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      THE VATICAN HERESY

      “With his usual care and attention to detail, Robert Bauval spins out the 
thread that joins the solar religion of pharaonic Egypt to the utopian hopes of 
the fading Renaissance. His theory climaxes with the dramatic and dangerous 
project of a pope (Urban VIII), a polymath (Kircher), an architect (Bernini), 
and an exiled queen (Christina). Their dream was of a united Christendom 
orbiting around Rome; their method, the marriage of Hermetic philosophy with 
the new astronomy, through symbolic architecture. Like Bauval’s other books 
about times and places when science and magic were one, The Vatican Heresy 
arouses curiosity, disbelief, nostalgia, and finally hope.”

      JOSCELYN GODWIN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE PAGAN DREAM OF THE 
RENAISSANCE AND ATHANASIUS KIRCHER’S THEATRE OF THE WORLD

      “In this enchanting book, Robert Bauval and Chiara Hohenzollern reveal an 
astonishing fact hiding in plain sight. Surely thousands of visitors to the 
Vatican’s Saint Peter’s Square over the past three centuries have been puzzled 
by the gigantic ancient Egyptian obelisk featured in its center. Through 
meticulous research, The Vatican Heresy illuminates the profoundly 
evolutionary adventurers who employed deep symbolic insights and astute 
political maneuvering to construct a talismanic Hermetic City of the Sun in the heart 
of the citadel of Christendom. Read The Vatican Heresy. . . . I couldn’t 
put it down.”

      THOMAS BROPHY, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF BLACK GENESIS: THE 
PREHISTORIC ORIGINS OF ANCIENT EGYPT AND IMHOTEP THE AFRICAN: ARCHITECT 
OF THE COSMOS, AUTHOR OF THE MECHANISM DEMANDS A MYSTICISM: AN 
EXPLORATION OF SPIRIT, MATTER AND PHYSICS, THE ORIGIN MAP, AND THE 
CHRISTMAS CODE: A NEW ASTRONOMY OF CHRISTMAS AND HOW IT CAME FROM ANCIENT EGYPT

      “It looks like Robert Bauval (now with coauthor Chiara Hohenzollern) has done 
it again, revealing that not just the pyramids but the Vatican itself is a 
celebration of sacred architecture. A fascinating theory and very timely.”

      ADRIAN G. GILBERT, COAUTHOR OF THE ORION MYSTERY AND AUTHOR OF 
SECRETS OF THE STONE OF DESTINY

      “Robert Bauval is a brilliant investigator of the hidden corners of history, 
and he has surpassed himself with The Vatican Heresy. It is a true time 
bomb of a book revealing stunning intrigues that have shaped the modern world 
and that call into question our most fundamental perceptions of the role of the 
Church of Rome.”

      GRAHAM HANCOCK, AUTHOR OF WAR GOD AND FINGERPRINTS OF 
THE GODS
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      INTRODUCTION

      HIDING THE TRUTH IN PLAIN SIGHT

      
        It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong 
man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit 
belongs to the man who is actually in the arena.
      

      THEODORE ROOSEVELT

      This book was a very ambitious project, and I readily admit that researching 
and writing it was not only a thrilling experience but also a very daunting one, 
as well. The complexity of the topic and the sheer volume of research material 
made it feel like I was recklessly challenging a bookish Goliath with only a 
reed twig in my hand to bring him down! Yet the temptation to quest and sleuth a 
historical mystery of this scale was too tantalizing to pass over. There was, 
certainly, the initial apprehension that all authors have when taking on such 
a task. A long, dark tunnel must be crossed solo, and then at the other end 
await the inevitable lashes by experts whose feathers you are bound to have 
ruffled. But such qualms are then quickly dismissed by a weird—almost 
perverse—gladiatorial thrill of marching into the arena to do battle again with 
that old foe: academic consensus.

      A decade ago I wrote with Graham Hancock Talisman: Sacred Cities, Secret 
Faith. In this book we explored the Hermetic tradition and tracked its 
journey out of Egypt and its influence on the design of major capital cities of 
the Western world. Academics, needless to say, ignored it. And the only academic 
who didn’t ignore it ended up repaying us by blatantly plagiarizing a discovery 
we made regarding the layout of ancient Alexandria. I bring this up because 
there was also a tiny—although immensely important—“city” that Graham and I 
barely touched in our book: the Vatican City in Rome. With hindsight I 
can say that we had thus overlooked the most important piece of that huge 
historical puzzle we had set about to solve. After much deliberation I finally 
decided to reopen the case for the Vatican City in late 2011. It was at this 
point that I invited the Italian author Chiara Hohenzollern and also Dr. Sandro 
Zicari to join me.

      Let me quickly get to the point: it is often stated by historians of art and 
architecture that the Piazza St. Peter’s at the Vatican was designed to 
represent
“the open arms of Mother Church.” This, in fact, is indeed claimed by 
Gian Lorenzo Bernini himself, the architect responsible for the design. We 
believe it to be a truth, but not the whole truth. Truth often comes in 
many layers. Revealing only one layer yet dissimulating another will make this 
partial truth seem to be something very different indeed. This is why today a 
person on the stand in a court of law will be sworn in to tell not only the 
truth, but rather the whole truth. We believe that there is another, far 
more important layer in which rests the whole truth behind Bernini’s 
grandiose design. This whole truth he, nonetheless, took to his grave, for it 
was such an unspeakable truth, such a taboo, such a forbidden fruit in his time 
that the mere mention of it might have brought down the whole edifice of Mother 
Church—that is to say, the Vatican itself. Yet the amazing daringness of 
Bernini’s ploy was to hide the truth in plain sight for all to see. Indeed, so 
well did he do this that everyone who looked—and there have been millions 
since—did not see it all. And when finally some did see it, so out
rageous, so fantastic was its implication that they simply preferred to dismiss it as mere coincidence. Bernini clearly intended it to be a sort of 
intellectual time bomb meant to be detonated not in his time but when the time 
was right, when its revelation would not bring down the Vatican, but do, 
instead, the opposite. To fully appreciate the magnitude of this revelation, 
and to make our case worthy of the most serious consideration, we had to 
undertake a chase across nearly two millennia of history, from Greco-Roman 
Alexandria to Renaissance Rome, sometimes moving at breakneck speed, making Dan 
Brown’s Angels & Demons seem like a Sunday stroll in the park. It was a 
thrilling undertaking and, most of all, an amazing eye-opener. No matter what 
one may think of it, one thing is certain: Christianity and Western culture will 
never seem the same again.

      But enough said. The die is cast. You have the evidence in your hands. No 
need to tarry.

      We are ready to present our case . . .

