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Editorial:

Introducing the Special Issue 
“Religious Dimensions of  
Nationalism”
Marios Hatzopoulos and 
Francesco Piraino
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This thematic issue arose from a conference organized by the Fondazione 
Giorgio Cini, the Study Platform on Interlocking Nationalisms (SPIN), and 
the Center for History of  Hermetic Philosophy and Related Currents of  the 
University of  Amsterdam; the organizers were Joep Leerssen and Marco Pasi 
(both at the University of  Amsterdam) and Francesco Piraino.1 (Fig. 1) It 
was literally one of  the first face-to-face conferences to take place in Europe 
after two years of  confinement due to pandemic restrictions.2 The organizers 
of  the conference, its presenters, and the contributors to this issue strived to 
show how closely nationalism and religion have been entangled in the last two 
centuries. There is little doubt that this entanglement, which still remains rela-
tively inconspicuous in the field of  nationalism studies, is worth a fresh focus.

Nationalism is usually seen as a secular force, arising within the frame-
work of  secularization and modernization. Equally, it is often treated as 
a profoundly anticlerical ideology, championing the pursuit of  economic 
and social development in a “liberated” national community. Take for 
example Ernest Gellner, who conceded that modern industrial society 
relies on economic and cognitive growth, necessitating a homogeneous 
culture. Nationalism, identified as the crux of  this homogenous culture, 
is inherently secular in Gellner’s definition as it binds together an anon-
ymous, impersonal society comprising interchangeable individuals. This 
viewpoint establishes a dichotomy between religion and nationalism, 
positing the latter as an intrinsic outcome of  the decline of  religion. Hence 
religion assumes the role of  a diminishing phenomenon and is relegated to 
something of  a residual category of  the pre-modern past. It scarcely finds 
mention except as a backdrop, a part of  the “traditional society” from 
which the transition to modernity commenced, and from which nations 
subsequently emerged.

Methodological modernism asserts that for a society to be considered 
modern, it must be secular. Not infrequently, modernism draws on the 
premise that religion only attains political significance in less developed 
corners of  the globe. Contemporary expressions of  political religiosity are 
often categorized as fundamentalism; that is, a negative societal influence 
diametrically opposed to science, rationality, and secularism—essentially, a 
resistance to modernity. Hegel’s Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte 
was the first to provide a philosophical underpinning to this viewpoint, 
fostering the prevalent notion, albeit less nuanced, that the Western world 
underwent a unique historical experience of  secularization, juxtaposed 
against Asia and Africa, which purportedly grappled with a history marked 
by the hazardous politicization of  religious differences. This perspective, 
however, is fundamentally flawed, perpetuating an outdated dichotomy 
between the supposedly advanced West and the ostensibly backward rest.

There are, however, debates on nationalism that have not ignored the 
role of  religion. The tradition positing nationalism as a form of  religion 
has deep roots in social theory from Durkheim, who highlighted the iden-
tity of  sentiments and ideas between old religions and modern nations,3 up 
to Carlton Hayes, who started to explore the concept in the 1920s. Hayes, 
in particular, contended that nationalism evokes a profound and essentially 
religious emotion, akin to faith in a deity. Drawing parallels with traditional 
religions, Hayes identified nationalism’s speculative theology or mythol-
ogy, notions of  salvation and immortality, holy scriptures, and ritualistic 
practices centered around symbols like the flag. Despite these similarities, 
Hayes argued that nationalism diverges from traditional religions, which 
on the whole foster universal unity by re-enshrining “the earlier tribal 
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Hatzopoulos, Marios and Piraino, Francesco. 
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1
Marios Hatzopoulos wishes to express his apprecia-
tion and gratitude to Marco Pasi and Joep Leerssen for 
assigning him as editor of  this special issue.
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Accessed 12th December 2023, https://www.cini.it/
en/events/nationalism-and-religion.

3
Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of  the Religious 
Life, trans. J. Swain (London: Allen & Unwin, 1915).

Fig. 1. Cover of  the program, accessed 12th December 
2023, https://www.cini.it/eventi/religious-dimensions-
of-nationalism-interdisciplinary-perspectives.
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Carlton Hayes, Essays on Nationalism (New York: 
Macmillan, 1926), 124–25.

5
Anthony D. Smith, Chosen Peoples. Sacred Sources of  
National Identity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2003).

6
Rogers Brubaker, Grounds for Difference (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 102–16.

7
To whom one may add the celebrated work of  George 
Mosse, The Nationalization of  the Masses (New York: 
Howard Fertig, 1975).

8
Adrian Hastings, The Construction of  Nationhood. Ethnic-
ity, Religion and Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997); Philip S. Gorski, “The Mosaic 
Moment: An Early Modernist Critique of  Modernist 
Theories of  Nationalism,” American Journal of  Sociol-
ogy 105, no.5 (March 2000): 1428–68. Cf. also Conor 
Cruise O ’Brien, God-Land: Reflections on Religion and 
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Press, 1988).

9
Aviel Roshwald, The Endurance of  Nationalism: Ancient 
Roots and Modern Dilemmas (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006); Steven Grosby, Nations and 
Nationalism in World History (London: Routledge 2022); 
Steven Grosby, Biblical Ideas of  Nationality: Ancient and 
Modern (Pennsylvania: Eisenbrauns, 2022); Marios 
Hatzopoulos, “Ancient Prophecies, Modern Predic-
tions: Myths and Symbols of  Greek Nationalism,” 
(PhD diss., University of  London, 2005); Joep Leers-
sen’s approach to nationalism also deals with religion, 
though it doesn’t fall neatly within one of  the paths 
discussed here; see, for instance, his National Thought 
in Europe: A Cultural History (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006).

