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The Secret Zodiac

In the Florentine basilica of San Miniato al Monte is a thirteenth-century marble zodiac. Over many years Fred Gettings unravelled the mysteries of its construction. In this book, originally published in 1987, he shows that the church was designed according to an extraordinarily significant astrological schema and embodies the mediaeval Church’s desire to refute an influential contemporary prophecy of the coming of the Anti-Christ. The Secret Zodiac shows how all the occult devices of the mediaeval artist are employed in San Miniato – from a ray of light which falls twice a year upon a particular symbol, to a message concealed in code in a Latin inscription set near to the zodiac itself. The author uncovers and explains the importance of all these arcane symbols and relates each to the general and occult philosophy of the time. He concludes that San Miniato is probably the last surviving church to have been designed by initiates with a profound and explicit knowledge of astrology and hermetic lore. The book will be of interest to art historians, occultists, hereticists and mediaeval historians.
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Preface


For occultists, symbols have a real meaning. A symbol that is merely a symbol, merely a copy or image, has no meaning; there is only significance in what can become a reality, in what can become a living force. If a symbol acts upon the spirit of humanity in such a way that intuitive forces are set free, then we are dealing with a true symbol.

(R. STEINER, from a lecture given in Berlin, 2 December, 1904, published in English in The Temple Legend. Freemasonry and Related Occult Movements, 1985, translated from Die Tempellegende und die Goldene Legende, no. 93 in the Bibliographic Survey.)



This book deals with the esoteric significance of a thirteenth-century zodiac in one of the most beautiful churches in Italy, within the framework of a ‘true symbolism’ hinted at in the quotation above. Since this study properly concerns itself with topics as diverse as esotericism, mediaeval history and lore, astrology, secret writing, ecclesiastical doctrines and art history, the subject matter is complex, even though I have attempted to write for a general readership. Even so, I doubt that I shall be able to persuade specialists in so many different and diverse fields to accept without reserve the claims I make on behalf of the hidden art of San Miniato al Monte. In view of these doubts, I would like to add a few words by way of preface.

The esotericist may find some of the points I raise about mediaeval mysticism and occultism questionable – perhaps not so much because there are many disputatious points in the text, but because it is still maintained in certain esoteric schools that some higher truths should not be broadcast in literature intended for non-initiates. In spite of the great wealth of knowledge derived from the mystery wisdom which has been made available to mankind in the past century, not all modern occultists and esotericists subscribe to the post-Theosophical doctrines that the ancients vows of secrecy in such matters belong to the past: the veil has not been rent for everyone. The roots of this belief are essentially healthy, of course, for in attempting to reveal esoteric lore to the uninitiated, it is so very easy to lead towards misunderstandings, and the true esotericist is always reluctant to foster confusion or misunderstanding. The esoteric lore, and the history of the world as seen from an esoteric standpoint, are so very different from non-esoteric lore, and from the conventional notion of world history, that there is very little commerce between the representatives and specialists of the two camps. Fortunately, a large group of esotericists will agree with me that the time is already with us when the ancient mysteries must be brought into open consciousness. It is in this spirit, therefore, that I beg the esotericist, whatever his or her affiliation and opinion, to regard my account of the extraordinary esotericism which may be encountered in San Miniato al Monte.

Again, the specialist mediaeval historian may find some of the things I say about San Miniato to be somewhat imaginative. There is perhaps no easy way of countering such a criticism, save perhaps by pointing out that the thirteenth century represents the flowering of an esoteric lore which the majority of modern historians have failed to evaluate correctly because of the burden of the three centuries of the ‘cult of the fact’ which they carry on their own shoulders, like a tenacious Old Man of the Sea. I have to confess that one of my criticisms of the modern approach to history is that it is more concerned with archaeology than with artistic interpretation, more concerned with amassing what are often taken to be ‘facts’, than in developing an awareness that the study of history should be purposive and artistic. The historians of the mediaeval period (such as Neckam, whose influence on San Miniato we cannot fail to observe) tended to see history as something which could be used to point morals, as a study which might indeed be an adornment of man. The factuality of which modern historicism smacks was not really the concern of the mediaeval world, and this (however reprehensible it may appear to the modern mind) permitted the thirteenth-century historian to be more of an artist, more of a moralizer than is possible today. Even so, when we moderns look back some eight hundred years, and attempt to visualize how the minds of mediaeval esotericists, builders and astrologers might have worked, we have to give them the credit of being moralizers, free of the modern tyranny of the fact. Therefore, when I attempt to reveal how the thirteenth-century masons made use of church orientations, sunlight, lapidary inscriptions, art forms and secret methods of writing for moralizing and historionomic purposes, we have a glimpse into their view of history which might confuse or worry the modern historians, whose intentions are quite different. All I can say is that from a historical point of view my hypothesis essentially points to a great union of hermetic lore and theological wisdom during the early thirteenth century. It is a hypothesis which lends credence to a whole mass of otherwise unconnected elements of symbolism, art, belief and literature. The modern notion is that a good hypothesis should be taken as a working model, to be dismantled only when another hypothesis lends greater credence to the observable facts. My thesis gives a convincing account of that extraordinary – perhaps indeed unique – unity between art, symbolism, philosophy, theology and architecture which is one of the outstanding characteristics of the thirteenth century. Since my theme is unity, I suspect that the hypothesis I offer may be rejected only if another and more coherent account of this unity is offered in a way which throws greater light on each and all of these different facets of human endeavour in mediaeval Florence.