    

  
    
      1

      THE TRUE RELIGION OF THE WORLD

       

      
        Because of this, Asclepius, a human being is a great wonder, a living 
thing to be worshipped and honored: for he changes his nature into a god’s, as 
if he were a god.
      

      BRIAN P. COPENHAVER, HERMETICA

      
        I would have you then, Holy Father, and all future popes, give orders that 
some of the books which I have named [books on the Hermetica] shall be 
continually taught everywhere as I have taught them in the last fourteen years 
at Ferrara. You will thus make all able men in Italy, Spain, and France friendly 
to the Church, and perhaps even the German Protestants.
      

      DEDICATION TO POPE GREGORY XIV,

NOVA DE UNIVERSIS PHILOSOPHICA,

BY FRANCESCO PATRIZZI, 1591;

QUOTED FROM FRANCES A. YATES,
GIORDANO BRUNO AND THE HERMETIC TRADITION

      
        REBIRTH

        The story we are about to tell is as strange as it is controversial. If we 
are right, then Roman Christianity, indeed perhaps all of Christianity, is about 
to be turned on its head. Most Christians today are unaware that not so long ago 
a handful of very wise and very brave philosophers kickstarted an intellectual 
and spiritual revolution in a seemingly impossible bid to reform the church 
into a very different thing indeed. Their mission, no less, was to liberate 
Christianity from the stranglehold of an oppressive clergy and their dogmas, and 
turn it into a magical religion of nature, the “true religion of the 
world,” governed by wise and benevolent philosopher-priests from a “city of the 
sun” set in the heart of Christendom: Rome. The task we have set for ourselves 
is to chronicle the mission of these most extraordinary men and women and to 
seek this legendary and magical city of the sun. The historical period we shall 
explore is known as the Renaissance—literally the “Rebirth”—when Europe 
was

        seeking intensively for knowledge of reality, for an answer to its problems, 
which normal education failed to give. . . . It turned to other ways of seeking 
an answer: intuitive, mystical, magical . . . it sought to cultivate the . . . 
intuitive faculty of man.1

        Spanning two centuries from 1460 to 1675,*1 the cultural rebirth that we will 
cover was kick-started in the city of Florence. There, in a Europe slowly 
emerging from the throes of the Dark and Middle Ages, wearied by the oppression 
of the church,†2 sickened by the centuries of crusading wars, and spiritually depleted by the rampant religious bigotry, 
intrigue, and hypocrisy, a few enlightened men displayed amazing grit by 
questioning and even challenging the ecclesiastical establishment, and boldly 
stood out to express their new vision for healing the world. Often working 
singlehandedly, their common mission was to peacefully bring about a great 
reformation of the Vatican and, by extension, of Christendom as a whole. They 
were the Renaissance philosophers, or as some historians sometimes call them, 
the “Hermetic magicians.” They were highly learned, highly eloquent, and highly 
motivated, and their powerful weaponry was not the sword but the pen and the 
word. Working in dimly lit rooms and often by candlelight, they poured their 
intellectual epiphanies into books, tracts, and theses that promoted a theology 
and philosophy of a lost golden age that was compatible with the new scientific 
discoveries and, more importantly, human dignity and intellectual freedom.

        We shall propose to focus our investigation on three major movements whose 
influence, we believe, led to the actual construction of the elusive “Hermetic 
City of the Sun.” These movements were Hermetism, heliocentrism, and utopianism. 
Although caught up in a parallel crisis that befell Christendom, namely the 
Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter-Reformation, the strong mental 
brew these movements created when merged together provided the cerebral fuel 
for the Renaissance and, as some historians are also inclined to believe, the 
subsequent age of discovery and the Enlightenment. But on a deeper, more 
occult level—the level that we are going to explore in this book—these 
movements, especially Hermetism, also created a sort of spiritual-cum
intellectual time bomb that was to explode at the very threshold of the Vatican. 
We shall examine these movements in detail in the following chapters, but 
briefly for now:

        
          The Hermetic Movement
        

        This was a concerted attempt to restore the “magical religion of ancient 
Egypt,” as rediscovered in the Corpus Hermeticum or the Hermetica, a body of books believed to be the work of an all-wise, all-knowing Egyptian 
sage called Hermes Trismegistus. The Renaissance philosophers saw in the 
Hermetica a powerful perennial theology that elevated man to divine status 
through the pursuit of knowledge (gnosis). Most, but not all, Renaissance 
philosophers desperately tried to have it embraced, even canonized by the 
Vatican, sometimes at the cost of their lives.

        
          The Heliocentric Movement
        

        This was the new scientific discoveries of Nicolas Copernicus, Johannes 
Kepler, and Galileo: essentially that not the Earth but the sun was the 
center of the visible universe. Unfortunately the Vatican upheld that such 
discoveries were against the Holy Scriptures and, as a consequence, forcefully 
repudiated them and declared them a vile heresy. In spite of this, some 
Renaissance philosophers audaciously tried to convince the Vatican to recognize 
and embrace these discoveries, again at the risk of their own lives.

        
          Geocentrism versus Heliocentrism
        

        Geocentrism, or Earth-centrism, is the (erroneous) astronomical model in 
which the sun and all other celestial bodies orbit or revolve around the Earth. 
The theory had already been advanced by Aristotle ca. 340 BCE, but was fully 
developed by Claudius Ptolemy of Alexandria in the second century CE in his book 
The Almagest. The Ptolemaic system was favored, indeed voraciously supported 
by the Catholic Church because it was deemed to conform to various statements in 
the Holy Scriptures, implying that the Earth was stationary and immovable and 
that all celestial bodies revolved around it. For example, (from the King James 
Bible): First Chronicles 16:30 states, “The world also shall be stable, that it 
be not moved”; Psalms 104:5 states, “[God] who laid the foundations of the 
earth, that it should not be removed forever”; and Ecclesiastes 1:5 states, “The 
sun also arises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to his place where he 
arose.”

        Heliocentrism, or sun-centrism, is the (correct) astronomical model in which 
the Earth and planets orbit or revolve around the sun. Although it was discussed 
in antiquity, especially by Aristachus of Samos in the third century BCE, it was 
largely ignored. It was not until the mid-sixteenth century when the Polish 
astronomer Nicolas Copernicus developed a mathematical model (described in De 
revolutionibus orbium coelestium [On the Revolutions of the Heavenly 
Spheres], published in 1543) that Renaissance scientists and philosophers began 
to really pay attention. At first the church did not see it as a serious threat 
since it was, after all, just another theory. But when half a century later the 
astronomer Johannes Kepler developed it with his elliptical model and presented 
his three laws of planetary motion and especially after Galileo, using his 
telescope, provided visual supportive evidence, the Vatican did everything to 
suppress it.

