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INTRODUCTION





  

     

  The opposite of truth has a hundred thousand shapes, and a limitless field.




  —Montaigne




  




  Have you ever lost sleep because you were confronted with some uncomfortable new fact? Sometimes the truth becomes too explicit to ignore. Time to face a painful reality.




  Have you ever wondered whether a belief you have traveled with is a worthy companion? Beliefs are easy to acquire but difficult to discard. We grow up with many ideas we never question because they define our family and culture.




  This book focuses on some individuals who asked uncomfortable questions. They were curious about cherished beliefs and decided to think, investigate, and discover. Their questions created discomfort; their explorations were variously construed as intrusive, disrespectful, unpatriotic, or blasphemous. Sometimes the truth was blocked by lying rascals, but often good people who resisted change to traditional beliefs opposed it.




  We discover here that conflict and opposition can lead to more thoughtful searching. How do you know if someone is holding back secrets? How do you know if you are listening only to answers that confirm your own cherished beliefs?




  The characters we visit explore these questions. They emerge from different times and explore diverse topics. However, all experienced an unconquerable desire to uncover reliable information. They were willing to accommodate to the reality of what they discovered no matter the consequences.




  Our journey of discovery begins in ancient Delphi, where oracle priests ran a bait-and-switch scam, promoting their own ambiguous messages as pronouncements from Apollo. Unfortunately, one of their proclamations resulted in a war that cost King Croesus his life. This blunder caused some individuals to question the whole institution, which was deeply embedded in Greek life.




  The focus then shifts from ancient Greece to men of the Italian Renaissance who attempted to direct the thinking of the people toward a more natural way of understanding the world. Their ideas aroused the disdain of academics and the anger of religious authorities. The master among such troublemakers was, of course, Galileo. He was determined to describe the world as it existed, not as it best suited expectations. His telescope rearranged the furniture of the heavens, and some had difficulty adjusting to the new living situation. Just as his telescope showed that the world was larger than anyone imagined, his microscope demonstrated it was also populated with things smaller than the naked eye could see. The secret was now out: direct observations best describe the world, not the pronouncements of ancient authorities.




  Galileo’s emphasis on observation as a test of theory sowed the seeds for modern science, but extraordinary claims about the natural world continued to attract attention. Some argued that the universe was populated by extraterrestrials who were visible to clairvoyants. Others claimed that subjects in a deep mesmeric trance could perform psychic feats that demonstrated mysterious forces. The most convincing clairvoyant of the time, Alexis Didier, regularly displayed a variety of psychic feats, like reading words inside sealed envelopes. The secrets of his techniques are revealed here through the process of working backward from the effect to the method, somewhat like reverse engineering.




  Spiritualists declared they were in contact with departed spirits and mysterious forces. Among those considered here, one of the most convincing was an Italian peasant woman, Eusapia Palladino. Undoubtedly, she fooled more scientists and academics than any other person. After testing in New York by individuals acquainted with trickery, she sailed back to Italy with her reputation in tatters and her secrets exposed. In a grim admission, one professor said that the massive scientific literature on Palladino was a monument to groveling, imbecilic judgment.




  The following pages are intended to help readers avoid contributing their judgment to similar monuments and to recognize groveling.
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  SECRETS OF THE ANCIENT GREEK ORACLES
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  HIDING A BLUNDER




  



  If you abolished mythology throughout Greece, all the official guides would starve to death, for foreign tourists have no wish to hear the truth about anything.




  —Lucian




  




  The most popular oracle of ancient times was located at Delphi. Athenians trekked more than one hundred miles, ascending the magnificent slopes of Mount Parnassus that Apollo himself had once traversed. Upon arriving at the oracle, a guide introduced first-time visitors to the local attractions while preparing them for their consultations with priests. Looking back, we see our guide walking his small group past unending rows of statues. Then he stops in front of a golden lion.




  “This statue was a gift from Croesus,” he informs his attentive audience. He tells them that Croesus, once king of Lydia, wanted to know which oracle of all those scattered throughout the region could be trusted. So he devised a challenge. He deputized loyal attendants, sending each to a different sanctuary. Then on an appointed day and hour, his ambassadors were to ask the priests what Croesus was doing at that exact moment.




  Once back in Lydia, each told Croesus what his assigned priest had revealed. The priest at Delphi, consulting Apollo, proclaimed:




  

  I count the sand, I measure out the sea,




  The silent and the dumb are heard by me;




  Even now the odors to my sense that rise,




  A tortoise boiling with a lamb supplies;




  While brass below and brass above it lies.1




  




  Only the priests at Delphi correctly identified the actions of Croesus. He was boiling a stew of tortoise and lamb in a large brass cauldron with a brass lid.2




  “In gratitude, Croesus sent us this solid gold statue that weighs a quarter of a ton. It’s sitting on 117 silver ingots. Count ’em yourself.” Here, standing in front of the pilgrims was proof of the oracle’s success.




  Those early oracle seekers did not need to be reminded that sibyls and priests at Delphi provided divine guidance from Apollo, but the story of Croesus was pleasant persuasion. The guide also mentioned, in an offhand manner, that Croesus additionally gave the two large urns prominently displayed at the entrance to Apollo’s temple, one silver and the other gold.3




  “And he sent some other bric-a-brac as well, by the way. And now, moving along, if you will follow me over here. . . .”




  The guide’s story contrasted the success of Delphi with the failure of other oracles, but this bragging was not designed to outshine the competition. The priests were hiding a blunder by rewriting an embarrassing piece of history. They encouraged Croesus into a war against Persia that badly failed.




  They did what always directs attention away from uncomfortable facts. They told a good story. Throughout history, nothing has been better for hiding the truth. In this instance, they said they had told Croesus that if he went to war, a great nation would be destroyed. One was. His.




  For centuries, the Greeks and their philosophers trusted the oracles. Previous mistakes were easily ignored, but the magnitude of their failure with Croesus created the first troubling cracks in the foundation of a trusted institution. The defeat of Croesus had a profound impact on Greek thinking. The revision of history by the priests tore the veil of secrecy sufficiently to allow a peek behind the curtain. Some concluded it was time to acknowledge that priests were dispensing fallible human opinions that they promoted as guidance from Apollo. When looking behind that curtain, other deceptions were obvious as well.




  THOSE GIDDY GOATS




  The word “oracle” commonly refers to (1) the message of an individual who delivers a divine or uncommonly wise proclamation, (2) the shrine or sanctuary where such an utterance is given, or (3) a person who delivers an important message. The context conveys the meaning. The oldest known shrine is believed to have been established in Egypt during the fifteenth century BCE, although most Greek oracles probably began in the eighth century BCE. The locations of more than three hundred shrine sites have been identified, mostly in Greece, and they remained active until about the fifth century CE.
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  Oracles were often built near unusual geographic formations like caves or underground springs to instill a sense of wonder or fear.4 The temple at Delphi is said to have originated at a spot where farmers noticed their goats bleating in a strange manner.5 On further investigation, peasants discovered that they could get high by breathing the fumes emanating from a fissure in the ground. Some were so overcome that they fell to their deaths. Thus, attendants were assigned to protect the stream of visitors, and rituals were introduced to inform the curious. Ordinary people were no longer permitted to inhale. Young women from the nearby region of Pytho performed rituals over the fumes, issuing divinations. They were given the title of Pythoness or Pythia, and they were known as sibyls in their role of providing divination.6




  Various gods were honored at the oracle until a temple to honor Apollo was built in the mid-seventh century BCE. The temple and other structures were subsequently reconstructed after wars, fires, lightning strikes, mudslides, and earthquakes.7 A seventeen-meter-high statue of Apollo was dedicated in 346 BCE. After about twelve centuries of popularity, the oracle was in decline when closed by the edict of Theodosius the Great, Roman emperor from 379 to 395 CE.8 Its location was then lost for about a thousand years. When it was rediscovered in modern times, there was considerable skepticism about the existence of euphoric fumes. In 1891, for example, French investigators found no evidence of fissures or fumes, which led scholars to conclude that the descriptions of vapors were myths. Historians concluded that the ecstasy of sibyls resulted from satanic influence, a poisonous drug, autosuggestion, mesmerism, hysteria, chewing laurel leaves, or inhaling smoke.9 Some historians claimed that seekers were merely enthralled by rituals devised to impress the superstitious; still others denied that frenzy was ever a part of the prophetic process. Nevertheless, those early reports were difficult to dismiss, like that of Plutarch, who was a priest at Delphi for some years. He said that at least one Pythia died when overcome by fumes.10




  Then in the 1980s, a geologist noticed a fault line nearby that he followed to the exact location of the temple. By the 1990s, an interdisciplinary team of scientists confirmed an east-west and north-south intersection beneath the area where the temple once existed.11 A local resident directed the scientists to a “wind hole” that emitted strange odors. The area was fenced off, just as locals had done thousands of years earlier. Nearby gulls acted drunk, which recalled the images of those giddy goats. The fissure at the temple had likely closed during one of the commonly occurring earthquakes in the area. This new finding provided an opportunity to study the emanating vapors.




  The team concluded that the underlying stratum contained bituminous limestone, seeping water, and organic deposits that were producing petrochemical gases, namely ethane, methane, and ethylene. All three can produce psychogenic effects, but ethylene in particular is characterized by a sweet-smelling odor that can create an immediate euphoric state of excitement, confusion, and even frenzy.




  Gases like ethylene and nitrous oxide commonly give a sense of euphoria associated with metaphysical illumination, the impression of being in touch with otherwise unobtainable knowledge. In 1799, chemist Humphry Davy “applied himself with the greatest assiduity and zeal to the investigation of the effect of gases in respiration.”12 The psychedelic effects of nitrous oxide were so startling that the experience became popular among philosophical and literary men of the day. William James, the famous Harvard psychologist and philosopher, was amazed by the wisdom laid open before him with “blinding evidence.” When his mind cleared, however, he viewed his revelations with astonishment. His most coherent sentence read: “There are no differences but differences of degree between different degrees of difference and no difference.”13




  The psychogenic gases are only part of the mystery of Greek oracles.14 But it appears that sometimes the voice of Apollo was conflated with the utterings of someone with a confused brain.




  MEANING IN A TROUBLED WORLD




  Ancient Greeks took their religion seriously. Priests in the Athens Assembly consulted collections of written oracles kept by the city, which they interpreted for guidance. The city spent considerable funds on religious festivals in an effort to keep the gods happy, and military campaigns involved a continual process of divination.15 The big questions of individuals and nations were brought to Delphi. Sparta, Athens, and other cities built embassies there so that consultations could be conducted smoothly, just as later governments established relationships with the Vatican.16 Delphi also became a financial clearinghouse for the Greek world.17




  The oracle provided a spiritual sanctuary for contemplation. Above the doors to the temple of Apollo were the words: “Nothing in excess” and “Know thyself.”18 To know oneself was not an invitation for self-analysis or a suggestion to figure out your own problems, as might be currently interpreted. Instead, the two words were an invitation to remember one’s vulnerabilities and mortality.19 Or, alternatively, as some wag suggested, these might have been an injunction against excessive consumption of wine—know your own capacity and avoid getting drunk.20




  The early Greek religion may seem primitive to us today because we view their gods as mythical, anthropomorphic creations. However, early Christian churches were often devoted to specific saints who were similarly venerated and invoked for favors. Greek gods were national heroes worthy of respect. Plato was distrustful of individual soothsayers and charlatans, but he expressed confidence in the oracles of Delphi, Dodona, and Ammon. He suggested that the religious life of his ideal city would be based on the revelations stemming from these institutions, integrated with a philosophical system based on reason.21The oracles would motivate people to live a moral life in a chaotic world.22 Freedom of thought in religious matters, on the other hand, could threaten social order and cohesion. Myths kept alive the nation’s history and values, uniting citizens through a common bond in times of crisis.23




  The ancient Greek system was operative for hundreds of years because the oracle provided services that we should not be quick to criticize or dismiss.