Modern astrologers may be puzzled by some of my findings. The practical astrologer who is unfamiliar with mediaeval astrological lore will be surprised to find in thirteenth-century astrology so little that he might recognize as his own. He will understand the twelve images of the signs, and the seven images of the planets, perhaps even the sigils for the aspects – but he will recognize little else. His surprise will be the greater because he has been led to expect familiarity: this is a direct result of the numerous superficial ‘histories’ of astrology which are found in bookshops today, for there is a current misconception in astrological circles that astrology has not changed much in three thousand years. One finds even serious historians of the art claiming that the late Roman astrology of Ptolemy is little different from that which is practised today, when the truth is that little of what Ptolemy wrote has found its way into modern astrological lore, and many of the notions which appear to be the same, on superficial acquaintance, are actually very different. The truth is that it is often very difficult even for specialists to be precise about many of the things which Ptolemy writes about. More apposite, however, is the fact that only a specialist could read a Roman, Byzantine, Arabic or mediaeval European horoscope in the way in which it would be interpreted by its contemporaries. If the differences between Ptolemaic astrology and modern astrology are so considerable, then how much more are the differences between the modern art and that practised in mediaeval times, after which the classical astrology had been made more complex and more redolent of esoteric lore at the hands of the Arabs? Even were the sigils of a particular mediaeval horoscope to be changed so as to be understood by the modern astrologer, it is unlikely that he or she would make sense of the underlying tenets, so different was the astrology of the past from that in general use today. A good astrologer would be able to ‘read’ a mediaeval figure (the sigils having been translated), but he would only be able to do so in the light of the modern astrological system with which he is familiar, and not in terms of the systems with which the mediaeval astrologers were familiar. This difficulty reaches into the very roots and methodologies of history, and is one we encounter at almost every level of our study of this zodiac of San Miniato.

A few of these differences between the mediaeval and modern astrologies will emerge in the following study, but I should perhaps comment immediately on the extraordinary fact that my researches in San Miniato indicate that without a shadow of doubt the thirteenth-century astrologers concerned with this zodiac used what is nowadays called the constellational zodiac. It is quite possible that they used this ‘zodiac of the stars’ only for symbolic purposes – for example, in their occult orientations – which were in any case a direct throwback to the temple-lore of the ancient mystery wisdom. It is quite certain from surviving horoscope charts of the mediaeval period that they also made use of the tropical zodiac in their divinatory arts, or judgmental astrology – even so, the significance of this use of constellational material has not been sufficiently remarked by either astrologers or historians. In effect, the evidence that at least one group of builders made use of the constellational zodiac in their secret symbolism requires that we look again at the symbolic intent behind many of the great European cathedrals and churches which use zodiacal symbolism – for example, at Chartres, Vezelay, Amiens, Paris in France, Canterbury in England, Parma, Sacra di San Michele in Italy, and so on. The symbolism of the constellations is different from the symbolism of the tropical zodiac, yet this is not adequately recognized by astrologers or art historians. My proposition may therefore be disturbing for the majority of astrologers – at least for those astrologers who are interested in the history of their subject – not least because it demands a new assessment of old data, and a new view of the mediaeval astrology. If the constellational zodiac were so important in the mediaeval period, then the Arabic star-lore, with its specific interpretation of the fixed stars, is part and parcel of mediaeval church symbolism, and not merely a semi-moribund literary tradition, which finds its way into such later works of art as the Schiffanoia Palazzo or the Chericati Ceiling, through the learned esotericisms of scholars.

Fortunately, the language of the San Miniato zodiac is very clear, and I doubt that any practitioner of the art will deny my basic postulate that the mediaeval astrology was essentially a practical device by which the church builders attempted to relate earth patterns to cosmic patterns. In this, they were no different from their forebears, Christian and pagan alike. The fact that our modern builders no longer attempt to establish such a correspondence is entirely to our loss.