         

        
          The Utopian Movement
        

        This movement promoted the founding of idealistic republics or city-states 
where people could live and prosper in relative harmony and peace. The utopian 
city-state that we are primarily interested in is the so-called City of the Sun, 
a sort of hybrid of theocracy-democracy headed by an enlightened 
philosopher-scientist-priest. With the split of Western Christendom into 
Protestantism and Catholicism, and the bloody genocidal Reformation and 
Counter-Reformation that ensued, the Renaissance philosophers desperately tried 
to reunite Christendom under a reborn perennial theology administered from a 
centralized City of the Sun.*3

        There are, of course, many academic publications regarding these movements 
and the influences they had on Western history. We consulted many, as will 
become apparent in the following chapters. The consensus among historians of the 
Renaissance is that the Hermetic movement simply faded away, partly because it was stamped out by the church, and 
mostly because it was overwhelmed by the scientific age and the Enlightenment of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Thus, according to Frances A. Yates, 
for example:

        The reign of Hermes Trismegistus can be exactly dated: it begins in the late 
fifteenth century when Ficino translated the newly discovered Corpus 
Hermeticum. It ends in the early seventeenth century. . . . Within this period of his reign the new world view, the new attitudes, 
the new motives, which were to lead to the emergence of modern science, made 
their appearance. . . . Hermes Trismegistus had to be cast off to free the 
seventeenth century for its advance.2

        One of the purposes of our book, but not the main one, is to show that, 
contrary to what Frances A. Yates and others concluded, the Hermetic movement 
not only survived but also retained its potency, undetected and dormant—veiled 
is a better word—waiting for the right time to burst out like the proverbial 
genie in the lamp. And we aim to do just that: to vigorously rub that 
intellectual lamp for the Hermetic City of the Sun to pop out in full view 
under the very nose of the Vatican.

        We use the term
Vatican as representing the papacy and the headquarters, from which the 
pope rules. The Vatican City, an independent state created in 1929 by the 
Lateran Treaty and which comprises a walled area of about 44 hectares (almost 
109 acres) within the city of Rome, is, strictly speaking, not the same as the 
Holy See, the latter being “the Episcopal jurisdiction of the Roman Catholic 
Church.” According to the British Foreign Office, for example, the Vatican City 
is seen as the “capital” city of the Holy See, much like London is the capital 
of England and the United Kingdom, even though it recognizes that the Holy See 
(actually the pope) acts as the crown in England and the United Kingdom. Both 
entities, the Vatican City and the Holy See, are regarded as separate entities in international law. There are just under 
3,000 employees who work for the Holy See (the Roman Curia), and a further 330 
or so on its diplomatic missions. The Vatican City, on the other hand, employs 
some 1,910 people. The permanent population of the Vatican City is about 800. 
It is not clear how many beyond this number hold passports from the Vatican 
City. (The Holy See, not being a “state” itself, only issues “diplomatic 
passports.”) Confused? A statement by the British ambassador regarding the 
difference between the Holy See and the Vatican City clarifies somewhat this 
complex relationship: “[The Holy See] is not the same as the Vatican City. . . . [It] is the universal government of the Catholic Church and operates from the Vatican City.” (italic added)

        This seems to also be the position of the U.S. Department of State, which 
maintains that the Holy See “operates from the Vatican City.”

        We begin our story where and when it must begin: Alexandria, Egypt, in the 
first century . . .

      

      
        THE CITY OF MEMORY

        The British author Lawrence Durrell once wrote that Alexandria was the “city 
of memory!”3 Such a haunting epithet has a special resonance for me, for I am 
tied to this city by an invisible umbilical cord that stretches back three 
centuries. I was born in Alexandria in 1948 from parents of mixed 
origins—Maltese, Italian, Belgian, and Syrian—that can be traced down to 
pre-Napoleonic times in Cairo in 1785.*4 I grew up somewhat oblivious to the rest 
of the world. My world was the golden Mediterranean beaches of North Africa and 
the leafy suburb of Alexandria outside the old city walls, the narrow alleyways 
where Arabs, Armenians, Greeks, Italians, and Maltese displayed their wares, and where Christians, Muslims, and Jews mingled as friends and lived as 
neighbors. It was in this cosmopolitan Alexandria that I developed an insatiable 
appetite for knowledge, especially history, and read whatever books I could 
lay my hands on. Imported books were too expensive for us to buy, so my father 
would take me every week to a private library that rented out books. I recall 
that wonderful feeling of excitement as I carried that sackload of books back 
home for my weekly reading. I was drawn to ancient history, astronomy, and 
cosmology. I know now that this was the start of my quest for gnosis, that 
perennial natural wisdom that once was known to the ancients.

        Alexandria—the mere mention of this name evokes memories of my youth and, now 
more so, the rich and dramatic history that started four centuries before the 
advent of Christ, with Alexander the Great, Caesar, Cleopatra, Mark Antony, and 
Ptolemy, and those legendary scholars such as Hypatia, Theon, and Euclid. And 
magical edifices such as the Great Serapeum, the Great Library, the Pharos Lighthouse! Yet that is not all 
that Alexandria evokes for me. There are, too, the romantic characters from 
Durrell’s four-volume novel The Alexandria Quartet, modeled on real 
people from the cosmopolitan society of Alexandria: the love-torn Melissa, the 
passionate Clea, the beautiful and intriguing Justine, and the mystical 
philosopher Balthazar. And let us note, too, that it was also in Alexandria that 
the Hebrew Bible was first translated into Greek, and where St. Mark the 
Evangelist was martyred. Here, too, legend has it that the Magi of the Nativity 
had been buried, only for their relics to be stolen by Venetian sailors and 
displayed in the Cologne Cathedral. But of all these exotic events and tales, 
the one that has most influenced the soul of the world, yet is the least 
known, is the writing of the Corpus Hermeticum. Alas, today few Alexandrians 
have heard of these writings, let alone know the amazing effect they had on 
Western culture.*5 Alexandria in the first century, then, is where and when we 
must start, and Garth Fowden, a research professor at the Centre for Greek and 
Roman Antiquity of the National Research Foundation in Athens and a renowned 
expert on the Hermetica, drives this point clearly for us: “For any 
investigation of the milieu of Hermetism, with or without Egypt, Alexandria is 
the natural point of departure.”4
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        Fig. 1.1. Artist impression of ancient Alexandria, looking westward down the 
Canopus Way. (Jean-Yves Empereur)

        So let us mentally time travel to Alexandria in late antiquity, where the 
Hermetists were busily writing down the perennial theology of old. But before we 
do that, a veil that has been cast over that ancient city must be lifted.