10
Lucian N. Leustean, Orthodox Christianity and National-
ism in Nineteenth-Century Southeastern Europe (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2014).

11
Mark Jürgensmeyer, The New Cold War? Religious 
Nationalism Confronts the Secular State (Berkeley: 
University of  California Press, 1993); Philip W. Barker, 
Religious Nationalism in Modern Europe: If  God be for Us 
(London: Routledge, 2009).

mission of  a chosen people” with all its “tribal selfishness and vainglory.”4

Building on these ideas, Anthony D. Smith later offered a more 
sophisticated perspective, characterizing nationalism as a “new religion 
of  the people.” Smith delineated nationalism’s religious qualities in both a 
substantive and functional sense, emphasizing its quest for collective salva-
tion and the creation of  a moral community bound by shared beliefs. In 
this new religion, authenticity becomes the functional equivalent of  sanc-
tity, and patriotic heroes and national geniuses serve as messiah-like figures 
sacrificing themselves for the community. Smith attributed the enduring 
emotional potency of  national identities to the religious quality of  nation-
alism, which parallels and competes with traditional religions, shaping the 
depth and intensity of  national feelings and loyalties.5

More recently, Rogers Brubaker proposed that the intricate relation-
ship between religion and nationalism would be best studied through four 
analytical paths.6 The first treats religion and nationalism as analogous 
phenomena, seeking to define or characterize nationalism by highlight-
ing its similarities to religion. This perspective often categorizes national-
ism itself  as a form of  religion, exactly as Hayes and Smith argued.7 The 
second path aims to elucidate how religion explains nationalism, exploring 
various facets such as its origins, persistence, emotional power, content, 
and form. Notably, research within this body of  work has unveiled how 
religious motifs and narratives, particularly those associated with the myth 
of  ethnic election, were instrumental in shaping early nationalist claims, 
as seen in the religious and political upheavals of  sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century Netherlands and England.8 The third path views religion 
not merely as an external force explaining nationalism but as an integral 
part of  the phenomenon itself. In this analysis, religion becomes deeply 
intertwined with nationalism, supplying essential myths, metaphors, and 
symbols that contribute to the discursive or iconic representation of  the 
nation.9 Anthony Smith’s work has extensively explored this theme, empha-
sizing how religious resources answer questions about the distinctiveness 
of  a people in terms of  history, character, identity, mission, or destiny. 
This intertwining extends to the use of  religious or religiously tinged 
language and imagery to frame discussions about a nation’s unique char-
acter. Conversely, scholars have also delved into the reciprocal phenom-
enon—the national or nationalist inflection of  the religious discourse.10 
Proponents of  the fourth and final path argue that religious nationalism 
represents a unique and distinctive form of  nationalism. Unlike the previ-
ous approaches that focus on rhetorical forms, language, or imagery, this 
approach centers on the content of  nationalist claims while arguing that 
religious nationalism constitutes a specific type of  nationalist program that 
represents a distinct alternative to secular nationalism.11

Indeed, religious loyalties proved more resilient than modernists 
expected; politics across nineteenth-century Europe are characterized 
by a process of  secularization as much as confessionalization. Far from 
disappearing from modern societies, religion has gone through a series of  
changes, in the sense of  individualization and new forms of  public pres-
ence. In connecting the analytical pathways mentioned above, this special 
issue of  Religiographies brings together scholars from different disciplines 
who are interested in the relationship between nationalism and religion and 
who aim to contribute to a nuanced understanding of  the multifaceted inter-
play between them by shedding light on the various dimensions through 
which these two complex phenomena intersect and influence one another. 
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The contributions of  the issue follow a chronological rather than thematic 
order. Some of  them construe religion in the broadest sense, aspiring to 
bring mysticism, esotericism, and spirituality back into mainstream discus-
sions of  religious and cultural phenomena. However, the thread weav-
ing together all the contributions is mainly the problematization of  the 
modernist thesis.

In the first contribution, Alberto Scigliano explores the blending 
of  religious and nationalist elements in the political discourse of  seven-
teenth-century Netherlands. Dutch Reformed political discourse main-
tained a unique fusion of  religious and nationalist ideals emphasizing 
the continuous relationship between sacred and human history and 
interpreting historical development through the lens of  the Holy Scrip-
tures. Reformed theologians delved into the political dimensions of  the 
Bible, exploring the civic governance depicted in the Hebrew Bible and 
considering it as a model for Dutch political organization. The incorpo-
ration of  biblical references and the Hebrew model into Dutch political 
thought played a pivotal role in shaping the Dutch national identity. It 
instilled the belief  that the Dutch were a chosen people, bound to God 
through a sacred covenant, and associated with a Netherlandish Israel. In 
this political landscape, the relationship between religion and politics was 
not one of  subordination but rather fusion and juxtaposition, where the 
civic realm was sacralized, and the confessional context politicized. This 
fusion of  religious and national identity was instrumental in uniting the 
Dutch Republic and its citizens, who saw themselves as a chosen people 
protecting the freedom they had worked hard to attain, with their national 
identity deeply intertwined with their religious beliefs. Additionally, the 
article touches upon the resistance to tolerating religious diversity beyond 
rigorous Calvinism, as many Calvinist theologians believed that religious 
tolerance would weaken the strength required for governing the new state. 
In the Netherlands, religious diversity was not encouraged, and the nation 
was closely tied to a single confession, with Dutch people seen as politi-
cal extensions of  a religious doctrine that symbolized the essence of  the 
Revolt. In this intellectual landscape, ethnic and religious political seman-
tics merged to form a unique concept of  the Dutch Republic as a civil and 
God-inspired political entity, emphasizing the salvation of  Dutch citizens 
and their duty to defend their hard-won freedom. This complex interplay 
of  religious and national elements produced a hybrid form where Calvin-
ist theological readings and national awareness coexisted, helping to shape 
the Dutch state and its collective identity.