The theologians will probably be the ones most happy with the claims I make about San Miniato. The thirteenth-century symbols with which I deal are thoroughly Christian, for all their pagan origins. There is scarcely a Christian symbol – from the cross to the bread, from the Christos monogram to the vesica piscis — which was not interpreted in a different way during pagan times, and so it is important that we recognize the particular way in which the mediaeval Christians adjusted to their own world-vision the most powerful of the pagan images. It is unlikely that I have written anything about the San Miniato zodiac which will trouble the churchman, since my basic postulate is that this zodiac was laid down not merely to honour certain esoteric truths about the Christ, but also in the service of a church militant against one of the numerous heresies which beset the twelfth and early thirteenth-century Papacy. Whether or not my argument that the San Miniato zodiac was designed specifically against the doctrines of the Joachimites is accepted as valid, I think that few theologians will contend with my general notion that the zodiac we find in San Miniato is no pagan thing, but rather part of a Christian programme of reform and elucidation – perhaps indeed the most remarkable example of such a programme to have survived from the mediaeval world. The interesting personal observation I have made during the past sixteen years of research is that it is very often the professional theologian and priest who has helped me most in regard to the work I have undertaken – it is as though the modern training of theology and priestcraft encourages that special feeling for symbolism and for eternal verities which is essential to a wholesome approach to the deeper mysteries which may be perceived in San Miniato.

It is probably the professional historian of art who will take most exception to my general thesis that the basilica of San Miniato is a product of esoteric or occult art. There are several vested interests why art historians should deny my premises and conclusions, since were they to be accepted, a new approach to mediaeval art and art history would have to be formulated. Having said this, I should say that I doubt that any art historian should criticize my general notion that one cannot approach mediaeval art without some knowledge of the hermetic tradition of magic, astrology and quasi-heretical lore which lay behind it. I doubt that any serious iconographer would claim that all ‘religious’ art of the mediaeval period was rooted only in religious Christian symbolism – the flotsam and jetsam of hermetic lore, of heretical texts and of popular Christian mythology (such as the Golden Legend and the misnamed apocryphal texts) permeate mediaeval art and symbolism in the most unexpected forms. Many art historians would agree that it is quite impossible to understand correctly a single one of the 666 mediaeval fresco subjects in the Salone della Ragione in Padua without a profound knowledge of occult lore. However, few would go as far as I do, and claim that it is just as impossible to appreciate fully the symbolism of the nearby Arena Chapel (linked with Giotto, in spite of the serious nineteenth-century restorations) without a knowledge of occult lore. In making this claim, I am only too well aware that hundreds of art historians and commentators clearly feel otherwise. In essence, all I am suggesting about the art of San Miniato is that astrological lore is just another of the many rich streams of the ancient knowledge and occult lore which is found in almost all forms of mediaeval art. However, I would like to add a few further observations.

For many years I have held the view that it is quite impossible to understand pre-Renaissance art or literature without a profound knowledge of that mediaeval astrology and occultism with which the cultural and social life of the period was thoroughly permeated. This is perhaps more widely recognized in modern times than it was twenty-five years ago, when I began to lay down the foundations of my later work on San Miniato al Monte by studying systematically the history of astrology, hermetic lore and the history of art, yet even today there is still a long way to go towards establishing an educational programme which will bring to life the symbolism of the proto-Renaissance in the minds of modern students.

The fact is that the mediaeval artist dealt first and foremost with symbols, and he seems to have taken it for granted that such symbols should be beautiful or ‘aesthetic’. I must add that a great number of mediaeval symbols were designed to work on several levels, and that in many instances such levels were involved with what we might now call esotericism or ‘mystery wisdom’. Those who have versed themselves in the hermetic lore – occultists such as Blavatsky or Steiner – inform us that the ancient symbols should be read on seven different levels. The art historians, all too often unversed in the esoteric symbolism which they profess to write about, rarely deal with such symbols on more than one level.

The uninformed prejudice about the nature of mediaeval art is one of the most serious problems I have encountered time and time again in the past few years, for there are whole groups of influential historians and teachers who, while they might admit that the San Miniato zodiac is beautiful, and that it is undoubtedly one of the symbols used by mediaeval artists to signify the spiritual realm, would deny that it has any other significance. I have actually heard such opinions voiced by specialist historians in the temenos of San Miniato, their words unmindful of the esoteric symbols hovering on the façade above them, and on the pavement at their feet. In making such claims they are simply admitting that they cannot ‘read’ or appreciate mediaeval symbolism at all. More tragic, however, in making such a claim they are demoting the significance of a vast esoteric mediaeval art and literature of which they are ignorant.

I have written about San Miniato before, and I have already attempted to point out that it is one of the last surviving examples of the true masonic art, built in a time before masons were ‘freemasons’, and hence capable of working for other masters than the church, or similar hermetically orientated groups. My books and articles on San Miniato, and on the related mysteries of the mediaeval age, appear to have found a wide audience. The response to my work from the general public has been gratifying, and San Miniato has become a centre of pilgrimage for many of those who are interested in the mediaeval mysteries of the zodiac. However, the response from the academic world has been questionable, and at times downright rude. I say this merely as a matter of record, for in fact I had expected little else. In the history of art taught in most of our colleges and universities, there is too great dependence upon literature: art history has become a methodology of archaeology rather than a pursuit of soul-development, which is surely what it should be. It is as though the language of art itself has been lost to the modern academic realm, so that those responsible for teaching the history of art are inclined to attend to the more immediate language of literature in its stead. There is a tragic failure to recognize that the arts of painting and sculpture have different tutelary spirits from the arts of literature. Rather than being prepared to make any attempt to rediscover the lost language of art, the modern academic world appears to take satisfaction in surrogates. Being aware of these limitations, I was not surprised that my views on San Miniato — which in effect postulate a new way of looking at art, a new practice and theory of aesthetics – should not be understood, or should find savage critics, among academics.