        Today Alexandria, as we would expect, is a large modern city with all the 
trappings of modern culture. The modern tourist will find it complete with 
McDonald’s fast-food outlets, Starbucks coffee shops, pizza restaurants, and 
with a population of six million people, made up mostly of Muslims with a 
minority—about 10 percent—of Christians. Ancient Alexandria, however, was a very different place. In the first century 
it was a magnificent classical metropolis in the best Greek and Egyptian styles, 
with broad avenues that would make the modern Champs Élysées of Paris look like 
a common street. Its population, about a quarter million strong, was 
cosmopolitan: mostly Greeks and Romans. It is a testimony to the magnificence of 
this ancient city that even though it has disappeared, it nonetheless lives in 
the collective memory of humanity as the urban jewel of the past.

        When the Hermetica was being written in second century CE Alexandria, this 
metropolis was already five centuries old and had endured dramatic cultural 
changes since its foundation in 331 BCE by Alexander the Great. Immediately 
before Alexander’s arrival, Egypt had endured a brutal and humiliating 
occupation by the Persians, who desecrated and even destroyed many of the 
ancient temples, leaving the country scarred physically and spiritually.

        After Alexander defeated the Persian army of Darius III at Issus in Syria and 
then marched triumphantly into Egypt, this twenty-four-year-old Macedonian king 
was greeted as a liberator, some even going as far as claiming he was the 
returning god-pharaoh. The Egyptian priests well knew that since childhood Alexander had entertained the belief 
that his true “father” was Amun, the solar god of Egypt, who the Greeks 
identified as Zeus-Ammon of the Oracle at Siwa, an oasis deep in the western 
desert of Egypt.
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        Fig. 1.2. Equestrian statue of Alexander the Great outside the old “Gate of 
the Sun” in Alexandria. (Robert Bauval)

        Zeus-Ammon and Alexander

        The belief that the solar god Zeus-Ammon of Siwa was his true father was put 
into Alexander’s young mind by his highly strung and very mystical mother, Queen 
Olympias. Olympias, a priestess at the Oracle of Zeus at Dodona in Ipirus, which 
was twinned with that of Ammon at Siwa, was endowed with a deep mystical nature, 
and believed she was destined to be the mother of a divine hero-son who, like 
the god Dionysos, son of Zeus, would unite the world. When Olympias married 
Philip II of Macedonia in 357 BC, Egypt was under Persian occupation, the latter 
the traditional enemies of the Greeks. Legend has it that on her wedding night 
Olympias was visited by Zeus-Ammon, who made her pregnant.

         

        Alexander’s dream, however, was not just to unite the world but also to 
create a universal city dedicated to knowledge and wisdom—a great intellectual 
haven—where scholars and philosophers from everywhere would share their 
knowledge and discoveries to benefit humanity.

        
          Alexandria: The Universal City
        

        It is probable that the idea of a universal city of learning had been put 
into Alexander’s head by the great philosopher Aristotle, who had tutored the 
young prince for many years. Aristotle had written the Politika [The 
Politics], in which he examines various systems of constitutions and 
the ideal state and which he had surely discussed with the young 
Alexander. Was Alexandria to be that “ideal state”? For sure it became the 
universal center of learning for several centuries, as well as the place where the inhabitants called themselves citizens of the world 
(i.e., cosmopolitans). Here, for a brief but enlightening moment in human 
history, all religions and races cohabited in relative peace. The term 
cosmopolitan probably comes from Diogenes of Sinope (ca. 415 BC), who, when 
asked to which state he belonged, answered, “Kosmopolites” (I am a citizen of 
the world). Alexandria was probably the nearest thing to a cosmopolitan utopia 
the world has ever known.

        Legend has it that the architect Dinoclates of Rhodes, under the guidance of 
Alexander himself, designed the city plan of Alexandria. The layout of the new 
city, however, reveals an Egyptian influence that can be termed “solar,” a sort 
of city of the sun to emulate the great solar cities in Egypt, such as 
Heliopolis, the supreme City of the Sun of the ancient world, or Thebes in Upper 
Egypt.*6

        There were two main arteries in Alexandria: the Canopus Way and the Soma. The 
Canopus Way ran east-west and extended eastward toward Canopus, some twenty 
kilometers from Alexandria. The Soma ran north-south and intersected the Canopus 
Way to form a huge cross whose center was an open area known as the Agora.

        The Canopus Way was probably named after Kanopos, the legendary Homerian 
navigator who piloted the fleet of Menelaus in the Iliad. According to a 
Homeric myth, the town of Canopus (modernday Abukir) in Egypt was founded by 
Menelaus, who named it after the pilot of his ship, who died on its shore. Homer 
says that Menelaus built a shrine to his memory there, around which the town was 
later developed. A temple dedicated to Osiris was later built at Canopus by 
Ptolemy III. Herodotus, who wrote a century or so before the foundation of 
Alexandria, claimed that there was a temple dedicated to Herakles in that 
region. According to some Egyptologists, however, the city was named Canopus 
because the road led to a temple where pilgrims deposited “canopic jars” used in 
funerary rituals. Alexander is also well known to have claimed descent from Dionysos and Herakles, both of 
whom were associated with the Egyptian god Osiris by the historian and author 
Herodotus, whose celebrated books The Histories Alexander had diligently read. 
So at least since the time of Herodotus it was known that a temple was dedicated 
to Herakles-Osiris at a town called Herakleon near modern-day Abukir. The 
Canopus Way axis, when extended toward the eastern horizon, would have passed 
near Herakleon, something that Alexander would certainly have been made aware 
of. (Herakleon was submerged after a terrible earthquake but has been 
rediscovered recently by French marine archaeologists.)
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        Fig. 1.3. Aerial view of the Canopus Way (today called Abukir Road) looking 
west, ca. 1950. (Al Ahram Weekly)

        At both ends of the Canopus Way were gates leading into the enclosed city 
area. The western gate was known as the Selene (Gate of the Moon) and the 
eastern gate as the Helios (Gate of the Sun).

