music that prevailed in their times. Through these, we can gain some impression of how the ancient world appeared to those who lived in it. It was a world in which gods and ancestral spirits constantly intervened in human 
affairs and animated every landscape, where mundane and spiritual life were closely interwoven.

Existence in those conditions had an intensity that is reflected in all the traditions and relics of antiquity. We detect it in the old myths and local legends, in ancient religious chants and folksongs, and in the harmonious proportions of temples throughout the world, perfectly adapted to the spiritual character of their surroundings. All these in every nation were products of a unified culture and a ruling priesthood that upheld it. We can speak cynically about the arts of priestcraft and how they were used to beguile and exploit the populace, but that is just one side of the picture. Those arts were used not only to gain political and economic control, but also, on a more subtle level, to create and maintain a certain level of illusion—in other words, to form the reality that people experienced. Thus we speak of enchantment. There are many different kinds of enchantments, both good and evil, and history gives examples of the two extremes. But the form of enchantment that we are here investigating stands apart from all others, because in many countries and at many different periods it has been recognized as the form most conducive to human happiness and freedom within the confines of an ordered, settled community.

In searching for the secrets of ancient enchantment, we are in effect seeking the Grail, for the Grail legend is of a former enchantment, now broken, that will one day be restored. One day the lost Grail will be found again. It is a vessel that gives nourishment. It heals a sick people and transforms their disenchanted country, the wasteland, back into its natural, primeval character as the terrestrial paradise.

The legend of the Grail is the Celtic version, with particular application to Britain, of a universal theme concerning something that has vanished and must he found or invoked again for the redemption of life on earth. To Hindus, the Grail quest is for Soma, the drink of immortality. The Jews dream of reconstructing the perfectly proportioned Temple of Jerusalem, and this ideal has been adopted by a 
succession of esoteric Christian groups, such as the Knights Templar, and also by the Freemasons. With the rebuilding of the Temple is prophesied the gathering at Jerusalem of the twelve tribes of Israel, ten of which are at present “scattered among the nations of the world.” This will set in motion the millennial process leading to the renewal of divine governance.

In all the many such legends and prophecies, the lost sources of regeneration, though variously symbolized, have the same archetypal reference. They indicate something—an object, method, or medium—that causes life to be experienced on its highest, most heroic level, while giving to human nature what it most requires: to express itself freely, within a just, well-ordered, but high-spirited society. Where this ideal is realized, there surely is paradise on earth.

The quest for the Grail begins with the question of what exactly one is looking for. Whatever it may be, it is something that has an immediate, dramatic, widespread effect whenever it is rediscovered. People’s minds are stunned into a new way of thinking, and the change is reflected in a new, idealistic form of society. Yet, besides creating a sensation, it has a further, long-lasting quality. It serves as a constant fount of inspiration and wisdom, sanctifying the lives of those who possess it. When it is lost, harmony and good order vanish with it.

The circumstances in which the Grail is revealed are unpredictable and must await their time. Its contents, however, can reasonably be identified. A hint is given in René Guénon’s book, Le Roi du monde, where he remarks on the similarity between the word grasale, a grail or vessel, and gradale or graduale, a book. The vessel contains the inspiring potion that returns whoever drinks it to the state of primordial vision. The book signifies the primordial tradition. These two things are inseparable in constituting the full meaning of the Grail, either one of them being ineffectual without the other.

The primordial vision refers to that not-uncommon type of experience, sought by mystics and often occurring spontaneously to ordinary people, where, in a sudden moment of transcendence, one 
glimpses a world of far higher beauty and significance than that of normal perception and has a feeling of total harmony with it. Much has been written about that experience, and many who have once known it have devoted lifetimes to regaining it, by methods ranging from asceticism to debauchery.

The vision is called primordial because it is likely to have been achieved more commonly in times before civilization, when human perception was necessarily sharper and more intuitive. Under its spell, one enters briefly into that lost world of enchantment that is hinted at in the arts and artifacts of antiquity and is described poetically in the legend of the Grail. 