The sad fact is that nowadays the majority of people look at art in the wrong way. No longer are people prepared to give themselves completely to works of art: they are not inclined to meditate in front of such works, with a view to hearing the quiet though distinctive language proper to art. The ancient meditative approach, so essential to the growth of soul (which is the proper concern of art), has given way to notions of a quick-service art-appreciation which is superficial in the extreme. We live in a world which no longer has time for art, even time for itself – it is a world of instant art, in which a journalistic art of pre-digested imagery is dominant, a world which, thanks to television and the ad-man subterfuge, strews unwanted rubbish in our subliminal worlds. There is only one end to which this superficiality can lead – the certain atrophy of the human imagination. Meanwhile, even while attending this horrific end, those responsible for education and art more often than not prefer to read books about works of art, choosing to listen to the cacophonous voices of interpreters, rather than to experience art directly. They do this in the conviction that art is a literary experience, rather than a soul-experience. A corollary to this dependence upon literature is that there is now a history of art which is virtually divorced from the true appreciation of art, which, by its spiritual nature, should really be rooted in the meditative life.

Not for one moment do I wish to suggest that we should meditate (in any eastern sense of the word) in front of a work of art – that is with mantras, with chanting or with mental picture-building. Rather, I mean that we should be prepared to approach the realm of art as though it speaks a language of its own, a language which requires an especially attuned sensitivity, and which demands of those who approach it the ability to ‘listen’ or to ‘see’ in the inner senses of these words. I feel that one should approach a work of art in such a state of mind as permits that work to induce, in a thoroughly wholesome way, mental pictures within the soul. I say this out of a deep conviction that such was the original purpose of art, and that this was the healing process involved in almost all preRenaissance art forms. There was a time when all art was concerned with linking man harmoniously with the spiritual realm. The main purpose of establishing this link with the spiritual – be it through music, words, dance or painting – was to bring healing and solace to the soul. It is worth noting that this concept of art, as a therapy for the soul, changed mainly as a result of the demoting of true symbolism during the Tridentine reforms – themselves subsequent to certain confusions engendered during the Renaissance. It is therefore a concept of art which was undreamed of when the San Miniato zodiac was laid down. In view of this, to approach the zodiacal symbolism in the right spirit, we have to cast off this heavy post-Tridentine hypothesis which denies that symbolism is multi-layered, and deals only with consciousness. Since the Tridentine reforms, there developed a notion of art as little more than an instrument of decoration. However, occultists are aware that decoration does not link directly with the spiritual realms, whereas truely symbolic forms do. There can be no healing in mere decoration, yet most of the visual arts of modern times are more concerned with decoration and its modern collaboration, which is illustration, than with healing. This modern concept of art (which has heaped around itself a modern art that mirrors its own view of art) is almost antithetical to the art of San Miniato which I examine here.

All the evidence insists that the mediaeval artist was involved far more with ‘meaning’ and with ‘symbolism’ than with aesthetics. Any art which is not concerned with meaning and symbolism must be fundamentally harmful for the human being, yet the sad fact is that much of the art with which we surround ourselves in modern times is neither redolent with meaning nor charged with healing forces. We have around us an art of ‘sensation’ if not ‘sensationalism’. And yet, as Coomaraswamy says in his important treatment of the mediaeval view of art, ‘To speak of art exclusively in terms of sensation is doing violence to the inner man.’1 I do not propose to discuss here the aetiology of this modern intellectual violence, yet I must note in passing that it is not unconnected with the dependency upon literary surrogates in the study of art, allied to an unrecognized fear (often expressed in conscious disdain) for the esotericism and occultism which flavoured almost all important realms of mediaeval art and literature. Behind this fear there lies ignorance, of course. The study of history is usually partisan, but there is a limit to which we should be prepared to foist the prejudices and ignorances of one age on the interpretation of the art-forms of another.

It is inevitable that an age which has favoured materialism at the expense of the soul-life should have failed to understand the nature of symbols. Symbols are not abstractions, but living forces which speak their own language directly to the soul of man. I came to the conclusion long ago that a work of art of any quality speaks its own language, and that the understanding of art should really seek no support or explanation of its being from other realms. A true work of art speaks a language proper only to itself; it is a cosmos, a created unity, a reflection of a spiritual truth, with no dependence upon other cosmoses for its being or significance. Because of this, I would maintain that the hallmark of a great work of art, such as the esoteric architecture of San Miniato al Monte, is that it may stand alone, without need of commentary or explanation. The symbolism of San Miniato, of which the mediaeval zodiac is the symbolic hub, is of such an order that it is possible to discover a harmonious unity, within both the interior and exterior symbols, which point to an esoteric meaning that has no need of supporting documentary evidence, contemporaneous or otherwise. I would maintain that it is perfectly possible to follow the anagogic symbolism of the basilica and its zodiac, purely from an examination of the symbols themselves, and with no reference to, or dependence upon, the following text. Indeed, it is only by following the mediaeval arguments in marble, rather than in my words, and in attending the anagogic processes toward which they point, that it is possible to arrive at a sense of the mystery wisdom within the basilica, and to experience in a living way the healing power of its ancient art.