        Although historians have assumed that the layout plan of the city was based 
on the classical Greek grid system, the Egyptians had already used such a grid 
layout—the solar city Akhetaten (Horizon of Aten, the sun disc) at Tell el 
Amarna is a good example—long before the Greeks. Alexander, after all, had been 
proclaimed pharaoh of Egypt, a title that directly associated him with the 
divine genealogy of the sun god of Egypt. As such Alexander was to be seen as 
the reincarnation of Horus, the solar falcon god who was deemed reincarnated in the person of the 
pharaoh. Since time immemorial the births of these Horus-kings were associated 
with the appearance at dawn of the star Sothis (Sirius). In late antiquity this 
occurred on July 20 (in the Julian calendar), as observed from the latitude of 
Alexandria. In ancient Egypt, temples and even whole cities were often aligned 
to the rising sun to mark an important event.*7 It would be totally in line 
with such a tradition that the Canopus Way of Alexandria would also have such a 
solar alignment to mark some important day related to Alexander the Great.
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        Fig. 1.4. Sunrise on July 20 (Julia) along the Canopus Way (Abukir Road), ca. 
2006. (Robert Bauval)

        When I lived in Alexandria I often witnessed the sunrise and sunset along 
the Shara’a Fuad, the modern tarmac road that today runs directly over the 
ancient Canopus Way—a fact confirmed by the Egyptian astronomer Mahmoud El 
Falaki Bey in the 1870s. El Falaki determined that there had been eleven main 
arteries running parallel along the width of the ancient city, and seven other 
arteries running parallel along the length of the city. The trial pits and 
trenches dug by El Falaki established that the Canopus Way was some 2,300 meters 
long (7,546 feet) and that it was oriented to 24° north of east, within 30 arc 
minutes accuracy. Seen from the latitude of Alexandria, the sunrise points 
occur between 28° southeast (winter solstice) and 28° northeast (summer 
solstice). The first-century chronicler Plutarch, in his Life of Alexander, 
writes, “Alexander was born the sixth of Hecatombaeon, which month the 
Macedonians call Lous, the same day that the temple of Diana at Ephesus 
was burnt” (italics added).

        Hecatombaeon was the first month in the Greek year. It was deemed to start on 
the first new moon following the summer solstice. It can be calculated that in 
356 BCE, the year of Alexander’s birth, the new moon after the summer solstice 
fell on July 14 (Julian). Thus Alexander’s birth fell six days later on July 20. 
At this time the sun was in the sign of Leo, which may explain the leonine 
facial features and hair that ancient writers attributed to Alexander. Alexander 
or, more likely, his astronomers determined the alignment of the central axis of 
the city of Alexandria, later to be called the Canopus Way. It is therefore 
significant that the axis of this road is 24° northeast, and thus targets the 
rising sun on July 20, Alexander’s birthday. Also on that same day would have 
occurred the heliacal rising of Sirius, the Egyptian star whose rising marked 
the divine birth of the Horus-kings. All this strongly suggests, if not 
confirms, that the city of Alexandria was aligned to the sunrise on July 20 to 
commemorate the birthday of its illustrious founder.

        The Canopus Way Alignment Controversy

        In 2004 I presented the hypothesis that the Canopus Way of Alexandria was 
oriented to the rising sun on July 20 (Julian) to mark the birthday of Alexander 
the Great in my book (coauthored with Graham Hancock) Talisman: Sacred 
Cities, Secret Faith.6 Eight years later, in 2012, the astronomer Giulio 
Magli of Milano Politecnico and his colleague Luisa Ferro, an architect from the 
same polytechnic, confirmed the validity of this theory.7

        In the paper “The Astronomical Orientation of the Urban Plan of Alexandria” 
we have applied rigorous archaeoastronomical and archaeological arguments to 
show that the Alexandria main axis was deliberately oriented to the sun rising 
on the day of Alexander’s birth and to the king’s star Regulus.*8 After 
publication we have been informed that a similar solar orientation of the 
Alexandria main axis also related to Alexander’s birth had already been proposed 
in 2004 in the book
Talisman: Sacred Cities, Secret Faith by Graham Hancock and Robert Bauval 
whose priority in elaborating this idea is therefore here acknowledged.8

         

      

      
        THE MAKING OF A GOD

        No sooner was the city’s plan set out than Alexander left Egypt in pursuit 
of the Persian King Darius III, who had fled to Babylon. Alexander would never 
return to see the magnificent universal city that bears his name, for he died in 
323 BCE in Babylon from a high fever, probably caused by malaria. It was now up 
to Ptolemy, Alexander’s top general, to oversee the construction of Alexandria. 
Ptolemy, whose name gave rise to the Ptolemaic dynasty, was crowned king of 
Egypt in 305 BC and took the name of Soter (Savior).

        Ptolemy I Soter was a very erudite and wise man. He took council not only 
from Greek advisors but also from native Egyptian priests. One such advisor was 
Manetho of Sebennytos, a high priest of Heliopolis, who counseled the king on 
matters related to religion and history. Ptolemy I also nominated a group of 
scholars to come up with the most suitable “god” for Alexandria.

        The scholars came up with Serapis, the Grecian form of the Egyptian god Wsr-Hapi (Osiris-Apis). Serapis had the appearance of Zeus—a 
bearded man wearing Grecian garb—but with the addition of a headdress known as a 
modius, a sort of pot used as a dry measure for cereals. Serapis was then 
given for his consort the goddess Isis. The new cult of Serapis and Isis soon spread far and wide. A great temple 
dedicated to Serapis, the Serapeum, was built on a promontory in the west of 
Alexandria. The cult of Serapis and Isis was still hugely popular when the 
Romans invaded Egypt in 30 BCE. Modern historians have often remarked that had 
not Christianity become the official religion of Rome a few centuries later, the 
world would probably still have the religion of Serapis and Isis!

        
          [image: image]
        

        Fig. 1.5. Marble bust of Serapis, Vatican Museum. (Robert Bauval)

        Manetho and Thoth-Hermes

        Manetho was from the delta city of Sebennytos. His name is well known to 
modern scholars for being the author of a chronology of the pharaohs, 
Aegyptiaca, which is still used for reference today. There is no source to 
date his birth and death, but most Egyptologists place Manetho in the epoch of 
Ptolemy I Soter and Ptolemy II Philadelphus. Manetho was highly educated and 
certainly knew the hieroglyphic language. However he wrote solely in Greek, 
suggesting that he and other Egyptian priests translated ancient Egyptian sacred 
writings, such as the celebrated Books of Thoth, into Greek. In a letter by 
Manetho (attributed to him by a ninth-century monk called George Syncellus of 
Byzanthium) addressed to Ptolemy II Philadelphus (ca. 285–246 BCE), [he 
introduces himself as “High Priest and Scribe . . . dwelling in Heliopolis.”] 
Syncellus commented that Manetho knew of the writings that were inscribed in the 
sacred tongue in hieroglyphic letters by Thoth, the first Hermes, and translated 
after the flood*9 from the sacred tongue into the Greek language . . . and set 
down in books by the son of Agathodaimon, the second Hermes, rather of Tat, in 
the sanctuaries in the temples of Egypt. . . . [Manetho] dedicated them to 
Ptolemy . . . writing thus: “since you seek to know what will come to be in the 
cosmos, I shall present to you the sacred books that I have learnt about, 
written by your ancestor, Hermes Trismegistus.”9

         

      

      
        MAGIC IS NOT “RELIGION”