In modern society, such visions serve no recognized function and can therefore prove maddening and destructive. With no available source of guidance, the opened mind is prone to obsession by fantasies and superstitions. The traditional remedy is that applied by the shamans of tribal societies in which visionary experience is respected and valued. It consists in education. Visionaries are initiated into the esoteric lore of the tribe and are marked out as potential shamans or wise elders. Their vision is not suppressed but made use of.

Thus are united the two sides of the whole that is symbolized by the Grail. With the primordial vision goes the primordial tradition. The first without the second provides a fleeting sensation of no lasting benefit; the second on its own is lifeless and without purpose. Together, they may bring about the state of mind and perception that is appropriate to a golden age.

If one speaks today in general society about the primordial tradition, one is likely to meet a blank response. The Grail is indeed lost, and probably has never been more deeply buried than at the present time, when the existence of such a tradition is unknown to, or ignored by, those who have charge of education. Material progress and inventiveness being the modern requirements, there seems nothing to be gained by studying the traditional form of knowledge that produced the philosophy and science of ancient times.

The tradition whose rediscovery is associated with the Grail (and with all periods of cultural renaissance) is essentially a cosmology or model of the universe. Plato refers to it in the Laws (656) as a canon of sacred music. By control of music, he says, and by licensing only such compositions as create harmony in the soul and in society, the ancient Egyptians preserved their civilization from corruption for ten thousand years. In the first instance, the canon was a code of number, from which were derived the psychologically beneficial types of music and the geometric and architectural proportions that are most appealing to the aesthetic eye. The ancient philosophers understood the structure of number to be analogous with the structure of creation, and they realized also that number is basically duodecimal, being naturally governed by the number twelve. By reference to their sacred canon of number, they ordered their societies and all their institutions within a duodecimal framework. Through their science, and by constant vigilance against the corruption of its standards, they cast a spell over whole countries and spread a golden-age air of enchantment across many generations.
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1

THE UNIVERSAL TWELVE TRIBES

All over the world, in countries as far apart as China, Ireland, Iceland, and Madagascar, are records and traditions of whole nations and their territories being divided into twelve tribes and twelve regions, each tribe and its sector of land corresponding to one of the twelve signs of the zodiac and to one of the twelve months in the year. Other periods of time were symbolized in these societies by prior divisions of the tribes into two groups to represent night and day, and into four sections with three tribes to each, in imitation of the four seasons and the four points of the compass. A formal state cosmology provided the model for such organizations. It was numerically framed and based on the number twelve (or, for brevity and emphasis, 12). It regulated every aspect of life from religious and state ritual to the arrangements of clans, villages, and families.

Each tribe was ruled by a chief or king whose dynasty was traditionally founded by the god of the region, and in each group of three, one of the kings was superior to the others and ruled over that quarter. The same hierarchical pattern was repeated throughout, down to individual households, so that the structure of every unit in society reflected that of the state itself.

The 12 tribes each had their own customs and assemblies but 
were united by a common religion, culture, and code of law. Together they formed a zodiacal wheel, at the hub of which was a sacred mountain, mound, or acropolis rock that represented the pole of their universe. Around it lay the national sanctuary, symbolically designed as an image of paradise, and there the 12 tribes came together every year for ceremonies and festivals under a high king whose authority was equivalent to that of the sun as ruler of the heavens. In some societies the office of high king was hereditary or filled by election, while in others it was held by each of the 12 tribal kings in turn.