  GETTING THE MESSAGE




  The messages delivered at Delphi, where we have our best knowledge, are still a matter of scholarly dispute. The methods and procedures varied over time, as did the interactions between priests and the Pythia. It is generally believed that priests transcribed the utterings of the Pythia into hexameter verse, but they probably prepared their responses in advance.24 Most proclamations were probably never written down, and many were answered with simple yes or no responses. Oracles considered successful were later memorialized in verse, giving them a grandeur that was not evident in the original presentation.




  For the poor, itinerant charlatans wandered the streets of Greek cities offering potions, incantations, healing balms, amulets, and the interpretation of dreams.25 And for surefire success, some sold lethal poisons on the sly. These oracle mongers were mocked in plays, and philosophers said they degraded true religion like televangelists. Nevertheless, these itinerant charlatans gleaned what money they could from the superstitious who, like themselves, were surviving on the edge of social and economic life.




  Belief was encouraged by legends about the consequences of denying or resisting an oracle’s decree. These legends usually featured a protagonist who goes out of his way to avoid the oracle’s instruction only to encounter his inevitable fate with a dramatic, unexpected, or tragic ending that punishes his disbelief or disregard. These early urban legends served as a warning against doubting the oracle edicts.26 This theme of “punishment for doubt” returns during other periods of history, for example, those who deny the Christian message, doubt the existence of demons, reveal the secrets of alchemy, scoff at the existence of ghosts, reject the efficacy of relics, inquire into forbidden things, or doubt the power of black magic.27 Like urban legends, these cautionary tales of retribution are propagated from person to person because they carry a message that encourages conformity or teaches a moral lesson for society.28




  The story of Croesus is a good example. The Delphi priests turned their blunder with Croesus into a moral lesson that cast the blame on him. Shaken by their miscalculation, they quickly devised a revision of what they told him. They said he was informed that a great nation would be destroyed if he went to war. If he did not understand their warning, he should have asked for clarification.




  Their post hoc construction of an ambiguous response (a great nation being destroyed) was a brilliant solution. They were well acquainted with obscure responses, but they decided that questions of this magnitude should henceforth be answered in a way that could always imply fulfillment no matter what the outcome.29 This change was noticed by scoffers who gave Apollo the nickname of Loxias, the ambiguous one. Cicero said, “Apollo, thy responses are sometimes true, sometimes false, according to chance, in part doubtful and obscure, so much so that the expositor has need of another expositor.”30




  Croesus sent Delphi that golden lion, which was exceedingly generous, but probably not much more than his gifts to other shrines.31 He completely rebuilt the sanctuary at Ephesus, and his name was inscribed on their temple column, which now resides in the British Museum.32 Croesus was not spreading charity as much as seeking endorsements to inspire his troops. He did not need to remind the priests at Delphi that the Persians would eventually turn their attention to Greek lands. The fierce Persian fighters were known for pillage and rape, so the priests were eager to send Croesus out to fight—better him than us. So they told him, “Just do it.” After his defeat, the priests told the guides to inform visitors that the gold lion was an acknowledgment of their spectacular distant vision of him cooking stew in a brass pot.




  The oracle’s endorsement of war was nothing unusual. Decade after decade, Delphi encouraged Greek expansionism. The Greeks were successful, however, not because the gods were smiling on Greece but because Greek warriors had better training and equipment.33




  Croesus learned the hard way that believing what you want to hear can hurt you. Thus, we turn now to consider more about the power of belief.







  



     

  2






  DOUBTING THE ORACLES




  



  When we argue from what is said in history, what assurances have we that these historians were not prejudiced, nor credulous, nor misinformed, nor negligent?




  —Fontenelle, The History of Oracles, 1753




  




  We think of ancient Greek society as democratic, but historian Hugh Bowden reminds us that in contrast to popular belief, their civilization was not liberal, individualistic, or secular.1 Ancient Athens spent considerable money on religious festivals to keep the gods happy. Any dissent was considered an affront to the gods who protected their society. The ancient Greek Enlightenment encouraged variant opinions, but that freedom decreased as society became more insecure. Disbelief in the gods became an indictable offense, and educated individuals became more alienated from the general populace. Philosophers were the first to be charged with heresy. The most notable was Socrates (469–399 BCE), who drank poison rather than flee as had other accused philosophers. He was charged with atheism and corrupting the youth, but his real crimes were pestering people to be virtuous and needling them to examine their personal belief systems.




  

     

  But I shall be asked, Why do [the youth] delight in continually conversing with you? I have told you already, Athenians, the whole truth about this: They like to hear the cross examination of the pretenders to wisdom; there is amusement in this.2




  




  Here Socrates was practically testifying against himself. Citizens did not laugh when their beliefs were challenged. As William James said centuries later, “We find ourselves believing, but we hardly know how or why.”3




  BELIEF SYSTEMS




  If we think of belief as information held to be “true” with some degree of conviction, then a belief system denotes interconnected beliefs that impose a framework on our view of the world. These systems provide a structure for understanding and organizing life. Belief systems, which we consider throughout this book, are mostly unnoticeable because they are like looking through a tinted window. We are scarcely aware that our preferences and expectations have been colored by former experiences.




  Moreover, we are not aware how easily our belief systems can lead us astray because our brains are hardwired to have a strong preference for information that confirms our preconceived conclusions. This “confirmation bias” is so strong that it may feel as if we are thinking and reasoning when we are actually spending effort justifying our belief. Unfortunately, “reasoning” is mostly designed to seek justification for belief, not to find truth.4 As a result, ideas inconsistent with our belief system are often not even noticeable—they remain hidden.




  Being bright does not protect us from bias; educated people are better at articulating reasons to confirm their beliefs while ignoring things that contradict their theories. It takes careful planning and attention to overcome these serious limitations. Helpful reasoning involves searching for alternatives that better match the world outside our brain. Scholars across a wide range of disciplines have conducted fascinating research on this topic.5




  A belief system has the advantage of allowing one to evaluate new ideas quickly so that time is not wasted in processing and analyzing information. The absence of a belief system would slow life to a crawl by making every situation a challenging process of evaluation. A belief system does not need to be rational in order to be successful.6 And even the best of belief systems gets us into trouble from time to time. For example, someone’s guiding belief about solving interpersonal problems might be highly successful at work but destructive in one’s domestic relationship. Unfortunately, belief systems are rapidly acquired but difficult to reconsider and replace.




  Because Greeks had a long history of consulting oracles, their trust did not weaken despite the cracks that continually appeared in the supporting structure. Belief systems tend to support the status quo so that problematic information is not always apparent. Outsiders or those from different historical perspectives often see the tricks and traps that entangle otherwise intelligent people. The secrets and lies not apparent to one group might be blatantly obvious to others.




  Ancient Greeks maintained their belief in oracles for centuries when life was reasonably stable. No one thought about whether advice came indirectly from the gods or directly from crafty priests. Once the stability of life was seriously threatened by the Peloponnesian War, the citizens of Athens began questioning the value of consulting priests who had not warned them about a dreadful and unexplainable plague (430–429 BCE) that killed about one-quarter of their land army.7 People usually died after seven days of terrible symptoms, and survivors were left with necrotic fingers, toes, and genitals; some lost eyesight or memory.8 The priests of Delphi were unable to protect themselves or the populace from its ravages. Athenian losses at sea were equally disastrous. A battle near Sicily in 413 BCE resulted in the loss of more than two hundred military vessels and about forty-five thousand men killed or enslaved.9 Sparta eventually starved the Athenians inside their city to end this senseless war.




  As society devolved into lawlessness, some of the secrets of the priests became more obvious to the Athenians. Herodotus (484–425 BCE) tried to prop up the faltering structure of belief in the traditional myths of his culture.




  MORAL LESSONS




  Herodotus began his famous Histories by informing readers that his purpose was to preserve the memory of the great Greek accomplishments. Additionally, he wanted to provide an understanding about the rise and fall of leaders and empires. Events unfold, according to the belief system of Herodotus, in ways consistent with moral rules that inevitably produce consequences. Noble intentions result in a just outcome, and pride must be punished.10 As the first case example in his book, Herodotus opened with the story of Croesus. He denied that the priests had blundered with their advice. The Lydian king made his first mistake, Herodotus said, by testing the authority of the Delphic oracle. He asked the priests to say what he was doing at a specific time (when he was cooking that tortoise and lamb stew). He should have, instead, sought Delphian council with more appropriate humility. Therefore, his transgression would be ultimately punished, and he would be forced to admit that the consequences were his own fault.11




  Croesus asked about going to war with the Persians, who were encroaching on the far side of his territory. According to Herodotus, the priests told Croesus:




  

     

  When Croesus shall o’er Halys River go




  He will a mighty kingdom overthrow.




  


  

  And it happened, but not in the way he expected. Herodotus presented this narrative as an illustration of how the world invariably works. Over the centuries, those who believe in oracles and supernatural predictions have cited Herodotus, who is known as the “father of history.” Alternatively, he has also been labeled “father of lies.”12 And if we read his book, we discover why he received this latter appellation.




  HIDDEN PARTS OF THE HERODOTUS STORY




  As mentioned, those who promote miracles often cite Herodotus’s story about Croesus to promote their belief in prognostications. However, they fail to tell the rest of the story. Herodotus reports that Croesus was taken prisoner by the Persian king Cyrus, who chained him to a pyre to be burned alive. But, observing the dignity of Croesus in this perilous situation, Cyrus rescinded his sentence and demanded his servants quench the flames.13 Unfortunately, they had no water. Croesus, now knowing that Cyrus intended to save his life, called out for Apollo to come to his aid. Suddenly, out of a clear and windless day, clouds appeared with violent rain that extinguished the flames.14




  Herodotus said that after the defeat of Croesus the Persians attacked Greek cities including Delphi, just as the priests feared might happen. The marauding army was specifically intending to loot those golden gifts of Croesus.15 When word got to Delphi, the people asked their god if they should bury the city treasures or transport them out of town. Apollo reassured them that they could leave everything in place because he would provide protection. Nevertheless, the women fled to other cities and the men headed into the caves of surrounding mountains. Herodotus claimed that as the enemy marched toward Delphi, Apollo unleashed lightning that split off two boulders from the upper crags, crushing many and terrifying the remainder, who fled in disarray. The emboldened Delphi militia chased the surviving soldiers down the mountain, and two statues near the temple came to life and successfully routed the enemy warriors.