        A fact often not well appreciated, sometimes not even by professional 
Egyptologists, is that ancient Egypt did not have a religion as such, at least 
not in the way that religion is understood today. Indeed, there was no word for 
religion in the vocabulary of the ancient Egyptians. According to British 
Egyptologist Alan H. Gardiner, “From the Egyptian point of view we may say that 
there is no such thing as “religion”; there was only heka, the nearest 
English equivalent of which is “magical power.”10

        In other words, ancient Egypt did not have a religion, it had a magical 
religion. The ancient Egyptians emphatically believed that heka was divine, 
what we would today term a sacred science, a type of gnosis 
brought from heaven by Thoth, the god of wisdom. How heka worked was never 
revealed, except that it was through intense esoteric teachings, rituals, 
initiations, and, above all, a thorough knowledge of the sky and its cycles. 
Having heka meant being a magician who knew the words of power that could 
control the forces of nature, ward off evil, and heal the sick. There can be no 
doubt that to the ancient Egyptians, the most supreme of magicians was Thoth. 
According to British Egyptologist Patrick Boylan, a professor of Eastern 
languages at University College in Dublin:

        Thoth . . . is god of wisdom and orderer of the cosmos. His 
word has to call things into being . . . [and he is] endowed with magical powers. Magic presupposes always a special gnosis. The magician claims to 
possess a higher and deeper knowledge of the secret nature of things, and the 
hidden connection that holds things together. He is the wise one whose words 
have power to control mysterious forces and to ward off invisible perils. And 
the magician does all this by the power of his special gnosis.11

        This special gnosis—a magical knowledge of nature and the cosmos—was 
believed to have been written in the sacred language of hieroglyphs by Thoth 
himself in books kept in the Great Sun Temple of Heliopolis, the City of the 
Sun. French Egyptologist Christian Jacq explains:

        The greatest center of magic in Egypt was probably the holy city of 
Heliopolis, the city of the sun, where the most ancient theology developed. Here 
were preserved numerous papyri, “magic” in the widest sense of the word, 
including medical, botanical, zoological, and mathematical texts. Most Greek 
philosophers and savants traveled to Heliopolis to study some of that 
knowledge.12

        Jacq further affirms that Heliopolis was taught a “sacred science that 
requires specialists trained for many years to grasp the most secret forces of 
the universe.”13 Essentially, this sacred science or “magic” was used to bring 
down the power and benevolent influence of the celestial bodies and store it in 
amulets, statues, shrines, monuments, temples, and even whole cities. We need 
not see this as hocus-pocus horoscopic astrology, for according to Frances A. 
Yates:

        The type of magic with which we are to be concerned differs profoundly from 
astrology, which is not necessarily magic at all but a mathematical science 
based on the belief that human destiny is irrevocably governed by the stars, and 
that therefore from the study of a person’s horoscope, the position of the stars 
at the time of his birth, one can foretell his irrevocably foreordained future. This 
magic is astrological only in the sense that it, too, bases itself upon the 
stars, their images, and influences, but it is a way of escaping from 
astrological determinism by gaining power over the stars, guiding their influences in the direction that the operator desires. Or, in the religious sense, 
it is a way of salvation, of escape from material fortune and destiny, or of 
obtaining insight into the divine. Hence “astrological magic” is not a correct 
description of it, and hereafter, for want of a better term, I shall call it 
“astral magic.”14

        Frances A. Yates is specifically referring to the type of Hermetic magic that 
the Renaissance philosophers believed they had discovered in the Hermetica. In 
fact, a better term for this would be talismanic magic. But we are 
jumping the gun here. We need to remain in ancient Alexandria a little longer to 
gain an understanding of who Thoth was, that inventor of talismanic magic and 
archetype of Hermes Trismegistus, or, to be more specific, who the Renaissance 
philosophers thought he was . . .

      

      
        A PLACE TO FLOURISH

        In the few centuries following the foundation of Alexandria, the city was 
turned into the most magnificent “university” center of the ancient world. Here 
all the sciences and arts were given free rein to flourish. One of the 
centerpieces of the city was the splendid mausoleum of Alexander the Great, a 
small but beautiful Doric temple with a glass sarcophagus containing the 
mummified body of the hero. There were, too, the famous Pharos Lighthouse and 
the Great Library, the latter still evoking anger and sadness after nearly two 
millennia at its senseless destruction by a fanatical Christian mob. The wide 
avenues of the city were graced with wonderful villas, palaces, and temples, the 
latter dedicated to Egyptian as well as Greek gods and goddesses. The most 
splendid of these avenues was, of course, the Canopus Way, which stretched the 
whole length of the city. Alexandria also had a superb harbor and a great 
causeway, the Heptastadium, adjoining the mainland with the small island a mile 
or so offshore called Pharos, on which was built the famous lighthouse, one of 
the seven wonders of the ancient world. The Great Library was dedicated to the 
seven muses, the divine patrons of music and the arts, and in its numerous 
shelves were stored some half-million books and scrolls. Many literary works 
must certainly have come from the ancient temple-libraries of Egypt, among them 
the books of Thoth from Heliopolis. Other books were also collected from passing ships, especially from Greece, and copies were made for the library. A copy 
of the Hebrew Bible was brought to Alexandria and translated into Greek, thus 
making it available to all literate people. It was in this intellectual milieu 
and under the aegis of the magical religion of ancient Egypt that the Heremetica 
was composed. Whoever the authors were, they did not claim the Hermetica as 
their own but openly attributed it to Hermes Trismegistus, the Greco-Roman alter 
ego of Thoth.

        By the end of the first century BCE, after Cleopatra VII committed her famous 
suicide, a large part of Alexandria’s population was made up of Jews who had 
drifted in from Judea and other parts of the Levant. These Jews had adopted the 
Hellenic*10 language and customs, and were at first welcomed in the Alexandrian 
cosmopolitan lifestyle.

        There was one major problem, however: these newcomers abhorred idols and 
graven images and repudiated all religions other than their own. To them the 
ancient gods of Egypt were to be regarded as obscene and their effigies to be 
vilified. Not surprisingly, soon clashes between the Hellenized Jews and the 
Hellenized Egyptians became a common occurrence in the streets of Alexandria. 
But worse was to come.

        As the world crossed into the first millennium of the Christian era, things 
would get very violent and very bloody indeed.
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        Fig. 1.6. Bronze statue in Naples
of Octavian, later known as
Augustus Caesar. (Robert Bauval)

      

      
        WHAT HAVE THE ROMANS DONE FOR US?

        In late July of 30 BCE the Roman legions of Octavian, the future first 
emperor of Rome (known as Augustus Caesar), were at the gates of Alexandria. 
Mark Antony and Cleopatra had challenged the Roman Empire and lost.