Looking beyond the dichotomy of  religious and secular values, Marios 
Hatzopoulos comes next, exploring the complex relationship between the 
Enlightenment and religious beliefs in the context of  the Greek Revolu-
tion (1821–1830). In Southern Europe, including Greece, liberals recog-
nized the importance of  religious morality in society’s survival, putting 
forward a variety of  liberal agendas without forsaking their established 
religions. As the Greek independence movement joined the broader wave 
of  revolutions in the 1820s that swept across countries like Spain, Portu-
gal, and Italy, Greek liberals began to share similar concerns and consid-
erations. Hatzopoulos argues that the anti-clerical stance of  a significant 
portion of  Greek nationalists , and the clash between religious and secu-
lar ideas prior to the war of  independence, did not lead to the detach-
ment of  large groups of  Greeks from their religious values and practices. 
Instead, religion and patriotism found common ground as the movement 
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of  national revival in Greece gained broader social support and faced 
increased membership demands. When the war against the Ottomans 
erupted in 1821, nationalism and religion converged and supported each 
other in various ways. This convergence was facilitated by political and 
military leaders of  the insurgents, on one hand, and clergy and monks 
who aligned themselves with the Greek cause, on the other. Confronting 
Muslims on the battlefield brought them closer and transformed both 
groups. The connection between nationality and faith, established through 
the Greek constitutions of  1822 and 1823, was just one way in which the 
Greek revolution was infused with religious significance. Other means 
included religiously inspired violence, rituals, and ceremonies centered on 
veneration and mass reverence, the creation of  new religious literature 
tailored for wartime purposes, actions on days of  religious importance, 
religious rites and celebrations with patriotic intent, the adaptation of  reli-
gious practices like hymn chanting, and concepts such as martyrdom to 
the culture of  war. Lastly, the quasi-sanctification of  the bodies of  fallen 
patriots further emphasized the religious aspect. The sacralization of  the 
revolutionary process fostered a collective commitment to the nation’s 
values within a framework where the valor in conflict was rooted in faith, 
self-sacrifice for the community was revered, and death radiated the belief  
in collective regeneration.

In the wake of  the French Revolution, a reactionary shift emerged 
within the Catholic Church as it confronted a new order that championed 
the principles of  freedom and equality but purported to eradicate Chris-
tianity. The Church’s efforts to uphold the traditional European order 
following the Restoration often clashed with the national aspirations of  
the Catholic nations, especially Poland. Against this backdrop, the contri-
bution of  Giulio Dalla Grana highlights the case of  Andrzej Towiański, 
an influential figure in the nineteenth-century Polish intellectual landscape, 
who advocated a liberal-Catholic stance that harmonized nationalist ideas 
with Gospel teachings, viewing progress and national identity as compati-
ble with the core tenets of  Catholicism. Towiański’s doctrine represented 
a fusion of  progressive political goals and religious rejuvenation, seek-
ing to affirm nations and reintroduce what he saw as Jesus Christ’s orig-
inal teachings within the Roman Church. Towiański’s message resonated 
with diverse national communities, including Polish, French, Italian, and 
Jewish communities, largely owing to the prominent role he ascribed to 
each nation in shaping and saving humanity. His principal corpus of  texts 
outlined the “Cause of  God,” a mission focused on the salvation and prog-
ress of  humankind, with Napoleon considered a precursor to this cause. 
Towiański’s teachings bore similarities to Kabbalist doctrines, reflecting a 
profound interest in the Jewish people. He delineated the roles of  three 
Minister-Nations—Israel-Jew, Israel-French, and Israel-Slav—in imple-
menting the Cause of  God, emphasizing their spiritual unity and the estab-
lishment of  free political life in their homelands. Towiański’s perspective 
on Italians as a higher nation, destined to lead the way in manifesting 
Christianity in public life through their political regeneration, added depth 
to his religious and political thought, which was characterized by a strong 
messianic approach.

Marijan Dović comes next to explore the cultural and historical evolu-
tion of  the veneration of  cultural saints and the emergence of  national 
pantheons in Europe during the nineteenth century. The article builds 
on the author’s earlier work on “cultural saints” in the sense of  deceased 
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poets, writers, and other artists and intellectuals who became embodi-
ments of  national ideals and assumed roles formerly reserved for rulers 
and saints. This process of  canonization involved textual, ritual, and 
mnemonic practices, and it played a significant role in the formation of  
modern national literary cultures. Dović also emphasizes the structural 
parallels between the cults of  religious saints and cultural saints, such 
as the translatio of  relics, specific rituals tied to saints’ days, pilgrimages, 
sacralized memorials, and hagiographic representations, particularly after 
the 1830s when national pantheons were created. National pantheons took 
physical forms like churches, cemeteries, and galleries of  sculptures and 
paintings. These spaces allowed emerging national cultures to showcase 
their great personalities, thereby epitomizing the authenticity and achieve-
ment of  their respective national communities.