The foundation plan of these 12-tribe societies was a symbolic chart of the heavens, divided into 12 sectors that were named after 12 constellations and governed by 12 principal gods. It is impossible to say when or where this idea arose, for it occurs in the earliest traditions and histories of virtually every nation. Systems of 12 gods, corresponding to the division of the year into 12 months and of the heavens into 12 astrological houses, were adopted in ancient Egypt, Phoenicia, Chaldea, Persia, and throughout the East. The 12 Babylonian gods, according to Diodorus Siculus, ruled the 12 signs of the zodiac and were each worshipped in the appropriate month. Similarly in Greece, Hesiod’s creation myth names 12 primordial gods, born of heaven and earth, six male (the Titans) and six female. Zeus on Mount Olympus presided over a 12-god pantheon, and statues of 12 gods stood in the Forum at Rome. At Asgard, the Nordic Olympus, Odin sat enthroned amid 12 divine councilors. The Hindus from the time of the Brahmanas have recognized 12 solar gods, the Adityas, each representing a twelfth part of the sun’s progress through the zodiac, and Brahma employed 12 Jayas to help him fashion the world. In the Japanese Shinto cosmogony, 12 Kami correspond to 12 stages in creation; and in the Zoroastrian Bundahish 12 Akhtars, representing the 12 zodiacal signs, led the army of Ormazd.
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Figure 1a. An astrological order was originally behind the pantheon of 12 Roman gods, here displayed on an ancient altar.
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Figure 1b. The 12 Greek gods and goddesses, each with a characteristic emblem, corresponded to the 12 zodiacal signs.

On the principle “As above, so below,” every nation that acknowledged 12 gods, constellations, and signs of the zodiac arranged its society and landscape accordingly. Thus the Emperor Yao, who presided over a legendary golden age in China at the beginning of the third millennium BC, divided his realm astrologically, first into four quarters and then into 12 regions governed by 12 mandarins. Even earlier, in the fourth millennium BC, the Sumerians knew the 12-sign zodiac and the 360-degree circle and made a 12-part division of their territory. The old Vedic kings were advised by a court of 12 nobles whose houses they visited during their 12-day period of consecration, and in Tibet the Dalai Lama ruled through a circular council of 12 elders. In the great days of Israel, 12 princes administered the 12-tribe kingdom of King Solomon.
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Figure 2. The six original tribes of Tibet are symbolized by the six red rays on the Tibetan national flag. In some accounts there are said to have been 12 Tibetan tribes whose representatives formed the circular council under the Dalai Lama.

The 12-fold structure of theologies, calendars, societies, and landscapes extended to myth and music. Traditional tales of the countryside were woven into a 12-part mythic cycle, exemplified by the 12 exploits of Gilgamesh, the 12 Labors of Hercules, the 12 stages in the story of Samson, and the 12 adventuring knights of King Arthur. Each of the episodes in these sagas was located in one of the 12 tribal divisions of the country. Similarly with music, the native songs were encoded within a 12-section chant, reproducing the music of the heavenly spheres, and each part of the chant was attached to one of the 12 tribes and their particular region. Thus in every possible way, from their astrological social order to their maintenance of a perpetual cycle of myth and music throughout the year, the inhabitants of a country were placed in harmony with the celestial realm and the rhythms of nature.

In the legends of quests for the Grail or some other talisman of divine rule, and in the histories of esoteric revivalist movements, there are commonly 12 participants, with or without a central thirteenth. The followers of Odysseus, like those of King Arthur, were 12 in number, and Charlemagne’s mystical court consisted of 12 peers who reclined on 12 beds around his magnificent couch. The same ritual order was adopted by the legendary rulers of old Ireland, as in the royal hall of King Conchobar of Ulster, whose central couch was surrounded by those of his 12 principal warriors. A Pictish alliance, the 12 kings of Orkney under King Lot, is mentioned in Malory’s Morte d’Arthur. King Hrolf of Denmark and his 12 berserkers are one of many such groups in Scandinavian legend. According to René Guénon, there are 12 Rosicrucian adepts, and another 12 make up the inner circle of Agartha, the enchanted country, now lost to sight, that was once paradise on earth.

The Knights Templar, founded in the twelfth century to safeguard Christian pilgrims to the Holy Land, followed in their constitution the traditional 12-fold pattern. A college of 12 electors, together with a chaplain, chose their grand master, who was attended by 12 servants, each with a separate astrologically related function. An elite band of 12 Templars, consisting of ten knights and two commanders, were charged with protecting the relics of the True Cross in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. This symbolism was ostensibly derived from Jesus and the 12 disciples, and the chaplain who made the thirteenth member of the electoral college was said to represent the spirit of Christ. Yet the Templars’ mystical rites were from an older tradition than Christianity. They were accused of celebrating the pagan mysteries in which candidates for initiation were subjected to 12 trials, three by each of the four elements, and their 12-member groups, assembled around an enigmatic thirteenth figure, were compared to those of black magicians and witch covens.