  This delightful but absurd narrative by Herodotus is never included by writers who support supernatural explanations. The complete story is understandable only as a myth for teaching those moral lessons that Herodotus intended. He was not as interested in communicating the actual events. Evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers calls such myths “false historical narratives” that permit national self-deception.16 All nations have similar narratives, and they are often fiercely defended.




  We can easily read right over the glaring absurdities of Herodotus because of our admiration for the historical importance of his writing. We instinctively understand that the war with Persia actually occurred,17 but the details Herodotus gives are myths that we accept as part of the culture of ancient Greece. We do not conclude that Herodotus was an intentional liar, even if Lucian was not so certain. Legends, myths, and false historical narratives become integrated into the belief system of all cultures, enduring without any awareness or concern about their falsity.




  For example, English theologian Conyers Middleton reluctantly pointed out that a considerable number of declarations of early church patriarchs were obvious fables,18 and early church historians were eager to insert miracles into the Golden Legend, a popular Medieval review of saints. However, these myths inadvertently exposed “the gross immorality of many of them, the ridiculous absurdity of others, and the shameless fraud.”19 Yet the early church fathers and saints were so revered that no one ever commented about their flights into fantasy and the bizarre stories they perpetrated.




  Similarly, Bertrand Russell noted that most commentators on the great philosophers have politely ignored their silly remarks,20 and this was especially true for followers of Aristotle, who suppressed his fallacies and retained only what seemed plausible and consistent.21 As we learn in later chapters, these mistakes of Aristotle, like the blunders at Delphi, eventually became too obvious or constricting to ignore.




  THE END OF ORACLES




  Many factors contributed to the slow collapse of the Greek oracles. After the big lie about Croesus, Delphi loaned money to Sparta for its conflict against Athens in the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE).22 Athenians felt betrayed by Delphi, and they were ultimately defeated by Sparta and decimated by a plague. But all of Greece was psychologically damaged by the loss of leadership and the subsequent inattention to arts, culture, and social needs. As a result, wealth and power shifted to Rome. Romans visited oracles more as tourists or curiosity seekers because their questions about the future were more easily answered by astrology. Historian E. R. Dodds said that astrology weakened the traditional moral values of Greeks, infecting them like a new disease that consumes those newly exposed.23




  Cicero (106–43 BCE) mocked the oracles because he was a Roman who had not grown up with belief in their value.24 He sarcastically noted that the oracle trade secrets worked best for the credulous and naive. He ridiculed his brother for believing that a bird’s entrails could possibly have any meaningful relationship to future events. He recommended that citizens give up their superstitions because events previously attributed to the actions of the gods were now understood as natural phenomena. Lightning, for example, was an ordinary event of weather. Jupiter had no reason to throw thunderbolts in uninhabited mountains or deserts. Anyway, if the gods were serious about communicating with us, they would send straightforward messages, not frightening tribulations, unintelligible verses, or ambiguous dreams that occur in our most disorganized state. If some dreams are true and some false, Cicero asked his brother, how do I know which is which? He was unwilling to rely on someone to tell him which ones were significant because he noted that every soothsayer with one prescient interpretation was responsible for multiple failures. He said he would not attribute to the gods that which could just as likely be chance or lucky guesses.




  Similarly, Plutarch (46–120 CE), a Greek biographer who later became a Roman citizen, complained that the oracles had fallen on hard times. Delphi’s glory days of dispensing wisdom had sadly declined. But Plutarch was comparing the oracles of his day with events of the past that were inflated into historical legend. The quality of the oracles was probably never very good, then or now.




  As an example, Oenomaus of Gadara was impelled to write a pamphlet entitled Exposure of Cheats after he visited the oracles at Klaros.25 When he asked the priests about the future of his business enterprise, he was told “There is in the land of Trachis a garden of Herakles, full blooming, well watered, where fruit is gathered every day without diminishing.”26




  The reference to Trachis suggested hard times, but the oracle seemed to promise ultimate success despite obstacles. As he was leaving, Oenomaus discovered that others had been given this same message. Oenomaus concluded that his presumed personal response was only one of many scripts drawn from a stack of boilerplate options. Knowing this, how could anyone believe they had received special attention from the gods?




  This experience prompted Oenomaus to evaluate the quality of the messages at Delphi. Like any responsible investigative reporter, he condemned the oracle for deceit and for giving advice that was nonsensical and utterly worthless. He labeled the priests as cheats and the oracle as practicing institutional duplicity.




  Reports about the decline of oracles was probably justified. As Greek society became more secular, answers degenerated into quick-response, self-help consultations rather than searches for the right path and enlightenment. Statesmen and war heroes constructed their statues and monuments for self-aggrandizement instead of gratitude.27 Oracles imploded from internal difficulties as well. Rumors about sexual improprieties of priests were so common that Herodotus did not even attempt to deny them. Plutarch informs us through the mouth of cynic Didymous that the interactions between priests and supplicants had degenerated so much that divine providence “has gathered up its oracles and departed from every place!”28 Priests were in conflict over rituals, and they treated the rich and politically connected with deference. Bribery hastened procedures that ordinarily required waiting for days.




  Nero confiscated more than five hundred brass statues from Delphi for his own palace, although a Spartan declared that he could not name and describe the statues that remained because they were so numerous.29 Then Constantine, the first Christian emperor, looted treasures from Delphi to decorate his new capital at Constantinople.30 Christian churches created competition with oracles when they developed their own rituals, hymns, healing ceremonies, and prayers to saints.31 Oracles had spas and springs for healing, but one could always hope for an instantaneous miracle at a church.32 Then in 392 CE, emperor Theodosius banned pagan practices and closed Greek temples. That was the last year of any known oracle delivered at Delphi, although its Olympic-style games were still celebrated as late as 424 CE.33




  We must conclude by admiring the success of oracles. The practice lasted because they satisfied supplicants century after century. They provided a mutually beneficial exchange between consumer demand and service provider until that equation broke down. In a modern analysis of business practices, A. A. Leff proposed that it is ethical for sellers to puff their products and entice customers, but it is not ethical to bait and switch.34 The core of the oracle was a bait-and-switch swindle.




  The oracle at Delphi, in particular, implicitly told seekers that they would receive the opinion of a deity, but they got advice from fallible priests. The seeker may have obtained worthy counsel, but the answer was a deceptive switch. Priests could have presented their opinions as “wisdom from the best philosophers and holy men of the kingdom” but they did not use that advertisement on their billboards. Customers would have kept walking north to the oracle at Dodona. The Delphi Chamber of Commerce decided that honesty was not the best policy.




  Most of us are surprisingly talented in the fine art of ignoring things that conflict with our belief or faith. Typically, the occurrence of a crisis causes a reinterpretation of that event rather than creating doubt in our beliefs. Most people clutch their persuasions even tighter during times of trial.35 And we see here a relentless theme as we note that many ancient Greeks persisted in their belief despite Delphi’s abandonment of political neutrality, the massive loss of life from plague and war, internal conflicts among priests, and looting. And finally, the decree of Theodosius ended consultations, and the last priest went back to herding goats.




  That is where matters stood until the seventeenth century when a French scholar raised some additional accusations against the Greek priests. Bernard de Fontenelle described the oracle service industry as one of exploitation. His larger, more comprehensive descriptions revealed a better understanding of how and why the oracle system held together and lasted so long. Priests were hiding secrets and exploiting the mysteries of nature.
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  CHAMBER OF COMMERCE PROMOTIONAL SECRETS




  



  The secret of business is to know something that nobody else knows.




  —Aristotle Onassis




  




  When he was thirty years old, Bernard de Fontenelle (1657–1757) experienced an existential crisis. Fontenelle was born a couple of decades after Galileo had asserted that the cosmos was immeasurably larger than anyone expected, and Fontenelle felt lost in the vastness of this new universe. However, he was unwilling to abandon his Christian faith because he considered its larger truth still valid. His problems were with the dogmatic theology and obsolete doctrines that mired the church in superstition. Society was infused with belief in spirits, devils, and angels. In order to comprehend the natural world, people needed to disentangle their everyday lives from belief in demon manifestations.1 Fontenelle decided to abandon the fantasy that his church had all the answers; he was ready to embrace Galileo’s method of uncovering the mysteries of nature, even if it left him untethered in a limitless galaxy.




  Fontenelle was simmering in this toxic cultural brew when he discovered a small book written by a Dutch scholar named Anthony Van Dale. Van Dale challenged the prevailing view that the birth of Jesus terminated the power of demons who controlled Greek oracles.2 This gave Fontenelle an idea: Christians then believed that demons were responsible for the success of those ancient oracles. If he could persuade people to doubt that old idea, then maybe he could cast doubt on the responsibility of demons in connection with events and activities in his own time. An indirect approach suited his style, because in contrast to Voltaire, a later French skeptic, Fontenelle was more private and less confrontational. With a sense of vigor, he took the theme of his Dutch muse and boldly asserted two conclusions: (1) oracles were not delivered by demons, and (2) the presence of Jesus did not stop the oracles.3




  To set the stage, we begin by considering how the church got ensnared in such a robust belief in demons in the first place. This belief diverted humans away from better understanding the world. Similarly, the deceptions of priests discussed here created false beliefs that diverted people from seeking better ways of making decisions.




  SPEAK OF THE DEVIL




  [image: Bernard de Fontenelle (1657–1757).Musée d’art et d’histoire, Genf. Getty Images]
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  Plato believed in personal “daemons” that operated as intermediaries between God and man. These beings were like messengers: winged creatures with human passions that primarily accomplished good deeds. Plato said these demons were the interpreters of all divinations and soothsaying, which were activities that Plato did not consider evil. He even claimed that a “genius” demon attached itself to Socrates from the days of his infancy.4 Historian Valerie Flint reminds us that the extent of Greek belief in demons is a matter of enormous philosophical and textual complexity.5 Nevertheless, Plato gave early Christian writers a basis for believing that demons were responsible for oracles.




  As Christianity gained popularity, early church fathers promoted their faith by claiming that the advent of Jesus disempowered those sinister demons that assisted the Greek priests in their oracle proclamations. Without the help of demons, the priests were no longer effective, and the oracles ceased. Unfortunately, the idle hands of the devil found new workshops within the Christian faith. For example, Satan was presumed to have supervisory responsibility for thunder and lightning, which was previously the lash of Greek gods. He and his associates managed hail, plague, fire, drought, floods, and other such harassments,6 although sometimes these were acts of God when he became provoked by the sins of man.7




  Augustine appropriated Plato’s good demons and made them into angels, consistent with his tendency to view the world in terms of good and evil. By the fourth century, people had filled the air with cosmic battles. They believed the devil could not produce miracles, but he could exploit the deep mysteries of nature in ways that enabled him to create apparent miracles. Thomas Aquinas said that demons had superior knowledge of nature, and soon thereafter books appeared that revealed the secrets of how magicians compelled them to reveal knowledge and locate hidden treasures.8




  Anyone interested in exploring the mysteries of nature was asking for trouble from the church. Curiosity was dangerous because seeking information inherently involved a risk that the devil might intrude to offer his services.9 Thus, the very process of seeking hidden knowledge was suspect, and curiosity was considered a snare of the devil. Therefore, all magic was labeled dangerous and condemned in the twelfth century by Gratian’s Decretum, which was canon law of the church for eight centuries.10 Pope John XXII (1316–1334) was particularly obsessed with the workings of magicians, and he vigorously persecuted them.11 Pope Urban VIII, in contrast, accepted the magic rituals of Campanella in 1629 for protection against predictions of his impending death.12 Horoscopes suggesting future unpleasantness were so disturbing to Urban that he decreed anyone guilty of magical threats against a pope would be punished by death.13




  Fontenelle asserted that Christian theologians could save themselves some serious embarrassment by rejecting these old belief systems about magic and demons. In the past, he said, clergy concocted fables, forged false quotations, and fell for hoaxes.14 Christianity should not be propped up by bogus ideas, and a belief in demons controlling oracles was another pitfall to avoid. To make his point, Fontenelle was ready to reveal the secrets that Greek priests devised to create the appearance of miracles.