The genuine work of art does not seek to be explained. Nor do its therapeutic or meaningful qualities require to be examined only in the light of the intellect. Experience has led me to the conclusion that there is always something ultimately disturbing or harmful in talking and writing about painting, literature or music. In a sense, the experience of real art pertains to personal soul-experiences, concerning which it is irrelevant what others might think or say. I would apply this argument (crudely put in the preceding sentences) to the art of San Miniato, and suggest that even without my own words, my own written guide, the sensitive human being is by his own soul-nature able to experience the working of the hermetic structures within the church. He will be healed and refreshed through his contact with the symbolic structures in the church, even if he is unable to formulate in conscious terms what the symbols are, and what they mean. True art has never really had need of words, and were our educators and mentors more intelligent about these things, then they would ensure that the modern theory of the subconscious (which is really old wine of the initiates in new bottles, and that a disturbed wine to boot) should be applied to theories of aesthetics in a more convincing way. Art speaks to what is now called the ‘subconscious’ within man, and it is the function of the intellect to give a more or less garbled version of what the guardian of the subconscious permits it to realize.

It is certainly no accident that our own century, which has seen the development of a conception of the unconscious, is now witnessing the reappearance of many of the symbols originated in the ancient mystery centres. The ancient cosmic lore is presenting itself once again, though for the first time in a form recognizable to the uninitiated, designed to be appreciated by the conscious minds of men. As Ean Begg has shown, the Egyptian goddess Isis, herself symbolic of something of inestimable value to the future development of mankind, is resurfacing in the esoteric symbolism of the Black Virgin.2 The ancient star-wisdom, laid down in a form which is still recognizable in twelve images constructed some three thousand years ago is resurfacing as the external form of man’s inner search to relate harmoniously once more with the cosmos from which he was severed some centuries ago.3 The esoteric lore of the early Christians, formulated in the days when such words as ‘resurrection’ and ‘reincarnation’ had very different meanings from the ones ascribed to these words today, is also reappearing in many new esoteric lores, legends and cults, not all of which are of obvious value at the moment, but some of which are preparing seeds for future growth. The interesting thing is that all these reborn ideas have survived not so much in philosophical concepts or in literature, but in forms of art, or in games such as chess, playing cards and (as Stierlin has shown) even in such a thoroughly materialized sport as polo.4 They have survived precisely because they were designed into systems of art and play which disguised their true intent – the result is that in their outer form of art they were misunderstood, and more often than not ignored as reservoirs of ancient wisdom. Had the materialists really understood the secret symbols of the cathedrals, they would certainly have devised some wholesome-seeming stratagem to destroy their structure. As it is, they have succeeded only in destroying a great deal of those structures, in particular the content of symbols which, while they could not understand them, were obviously redolent with some hidden and potent significance. It was no accident that after the French Revolution, itself guided initially by esoteric schools, Notre Dame in Paris should have been turned into a vast stable for horses, as part and parcel of the demystification technique of the enlightenment.5 The horse has ever been an esoteric symbol of the higher potential for thought, as Jonathan Swift, one of the great masters of the Green Language (or the ‘language of the birds’ as one hermetic form of speech is sometimes called) was well aware when he gave us the talking horses, the houyhnhnms which Gulliver encountered in his travels. How fitting, therefore, that horses should be stabled in the most beautiful and ornate symbol of alchemical lore ever built in Europe. Even the symbolic forms of history, of those events which the uninitiated might imagine had been born of random meetings, or by chance, are rarely without their recondite symbolism. The horses of this story represent the intelligence of the human being taking refuge in the fabric of esoteric symbolism. It is only in this century, after Blavatsky and others of her eminence waved the olive branch over the flood of materialism, that it has been wise for the horses to canter back into the world.

In the light of this, we may see that it is no accident that the wisdom enshrined in the mediaeval esoteric complex of San Miniato should be permitted to enter into consciousness in our times. The symbolism appears to have been laid down precisely to inform man that the material world partakes of the eternal. If my theory is correct, and the San Miniato zodiac really did have among its several purposes the confuting of the Joachimite prediction that the Antichrist was to appear, and that the familiar world was coming to an end, then no great power of imagination is required to see the relevance of this message to our own confused world, which bears more parallels with the late twelfth century than we might imagine.