        Cleopatra committed suicide and, with her death, brought to an end three 
thousand years of pharaonic civilization. The priests of Alexandria, the 
intellectuals, and the scientists at the Great Library must have been horrified 
at seeing their liberal city fall into the hands of the uncouth and violent 
Romans, who ruled their empire with the sword and an iron fist. For the three 
previous centuries, Egyptians had enjoyed relative freedom to practice their 
magical religion unmolested, and their Greek masters had bid well with them. 
Indeed, the Ptolemies had genuinely embraced Egyptian culture and had generously 
sponsored the restoration and maintenance of ancient Egyptian temples and had 
even built quite a few new ones of their own, such the beautiful temple of Isis 
at Philae, another on Elephantine Island, the dramatic temple of Sobek at Kom 
Ombo, the temple of Horus at Edfu, the magnificent temple of Hathor at Denderah, 
and many others along the Nile and in the delta region. But now under Roman rule 
things were very different. Although the Romans also adopted some aspects of 
Egyptian culture—the cult of Serapis and Isis was even imported to Rome 
itself—they did so mostly for political reasons, to keep Egyptians loyal and 
resourceful for the benefit of Rome. And even if they were genuine about these 
ancient Egyptian cults, the Romans tended to absorb them and Romanize 
them in their own image. They were, of course, to do the same with Judaic 
Christianity. But we’ll get into that later on. The truth was that unlike the 
Greeks before them, who had come as liberators, the Romans had come as 
conquerors, and the Egyptians could not forget this, no matter the cajoling or 
propaganda applied on them. As Egyptologist Jill Kamil points out:

        The institution of sacrosanct monarchy, a cardinal feature of Egyptian life 
in pharaonic times, which had been maintained by various later dynasties (the 
Ptolemies, for example), was lost in Roman times. The emperors may have claimed 
to be divine but it was their prefects who ruled Egypt, reduced the prestige of 
the priests, and exerted pressure on the people. They siphoned off the wealth of 
the land to Rome and recruited Egyptians to fight Roman wars in other countries. 
The Egyptians, who had accepted Ptolemaic rule, resisted the Romans. It is not 
difficult to see the difference between them. Under the Ptolemies, Egypt had 
retained its integrity and had a stable economy. Under the Romans the country 
was shorn of identity and impoverished. It was no more than a private estate 
for the emperor and a pleasure-ground for the Roman upper classes.15

        The Alexandrians soon realized that their country’s wealth and resources were 
largely used for the benefit of the Roman treasury. It was inevitable that under 
such prolonged pressure the Egyptians would revolt. But the several uprisings—in 
115 CE, 215 CE, and 297 CE—ended up being brutally crushed by the mightier 
Romans.*11 Yet it would not be the mighty hand of Imperial Rome that would attempt 
to crush ancient Egypt’s magical religion but another, far more virulent enemy: 
Christianity. From the middle of the first century a new breed of Judeans 
calling themselves “Christians” began to trickle into Egypt. At first the 
populace of Alexandria ignored their ranting against paganism and idols. But 
soon they would discover too late that their complacency was a fatal mistake . . 
.

      

      
        AN APOSTLE IN ALEXANDRIA

        According to Coptic (Egyptian Christian) tradition St. Mark the Apostle came 
from Rome (allegedly sent by St. Peter) to Alexandria circa 45 CE to convert the pagans. He quickly made converts among the 
Hellenized Jews and the more credulous Egyptians. The first to be converted was 
a street cobbler who repaired the apostle’s shoe when he arrived in the city. 
But very soon things started to get nasty. Understandably, the “pagans” were not 
amused to see these conversions taking place. Sometime in 68 CE they decided to 
get tough. They gathered at the Serapeum, formed an armed mob with sticks and 
knives, and marched to where the Christians were celebrating Easter with St. 
Mark. A bloody battle ensued, and the apostle was seized and thrown in prison.*12 
The following is an account of what happened by Severinus, the Christian bishop 
of Ashmunain,†13 who wrote the first biography of St. Mark in 955 CE.

        And when he awoke, and morning had come, the multitude assembled, and 
brought the saint [Mark] out of the prison, and put a rope again round his neck, 
and said: “Drag the serpent through the cattle shed!” And they drew the saint 
along the ground, while he gave thanks to the Lord Christ and glorified him, 
saying: “I render my spirit into thy hands, O my God!” After saying these 
words, the saint gave up the ghost. Then the ministers of the unclean idols 
collected much wood in a place called Angelion, that they might burn the body of 
the saint there. But by the command of God there was a thick mist and a strong 
wind, so that the earth trembled; and much rain fell, and many of the people 
died of fear and terror; and they said: “Verily, Serapis, the idol, has come to 
seek the man who has been killed this day.” Then the faithful brethren 
assembled, and took the body of the holy Saint Mark from the ashes; and nothing in it had been changed. And they carried it to the church in which they used to celebrate the Liturgy; and they enshrouded it, and prayed 
over it according to the established rites. And they dug a place for him, and 
buried his body there; that they might preserve his memory at all times.17

        St. Mark was no ordinary saint. He had been one of the apostles of Christ and 
the author of the first Gospel. Anticipating his martyrdom, St. Mark had taken 
precautions to appoint a successor, Anianus (68–82 CE), the first bishop of the 
Church of Alexandria. This was the beginning of organized Christianity in 
Egypt.*14

      

      
        EXCURSION ONE, TO ROME, 45 CE
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          “UPON THIS ROCK I SHALL BUILD MY CHURCH”
        

        About the same time that St. Mark was in Alexandria, another apostle, St. 
Peter, was in Rome. His Latinized name, Petrus (“rock” in Latin), came from his 
Aramaic nickname Cephas, meaning “rock.” This led to today’s San Pietro in 
Italian and St. Peter in English. According to the New Testament, Jesus told 
Simon-Cephas, then a humble fisherman on the Sea of Galilee, “I will make you a 
fisher of men . . . and upon this rock [Cephas] I will build my Church” (Matthew 
4:18–19 and Matthew 16:13–20). Tradition has it that St. Peter came to Rome a 
few years after the crucifixion of Jesus, perhaps sometime around 45 CE. If 
true, then St. Peter must have been in Rome during the early reign of the 
emperor Nero.