In the following contribution, Federico Gobbo sheds light on the 
interplay between religious dimensions and nationalism within the Espe-
ranto movement, showing that the ideology of  neutralism in Esperanto is 
not entirely neutral. Esperanto’s original author, Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof, 
had in mind not only a pontolingvo (bridge language) but also and mainly a 
pontoreligio (bridge religion) called Hillelism and, later, Homaranism. Zamen-
hof  planted a little seed of  his religious dimension inside the Esperanto 
community at its beginning, called interna ideo (internal idea), which is still 
present in the Esperanto movement. Gobbo further explores the ideol-
ogy surrounding the non-religious parts of  the movement, which tend to 
forge a collective identity around typical nationalistic symbols and rituals, 
such as the hymn and the flag. In doing so, he emphasizes the connection 
between nationhood and the collective identity of  Esperantists, suggesting 
that internationalism was initially presented as inter-nationalism, straddling 
the line between in-group nationalism and cosmopolitanism. He also high-
lights how the idea of  “holy peace” in Esperanto resonated with the hope 
of  breaking down the walls that divide various nations through a supra-na-
tional order based on a common “language of  peace.” In this respect, the 
Esperatist collective identity is described as an imagined community, lead-
ing the author to propose the term “semi-nationalism” for Esperanto’s 
ideology and movement.

Next, Gustaf  Forsell discusses how interwar Sweden’s national social-
ists crafted and employed the concepts of  a “Nordic spirit” and “race 
psychology” concerning their racial views of  the northern Europeans. 
While prior research on national socialism in the Nordic countries has 
made substantial contributions, there remains a notable gap in under-
standing how these ideas were developed and applied. The author starts 
with a brief  overview of  the emergence of  various race theories with 
particular emphasis on late-nineteenth-century Nordicism, which extolled 
the Nordic race as superior but endangered, with origins in the far north 
(Hyperborea). National socialists in the Nordic countries believed in the 
potential for a revolutionary racial rejuvenation leading to a racially homo-
geneous society, with race seen as the bedrock of  social progress. Basically, 
Forsell focuses on two key organizations: the Manhem Society (Samfundet 
Manhem) and the National Socialist Workers’ Party (Nationalsocialistiska 
Arbetarepartiet or NSAP). The Manhem Society played a pivotal role in 
shaping ideas of  a Nordic spirit, rooted in an alternative trinitarian belief  
thought to be intrinsic to the Swedish people’s blood and soil. The Soci-
ety’s ideas about the Nordic spirit were linked to attempts to purify Chris-
tianity from what was considered to be Jewish influence. These ideas were 
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also linked to assertions that the Old Testament was a “defiled revision” of  
the “Aryan-Atlantean primeval Bible.” It was in this respect that the Soci-
ety advocated for the Germanization of  Christianity, claiming that Jesus 
was of  Aryan descent and that Jews had falsified his teachings. On the 
other hand, the NSAP established in January 1933, perceived the “Nordic 
spirit” in relation to “Swedish-ness” through the lens of  racial regener-
ation. This perspective emphasized the prioritization of  racial survival 
over self-preservation and alluded to an ancestral inheritance that united 
biology and spirituality in each individual. The NSAP considered national 
socialism not merely as a political ideology but as a holistic worldview, a 
principle for the Nordic tribe’s survival and Sweden’s liberation from what 
they regarded as Jewish and international influences. For the NSAP, their 
racial conceptions of  the north were integral to their vision of  a national 
socialist society, where regenerating the Nordic race was the key path to 
transforming Swedish society into a national socialist state.

In his contribution, Francesco Mazzucotelli explores how the incor-
poration of  religious imagery and vocabulary in nationalist ideology and 
politics serves to establish a profound connection between territory and 
history in Lebanon, underpinning the narrative of  Lebanese independence 
and Lebanon’s mission as the vanguard of  Christianity in the Holy Land. 
Lebanon is conceptually framed as an integral part of  a “faithscape” and 
a sacred geography, effectively recasting its turbulent past as a courageous 
history of  religious resistance. Moreover, religious motifs are harnessed 
to legitimize political leaders, endowing them with an aura of  devotion, 
mysticism, and at times prophetic qualities. This strategy prompts a strong 
sense of  victimhood and martyrdom, positioning Lebanon as the national 
homeland of  Middle Eastern Christians. Mazzucotelli further examines 
the transformation of  fluid Ottoman millet identities into new, consoli-
dated national allegiances. This transformation takes place through the 
creation of  distinct “faithspaces” and the consolidation of  an emotional 
community centered around charismatic leaders. The narrative draws 
parallels between notions of  ascesis, suffering, and martyrdom and the 
history of  Lebanese Christians, notably the Maronites, who are depicted 
as a bastion of  faith continually vulnerable to subjugation and assimila-
tion. Yet once again the synergy between nationalist and religious tropes 
revolves around concepts of  territoriality, which is defined as the defense 
of  land and the political utilization of  geography, and belonging, realized 
through selective memory and the crafting of  narrative arcs that involve a 
perceived golden era followed by decline, crisis, salvation, and rebirth. In 
this discourse, religiously infused symbols and images play a central role 
across three domains: the celebration of  local geography, the celebration 
of  local history, and the celebration of  the connection between the group 
and its leader, thereby facilitating the creation and propagation of  Chris-
tian nationalist narratives in Lebanon.