  THE DELPHI CHAMBER OF COMMERCE PROMOTION PLAN




  Philosophers and historians repeatedly suggested that early Greek priests at oracles issued vague proclamations that were later considered uncanny if not supernatural predictions. But Fontenelle believed there was more to the game than lucky guesses and ambiguous responses. Fontenelle painted a vivid picture of the oracle as a successful service industry. Oracles were an interaction between priests and pilgrims—providers and consumers—that took place in a larger psychosocial, political, and economic environment. Delphi survived because the whole city adopted a successful business plan that promoted its primary economic enterprise. The city was dependent on the success of oracles, so everyone benefitted when the priests appeared to create miracles. Armies and nations often gave 10 percent or more of their spoils of war to Delphi. In fact, priests sometimes stipulated that a portion of booty should be dedicated to the oracle.15 Therefore, local citizens had a powerful incentive to keep the oracle vibrant.16




  Delphi lies about one hundred miles northwest of Athens on Mount Parnassus, which is surrounded by the natural beauty of mountains, streams, and caves. The path was arduous, whether coming from Athens or by ship into the Gulf of Corinth. To make the adventure worthwhile for ancient pilgrims, Delphi became a destination resort with spas, healing centers, and obligatory gift shops. (“My grandpa went to Delphi, and all I got was this stupid toga!”) The mountain air was especially refreshing to those who lived in lower swampy areas. About a million visitors a year still visit Delphi because of its appeal and beauty.17




  Delphi had something for everyone. Its citizens sponsored games every four years that rivaled the Olympics.18 There were lute- and lyre-playing contests, recitations by poets and writers, and performances by acrobats and conjurors.19 The outdoor amphitheater offered entertainment, and pictures of Hades on the temple walls provided opportunity for meditation. The city was filled with memorials, elaborately ornate buildings, and hundreds of statues, including that gold lion given by Croesus.20 The visitors’ warm welcome from tour guides was part of a larger plan. Seekers could scarcely contain their hopes, fears, and expectations. Guides and innkeepers gleaned information that they forwarded to priests.




  Moreover, the priests employed spies in the major cities who reported the political winds back to Delphi.21 Porters carried more than luggage and revealed more than the pathway by conveying aspirations and political intrigue. The secret Delphi Chamber of Commerce Plan worked successfully for centuries by employing the latest technologies of industrial espionage. This plan helped the oracle business become an integral part of Greek cultural life, positioned to maintain enormous power over citizens and cities across a wide geographic region, even over outlying barbarians.




  The conclusions were obvious to Fontenelle: the Delphi priests manipulated belief through comprehensive deceptions.




  CRAFTY PRIESTS




  Fontenelle said that statues and idols were not animated by the voices of demons. He checked this out, he said, because he had an obligation to protect himself against false belief.




  

	      

  God is only obligated, by the laws of his goodness, to protect me from those impositions from which I cannot defend myself; as for other things, it is incumbent on [me to use my] reason.22




  




  Fontenelle noted that talking statues were always situated in caves, near holes, or strategically placed within buildings. Indeed, a secret passageway at Delphi led to a small room where the sibyl proclaimed her message. Sounds and fragrances were transmitted upward through an opening in front of the assembled oracle seekers.




  Statues talked because of speaking tubes that priests exploited. The whole process was a performance by well-informed priests. After a question was placed on the altar of Apollo, that room was locked and sealed. Then priests obtained access through secret passages, completely undetectable. Or a priest might tell a seeker he needed to sleep on a petition to obtain an answer in a dream. The priest thereby secured additional time to open and reseal the message.




  ANGRY RESPONSES TO FONTENELLE




  Despite his persuasive arguments, Fontenelle’s denial of demons stirred up many Christian scholars. A response by “A Priest of the Church of England” was longer than Fontenelle’s original work.23 This alleged English priest was later identified as a French Dominican monk, Jean François Baltus.24 His angry review was presented as a “translation,” but there was no original English manuscript. Baltus repeatedly decried Fontenelle’s rejection of the traditional view of the church fathers. In distress, he wondered how Fontenelle could justify such an attack on the Christian faith.




  

     

  You account as nothing the most ancient and most constant tradition . . . all the opinions of the Church clearly expressed in the scriptures. You think yourself at liberty to believe nothing of them; nay sufficiently warranted to reject them.25




 




  Baltus had captured the critical issue: that was exactly Fontenelle’s point. Fontenelle championed empirically demonstrated truth over religious dogma, ancient texts, and superstition. He was not anti-religious but an advocate for a “purified Catholicism.”26 He considered himself entitled to reject old superstitious beliefs.




  Baltus accused Fontenelle of citing only the opinions of heathens and Christians who agreed with him and of misrepresenting the ancients by reporting only the parts that supported his thesis. Baltus provided his own translation of Porphyry to enlighten Fontenelle about Porphyry’s intended meaning, and Baltus instructed Fontenelle about his misunderstanding of Augustine. On and on he went, telling Fontenelle that the experts all opposed his opinion.




  Baltus was correct that Fontenelle had cherry-picked passages from those older authors, just as Baltus himself ignored passages that contradicted his beliefs. Baltus argued in the tradition of the scholastics who cited authorities, jabbed with reason, and turned clever phrases to catch the opponent off guard. However, Fontenelle trusted that his audience of ordinary citizens would be more interested in what really happened at Delphi and care less about the opinion of Porphyry, a dead Greek philosopher.




  Baltus was living in the demon-infested world that Fontenelle was trying to clean up, and Baltus was desperate to preserve his version of reality. What really happened at Delphi, Baltus insisted, was the result of demon intrusion. Sure, maybe there were underground passages, but those tunnels were constructed to provide access for devils or for priests who had been informed by devils. The idea that priests animated speaking statues was so far-fetched, he dismissively asserted, that the question did not deserve discussion. Furthermore, Baltus proclaimed that no debate was required because oracles were never given through speaking statues.




  Baltus was wrong, and he knew better because he mentioned a Greek charlatan who got caught giving proclamations through a speaking tube. We know of Alexander of Abonuteichos through the writings of Lucian and Eusebius. They described Alexander as a charismatic religious charlatan whose personality disorder converged all his talents into powerful lies, perjury, blackmail, and successful conjuring.27 He grew rich by roaming from city to city “fleecing the fatsoes.”28 He hired servants, secretaries, spies, and interpreters to promote his oracle pronouncements. Alexander was famous for his lifelike figure of a snake, which he controlled like a puppet under his arm, and displayed only in dim light. The mouth and forked tongue moved by the manipulation of undetectable horsehairs. The windpipes of cranes were attached to the snake’s mouth and ran back to a hidden confederate.29 Baltus cited this piece of history as evidence that priests who used deception would be caught like Alexander. But Alexander was highly successful for a long period of time despite the harassment and exposure by Epicureans and lampooning by Lucian.




  The blunders of Baltus kept coming. He identified Samuel Morland (1625–1695) as the inventor of the speaking trumpet, a device to amplify sound for the hearing impaired or for broadcasting sound over a farther distance. But Morland was, instead, the first person to conduct scientific research with the device.30 When someone speaks, sound is ordinarily transmitted spherically (in all directions), but sound spoken into a trumpet is constrained and transmitted without dispersal.31 The entirety of the voice is concentrated at the opening of the tube and all that acoustic energy is focused in one direction, which deceives the uninformed.




  Baltus asserted that crafty priests would not be able to fool intelligent Greeks. But he was wrong again.




  SPEAKING TUBES




  In 1890, a Greek bust of Epicurus was examined by a Danish sculptor who discovered alterations from its original construction.32 An ancient stonecutter had drilled a hole in the mouth that led to a hollow section inside. This modification was not designed to create a fountain because that would have resulted in a residue of minerals from the water on the marble. The only feasible explanation was that the statue had been altered to install a speaking tube.




  As a test, archaeologists attached a twelve-meter bronze tube to the statue, running it into an adjoining room. When a person spoke into the tube, his voice emerged from the mouth with a mysterious sound that these investigators concluded would have created a powerful effect on believers. To illustrate how this would have worked, David Abbott, an early twentieth-century magician and psychic investigator, said that he installed hundreds of feet of half-inch iron pipe underground. Those passing near the opening thought they were being addressed by someone nearby and looked around in a foolish manner in search of the speaker.33 Abbott tested speaking tubes because they were used by hidden observers who passed information to stage clairvoyants of the nineteenth century.34 Cutting-edge, battery-powered communication devices replaced tubes when that technology became available.35 A similar megaphone funnel was discovered at the temple in Corinth. At the door of the passageway, an inscription from about the fifth century BCE warned any potential trespasser of dire consequences for intrusive curiosity.




  Hippolytus, bishop of Rome (d. 249 CE), described a pagan priest who had his supplicants lie down near a speaking tube made from brass or the windpipes of cranes.36 When the priest entreated a demon to reveal himself, a frightening voice emerged. Similarly, speaking tubes were placed inside skulls. Hippolytus also revealed the technical details for creating a speaking statue made of asphalt, gypsum, and cowhide.




  When early Christian priests tore down Greek idols, they discovered speaking tubes. Not willing to let a good secret escape their use, priests used the idea to construct speaking statues of their own. Some statues wept or spoke in coordination with a moving jaw like that of a ventriloquist’s dummy.37




  THE INVISIBLE GIRL




  Baltus dismissed speaking tubes, but generations of sophisticated people have been amused and baffled by this secret method of transmitting sound.38 At the end of the eighteenth century, a former priest created a sensation in an old French Capuchin convent where he displayed the “Invisible Girl.”39 A small box was suspended by four brass chains in front of a window. Glass panes in the front and rear of the box showed that the box was empty. A speaking horn emerged from the front of the box, extending out toward visitors. Questions spoken into this horn were answered with surprising clarity by an enchanting voice, and any object displayed nearby was described. When the editor of the Gazette de France learned about this exhibition, he immediately visited the convent to conduct a personal investigation.40 He was sufficiently cautious to make certain his host was not tricking him with ventriloquism. After the attendant left, “we spoke so low to the Invisible, that it was altogether impossible that any other person should hear what we said.” He concluded that “electrical virtues” could explain the voice, but he could not account for how it described objects and people in the room. Thus, he was reduced to considering the possibility of an invisible dwarf or perhaps a dwarf hidden behind the horn where he could not see. But he was wise enough not to pretend that his guesses provided the proper solution of the mystery.