What we have within the basilica of San Miniato, and to some extent on its beautiful marble façade, is a work of art which speaks directly to the soul, or to what the moderns might call the unconscious. Until now, it does not appear to have figured to any great extent in the conscious realm of man. There is distinct evidence that at least two different artists of the fifteenth century were aware of part of the esoteric message which I have unravelled. There is even some indication that one of the Benedictine monks who lived in the adjacent monastery in the nineteenth century was aware of the mysteries of orientation, but on the whole the wisdom within the church has been recognized only by esotericists, who have preferred to keep this wisdom to themselves. The historicism of our time requires that the ancient mysteries be brought back into the light of consciousness – not merely into the consciousness of initiates (who would themselves have no need of such a book as this), but into the consciousness of those people who have not yet sought that special development required to attain initiation.

The seeing soul of the initiate will see, and will certainly have no need of my words. However, even a casual observer of humanity cannot fail to observe that many people are prepared to wander through their heritage of mediaeval churches and cathedrals without making any effort to open their souls, without attuning themselves to any special kind of listening. For all its boastful talk of ‘communications’ and ‘media’, the world in which we presently live does not encourage people to commune with art, or even to look with curiosity, or in an open spirit of inquiry, so it is sometimes necessary for individuals to take upon themselves the mantle of guide. Mercury, the ancient symbol of hermeticism, once the messenger-god who ruled communication between the material realm and the higher world, is now demoted to a symbol of commerce on the bronze doors of our banks and financial institutions. I suppose, therefore, when all is said and done, it is in this guise, and for such people who are not accustomed to seeing the hermetic symbols directly, that I write this book. There is no secret in the placing of the small wings on the feet of hermetic Mercury, for he hovered above the earth over which he stood, as symbol of this holiness. There is a sense in which every place upon which we stand is holy, but when we stand within an ancient mystery centre, as we do if we place our feet on the nave pavement of San Miniato, then we are in a holy of holies, and it behoves us to open our eyes and our souls in a different way. The ancient art of the mystery centres is ever-healing, for it pertains to the true art which mirrors the spiritual realm. The art of San Miniato al Monte is perhaps the last complete representative of thirteenth-century mystery wisdom, and it therefore requires that we approach it in a new way, with a view to receiving from it a much-needed power of healing. If the following text helps one person to a greater understanding of the ancient mystery wisdom as manifest in this basilica, then all my years of labour and research will not have been in vain.


This may seem a very far-fetched method of divination to be employed and recommended by a scientist, but serves to remind us that astrology was the supreme science in the thirteenth century, and that the fundamental natural law almost to the time of Newton was the subjection of the inferior elementary bodies to the rule of the stars.

(L. THORNDIKE, Michael Scot, London, 1965)




It is known that there existed Schools of Builders. Of course they had to exist, for every master worked and ordinarily lived with his pupils. In this way painters worked, in this way sculptors worked. In this way, naturally, architects worked. But behind these individual schools stood other institutions of very complex origin. And these were not merely architectural schools or schools of masons. The building of cathedrals was part of a colossal and cleverly devised plan which permitted the existence of entirely free philosophical and psychological schools in the rude, absurd, cruel, superstitious, bigoted and scholastic Middle Ages. These schools have left us an immense heritage, almost all of which we have already wasted without understanding its meaning and value.

(P. D. OUSPENSKY, In Search of the Miraculous, London, 1931)








[image: An illustration shows a person wearing a wizard hat seated on a chair with an elongated and large, mushroom-shaped top. The background features tall trees.]
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If a historian is permitted to express himself in allegorical-mythical terms, we might say that Thoth, the Egyptian god of books, who is actually Hermes Trismegistus, was then entering upon his hidden realm which endures down to our days: the hermetica, the mysteria, the secrets, are set down in books and nevertheless they remain inaccessible to those ‘of closed mind’; astrologers, alchemists, natural philosophers, and poets – and in our times also psychologists – are their guardians, the Christian hierarchs and theologians are their – sometimes stern, sometimes mild – adversaries.

(P. SCHMITT, ‘Ancient Mysteries in the Society of Their Time, Their Transformation and Most Recent Echoes’, from The Mysteries. Papers from the Eranos Yearbooks, Princeton, 1971.)



I first encountered the zodiac of San Miniato al Monte some sixteen years ago. With one of those perspicacious insights, all too rare in ordinary life, I sensed from this first view of the zodiac that much of my future life would somehow be involved with solving the problems of symbolism set by its iconography and orientation. I look back over these years now, and ask myself how indeed I knew from the very first experience of the zodiac that it contained problems which had to be solved.

Sixteen years ago, I knew precious little about this remarkable church and its zodiac. As a professional art historian, I knew only that there was a problem of orientation: the basilican church of San Miniato al Monte broke all the mediaeval ecclesiastical rules of orientation. As a specialist in symbolism, I knew that one of the symbols used in the zodiac was a ‘deviant’, so far as the astrological tradition was concerned: the image for Pisces was not standard. However, beyond such academic details, I knew nothing with my conscious mind of the deep problems of esoteric symbolism which would present themselves in later times. I did not then suspect that the zodiac was merely the centre of a vast cycle of arcane symbolism within the church, a cycle which reflects the deepest levels of hermetic esotericism known to the mediaeval mind.