Finally, in what is the last contribution of  the issue, Laszlo Hubbes 
deals mainly with religiousness while examining the role of  “cosmic reli-
gion” in forging narratives of  “new mythologies” in Hungary with nation-
alistic, religious, spiritual, and conspiratorial undertones. The narratives 
under consideration portray extraterrestrial agents as key players in the 
origins of  the Hungarian nation, connecting the beginnings of  the nation 
with millennial views of  the future. The so-called new national mythol-
ogies hold significant relevance and influence, particularly in mystical 
nationalist circles in Hungary, where they have been turned into concepts 
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of  mythic prehistory and anthropology, closely related to notions of  
Nordicism, Celticism, Aryanism, and Slavism. Hubbes goes on to study 
the transformation of  national or ethnic identities through the incorpora-
tion of  new forms of  religiousness and religiosity, such as neopaganism, 
particularly ethno-paganism. New national mythologies blend elements 
of  “cosmic religion,” such as ancient aliens, extraterrestrial ancestors, and 
galactic saviors, with Christian apocalypticism. The resulting bricolage 
produces narratives of  ethnogenesis and ethno-eschatology that imbue 
the forefathers of  Hungarians with a global, colonizing, and civilizing 
cultural significance. The new national mythologies trace the origins of  the 
Hungarian nation to heavenly beings or cosmic aliens, underlining a messi-
anic eschatological mission aimed at saving mankind and emphasizing its 
moral and spiritual superiority over other ethnicities, cultures, and civiliza-
tions. By adapting and nationalizing alien and apocalyptic elements from 
global popular culture, the producers and consumers of  the new national 
mythologies infuse their ethnos with cosmic significance, further strength-
ening their identities and narratives in a dynamic and evolving context.

Last but not least, in the heterography section, the comics artist and 
illustrator Giorgio Albertini represents the dialogue and clash between 
Judaism and Zionism, and the tension between universal and ethnic 
dimensions. Albertini aptly described the “ideal” Israel, but also its contra-
dictions and mistakes. Albertini’s heterography, commissioned by Religi-
ographies in spring 2023, is even more relevant today, during the ongoing 
war in Israel and Palestine, where nationalist and religious narratives are 
weaponized to the detriment of  humankind. 
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Abstract
This article questions the idea that secularism always comes about by the gradual 
elimination of  the sacred from the political sphere. It also aims to discuss how 
in the case of  seventeenth-century Netherlands, religious sentiments and an 
early ethnic claim participated in moulding a political regime characterised 
by a peculiar form of  divine secularisation and by a fusion of  ethnic-centred 
demands capable of  compacting and unifying the Dutch people.

1
I would like to thank Dr. Maddalena Chiellini for her 
review work on this article.

2
Ermanno Arrigoni, Alle radici della secolarizzazione: 
La teologia di Gogarten (Torino: Marietti, 1981), 9–39; 
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Introduction1

The term secularisation often refers to either the exclusion of  religion from the 
political discourse or to the transfer of  sectarian arrangements into civic reli-
gions. On the other hand, modern nationalism is generally believed to be born 
out of  secularist arguments, as the merging of  identitarian claims with religious 
formulas.2 We often read that the seventeenth century was characterised by a 
progressive removal of  religion from the public sphere and that it was during 
this time that the emerging core of  modern statehood and its civic discourse 
had begun to replace medieval political theology.3 However, my argument is 
that this vision is too naive and schematic and that in, some cases, religion nourished 
a peculiar form of  secularisation.4 In this paper, I offer a new account of  the 
path that nationalism can take. What may be defined as proto-nationalism 
and the alleged undermining of  religion that occurred during the course of  
seventeenth century were not a product of  rising secularisation but rather the 
outcome of  the most theologised century of  the modern era. 

The idea of  a contrast between the religious and the civil sphere that 
had allegedly started in the eleventh century has already been questioned 
by legal scholar Harold Berman, who distinguishes between a tentative 
“first secularisation” that occurred during the Middle Ages and what he 
called the “spiritualisation of  the secular” of  early modernity.5

To support this argument, which takes Berman’s conceptual itinerary 
a step further, I will start by investigating the case of  the Republic of  the 
Seven United Provinces in the Low Countries, which formed after the 
Dutch Revolt of  1566–1648. I will show how the creation of  a national 
myth, that of  the Batavi, laid the foundations for the first true ethnic claim 
in history. My analysis also looks at how Reformation’s Hebraist erudition, 
as it developed during the struggle against Spanish King Philip II, claimed 
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that Moses’ biblical constitution considered religious and civil laws to be 
on the same plane. In conclusion, I argue that what we see in the Netherlands 
is not one of  the first examples of  what Carl Schmitt referred to when 
he talked about how “all significant concepts of  the modern theories of  
the state are secularised theological concepts.”6 Rather, we witness a reli-
gious practice that is also nationalist-like, civic, and state-centred. To some 
extent, seventeenth-century Dutch Calvinist theology, national claims, and 
the coeval Political Hebraism7 combined to produce a sort of  divine secu-
larism, something that might still come as a surprise.