  The explanation that evaded the editor was subsequently revealed in a couple of pamphlets. One was undoubtedly written by Etienne-Gaspard Robertson, the former priest who created the illusion to promote science, like Fontenelle, as an alternative to superstition and religious fallacy.41 Later he staged a phantasmagoria (an early version of motion pictures) of ghosts in a cloistered chapel surrounded by the tombs of monks.42 A playbill professed his intention “to expose the practices of artful impostors and pretended exorcists, and to open the eyes of those who still foster an absurd belief in ghosts or disembodied spirits.”43
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  The Invisible Girl worked because the speaking horn projected sound from the back of the box, through the air, and into another tube that ran to an upper level where a young girl could hear and respond. She could see what was happening below through an opening in the floor that was cleverly disguised by a lamp on the ceiling.44 Robinson wrote his exposure after another “Invisible” was displayed in Paris.45 Surprisingly, his revelations did not dampen interest in the illusion, which continued to be popular for three decades.46




  OPENING SEALED MESSAGES




  When Fontenelle claimed that priests could open sealed messages, his critics were certain such skills required the assistance of demons. Baltus again declared that Fontenelle presumed extraordinary cunning of priests and foolishness of inquirers.




  

     

  They who consulted Oracles by sealed letters were mistrustful persons, who took this way only to avoid being imposed upon, and to try even to impose upon the oracle, if they could.47




  




  Baltus insisted that even devils had difficulty reading sealed messages, so they often provided ambiguous responses because they could not see the future.




  

     

  The Devils therefore being thus ignorant of what is to come, in order to conceal their ignorance, were obliged to involve their oracles in affected obscurities and ambiguities, by means of which they might be accommodated to several quite different, and sometimes even contrary events. Thereby, as the [Christian] fathers have observed, they made sport with the credulity of the heathen, they miserably seduced them; and whatever might happen, they always appeared to have foretold the truth.48




  




  Baltus said that despite sometimes relying on trickery, devils were usually clear in their messages because they could describe in one country what was seen in another. This was how they discerned that Croesus was boiling a turtle in his brass cauldron.49




  Henry Beaumont, an English scholar, insisted that opening sealed letters would be impossible.50 Even some modern historians, like H. W. Parke, have doubted the feasibility of opening sealed messages. He echoed Baltus by saying it was unlikely that “magistrates of a Hellenistic city lent themselves to such a naive imposture.”51 But both Parke and Baltus knew about Alexander, the wandering prophet who used the windpipes of cranes to speak through his snake. Alexander requested that questions be sent to him in sealed envelopes.52 He took an impression of the seal with a soft mastic, which he then used to re-form the seal. Other fortune-tellers of that time similarly instructed those seeking opinions to seal their questions.53




  Was Fontenelle right about priests reading sealed messages? Hippolytus provides a convincing answer that was not available to Fontenelle or Baltus.54




  Hippolytus, an early bishop of Rome mentioned previously, challenged the philosophies and religions of his day, considering them unsatisfactory in comparison to Christianity. He debated with himself about whether to reveal the secrets of heathen priests because he feared some knave would attempt to practice these juggleries. However, he decided that exposure provided protection against trickery.




  Hippolytus revealed how priests created the sound of thunder, demonstrated resistance to fire, performed tricks with candles, and established their authority by devising secret methods for killing goats and sheep at a distance. He said the deeds of pagan priests included “innumerable other such tricks” that fooled their followers.




  Hippolytus’s manuscript was lost until a Greek scholar found it in an ancient convent in 1842, and the first English translation appeared in 1868, about two centuries after Fontenelle first published his work. Of importance to us here, Hippolytus described several ways that early priests obtained messages from inquirers. In one method, the priest asked the supplicant to write his question on paper using water instead of ink. He then folded the paper so that nothing was seen by the priest, who burned the paper in a candle flame, sending the message up in smoke to the gods.




  Here’s what really happened. The priest secretly switched the paper to be burned while walking to the candle. The original paper was then exposed to heat to retrieve the message that was written in water infused with milk, urine, brine, or fig juice—better oracles through chemistry.




  The priest was not suspected of cheating because he had removed himself two steps from discovery. First, the inquirer did not know that the “water” was invisible ink, and second, he saw the priest take his question directly to the flame. This method of deception illustrates the thinking of a talented conjuror, and Hippolytus shows us that ancient priests used crafty cheating for temple trickery.




  Renaissance author Giovanni della Porta wrote an extensive essay on invisible inks followed by this attention-grabbing offer:




  

     

  It may be of great use when places are besieged, and in armies, and affairs of great men, to know how to open letters that are sealed with the general’s seal, and signed with his name, to know what is contained within, and to seal them again, writing others that are contrary to them, and the like. I will show how.55




  




  If the inquirer brought a sealed envelope, Hippolytus said the seal was removed by exposure to heat. The seal could be protected against breaking or melting if first encased in a concoction of hog’s lard, hair, and wax. Similarly, a letter to Lucian of Samosata (125 CE–ca. 180 CE) mentions two methods of opening sealed letters,56 and a recently discovered Italian manuscript from the seventeenth century explains this procedure in detail.57




  Porta explained that a letter could be opened by sliding a horsehair under the heated seal.58 He also revealed how to make a cast of the seal so that it could be duplicated and replaced on the letter or on a different document, thus thwarting the intended purpose of secrecy.




  Opening sealed messages and the forgery of seals became increasingly problematic. By the fifteenth century, this political hacking was so common that governments were forced to protect themselves by frequently modifying (usually in small detail) their sealing stamps.59 Seals with subtle alterations were earmarked for different purposes. William Pybus60 recommended gluing different parts of a seal together so that if someone tried to remove it by heat, the different colors would melt together.




  Finally, there is a small monograph written in 1920 by Burling Hull, Twelve Sealed Message Reading Methods As Employed in Stage Mind-reading Acts.61 Hull and Hippolytus have revealed sufficient evidence to conclude that the content of sealed messages can be surreptitiously obtained in a way that fools the most intelligent and perceptive skeptic.




  A few years after Hull published that 1920 monograph, he published a hard-bound book entitled, Fifty Sealed Message Reading Methods.62




  Fifty.
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  EXPLOITING THE MYSTERIES OF NATURE




  



  Salting may be defined as the act of fraudulently increasing the value of a sample of ore for purposes of deception, although it may also mean any addition of valuable mineral in the sample beyond what legitimately belongs there.




  —Herzig, Mine Sampling and Valuing, 1914




  




  In addition to talking statues, we now know that the ancient Greeks also created statues that moved, usually as an answer to a question.1 For example, priests directed questions to a statue of Apollo that moved backward if he dissented or forward to signify approval.2 Early English natural philosopher John Wilkins said Aristotle described a wooden statue of Venus that was set in motion by the action of quicksilver (mercury), but Wilkins was disappointed that no further explanation of the mechanism was provided.3 Most likely, quicksilver flowed through a hidden hourglass tube, slowly changing the center of gravity and thus precipitating movement.4




  We know that another ancient statue moved after a small fire was kindled on an altar. Differences in air temperatures rotated the base on which stood human images in the posture of dancing. Whereas Egyptian statues had their eyes shut, arms hanging down, and feet joined together, Greek statues displayed open eyes with extremities suggesting animation.




  It was Hero of Alexandria, though, who designed even more complex movement of statues.




  
THE WONDERS OF HERO5





  Hero of Alexandria (10–70 CE) provides amazing insight into the wondrous devices employed at early oracles. His importance here is that he illustrates that things are not always what they seem, which can result in false beliefs and misunderstandings about the world around us. Hero was the first to harness the power of wind on land and the first to build a steam-powered engine, although it was used only for making puppets dance and a ball spin.6 Hero designed clocks, engines of war, parallel gearwheels, automatons, and pneumatic marvels.7 One of his inventions showed a knife slicing completely through the neck of a horse, without the head falling off. The mechanism was not duplicated again until French magician Robert-Houdin re-created it some two thousand years later.8 Similarly, Hero constructed a coin-operated machine that dispensed holy water at shrines.9 Nothing similar was seen until a coin-operated perfume dispenser was patented in 1889.10 Hero is of particular interest to us because many of his inventions were designed to “produce amazement and alarm.”11 He brought together new technology and the finest craftsmanship to enhance the mysteries of temples and oracle sites.12




  Hero’s writings were lost until Renaissance scholars discovered sections saved by Arabs,13 and Renaissance engineers soon installed pneumatic fountains described by Hero in the ostentatious gardens of the rich.14 Hero’s work pushed science forward all over Europe, and a book about his inventions, The Mysteries of Arts and Nature,15 inspired Isaac Newton to study science.




  Reconstruction of the Temple of Serapis at Alexandria revealed extensive secret underground tunnels that permitted activation of mechanisms described by Hero.16 One of his miraculous fountains was discovered as far away as the Dodona oracle in northern Greece.17




  Hero’s “Shrine of Bacchus” was a marvel of ancient engineering, incorporating hydraulic, pneumatic, acoustic, and mechanical actions into one mechanism. Hero mounted a statue of Bacchus on a large pedestal.18 In one hand he placed a staff that spurted milk, and the other hand grasped a decanter that poured wine. When the wine splashed on an altar, it spontaneously burst into flame. Bacchus himself was within a six-columned cylindrical temple with a conical roof topped with a statue of Victory. Four nymphs adorned the outside of the temple pillars. Once the apparatus was set in motion, the shrine moved by itself to a designated place and stopped. When the fire on the front altar ignited, drums and cymbals sounded as the nymphs danced around the temple columns. When they moved, garland wreaths unexpectedly encircled their heads. When the dancing ceased, Bacchus and Victory both turned around to face the opposite direction. Again, milk spurted from his staff and wine poured from his vessel, which ignited a second altar, all accompanied by music and dance.




  [image: A moving altar, Shrine of Bacchus, as described by Hero of Alexandria. Charles B. Bunnell, “Hero’s Automotor Dating 200 BC,”Science and Invention 12 (1924): 662. From the author’s collection]


  

  A moving altar, Shrine of Bacchus, as described by Hero of Alexandria. Charles B. Bunnell, “Hero’s Automotor Dating 200 BC,” Science and Invention 12 (1924): 662. From the author’s collection




  The whole shrine was propelled by a mechanism hidden inside the large base that moved on three wheels connected by an axle around which a rope was wound that passed upward and over pulleys. The rope was fastened to a ponderous lead weight that rested on sand in a box with a hole that allowed the sand to slowly escape. The lowering weight moved the wheels’ axle and thus the whole shrine.




  The altar fires were lit when a metal plate was drawn aside, again by a weight, exposing combustible material to a candle burning below. The milk and wine came from two separate reservoirs hidden inside the roof of the temple. Tubes transported the liquids down the temple columns, under the floor, and up the statue to the hands of Bacchus. The sounds emanated from falling granules of lead that bounced from an inclined tambourine onto cymbals.19 The garlands, guided by fine threads, dropped on the nymphs from a space hidden above in the temple soffits.