Even so, this limited knowledge I had of the San Miniato zodiac was somehow sufficient to warrant a tremulous excitement of soul when I first saw it, in the dim light of the basilican nave. If there is such a thing as Platonic ‘remembering’, then this was surely it, for I felt that I somehow already knew the zodiac, even though I had not been to the basilican church before. It was as if I had a foretaste of what was to come, as though already, in some hidden part of my being, I knew about the mysteries of San Miniato, and had to unravel them from within myself, rather than to seek them in the outer fabric of the church. Probably I was catching a taste of what the orientalizing occult books sometimes call a ‘sense of karma’.

Whatever the roots of the experience, however, the personal situation of my life during the next sixteen years permitted me to work in considerable depth on the symbolism of the zodiac, and upon the ramifications of this symbolism throughout the church. My academic background and personal inclinations had encouraged in me a deep interest in the history of astrology, and in particular in mediaeval astrology. These two life-directions combined to make the zodiac of San Miniato al Monte an ideal subject for my research. I soon became obsessed by the zodiac and its hidden significance, and, gradually, as the years passed, my research led to the most extraordinary discoveries which had the effect of changing my view of thirteenth-century art and astrology. Some of these discoveries I have published. Others I have not yet had the courage to publish, for they appear to touch on sensitive areas of contemporary prejudices and ignorances. I found it difficult to write intelligently about the survival of the ancient Sun-Mysteries, and about attempts to counter the heresies of Joachim di Fiore, for a public who knew nothing of these particular mysteries and heresies, and who indeed had only a garbled notion of what mysteries and heresies were at all.

How may I encapsulate in a few words the story of the many things I discovered in this mysterious church? By a series of happy accidents (which, again, the modern occultists might well link with karma), I was fortunate enough to discover that the orientation of the church of San Miniato was so arranged as to permit a ray of sunlight to fall once a year upon important hermetic symbols within the church. I was rapt by the experience, and excited to discover the survival in a Western church of the practices I remembered being mentioned in the early literature of the mysteries. The temple of the cult of Serapis had been orientated astrologically, so that once a year a beam of sunlight fell upon the lips of the statue of the god.1 The symbolic and anagogic significance of the sunbeam in San Miniato was of the same mystical order, a living proof of the reality of artistic devices which had survived in literature, but not in art. The fact that this San Miniato symbol was linked with the concept of the fish-symbol meant that it was possible for me to tie the ‘pagan’ zodiac with traditional Christian art, which had made of the fish its most important hermetic symbol. By the time I had completed my survey of this symbolism involved in the annual ray of light, I was convinced that it represented what is perhaps the most profound mediaeval esoteric symbolism known to modern man. It is certainly the most remarkable use of solar symbolism in mediaeval art.

My good fortune did not end with the light symbolism. By virtue of a certain amount of inspired guesswork, and by dint of casting a number of horoscopes for the year 1207 (which year is mentioned in an inscription alongside the zodiac), I was able to show that in this year there was a unique stellar event which was recorded within the symbolism of the zodiac, and within the church as a whole. This was a ‘satellitium in Taurus’, a gathering of planets in the constellation Taurus, which was in turn reflected in the Taurean symbolism of the zodiac and the basilican church, and linked by theological arguments with the nature of Christ. The connection between the sunlight which fell on the lips of Serapis, and the Bull of Taurus, became more clear to me, for in Christian esoteric symbolism the zodiacal Taurus is directly linked with Serapis, who in the ancient Egyptian mysteries had been figured as a sacrificial bull.

As if all this were not enough, I was able to show that the orientation of the zodiac was also linked in a most important way with this year of 1207. The axis of Taurus had been directed precisely towards a specific point of sunrise over Florence, a point which, because of certain astrological considerations relating to 1207, may be said to be the anagogic direction of Taurus.

The outline of my exciting findings, and a somewhat simplistic argument in explanation of these, were published. The treatment of the zodiacal symbolism appeared first in an article I wrote for a scholarly journal, in 1978. This material was then marshalled into a more accessible form, and incorporated into a treatment of the sun-symbolism, in two chapters of a book I wrote on esoteric trends in art, also published in that year.2 Signor Aldinucci, the Father-Abbot of the Benedictine monastery now housed in San Miniato, a man of profound insight and breadth of knowledge, read my book and on the strength of this invited me to prepare a short guide to the mysteries of the zodiac and the esoteric symbolism of the church, which might be sold to visitors. This text (in four languages) was published in 1981, and it is this which has attracted the most attention – and, I might add, misunderstanding – in recent years.3 However, the living feed-back and exchange of ideas which has resulted from this booklet has enabled me to reformulate certain of the propositions which I hade made about the symbolism of San Miniato al Monte, and it has therefore contributed in no small way to the present new text.

The response of a few historians to my published findings concerning the zodiac of San Miniato has been cautious. Some responses have been directly hostile, and others have failed to evince much real understanding of the principles involved in esoteric history or in mediaeval astrology. That is probably inevitable, of course, for the principles of esoteric historicism are different from those of the exoteric historicism, and much of what has been discovered or published by modern esotericists about the nature and purpose of mediaeval art4 actually challenges the prevalent view of the history of thirteenth-century art. Certainly it requires that scholars amend their view of both the significance and importance of thirteenthcentury astrological thought.