Either through esoteric tradition or spontaneously, significant groups of 12 recur in all ages. Many countries attribute their Christian conversion to a party of 12 missionaries, sometimes with a thirteenth as leader. St. Joseph of Arimathea, who brought Christianity and the Grail vessel to England soon after the Crucifixion, was one of 12 hermits, as were St. Shio, who converted Georgia, and Alskik, who turned the Icelanders to Christianity in the tenth century. St. Petroc of Cornwall, St. Ilid of Wales, and St. Columban of Gaul are among many founding saints who were attended by 12 companions.

Administrators also favor the number 12. King Charles, the great fourteenth-century ruler of Bohemia, built two great roads crossing at Prague to divide his country into four quarters, and subdivided it into 12 provinces; the Norman conquerors of southern Italy administered it as 12 provinces, each ruled by a count; Napoleon had 12 
marshals; in wartime Germany, Himmler furnished a Grail castle at Wewelsburg as a place of meeting and ritual for his inner council of 12 S.S. officers. A more appealing institution was the Royal College of Constantinople in the tenth century, where the president was styled the Sun of Science and his 12 associates, professors of the various arts and faculties, were each identified with one of the signs of the zodiac. Their library consisted of 36,500 volumes, a book for every day in a century.

This catalog of twelves is greatly expanded in the following pages, but the above sample is enough to indicate how deeply rooted is the practice of recognizing 12 zodiacal and psychological types and constructing calendars, theologies, and societies on a duodecimal foundation. The tradition has been known in almost the same form from the Pacific Islands to northern Scandinavia. Nor is it confined to the continents of Asia and Europe. The 12-fold pattern is also found in Africa, in Egypt and the north, among the tribes of the west coast and on the island of Madagascar to the southeast. In America it was established long before the European invasions. The Aztec zodiac had 12 signs similar to those of the Chinese. The Mayans told of 12 paths by which their tribes had miraculously crossed the ocean to inhabit Yucatan, and 12 priests presided over their religious initiations. In North America the Pueblo Indians also recognized 12 religious orders. South of the Great Lakes, the Winnebago Indians had a 12-clan society, in which four superior clans represented the heavenly quarters.

Many other nations were arranged in a fourfold cosmological order of four cardinal points with a central fifth, and in some cases a 12-tribe subdivision is implied. The land of the Incas was divided in this way into four sectors, north, south, east and west, and was known as the Four Quarters of the World. In its capital, Cuzco, a sacred king, who was regarded as a descendant of the sun, was the center of a constant ritual, and a national council was attended by the kings of the four districts and lesser tribal rulers. Examples of this pattern begin with the five sacred mountains of China, and of other eastern countries, one at each of the four quarters and one at the center. The natural geometric development of a ring of 12 evenly spaced points from the basic five-mountain plan is shown in figures 3a–3c, alongside another interesting 12-part division of the circle (figure 3d).
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Figures 3a and 3b. Two methods by which a geometer can divide the rim of a circle into equal parts are shown above. In the second example, the containing square is divided into 16 smaller squares, and their points of intersection with the circle define the 12-part division.
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Figures 3c and 3d. Two of the many possible designs developed from these constructions.