  Once Hero perfected a specific working mechanism, he devised alternative uses in order to create other miracles. For example, the turning axle that moved the Shrine of Bacchus was redesigned to open the doors of the Temple of Isis. In this case, the shrine’s double doors opened when an altar fire expanded air in a closed space. The air pressure pushed water through a tube into a suspended bucket. When the bucket became sufficiently heavy, it pulled cords wrapped around two spindles that functioned as the temple’s door hinges.




  A second book by Hero, Spiritalia, describes many ordinary devices like fire extinguishers and lamps. However, of the seventy-six “problems” considered in the book, twelve relate to the workings of magical altars and at least forty concern magical cups, pitchers, and sacrificial vases. All of his vessels contained concealed cavities that dispensed or retained fluid depending on the placement of the thumb over small openings. Think of placing your finger over the end of a drinking straw in a glass of water. Air pressure holds the liquid inside when you raise the straw, but it quickly runs out when you lift your finger. Hero used that same principle, but the critical tube was hidden inside the vessel, curving around to exit where the thumb would naturally rest on the handle. Thus, a priest could pour water, wine, or oil from one container on demand. Magic historian H. Adrian Smith said that Hero’s vases are the most ingenious devices he has ever seen,20 and a complete issue of the Journal of Magic Research was dedicated to calculating their efficiency.21 We can only imagine the impact they produced at oracle sites where they were commonly used.




  ORACLES ON FIRE




  Many ancient oracles sites featured fire and flames among their attractions. For example, one priest devised a statue of his god that could mysteriously extinguish the flames of a blazing fire.22 The secret, like many deceptions, was simple once known. The construction of the idol was ingenious. The clay statue was filled with water held in place with a large wax plug. Once the wax melted in the fire, the emerging water quickly doused the flames.




  Saint Augustine described a lamp in the temple of Venus that burned continually through all seasons. He presumed the wick was asbestos, but he concluded the whole effect was probably the work of demons. Similarly, in ancient Greece and Italy, there are numerous descriptions of perpetually burning lamps (including Plutarch’s mention of one at the shrine of Ammon23), but French mathematician and historian Jacques Ozanam, writing in the seventeenth century, believed these accounts were misunderstandings. The secret, Ozanam believed, was that crafty priests surreptitiously replenished the lamp with oil from secret reservoirs using hydraulic principles.24




  Horace described a sanctuary where incense kindled itself in honor of the gods, and another in which an altar spontaneously ignited as a sacrifice to Jupiter.25 These “divine fires” were believed to exclude the possibility of human intervention, but we now know that early priests had access to easily flammable materials, including naphtha. This highly combustible mineral oil was used at altars in areas where it naturally occurs. One naphtha flame is believed to have burned continuously for a thousand years,26 and an everlasting fire near the Caspian Sea is said to have been burning since the time of Noah’s flood. Several temples nearby are all built within a two-mile area where clay soil overlies naturally occurring naphtha.27 Science scholar John Phin suggested that perpetual lamps are the counterpart of perpetual motion, both being impossible, yet the fire-giving wells of the Caspian Sea can be considered the counterpart of electric lighting from power generated by a mountain stream.28




  Remember those lightning bolts said to have been thrown by Apollo at Delphi? These were likely phosphorus compounds.29 Formulas for their production were disclosed only from father to son, and any inquirer was told that the secret could be obtained only by direct revelation from angels.30 This was useful stuff. An army attacking Delphi would have traversed some narrow ravines where the crags and precipices would have been easy hiding places for a small squadron of soldiers to throw burning materials down on advancing enemy troops. Moreover, those same canyons had rocks that could have been detached to crush those below.31 On the other hand, a lightning storm with flash flooding, common in that area, would have been sufficient to discourage any army into retreat. By whatever means it happened, the lightning-toss and boulder-drop events were subsequently woven into stories of miracles.




  Since the earliest of times, lightning has been mimicked by the flash of lycopodium powder, the spores of certain ferns.32 A similar effect can be obtained by throwing rosin at a flame33 or by exploiting the flammability of various chemicals.34 Thunder was produced by rolling iron balls down metal rain gutters,35 pushing large stones down wooded planks, or shaking sheets of brass or iron.36 Chemical detonations also imitated thunder;37 a formula of saltpeter, salt of tartar, and sulfur makes “a fearful noise, like thunder, as loud as a cannon.”38 Hippolytus informs us that such explosions had an unnerving effect in caves and grottos that housed oracles. I believe him.




  
WALKING ON FIRE




  Walking on burning coals has been a compelling sight since the time of ancient Greece. Devotees of Diana in Cappadocia received much veneration because of their ability to walk barefooted over burning coals, although one cynic said that he believed more in the preparation of their feet than the sanctity of their souls. Members of a certain family in central Italy performed this miracle annually in a local temple of Apollo, an ability that secured their exemption from military service and brought considerable tourist money to their city. Early fire walkers protected themselves against the pain by creating calluses, using chemical preparations with low heat conductivity, applying asbestos and soot, and relying on chemical unguents.39




  The first scientific investigation of fire walking occurred in 1934 when Harry Price placed an advertisement in the London Times asking for volunteers.40 He received hundreds of letters from people who said they had witnessed fire walking, but no one was prepared to step out and do it. Then in 1935, Price met Kuda Bux, a young Kashmir magician with a sensational blindfold act, which is discussed later. Bux stated that he had walked on fiery pits during religious ceremonies in India, and he agreed to submit to any test Price could devise. On Monday, September 9, 1935, three tons of wood blazed for hours before Bux declared conditions proper. His feet were swabbed for residue of any hidden substance and then washed. Bux said a prayer from the Koran, stepped onto the embers, and made four deliberate steps across the trench. At 430º Celsius (806º Fahrenheit), the pit was so hot that those who raked the fire were forced to use wooden shields for protection. Bux made three more trips across. His feet showed no sign of damage or ill effects.41




  At this point, Digby Moynagh, editor of St. Bartholomew’s Hospital Journal, expressed an irresistible desire to try the walk himself. Against everyone’s advice but encouraged by Bux, Digby strode out into the inferno in his tweed slacks and sweater. He admitted it was extremely hot, but his feet were spared except for blisters that formed a half-hour later.




  Fire walking can be safe if each foot is in contact with the embers for less than one second with a limit of about four steps for the total walk.42 (Individuals who seldom wear shoes are better protected during fire walks because of calluses.) The temperature of the fire is not the critical issue; the key is an understanding of the transfer of heat. Burned wood produces carbon, which is a poor conductor of heat. Don’t even think about walking on copper or aluminum, which are thousands of times more conductive.43




  Because the underlying principles are not intuitively apparent, walking on fire has been exploited since the time of the Greeks to the present. Tony Robbins, late-night television salesman and self-appointed motivational guru, implies that he has special knowledge and motivational expertise for teaching his seminar participants how to walk on fire.44 Like the priests of ancient Greece, Robbins prefers that the public buy (literally and figuratively) his belief system and ignore the scientific explanation.45 Robbins knows exactly how to prepare the embers and when it is safe to walk, although these factors apparently were neglected when twelve lanes of fire were constructed for his walk at a San Jose workshop.46 On that day, at least twenty-one people were treated for burns, including three who were taken to a local hospital. Again in 2016, about thirty people were hospitalized after a fire walk in Dallas.47




  HOLY SMOKE AND MIRRORS




  Mirrors are inherently fascinating, and scoundrels have devised many ways to exploit their use. Obsidian mirrors were available in Turkey in the sixth millennium BCE.48 Polished bronze and copper mirrors were created in Iran about 4000 BCE and were later available in Egypt. Silver and gold gilding created mirrors for the ancient Greeks. Early Roman writers ridiculed the extravagance and vanity of the age, decrying every young woman’s demand for a silver mirror.49 Polished metals were sometimes formed into washbasins for purposes of grooming. These basins were used by wizards for scrying, which means looking into the past or seeing at a distance. Glass mirrors with a silvered back as we know them today probably originated in Phoenicia (Lebanon) but were available in Rome around the third century CE. Beckmann says the question is not when glass mirrors were first available but when they were first better than metallic reflection. His surprising conclusion is that efficient glass mirrors were not available until the seventeenth century.50




  Hero understood that the mirrors he had available could be used in temples to create startling illusions.51 For example, he instructed priests “to place a mirror so that one approaching it sees neither his own image nor that of another but only the image which we select.” Pliny52 (23–79 BCE) said that mirrors at the temple of Hercules projected images of gods into the sky, an optical illusion created by the concave mirror.53 The concave mirror was also used to project startling images into a jar filled with water or into a cauldron.54 This illusion is so convincing that a San Francisco nightclub used the principle to feature a nude girl in a tank of goldfish.55




  Aesculapius was exhibited to his worshipers in his temple at Tarsus, through what was believed to be a projection lens (a primitive magic lantern) or a reflecting mirror. Vapors and incense smoke apparently create a satisfactory screen for a projected image,56 but smoke can also provide cover for an actor representing a deity to mysteriously appear. We still commonly say that a puzzling occurrence has been accomplished by “smoke and mirrors.”




  Priests created images of the moon and stars on temple or cave ceilings through the use of a large dish of water with a mirror in the bottom. By lighting a candle above the dish, the mirror reflected light on the ceiling. Similar effects were accomplished by draping a dark cloth over a drum attached to the ceiling. A candle was placed behind the translucent head of the drum so that the priest could call down the moon by whisking the cloth away.57 For stars, the scales of fish were stuck to the ceiling after being soaked in water and gum. The scales reflected light in a way that mimicked the night sky.




  Hippolytus said priests attached a ball of pitch on a string to the leg of a hawk. On command for the spirit to appear, an accomplice ignited the pitch and released the frightened bird, which flew upward, whirling flames across the dark night sky. Hippolytus assured readers that dupes were horrified by the demon.




  Hero and Hippolytus confirm Fontenelle’s belief that priestly cheats were sufficient to explain the miracles at oracles. But did Fontenelle convince his readers?




  THE SUCCESS OF FONTENELLE




  Fontenelle wanted his book to cast doubt on demonology, which was so prevalent in his time, and he succeeded. He lived to see French courts reject the ravings of demonologists and stop consulting witch-finding manuals. Judges asked for evidence, and executions ended in 1745.58 Many historians believe that cessation of such pervasive belief in witchcraft, magic, and demonology represents one of the more significant intellectual changes in human history.59




  Fontenelle’s existential funk ended after he wrote The History of Oracles and another book discussed in a later chapter. He lived an esteemed life, becoming secretary of the French Academy of Sciences.60 The whole city of Paris celebrated his contributions to the intellectual culture of France on his one-hundredth birthday. He missed the festivities by one month.




  Fontenelle’s book on oracles became a modern narrative about emancipation from civil and religious tyranny, and he inspired others to fight against superstition and trickery. In 1828, another Frenchman, Eusebe Salverte, wrote The Philosophy of Magic, in which he discussed how Christianity promoted prodigies and miracles to convince believers. Salverte used Fontenelle’s strategy of providing natural explanations for “mysteries” that the church had exploited.




  After Salverte wrote his treatise, Englishman Sir David Brewster published a similar book about the ways in which scientific discoveries were hidden from common people for purposes of maintaining power. “The prince, the priest, and the sage were leagued in a dark conspiracy to deceive and enslave their species.”61 Fontenelle, Salverte, and Brewster all came to the same conclusions: there are always unscrupulous people ready to exploit a mystery of nature, and they find uninformed and gullible followers.