The first empirical data we can look at is how in Romance languages 
we can find different shades of  the adjective “secular.” Words like laicità 
or laïcité  in Italian and French, or laicismo in Spanish imply distance from 
a religious sphere. The general notion of  secularism was also expressed 
by removing God from public space. Nevertheless, in seventeenth-century 
Netherlands, people understood secularism differently. The Dutch Reformed 
political discourse saw the relationship between sacred history and human 
history as continuous and blended, rather than conflicting.8 Even the term 
“rebel,” in reference to the Dutch provinces fighting the Spanish central 
government, denoted a certain ambiguity. According to both sides of  the 
conflict, while the word had a political connotation, a rebel was also a devi-
ant of  all sorts, including from a religious perspective,9 as religion marked 
out and conceptualised the political side of  the conflict of  the revolt. The 
divine benevolence accorded to one of  the struggling parties was demon-
strated by emerging victorious, as in the eyes of  Reformed scholars and 
theologians, historical development could only be understood through the 
Holy Scriptures. Thus, the Calvinist perspective would interpret the long 
history of  Dutch people through the lens of  biblical events,10 as long as 
their religious sentiment was preserved.

In this respect, if  in today’s analysis we keep these aspects separate, 
while they were instead closely linked at the time, we would be implying 
and anticipating that long process of  contemporary secularisation, which, 
perhaps, had not even begun at the time.11 The requests of  Dutch Calvin-
ist congregations permeated the political affairs of  the state, especially at 
a local level. Dutch civil authorities were well aware that they could not 
rule without heeding the opinions of  the predikanten (preachers).12 In fact, 
during their theological training, young Dutch scholars and ministers learned 
to provide political responses in line with the language and mindset of  
their time. As a consequence, the substantial support for the intermingling 
of  state and religion, widely demonstrated by these Dutch theologians, 
implied a defence of  the political stability of  the fledgling Dutch “rebel” 
Republic, as well as a gradual reflection, undertaken by Calvinist theologi-
ans such as Gijsbert Voet (1589–1676), on an embryonic idea of  territorial 
and national sovereignty.13

From the point of  view of  the most uncompromising Dutch Calvin-
ist scholars, both political and moral freedom constituted one of  the main 
aspects—if  not the main aspect—of  national integrity. Thus, reluctance to 
tolerate denominational variations other than the rigorous Calvinist one is 
easy to understand. A wide array of  Calvinist theologians objected to reli-
gious tolerance, believing that it would undermine the strength inherent 
to the power required to rule the new state. In these Calvinist theories, the 
Netherlands were linked to a single faith, and Dutch people were political 
extensions of  a religious doctrine that summarised the concept under-
lying the Revolt. If  both the Republic of  the United Provinces and the 
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entire Dutch nation had departed from a self-identification with Calvinism 
(which was anti-Socinian and anti-Arminian), they would have renounced 
the reasons for their historical existence.14

People and religion: from the Batavi to the Israelites
As can be imagined, the inevitable internal contrasts amongst the various 
reformed confessions of  the Dutch Republic grew entwined with an interne-
cine conflict, which threatened the stability of  the Netherlands from within. 
It should be remembered that the dispute between the Gomarists, followers 
of  Franciscus Gomarus (1563–1641), and the Arminians, Jacob Arminus’ 
supporters (1560–1609), on the question of  the authority of  religion over poli-
tics divided Dutch people deeply. With city against city, congregation against 
congregation, and university against university, the underdeveloped Dutch 
political entity was poised to be disintegrated by centrifugal forces.15 Due to 
these controversies, Dutch thinkers advocated for the implementation of  a 
common identity policy to find a pacifying solution to a sectarian disagreement 
that was tearing Dutch society apart. This necessity eventually developed into 
two parallel public discourses, the first of which concerned the proto-nationalist 
and ethnic rhetoric of  Batavian genealogy. 

In order to trace the Batavian myth, we need to go back to the work 
of  ancient Roman historian Publius Cornelius Tacitus, who was probably 
the first to mention the Batavi in his treatises. In one of  his first writings, 
Germania, composed around AD 98, Tacitus first discussed this Germanic 
people, one of  the feuding tribes living in today’s Netherlands. In Books 
IV and V of  his Historia, the Roman historian described the revolt of  this 
unruly tribe against Roman legions in AD 69–70, inspired and led by their 
warrior leader Claudius Civilis.

Ideas about the Dutch nation pivoted around this line of  direct 
descent from the ancient Batavi, who at the time had also fought against 
foreign invaders. Now the vehement and greedy Romans had been substi-
tuted by the insidious and opulent Catholics, enemies of  the true Chris-
tian faith. 