The supremacy of 12 among symbolic numbers is challenged only by the number 7. In every living organism these numbers are symbolically reconciled, for as 12 is the number of form and structure, 7 is the number of spirit. Thus we hear of 7 mountains in a sacred 
landscape, 7 colors in the rainbow, the 7 metals of alchemy, 7 chakras of the subtle body, 7 heavens, planes of consciousness, ages, archangels, candlesticks, pillars of wisdom, gifts of the spirit, virtues, vices, veils of mystery, and many other 7-fold aspects of spiritual creation. At the head of all these are the 7 planets, the wandering lights that guided the migrations of the earliest tribes before the days of settlement and order, symbolized by the number 12. The planetary 7 are the archaic deities, preceding the zodiacal 12; and by 7 we naturally orient ourselves within our three-dimensional universe, for there are 7 types of motion: left, right, forward, back, up, down, and revolving in the center. These 7 motions were associated by the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico with their 7 tribes, 7 cities, and the 7-part division of their villages. The two-dimensional plan of these motions shows only five points (the up-and-down motions coinciding with the central point) and thus reproduces the plan of the 5 sacred mountains; from which we see that the sacred five are also the seven, corresponding to the 7 planets and the notes of the 7-holed flute that ruled the human soul in times before civilization.

The pattern we are chiefly investigating here is the 12-sided foundation plan of civilized order, which philosophers have acclaimed as providing the best possible worldview for societies and individuals alike. The basis of that claim is that it is all-inclusive, enfolding the 7 hills and springs, the 5 mountains and 4 quarters in perfect harmony within the embrace of the zodiacal 12. The more deeply we study the universal tradition of 12-tribe societies, the more splendidly apparent becomes the idea behind it: to create and maintain a perfectly balanced human order in harmony with the heavenly order, where life is experienced on a high level of spiritual intensity, as traditionally follows from the discovery of the Grail.



2

THE CLASSICAL AMPHICTYONIES


The Twelve-Tribe Amphictyonies of Greece and Asia Minor

Strabo in his Geography tells the story of how the ancient Athenians were divided into 12 parts by their ruler, Cecrops. The 12 districts they occupied were called Cecropia, Tetrapolis, Epacria, Deceleia, Eleusis, Aphidna, Thoricus, Brauron, Cytherus, Sphettus, and Cephisia. The text here is corrupt, and in some manuscripts only eleven names are given, but others add a twelfth, Phalerus. Theseus is said to have formed the 12 into one city, that of today. In earlier times the Athenians were ruled by kings, but later they fell into democracy.

In the Athenian Constitution, Aristotle gives further details. First, he says, the Athenians were separated into quarters by King Panion, whose four sons were made rulers of the four parts. Theseus completed the 12-tribe pattern and related it to the calendar.

They were made into four groups in imitation of the seasons of the year. Each group was split into three tribes, making 12 in all, the same number as the months. . . . The tribes each consisted of 30 clans, like the days in a month, and there were 30 men to each clan.

The most significant of the symbolic numbers in this scheme is not openly mentioned; such is the habit of esoteric philosophers. One is meant to calculate for oneself that the total number of Athenians was 10,800. That number indicates that Athens was placed under the goddess, the lunar deity, for, in the language of number symbolism, 1080 means the spirit of the earth and the mystical or feminine side of nature, influenced by the moon, whose actual radius is 1080 miles. An image invoked by these associations is the wise nocturnal owl, emblem of ancient Athens and Athena’s companion.

The schematic diagram of Athens has the sanctuary on the Acropolis, with the axis of the universe imagined as passing through it, at the center of the city. The four quarters and the 12 tribes are defined by radii, and the 360 families become the 360 degrees of the zodiacal or any other circle. There are thirty men in each family or clan, and if they are all allowed wives, they represent the sixty minutes in every degree. In that case their total number is twice 10,800 or 21,600, the number of minutes in a circle, as well as ten times the 2160 years in one astrological month, during which the sun runs its course through one of the signs of the zodiac.

This scheme of numerical and astronomical symbolism, varying only in detail, was adopted by nations throughout the Mediterranean lands, the Middle East, and far beyond, but the most numerous examples, recorded by early historians, are found in Greece. The tradition of 12-tribe unions was known to all the Greek peoples, the Ionians, the Dorians, and the Aeolians. Such associations were called amphictyonies, meaning dwellers around a central shrine.