        Nero is Roman Christianity’s supervillain. To be fair, he did not 
deserve all the bad press that was thrown at him by historians. True, he had a 
warped lust for cruelty, but he was also highly educated. He had been tutored in 
Greek, philosophy, and rhetoric by the scholar Seneca and, of course, loved to compose songs and even sing them to a select 
audience. Unfortunately he also had a quirky passion for chariot racing and 
watching “Christians” being trampled by bulls, eaten by lions, ravaged by wild 
dogs, and burned on crosses. To this end, he thrilled the Roman people with 
“games” held in the circuses of Rome. To say that Christians today abhor the 
very name of Nero is an understatement. Nero is famously known for ordering 
the senseless burning of Rome in 64 CE just for his whimsical desire to sing 
with his lyre and, to boot, put the blame on the innocent Christians. Worse, 
Nero is also accused of ordering the beheading of St. Paul the Apostle and even, 
according to some, the crucifixion of St. Peter, although granting the latter 
the wish to be crucified upside down*15 because, as St. Peter explained, he was 
not worthy to be crucified in the same manner as his savior.
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        Fig. 1.7. Crucifixion of St. Peter. Bronze plaque at the Vatican. (Sandro Zicari)

        Notwithstanding the endless debate among historians whether these are 
historical realities or were simply made up by Christian propagandists, it has 
been recently questioned whether it was, in fact, Christians that Nero had 
martyred in the circuses. It is known that before the Great Fire Nero was a keen 
follower of the cult of Isis, but then after the Great Fire he turned 
against the followers of Isis, and it was them, not the Christians, whom he 
accused of arson. It was these followers of Isis, then, who were rounded up and 
systematically slaughtered in the circuses. Professor Stephen Dando-Collins, an 
authority on the Great Fire of Rome, explains this abrupt change of heart of 
Nero toward these followers of Isis:

        Nero had interested himself in Isis, the Egyptian Mother goddess, to such an 
extent that he had introduced Isean feasts to the official Roman 
religious calendar. But while he retained a fascination with all things 
Egyptian, his attitude to Isis changed abruptly. It is likely that Nero’s 
disdain of Isis had been sponsored by the death of his infant daughter Augusta 
the previous year. Feeling let down by this goddess, he had grown contemptuous 
of her and her cult. Now he found in the followers of Isis, most of whom were 
slaves and freedmen, easy scapegoats for the Great Fire.18

        It is certain that Nero’s beautiful wife, Poppaea Sabina, was a devotee of 
Isis. There are coins showing her as Isis that were cast in Rome before the 
Great Fire. The couple’s only child, Claudia Augusta, was born the year before 
the fire. Her birth had thrilled Nero, who had a temple built in her honor and 
had a gold statue of a goddess, surely Isis, placed in it. He also had games 
held in Claudia’s honor. But Claudia died when only three months old. Nero was 
heartbroken and fell into a deep depression. Typically, he blamed his wife, 
Poppaea, for the death of Claudia or, more likely, her devotion to Isis and, by 
extension, all those who followed her cult.19
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        Fig. 1.8. Poppaea Sabina, wife of Nero, donning the headgear of Isis.

        We are, of course, aware of the well-known reference to “Christians” 
allegedly made by the Roman Senator Tacitus (ca. 115 CE) regarding the people 
whom Nero had killed in the circus after the fire.

        Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a 
class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus, 
from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign 
of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus.20

        But the original text was never found, only copies in Latin dating from the 
eleventh century, shedding doubt on the authenticity of the claim. Stephen 
Dando-Collins postulated that the word Christian was added later, 
probably to replace the word Egyptians.

        As we have already pointed out, the followers of Isis were mostly slaves and 
freedmen, and must have been an easy catch for Peter, the “Fisher of Men,” or 
whoever it was that was filling their heads with passionate sermons about 
martyrdom, redemption, salvation, and promises of eternal happiness in paradise if only they would change from being 
followers of Isis to being followers of Jesus.

        The transition was not such a big leap after all, for these wretched people 
could recognize in Christ their own Osiris-Serapis and in the Madonna their 
goddess Isis. Even the iconography of Mary and the infant Jesus on her lap was 
the same as Isis with the infant Horus. Indeed, the Romanized Egyptian Isis was 
almost indistinguishable from the Romanized Jewish Mary. The uncanny similarity 
of the Egyptian nativity myth with the Christian nativity story—a supernatural 
pregnancy, the divine birth announced by a star in the east, the martyrdom and 
resurrection of the Son of God—and, above all, a promise of redemption and 
everlasting happiness (paradise) must have had much appeal to these poor and 
oppressed slaves of Rome. A large number of these slaves and freedmen were Jews 
who could be convinced that their long-awaited “Messiah” was, in fact, Jesus. We 
do not want to embark further in this issue except to say that we can easily see 
how this new religion of Christianity preached by Peter and Paul in Rome much 
appealed to the slaves and the poor who, in their simple minds, syncretized Isis 
to the Virgin Mary and Horus, “Son of Serapis,” to Jesus, “Son of God.”

        At any rate, this syncretism proved so successful that within a few 
centuries, as we shall see, Christianity spread like a spiritual virus, not just 
in Rome, but across the whole empire and, ironically, even in Egypt itself. Mary, the Mother of Jesus, was made Theotokos (i.e., Mother of God) 
at the Third Ecumenical Council of the Church of Rome in 431 CE, held at 
Ephesus. It is no coincidence that it was here at Ephesus that the great temple 
of Astarte, the Greek Artemis and the Roman Diana, had once stood. Astarte, 
Artemis, and Diana were regarded as alter egos of Isis, the “Goddess of Ten 
Thousand Names.”
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        Fig. 1.9. Isis and the divine infant Horus. (Robert Bauval)

        According to professors Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, authors of The 
Myth of the Goddess:

        Portraits from the end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth show 
Mary seated in the same position as Isis and Horus. . . . It had taken less than a century for Mary to take over the role of 
Isis. . . . Sometime between 400 and 500 CE the Temple of Isis at Soissons in 
France was dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. Isis and Cybele had been Mother 
of Gods; Mary was now Mother of God.21

        
          [image: image]
        

        Fig. 1.10. Isis and Horus, ca. 100 CE. In Greco-Roman times, Isis began to 
change into the Christian Madonna.
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        Fig. 1.11. The Virgin Mary and the divine infant Jesus by Raphael, 
sixteenth century.

        Returning to Rome and St. Peter, legend has it that his crucifixion took 
place in the Neronian Gardens, encompassing the present day Piazza St. Peter’s 
in front of the sixteenth-century “new” St. Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican, and 
the area to the south of the piazza.
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        Fig. 1.12. The Circus Nero (construction started by Caligula) with the 
obelisk in the center. Circa 326 CE, the first, old St. Peter’s Basilica would 
be positioned in the north side of the circus.

        Another medieval legend claims that St. Peter’s crucifixion took place 
“between two pyramids,” one of which can be identified as the socalled Meta 
Romuli, an actual stone pyramid that once stood between the basilica and 
Castello del’Angelo. The “other pyramid” is unknown, and may have been the 
Egyptian obelisk that was probably seen as a “pyramid” by medieval chroniclers.*16
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