  We turn now to Lorenzo Valla, who confronted the question of what to do when handed a forgery that gave extensive authority to the most powerful living person.
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  UNCOVERING A FORGERY




  



  A great deal of falsehood appears to have got mixed up with a very small amount of physical truth.




  —Brewster, Letters on Natural Magic, 1839




  




  In the early part of the Italian Renaissance, Alphonse of Aragon proclaimed himself king of Naples, but Pope Eugenius IV was not about to let this Spaniard get his foreign foot in the Italian door. Eugenius had experienced all the challenges to his papal authority he could tolerate, and he was determined to keep this unwelcome immigrant out.1 Alphonse’s claim was based on a dubious entitlement, and the pope held all the power because of a document known as the Donation of Constantine. It gave vast temporal and spiritual powers to successive popes. Alphonse was in need of some serious help, so he reached out to Lorenzo Valla, someone who was also facing conflicts with the church.




  THE PENETRATING EYES OF A LYNX2





  Lorenzo Valla (1407–1457) was a brilliant young humanist, a product of the emerging Italian Renaissance. His personal goal was to become a papal secretary, but he was so young that his impressive university qualifications were insufficient to swing the appointment. Three years later Valla’s application to work at the Vatican was again rejected. In response to this age discrimination, Valla threw himself into the study of Greek and Roman manuscripts that were being retrieved from monasteries and neglected libraries, often in places where monks had no appreciation for the treasures they were guarding. Valla became a popular university lecturer, but, typical of many humanists, he was usually at odds with the politics and course content of the schools he visited.




  Valla gained a reputation for openly discussing controversial topics, which made him a person of interest to inquisitors. Their attention changed to rage when Valla reported his discovery that the Apostles’ Creed was not written by the Apostles; it was constructed in the sixth century during the Second Ecumenical Council at Constantinople.3 Valla was preparing for his confrontation with inquisitors when Alphonse, king of Naples, spirited him away to be his personal secretary, a position something like chief of staff. As indicated earlier, Alphonse had good reason to bring Valla to Naples.




  Alphonse was in deep ecclesiastical soup. He told Valla to forget about the Apostles’ Creed and find a way to block the pope’s authority as the arbitrator of his entitlement to the throne in Naples. This was no small task. When Henry VIII wanted the pope to grant him a divorce (many decades later), his cadre of scholars spent months scouring the libraries of England to find documents that might support his questionable demand.4 But Alphonse had recruited a first-round draft choice in Valla. He was a motivated player with a score to settle with Rome. Valla’s skills set him apart from others. When Alphonse handed him the Donation of Constantine, Valla immediately knew that the document was a forgery. Valla understood the enormity of his conclusion. Exposing the Donation as a fraud would make his troubles with the Apostles’ Creed look like a playground squabble. This was a game changer.




  The Donation was purportedly a document that Roman emperor Constantine (ca. 288–377) gave to the church because he had been cured of leprosy by Sylvester, bishop of Rome. In grateful response, Constantine gave him the Lateran Palace, the city of Rome, Italian territories, western provinces, and other lands and responsibilities. Sylvester got Constantine’s crown of pure gold with precious gems, as well as his shoes, felt socks, and other accoutrements of status and power. In sum, the document conferred vast temporal and spiritual authority to the Roman Church.




  But, alas, the leprosy cure was a legend, and the Donation was a later revision of history by the church, just as the story of Croesus was a rewrite by Delphic priests. Others had suspected something was amiss with the Donation, but no one had the evidence or courage to act. Valla had both.




  Valla knew he had better be right because the church had the power to make him regret his conclusion, even if he was correct. To appreciate the genius of Valla’s response, we must first review how he accumulated the knowledge to
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  confirm the document as a forgery. We begin with a review of some history associated with the fall of Rome.




  THE FALL OF ROME




  Constantine, you may remember, was the first emperor of Rome to tolerate and even embrace Christianity. After the reign of Constantine, Roman civilization began to collapse in the turmoil of political, economic, and military changes that have been interminably discussed and debated by historians. Repeated invasions from northern tribes resulted in continual destruction of the city with terrible consequences for citizens.5 In most raids, marauders grabbed horses and women while ignoring books and cultural artifacts. But those treasures not inadvertently destroyed were lost or disregarded as citizens struggled to survive. Although the term is controversial today, the next five hundred years became known as the Dark Ages—and for obvious reasons.6




  Edward Gibbon suggested that the fall of Rome should be marked at 476 CE because that was the first time a foreign chieftain stayed to rule the city. In agreement, Michael Malone said that the country’s rich cultural tradition simply disintegrated when Odoacer, that foreign chieftain, became emperor.7 With the culture destroyed, scholars focused their attention on the Bible as the centerpiece of all knowledge. It was commonly believed that God himself had directly dictated the words; therefore, the scriptures were considered inerrant and self-authenticating. Other books were unnecessary, and reading those old Roman poets might even endanger one’s soul.8




  At the beginning of the Italian Renaissance, the old books of the Roman Empire were retrieved from forgotten places and reexamined. The old guard scholars (known as scholastics or schoolmen) were in conflict with the upstarts (humanists) who eagerly devoured this unsavory stuff. Because Valla had studied those old books, he immediately identified problems with the Donation that others dismissed. But before specifying what he observed, it is helpful to understand why some dismissed the treasures being recovered.




  CURIOSITY ABOUT SECRETS




  Augustine said that probing the nature of things, as the Greeks had, was not necessary because Christians only needed to know that God created all things. Investigating things that God had not revealed in the Bible was presumptuous.9 Curiosity involved prying into his secrets. It was meddlesome; it was “lust of the eyes.” Augustine said that astronomers who predicted eclipses, for example, lost their sense of wonder because they diverted attention from God to themselves.10




  Similarly, Thomas Aquinas struggled to determine what things were proper to be curious about and how much God would allow to be known.11 Seeking knowledge about the hidden mysteries of nature might convey one into dangerous territory. Historian Stuart Clark12 suggested that our modern mind-set must be completely set aside in order to grasp the significance of these basic beliefs. Curiosity was sinful because it was the desire to know that which was not proper to know. Anyone who ventured into this business of finding things out would most likely be tempted by the devil, who offered information for a price—one’s soul. Perhaps angels could impart knowledge about the natural world, and imploring their assistance was the essence of “higher magic,” later called “white magic.”13 But inquisitors did not approve any rituals that implored angels for knowledge because of the possibility that demons might show up pretending to be the good guys.14




  In this bleak intellectual environment, lost manuscripts started to emerge from neglected libraries, and those old Roman documents revealed the history of a forgotten past.15 Curious people like Valla were eager to learn what others rejected and even feared. The new humanists dismissed the idea that curiosity was sinful. They said the punishment of Adam and Eve was for curiosity about circumventing moral responsibility, not curiosity about natural knowledge.16 Humanists were not willing to view history through the peephole constricted by scholastics and theologians. Scholastics pointed to the ancient ruins of Rome and proclaimed that all was vanity. Humanists observed the ruins of Rome and longed for the splendor of the old days that might enrich their lives, but their eagerness for freedom got them in trouble.17 Scholastics wondered if that curiosity was really an interest in those old mythical religions. Maybe they had discarded Christianity. Suspicions started boiling when humanists discovered discrepancies in biblical translations, but inquisitors blew a gasket when Valla claimed the apostles did not construct the Apostles’ Creed.




  THE BATTLES BEGIN NOW




  Renaissance humanism, unlike modern humanism, was not a rejection of religion but the rejection of clerical traditions, constrictions, and superstition. The humanists also dismissed the earlier belief that the body was the source of all evil and that the lust of the flesh was the worst of all sins. Instead of considering the body contemptable, they viewed humans as the pinnacle of God’s creation, something marvelous and divine. And if the human body was the work of God, then so was beauty, desire, and sexuality. Valla brought this forbidden topic into the open with his De Voluptate (On Pleasure), in which he openly discussed free love. Valla wrote this essay about sex and alcohol as if he were arguing the current Christian point of view, but some of his contemporaries, and modern scholars as well, believe he was secretly embracing Epicureanism, which placed him more in line with St. Patrick than St. Augustine.18 Once the body was viewed without shame, Renaissance artists, artisans, and architects could depict splendor never previously experienced.19 Human passion and pleasure was acknowledged and accepted by some but feared and repressed by others.




  Modern historian Erika Rummel reviewed the bitter exchanges between Renaissance scholastics and humanists, which are thigh-slapping funny from today’s perspective.20 They spread gossip and called each other names that would embarrass pirates. Scholastics were frustrated with humanists, who debated with metaphors and historical examples, whereas scholastics were determined to avoid fallacy by employing reason as outlined by Aristotle. Scholastics could endanger humanists, however, by labeling them as sophists, which easily became inflated to heretic. Indeed, some humanists working for the church secretly published anticlerical writings. In an attempt to stop their clandestine activity, the Vatican introduced The Index of Prohibited Books.21




  Although scholastics viewed humanists as their worst enemies, scholastics themselves often disagreed with each other and frequently fought among themselves.22 Similarly, humanists tangled with each other over inconsequential academic issues and trivial personal matters. Scholastics and humanists of every variation were employed in the papal court at the time of Valla. Modern historian Stephen Greenblatt provides exquisite details about how these men competed against each other for advancement, power, and the considerable profit available in papal appointments. Hundreds of notaries, theologians, lawyers, and secretaries arbitrated two thousand cases a week from all over Christendom. Serious and absurd conflicts were sent to Rome for settlement, sometimes while still being adjudicated in secular court. Additionally, the pope had a large entourage of courtiers, advisers, and high-ranking servants for his political and ceremonial assistance. But sadly, the Vatican was in a state of moral bankruptcy “in which crime, moral outrage, fraud, and deceit take the name of virtue and are held in high esteem.”23




  Poggio Bracciolini, personal secretary of the pope, unabashedly called this institutional morass “the lie factory.”24 No one was spared and no topic was considered off-limits for accusation or intimidation. Valla and Bracciolini became bitter disputants, and the older and more politically powerful Bracciolini might have ruined Valla if he had started his career at the Vatican as he originally intended. Their fight was often over matters of writing style, a topic that seems trivial today. However, Valla considered himself the authority on this topic, outlining the rules for Latin grammar in his De Elegantiis Latinae Linguae.25 John Symonds says that Valla and Bracciolini spared no vituperation in their pamphlets and letters to each other, vomiting forth obscenities and libels never before seen in the light of day.26




  It is easy to view the humanists as the heroes of this period. They brought learning to Italy, creating a home for knowledge and culture. In a world stifled by fear, they created excitement by uncovering the forgotten secrets of ages past. They revived classical Latin, in which learned individuals of all nations could mutually interact. Their conflicts with Aristotle opened new ways of viewing the world.