The most famous of Greek amphictyonies was centered on Mount Parnassus and the temple of Apollo at Delphi. According to Fabre d’Olivet, it was founded by Orpheus, and the 12 tribes that formed it were said originally to have been a choral union. The names of the tribes were the Thessalians, Boeotians, Dorians, Ionians, Perrhaebians, Magnetes, Locrians, Oetaens, Phthiotes, Malians, Phocians, and Dolopians. Their territories met about twenty miles north of Delphi, near Thermopylae, where the temple of Demeter at Anthela was their other, and probably their earliest, sanctuary. The sacred mountain above it is Oeta, where once blazed the funeral pyre of Hercules.
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Figure 4. The symbolic constitution of Athens as described by Aristotle. The thirty clans to each of the 12 tribes are represented by the 360 outer divisions, which correspond to the 360 degrees of a circle.

Spring and autumn meetings of the amphictyonic council, the Pylaea, were held both at Delphi and Thermopylae. Every tribe sent a delegation of six men, consisting of two full councilors each with two juniors. With the rise of Delphi to become the most popular center of pilgrimage in Greece, the duties of the Pylaea increased in scale and importance. It administered the shrine, organized its games and festivals, 
managed its estates and finances, maintained its temples, defended its rights, and protected pilgrims. The 12 tribes were each and all responsible for looking after the sacred roads to Delphi that passed through their territory. Their most troublesome task was preventing or punishing trespasses on the lands sacred to Apollo, which extended over a large area. On several occasions, notably in the fourth century BC, they had recourse to warfare against sacrilegious offenders.

The Pylaea of the Delphic amphictyony was for centuries the supreme religious authority in Greece. Its influence faded under the dominance of Rome, but it was recorded as still existing in the second century BC.

The small but preeminently sacred island of Delos is marked by its legends as an archaic omphalos and the hub of a zodiacal circle. It is the smallest of the Cycladean group, a granite sliver three miles long from north to south and less than a mile wide, but it was said to be the parent of the other islands, which arranged themselves around it in a ring. Their collective name implies a circle, and on Delos the sacred lake was called, according to Herodotus, the Wheel. Both Apollo and Artemis were born beside the Wheel, and to them the island was dedicated. The temples to various gods in its sacred precinct were dominated by the great Apollo temple with a colossal statue of the god beside it. Above it, on the summit of Mount Cynthus, was another temple, and on Cynthus is the oldest of the island’s shrines, a sacred cavern.

From before the seventh century BC, Delos was the center of an amphictyony, and Apollo’s shrine was the focus of a great spring festival of music, games, and ceremonies. Little is known about the Delian amphictyony, but in form, as in function, it probably reflected the 12-tribe organization of Delphi. Such was its prestige that, after the Persian war, when the Aegean cities formed a political alliance, they fixed their headquarters on Delos and made the temple of Apollo the ritual center of their league. The organization became dominated by the Athenians, who removed its treasury and political 
institutions to their city, and the importance of Delos diminished. Yet the island retained its special sanctity throughout pagan times. The Athenians in 426 BC expressed their veneration by ritually purifying it, removing all tombs, and even for a time expelling its native population. No one who appeared likely to die or give birth was allowed on the island.

Delphi, Athens, Delos: we observe that these three sanctuaries, the greatest religious centers in ancient Greece, stand together on one straight line. The writer who first pointed this out, Jean Richer, identifies this line as the major axis of Greek sacred geography, the symbolic pole of the universe for the entire Attic world. We write about Richer’s further discoveries in chapter 8, and in chapter 9 we tell the remarkable story of what was disclosed when the Richer axis was extended into northwest Europe.

About forty-five miles west of Delphi, the amphictyony of the warlike Aetolian tribes was located at Thermon, where their temple of Apollo was built in the seventh century BC. It occupied a magnificent site, high up on cliffs above Lake Tritonis but sheltered by surrounding peaks, a place of warm springs with an impressive air of sanctity.