However, the response to my propositions have not all been framed negatively. Some scholars do admit the validity of my view of San Miniato al Monte as a hermetic centre, with the zodiac of San Miniato as the meaningful hub of a wheel of anagogic symbols. The more helpful among these scholars have wisely pointed out that if my proposition about San Miniato is to find a wider academic support, then I should seek to provide some sort of documentary evidence in support of my theory. To be fully supportive, such documentation would have to be contemporaneous with the zodiac itself. In effect, it is suggested that if I wish to gain support for my notion that the San Miniato zodiac represents a hermetic foundation chart, linked with annual, diurnal and epochal rhythms, I will have to find something akin to the thirteenth-century horoscope which I claim was used for laying down the zodiac in 1207.

The chances of such a document having survived the vicissitudes of time are of course very remote. Consequently, while I have looked for such a chart in the obvious places, and even in some of the less obvious places, I have never really expected to find one. Indeed, it has always been my contention that such documentary evidence is unnecessary. I feel there is-no real need for a contemporaneous documentary evidence to support what I have claimed regarding the symbolism of San Miniato. I insist that all the needed evidence for what I claim about the zodiac is built within the stone and marble of the church itself. I emphasize this point, and attempt to make my own philosophical position clear, because in the past few months the unexpected has actually happened. The extraordinary fact is that I have been fortunate enough to discover contemporaneous documentary evidence which supports entirely the claims I have made about the symbolism of San Miniato al Monte.

What I have discovered is not itself a mediaeval horoscope for 1207, but something even more significant. I would not be a serious historian were I not to regard such evidence with respect, even with awe, and were I not to publish such evidence in support of my arguments. Yet, having discovered it, and having set out to make use of it in a published form, I must reiterate that I do not regard it as a necessary part of my argument, which is aimed at showing the zodiac and its related symbols to be of esoteric content. However, this documentary evidence is certainly an unexpected bonus, a welcome support for an argument which has been attacked more by prejudice than by learning.

By one of those curious quirks of destiny which most of us encounter at some time or another, this documentary evidence has been under my gaze ever since I first walked into San Miniato al Monte, over sixteen years ago. However, as is the way of things, for a long time I did not see it for what it was – I simply did not have the vision to recognize its true significance. Perhaps this is understandable, for the documentation does wear a most cunning disguise. The evidence consists of an inscription in Latin Leonine hexameters, set in a marble slab (over three metres in length), placed close to the zodiac itself (figure 1). The sense of this inscription is not very clear, however, for the mediaeval Latin is not easily translated. After some initial difficulties, I have succeeded in translating this Latin, and in so doing I have discovered to my surprise that it incorporates a remarkable mediaeval code.


[image: The thirteenth-century Latin inscription in the nave of San Miniato al Monte, when translated and decoded, specifies the exact date and time the zodiac was created and identifies the planets involved in the satellitium in Taurus.]

1 The thirteenth-century Latin inscription in the nave of San Miniato al Monte.



When translated and decoded, this inscription reveals the exact time and date on which the zodiac was laid down, and mentions the names of the planets involved in the satellitium in Taurus. The date contained within this coded Latin corresponds precisely to the date I had arrived at independently, and published in 1978, over nine years ago. It is, of course, the date on which the unique gathering of planets took place, on 28 May 1207.

It is this latest discovery – the significance of the inscription as a ‘lost’ code, and its relevance to the symbolism of San Miniato – which would be sufficient reason for publishing a further book on the zodiac of San Miniato. However, there is one other important and additional hypothesis which my findings have enabled me to formulate. In examining the inscription with regard to its encoded message, I naturally paid some attention to the numerological significance of its structure, in the knowledge that this would have played a most important part in any system of code or esoteric structure of the mediaeval period. The curious form of the inscription (figure 1) arises from the fact that it is a seven-sentence inscription presented in three lines. It is partly this structure, and the relationship of the hermetic numbers 7 and 3, along with the fact that these together contain a carefully controlled number of letters, which has enabled me to establish a relationship between the inscription and the numerological system of Joachim di Fiore, which had been widely disseminated in the decades prior to the completion of San Miniato al Monte. Having established this connexion, I rapidly came to the conclusion that the encoded message, and indeed the entire symbolism of San Miniato, was not merely symbolic in an anagogic and ecclesiastical sense, but was entirely purposive in a historical sense. Something of the significance of this will be revealed within the following text, but for the moment we should note that it is my view that the zodiac and its inscription were constructed with a view to counteracting the pernicious doctrine arising from the contemporaneous teachings and literature of the Joachimites.

This code, and the conclusions I draw about its anti-heretical purposes, would be sufficient reason for publication of a new survey of the San Miniato zodiac. However, there are one or two other reasons why an examination of the zodiac in a fresh light will prove of interest to the reader.
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