This identity rhetoric, which foreshadowed the historical or 
pseudo-historical identifications of  Romanticism, whilst it essentially 
imagined an ideal continuity between the Republic of  the United Prov-
inces and the Batavi, clearly sought to overcome the disagreements that 
pitted large groups within Dutch society against each other. The first 
author to delve into a political and nationalist-like narrative of  the Bata-
vian myth was Hugo Grotius (1583–1645). In his Liber de antiquitate reipub-
licae Batavicae, also published in Dutch as Tractaet van de Oudtheyt van de 
Batavische nu Hollandsghe Republique (1610), Grotius, whose Calvinist views 
were similar to those of  Arminius, stated that freedom, unity, endurance, 
and independence were central characteristics of  the Dutch national iden-
tity. He actively argued that they made up the most native essence of  the 
Dutch people, and he called on the Dutch nation to preserve these ancient 
and unitary traditions.16 To hold Dutch society together, the Stadtholders 
thus encouraged the spread of  this Batavian heritage and the idea of  a 
libertarian nation that resisted Latin colonisation.17 On these grounds, 
Amsterdam-born poet Johan van Heemskerck (1597–1656) wrote the 
popular poem Inleydinghe tot het ontwerp van een Batavische Arcadia (i.e., Intro-
duction to the idea of  a Batavian Arcadia, 1637). The text described a trip 
from The Hague to the seaside town of  Katwijk, where a group of  nymphs 
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and shepherds peacefully and joyfully conversed in a courteous and idyl-
lic atmosphere. Later, playwright Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679) used 
Heemskerck’s theme for his famous play Batavische gebroeders (i.e., Batavian 
brothers, 1663), which again highlighted the tight connection between the 
fierce Batavi and the proud Dutch people. 

If  the Batavian myth played a major role in the Dutch seventeenth-century 
imagination,18 a second public discourse derived from the emphasis the 
Reformists put on the rediscovery and reading of  original biblical sources. 
In this process of  national definition, the new Dutch subjects also sought 
their roots in identifying as a true and solely biblical nation. This created 
an additional level of  moral contrast with Catholic Spain, depicted as a 
pharaonic tyranny that opposed the legitimate struggle of  the Netherlands 
for civic and religious freedom. Spanish monarch Philip II was associated 
with the anonymous biblical pharaoh, whilst the Dutch people were asso-
ciated with the Israelites. For example, the rescue of  the citizens of  Leiden 
in 1574 by the Dutch Navy was linked to the events narrated in Exodus 
(Ex. 13:18 and 14:24–29), when the Egyptians were overwhelmed by the 
sea. Leiden’s rescue was seen as the divine endorsement of  the true faith, 
and the indication of  God’s closeness to the resistance of  the Netherlands. 
The episode, both the historical and the biblical one, galvanised the Dutch 
ruling class so strongly that it grew into a real national iconographic motif, 
with dozens of  artistic representations being made.19

With a domino effect, it was almost natural for religious discussions to 
move on to an external political debate. Despite their religious differences, 
all the Reformed scholars noted that the Hebrew Bible also dealt with poli-
tics and the organisation of  power. Prominent Dutch Calvinist theologian 
Sixtinus Amama (1593–1629) was convinced that the principles of  the 
Reformation favoured the study of  Hebrew in order to defeat the Catho-
lic threat.20 Reformed theologians were interested in deciphering, under-
standing, and investigating the politics described in the Bible, the kind of  
organisation of  power that God legitimated, and what kind of  regulations 
Moses implemented. Thus, seventeenth-century scholarship witnessed the 
dissemination of  books and treatises that explored the so-called Respublica 
Hebraeorum—the ancient Hebrew Commonwealth—following this fresh 
Reformed interest. Jewish sources were becoming a vessel of  political 
norms which God himself  had provided to the Israelites in the form of  
a civic government. And Moses in particular, as the Israelite lawgiver, was 
represented as the founder of  this ancient government. It is clear that the 
consequences of  such a “secular” reinterpretation of  the Bible were quite 
relevant: if  God had depicted a typology of  civil government, then the 
aims of  a true Christian nation would have to be entirely re-organised.

This context is crucial for understanding the trends emerging in this 
period. It explains why Arminian Calvinist Petrus Cunaeus (1586–1638) in 
his De Republica Hebraeorum Libri III (1617) attempted to demonstrate the 
free, orderly, and victorious character of  Mosaic law. In other words, he 
tried to provide a civic-religious model for the new Dutch state, capable 
of  mediating between the rashness of  the Exodus events and the political 
stability of  the biblical Commonwealth.21 Thus, the classical republican 
word libertas  became the distinctive Dutch Vrijheid , nourished by biblical, 
Jewish, and Latin sources, fusing into a political discourse that used terms 
of  classical antiquity, but with a much wider conceptual range. Moreo-
ver, the Hebrew commonwealth provided not only biblical parallels of  a 
chosen people and a promised land, but also a confederal blueprint for the 
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organisation of  the Republic of  United Provinces.22 Being tied to a biblical 
imagery also entailed continuous references to the Jewish notion of  berith 
(i.e., the Covenant) between God and Israel. The covenant mediated by 
Moses was referred to because it possessed a moral strength that could 
bring Hollanders together thanks to its religious nature, which was being 
absorbed in the civic amalgamation process being undergone by the Dutch 
Republic.23 Biblical references, through the only official Dutch translation 
of  the Bible, the Statenbijbel, allowed Calvinist preachers to become politi-
cal agitators of  sorts in the service of  the state. Likewise, Dutch intelligent-
sia received and reworked these ideas within their cultural and intellectual 
activities, trying to make the Republic of  the Seven United Provinces 
appear as if  it belonged to both past and present republican regimes. 
The Hebrew model was efficaciously inserted amongst other similar or 
compatible models, such as Geneva’s (or the Swiss model), Venice’s,24 and 
that of  the Germanic mixtae  republics.25 Reformed scholars looked at the 
supposed Constitution conceived by the Holy Scriptures as a beacon lead-
ing the Dutch nation to its historical destiny. Thus, Political Theory—or its 
forefather at least—worked alongside Hebraist scholarship, Batavian myth, 
and Calvinist theology 26 to produce a Dutch national identity.