  But Symonds reminds us that the humanists, for all their importance in the advancement of knowledge, were also denizens of no country but the fantasy land of antiquity. Although they opened the past, they were often ready to believe the most incredible nonsense. They were skeptical about obvious truths and devoid of reasonable circumspection. Many abandoned the moorings of the common Christian faith and wrapped everything in Greek and Roman terms, some even changing their names to sound ancient. Their goal was to persuade by eloquence and dazzle by rhetoric, but they often resorted to attack with vicious personal ridicule. They helped create a society that disconnected philosophy and moral conduct. Platonists and Aristotelians sometimes settled disputes with physical attacks. Rome became known as a sink of all things shameful and abominable. The city was filled with prostitutes and priests with syphilis, a situation not lost on Luther when he visited. Bracciolini himself fathered twenty children (that he admitted) while working as a papal official, some of them with his wife.27




  Little wonder that inquisitors attended to theological disputations while ignoring behavioral improprieties: no one could cast the first stone.28 Historical tradition also bent inquisitors toward censorship of intellectual activity. The early church fathers wanted the respect of contemporary philosophers, so they struggled to gain intellectual acceptance by engaging in disputations and scholarly trivia.29 Further, the various sects of early Christianity fought each other about belief while the moral behavior encouraged by Jesus was mostly ignored.30 Consider, for example, the consequences of how all this worked out in an event of 1476.




  Galeazzo Sforza, fifth duke of Milan, was attending high mass for the feast of St. Stephen when he was assassinated.31 His sudden death created a theological problem because he had not had the opportunity to confess his sins. To save his soul, his wife petitioned Pope Sixtus IV to grant a posthumous absolution. She gave the pope a list of his sins that need a little attention: acting like a tyrant, making war unjustly, sacking cities without mercy, robbery, extortion, negligence of justice, illegal enforcement of taxes from clerics, rape of virgins and wives, whoring, simony, and on went the list of his indelicacies. The pope had no reluctance in complying with her wishes, perhaps because Sixtus was known for his own peccadillos, such as selling indulgences on a previously unparalleled scale to support questionable activities. He was also responsible for the 1478 bull that started the notorious Spanish Inquisition associated with the brutality of Torquemada.




  And speaking of the Inquisition, a death penalty was always a possibility if the church handed over an adjudged heretic to secular authorities, although the consequences of an inquisition were usually more limited to social and economic sanctions.32 Nevertheless, excommunication was more than being kicked out of one’s church. It could result in loss of land and property, prevent inheritance, invalidate a will, deny commercial and judicial services, and cause the loss of employment by decree or social ostracism.33 Valla understood that picking a fight with the church was not a career-enhancing activity.




  DAVID CHALLENGES GOLIATH’S ENTITLEMENTS




  Valla had spent his career reading old Roman documents, and he knew that language and writing had evolved over the centuries. Thus, he immediately recognized that the Donation of Constantine was written in medieval Latin when the text should have been entirely in classical Latin. At least ten popes had cited the Donation of Constantine for the maintenance of their own power,34 even though some had privately understood it to be a forgery.35 The document had been challenged before the time of Valla, but something different happened when it reached his hands in the fifteenth century. Valla moved beyond complaining into exposing the Donation as forgery. Once he read the document, he realized his task was not merely to find loopholes for Alphonse but to show everyone that the document itself was not what it claimed to be.




  Valla laid out his conclusions in a celebrated treatise that acknowledged that he was not merely writing against authorities of the past, as he had in his other scholarly work. His conclusions portended significant consequences for the pope who had immediate power over him. Knowing that he was at risk for excommunication or other untoward consequences, Valla began by citing church regulations that asserted the pope “may not bind nor loose anyone [in a way] contrary to law and justice.”36 Valla understood this legal constraint of the pope was a meaningless protection; nevertheless, he let it be known that his treatise was not merely an opinion but truth based on evidence. Before Valla, the assertions of the church were accepted as truth. Valla laid out another way of establishing truth: historical facts.




  Valla reviewed the historical reality in which Constantine and Sylvester lived. He argued that Constantine did not have any authority to make a transfer of political power, and the church at that time was not capable of managing the governmental complexities of Rome, let alone all the other cities and provinces. Such a transfer could not have happened because the sociopolitical system would have been thrown into chaos. Constantine’s sons, family, and all the citizens of Rome would have revolted. Finally, the church would not have accepted this gift because its mission was strictly spiritual.




  Most scholars now agree that Constantine did little during his reign to support the church because his Christianity was more political expediency than personal conviction.37 For example, his goal in calling the Council of Nicaea was to obtain unity among Christians, not to divine the correct doctrine to combat schism. He was never devout or penitent, and he ordered his own son’s execution in a fit of concern about loyalty. Constantine was not baptized until the end of his life, when he had no more strength to sin or to kill anyone else, and the rite was performed by a heretical Arian bishop in distant Helenopolis.38




  When Constantine died, Roman territory was divided among his remaining three sons and two nephews. His biggest gift to the church may have been his transfer of the Roman capital to Constantinople, which then enabled the church to fill the vacuum of power in Rome. This move allowed later Christians to promote the belief that Constantine had abandoned Rome, leaving the city in the hands of Sylvester.




  Valla pointed out, contrary to the claim of the Donation, that Constantine did not have a bejeweled golden crown; he had a diadem made of cloth or silk. Valla then ridiculed clerics of his day who were wearing vestments that reflected power, wealth, and rank, when Jesus had presented himself humbly on the colt of an ass. The church, Valla insisted, should follow the message of Jesus to feed widows instead of squeezing taxes out of people in order to hire soldiers to wage war and to stop endorsing superstitions and creating fables. He said the church should denounce cheating like those speaking tubes hidden in statues that frighten the ignorant.39




  Historians are now in agreement with Valla that the Donation of Constantine was created in the eighth century, when times were desperate for both the church and Rome itself.40 Pope Steven II found himself without protection from the military attacks of the marauding Lombards. Rome, and all of Italy for that matter, was so unstable that Steven decided to seize political control. To explain his grab of temporal power, he directed some monks to construct a justification for his bold maneuver. Their solution was to forge a deed from Constantine that transferred political authority to the church.41




  Valla knew that language changed dramatically after Constantine and the decline of Rome in the fifth century. However, those eighth-century monks who wrote the forgery were not fluent with the language used centuries earlier when Constantine was in power. The difference would be similar to comparing a contemporary document with one written by Shakespeare.42 Valla was one of the few scholars who could easily distinguish writings of the fourth century from those of the eighth century. Thus, he immediately recognized that the Donation of Constantine was full of bloopers: “contradictions, impossibilities, stupidities, barbarisms, and absurdities.” After reviewing one particularly fractured passage, he blurted out in disgust, “O sancte Jesu.” (Oh, holy Jesus!)




  You can hear Valla howling with scornful laughter down there in his cubicle. The language and grammar of the forgery violated the style associated with Constantine’s era. He identified many anachronisms, words that could not have appeared in Constantine’s era. For example, Constantine called Sylvester “pope” when that title had not yet been applied to the bishops of Rome.43 References to the New Testament were from the Vulgate Bible, which was compiled by St. Jerome, who was born some twenty-six years after Constantine supposedly signed the document.44 Valla piled on example after painful example. His work remains the seminal literary analysis of forged documents, a coherent body of knowledge about how to evaluate questioned writing.




  One twentieth-century scholar concluded that the Donation of Constantine “has probably had more influence on the course of human history than anything else of human invention.”45 Given the subsequent development of western civilization, “one is disposed to wonder whether falsehood rather than truth has not had more permanent effect on the destinies of mankind.”




  CURIOSITY REVISITED




  We noted that Valla was summoned by the Inquisition for his correct claim that the Apostles’ Creed had not been constructed by the apostles. In fact, everywhere Valla looked, he saw mistakes, misunderstandings, mistranslations, and lies that no one else had noticed—or had discovered but had been ignored. As an example, Valla wrote extensive notes as he examined old Greek texts of the Bible and fragments of scripture that Jerome had translated for his creation of the revered Latin Vulgate Bible. Valla discovered contortions of syntax and flawed interpretation so serious that he labeled them “barbarous.”46




  One of the mistakes Valla noticed in the Vulgate concerned the meaning of curiosity.47 St. Paul told the Romans who converted to Christianity not to be proud or consider themselves better than the Jews. Linguistic confusion resulted in translating this passage of scripture (Romans 11:20) as a rebuke of intellectual curiosity instead of a condemnation of moral pride as Paul intended. Century after century, this section of Paul’s letter was interpreted as a warning not to seek illicit knowledge of “higher things.” Modern historian Carlo Ginzberg shows how this misrepresentation was incorporated into literature and art of the time. The restraint of curiosity became a medieval theme applied to religion, politics, nature, and the cosmos. Thus, as we see later, theologians feared that Galileo’s search into things hidden in the heavens was a dangerous activity. Similarly, Lutheran Philipp Melanchthon accused Galileo of being motivated by the “love of novelty” instead of accepting the truth as revealed by God.48 Such restrictive beliefs permeated the fabric of society.




  NO TRESPASSING




  Valla’s comments critical of religion, especially the scriptures, were not appreciated by scholastics and theologians, a problem encountered again later with Galileo. Valla was informed that he had put his “sickle into this crop that was not his.” His detractors said he was not a trained theologian, and he had no right to interpret the meaning of scriptures. Valla was told in no uncertain terms that these tasks must be left to theologians. Valla replied that their knowledge of Aristotle did not give them any special insight into the meaning of early Christian texts.




  And speaking of Aristotle, Valla pointed out that scholastics were reading Aristotle’s works that had been translated from the Greek into Arabic and then into Latin. He recommended they read the original Greek instead of their corrupted translations. They might then understand that one of the more popular and widely known works attributed to Aristotle, The Book of the Secret of Secrets, was a pseudo-Aristotelian book—a forgery.49 This text purported to be the philosopher’s teachings—his secrets—which he reserved for a few of his intimate disciples. The secretive style implied that those able to penetrate the enigmatic parables and riddles would have knowledge unavailable to common people, and the uninformed scholar would be kept busy chasing nonsense.50




  Valla concluded that Aristotle was not worthy of the hero worship he was given by scholastics. Valla tweaked their noses by suggesting Aristotle had not accomplished that much for the benefit of mankind, such as giving public counsel, administrating provinces, developing therapeutic treatments, governing with justice, issuing decrees, writing history, or composing poems. He said Aristotle’s followers were so devoted to him that they refused to acknowledge when he was wrong and thereby had closed their minds to the truth. He sarcastically mused that they were zealous about Aristotle because he was the only philosopher they knew. To add further insult, Valla suggested corrections and simplifications to some of Aristotle’s theories. Others had enumerated the costs of spending one’s life focused exclusively on Aristotle, but Valla pointed out that zeal for Aristotle had diverted focus away from exploring new intellectual territory.




  VALLA VS. THE WORLD




  It is perhaps no surprise that Valla was brought before another Inquisition in 1444.51 However, his accusers never mentioned his condemnation of the Donation or his earlier problems with the Apostles’ Creed; instead, they charged him with criticizing Aristotle and Boethius. Valla had enemies everywhere. Some said he was a dissolute satirist to whom nothing was sacred. Others said he had repudiated the faith of his fathers. The papal secretary, Poggio Bracciolini, denounced Valla as a coward, a notoriously immoral writer, and a heretic.52 Nor did Valla gain friends in Italy when Martin Luther praised him and incorporated his criticism of the church into his Protestant cause.53
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