To the south, across the Gulf of Corinth, is Achaea, where 12 small but independent towns formed an ancient amphictyony. Herodotus gives their names as Pallene, Aegira, Aegae, Bura, Helice, Aegium, Rhypes, Patres, Phares, Olenus, Dyme, and Tritaees. Their common meeting-place and ritual center was the temple of Poseidon at Helice, which was overwhelmed by a sea flood in the fourth century BC. Assemblies were then held at the temple of Zeus in Aegium, and later they took place annually at each of the 12 towns in turn. The Achaean federal institution conducted warfare and diplomacy; otherwise the individual towns retained complete autonomy.

The Ionian league was a dodecapolis, an alliance of 12 cities in Asia Minor on the east coast of the Aegean. Its members were Miletus, Myrus, Priene, Ephesus, Colophon, Lebedus, Teos, Clazomenae, Phocaea, Erythraea, and the islands of Samos and Chios. Originally 
they were ruled by kings, with the King of Ephesus as chief. Their national sanctuary was the temple of Poseidon on the north slope of Mount Mycale, a promontory overlooking the sea. The assembly there was called the Pan-Ionion. Herodotus says that the Ionian dodecapolis was a continuation of a previous system in their former territories on the Peloponnese, whence they were expelled by the Achaeans.

To the north of the Ionians lived the Aeolians, who also formed a 12-city organization, made up of Cyme, Larissa, Neon Tichus, Temnus, Cilla, Notium, Aegiroessa, Pitane, Aegaeae, Myrina, Grynea, and Smyrna. The cities were reduced to eleven when Smyrna was taken from them by the Ionians, its citizens being distributed among the remaining cities. The great sacred mountain in their country was Mount Sipylos, where the gigantic effigy of a Hittite goddess is carved high up on the rock.

In addition to these, a number of other leagues or amphictyonies are mentioned by old historians. There are references to amphictyonies in Arcadia, at Onchestus beside Lake Copais, and at Corinth beneath the sacred Acro-Corinth mountain. Leagues or federations of city-states are recorded in Lycia, Phocis, Akarnania, Epiros, Boeotia, and elsewhere. A legend of Troy is that it was head of a 12-city league in the time of King Priam. Not all federations were of strictly 12 members. The Dorians had a hexapolis, and later there arose groups of five, seven, thirty, and other numbers. Twelve, however, was the original and conventional number in such unions.

Their archaic foundation myths, and their beginnings as 12 tribes rather than cities, indicate the antiquity of Greek amphictyonies. At some early period, tribes of the same culture and language, throughout Greece and beyond, formed themselves into 12 units according to a standard cosmological pattern. Their meetings were held on or below a sacred mountain, and the country around it belonged to no one tribe but was shaped as an image of paradise and dedicated to the 12 gods.

Ever since people began to live in cities, the problem has been to preserve the harmony and sacred values of primordial life while enjoying the comforts of civilization. The attempted solution was to preserve the forms of the ancient 12-tribe system by the astrological apportionment of settled landscapes between 12 cities. Local mythologies told how these allotments were first ruled by gods and then by mortal kings who maintained the divine ritual and code of knowledge. According to Strabo, the 12 parts of Achaea were previously governed by kings, as was the case in Ionia. When the tribal people settled in towns and villages, their mutual business was conducted by deputies, usually from the aristocracy. The growth of commerce and imperialism converted the old amphictyonies into political and military alliances. Their sacred functions declined, traditions were forgotten, and they fell prey in the end to the dissolving influence of democracy or tyranny.
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Figure 5. Sites of known amphictyonies and leagues in the ancient Greek world.

A  Stratos (center of Akarnanian league)

B  Thermon (Aetolian league)

C  Aegium (later center of Achaean league)

D  Thermopylae (Delphic amphictyony)

E  Delphi (Delphic amphictyony)

F  Corinth (Corinthian amphictyony)

G  Onchestus (amphictyony of Onchestus)

H  Thebes (Boeotian league)

I  Kalauria (Kalaurian amphictyony)

J  Athens (Athenian amphictyony)

K  Delos (Delian amphictyony)

L  Troy (Trojan amphictyony)

M  Mount Sipylos (Aeolian amphictyony)

N  Mount Mycale (Ionian league)

O  Epiros (Epirote league, center unidentified)

P  Phocis (Phocian league, center unidentified)

Q  Arcadia (Arcadian league, center unidentified)

Yet the traditional pattern of 12 around a central thirteenth has never been entirely forgotten. The Greeks of historical times made many attempts to renew the old enchantment by constructing 12-city constitutions, and in the fourth century BC, when the sacred 12-tribe structures had given way to political and commercial unions, Plato drew up a ground plan in the Laws for its revival. As an archetypal pattern it haunts the imagination, occurs spontaneously to the idealistic mind, and is always a potential source of inspiration and renaissance.




The Twelve Cities of Etruria

Dodecapolis organizations, essentially the same as those of Greece and elsewhere, existed in Italy from ancient times and are recorded by Roman and Greek historians. Best known is the 12-city league of the Etruscan heartland, now Tuscany, and two or three other such Etruscan groups are mentioned. Neighboring peoples, the Samians, Hernicans, and Volscians, also had sacred unions of cities.

The names of the venerable Etruscan 12 cities are not completely known; neither has the exact site of their central shrine and meeting-place ever been discovered. It was the fanum, or sacred place, of Voltumna, who was originally an underworld goddess, assuming fantastic shapes and ruling over the world of vegetation. She was later seen as a hermaphrodite, Voltumnus-Voltumna, and was known to the Romans as Vertumnus. Her temple is believed to have been in the region of Volsini, to the east of Lake Bolsena. Scholars have generally located it on the southeast shore of the lake near Montefiascone, and Jean Richer plausibly suggests that it was on the present site of the Church of San Flaviano in the center of the town, where an ancient platform may have been the footing of the Etruscan temple.


[image: image]

Figure 6. The cities of ancient Etruria to the north of Rome included the 12 members of the Etruscan league. Their positions are shown here, together with a suggested scheme of the symbolic division of the country into 12 sectors from the ritual center near Lake Bolsena.


[image: image]

Figure 7. Vertumnus, the male aspect of the archaic Etruscan deity of vegetation and fertility, is here depicted by the fantastical sixteenth-century artist Arcimboldo. The composition of fruits and vegetables also served as a portrait of the Emperor Rudolf II.

Every year, the Etruscans gathered at the Fanum Voltumnae for a national festival and trading fair, where “solemn games” were held, a religious synod debated matters of ritual, and representatives of the 12 cities took counsel together. In early days, the delegates were kings of their respective tribes, and one of their number presided as high king. By the fourth century, the kings had been replaced by 12 aristocratic officials. Their emblem of office was the 12 fasces, a bundle of rods and an axe, which, in times of war, were given to a supreme commander. When the Etruscans finally surrendered to Rome, they submitted the 12 fasces, which were afterward carried by the Roman magistrates. The Romans were proud of Etruscan antiquity; it became fashionable among them to claim Etruscan lineage and to attend the traditional games at the Fanum Voltumnae.

Speculation about the origin of the Etruscan 12 cities was current even in Roman times. Most of the old historians theorized that 
the Etruscans had originated in the eastern Mediterranean area, but Dionysius, who made a special study of the subject, concluded that they were indigenous to Italy. The fact that their 12-city system so exactly paralleled those of ancient Greece does not mean that it originated there, for such systems have been found among native people worldwide. The history of the Etruscan organization followed a common pattern. Beginning as an amphictyony, a sacred commonwealth of 12 tribes and 12 kings in the canonical mode, it developed into a league of 12 cities that were forced into temporary political union by the pressure of warfare.

Livy and other historians tell of a dodecapolis in northern Italy, above the River Po. Its legendary foundation was by 12 groups of colonists from Etruria. Neither its constitution nor the names of its component cities are known, but its center may have been at Mantua, for Virgil described that city as being “rich in ancestry, but of different races. There are three races there, each divided into four peoples.”

Also said to be of Etruscan origin was a dodecapolis in Campania, to the south of Rome. Its chief city was Capua, and among the 12 were probably Nola, Pompeii, Herculaneum, and Sorrento. Again, there is no full list of the cities nor any records of how they conducted their affairs.
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