The unifying character of  the identification between the Netherlands 
and ancient Israel was also due to the decisive role played by the ruling 
class, which was able to accentuate the notably political and national nature 
of  Israelite religious identification. This occurred thanks to an accurate 
political project developed in the Calvinist circles of  academic Hebra-
ists, through which this narration was consciously transformed into a 
republican Calvinist political model, based on a deep knowledge of  Jewish 
scholarship.27

During the period between the Revolt and the affirmation of  the 
state, the nationalist discourse of  the Dutch as a chosen people retaining 
a special destiny was oriented towards a reinterpretation of  Old Testament 
politics. The political use of  the Bible began when biblical pages were 
presented as sources to examine and reassess the central themes for the 
construction of  Dutch political identity. This was brought into being not 
only by theologians and scholars, but also by the Republic’s new generation 
of  politicians. Essentially, civil authorities were also interested in creating 
and legitimising their own identity agenda through a “secular” reading of  
the Old Testament.

It is no coincidence then that some Calvinist scholars stressed the 
centrality of  the notion of  alliance (berith ) for the nation. According to 
them, the book of  Deuteronomy warned the Israelites not to embrace 
foreign idols, since Israel was born as a nation and acquired its national 
freedom thanks to the political-religious alliance stipulated by Moses. In 
the same way, all Dutch people were collectively called to defend their 
Republic as the Israelites did, in its dual form of  political affiliation and 
religious faith.28

A divine secularisation
Despite the scholarly definitions of  secularism, Dutch theologians generally 
claimed that religious semantic contents could have an intrinsic value for the 
public discourse. This reading, built on the Old Testament as brokered by 
the Reformation, believed that the Dutch were the chosen people, bound 
to God—and to themselves—by a sacred covenant, and associated the Low 
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Countries with a Netherlandish Israel. Through the use of  these semantic 
tools, Dutch thinkers justified the revolt against King Philip II, as well as 
against Catholic rule over their Reformed land. As mentioned above, during 
the Eighty Years’ War there was an abiding comparison between the institu-
tions of  the regime of  the biblical Hebrews and the structures of  the Dutch 
state, as an outcome of  its full identification as the “new Israel.”29 The Bible 
was read as a source of  inspiration for a new political project, as well as a good 
compendium of  ethical-political patterns, and it was a privileged conceptual 
provider for the development of  political thought in early modern Holland.30 
Within the newborn country, this political Hebraism was not limited to the 
religious realm but was even diffused into popular strata. In this context, the 
divine view of  the nation was a crucial political and cultural theme, capable 
of  calling into question some historiographical beliefs concerning European 
political thought, such as those concerning progressive secularisation, which 
is often overly backdated.31 Large parts of  Dutch society were aware of  this 
ideological overlap between divine history and their secular reality, whereas 
secular just meant “civic affairs” for them. 

Lectures and sermons preached by pastors or scholarly theologians 
illustrated how civil life was to be a mirror of  religious existence. This did 
not entail that one’s public life had to be identical to one’s spiritual vigour, 
but rather that the rules that ordered and defined religion were a starting 
point for public affairs. In fact, during the Dutch Revolt, and in its govern-
mental outcome, we can actually observe a sacred, divine secularism. The 
Dutch case showed that the nationalisation of  society and the affirmation 
of  a political or civic language could have a double relationship on two 
different levels, in which daily affairs, as well as the affairs of  the state 
itself, were subject to very little “secular” reading.

Since God and Moses had politically ordered ancient Israel through 
a mix of  the civic and the religious, from which it would be wise to draw 
inspiration, the separation between these two spheres lost any solid foun-
dation. Civic politics, war politics, and even identity politics then appeared 
as an aspect of  an all-embracing national religious culture. In the eyes of  
Dutch Calvinist scholars, the biblical paradigm was so rich in ethical and 
civil significance that it could teach one how to be at the same time a citi-
zen (a good burger) and a subject (onderdaan) of  the Dutch nation.

As Michael Walzer demonstrated almost forty years ago, the para-
digm of  the Jewish Exodus served as a point of  reference not only for 
the rebellious Dutchmen, but also in the English Civil War.32 It is an 
extremely tangible and dynamic paradigm that could even appear danger-
ously subversive to the most traditionalist theologians. For this reason, the 
Dutch ruling class intended to elaborate the national idea of  freedom in 
parallel with Mosaic liberation, but in a less seditious way, not just through 
the use of  classical models, but also by employing more institutionalising 
biblical paradigms. References to the Bible therefore take care to not exalt 
too much the libertarian thrust of  the Israelites fleeing Egypt, focusing 
instead on the perfect and prudential nature of  Mosaic law, at the same 
time civil and cultic. The conception of  the state became a reflection of  both 
morality (religion) and nation (civil affairs). These three elements—state, 
nation, and ethics—were merged together, without sharp boundaries. 

In seventeenth-century Dutch mentality, secularisation, intended as 
the absence of  religion in civil affairs, was disarmed by the profound 
interconnection between nation-centred and civil elements. Civil author-
ities administered the state in the interests of  the Dutch people and of  
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their religion. Just as Moses ordered an alliance between Israel and God 
via the establishment of  a religious and civil corpus, the divine secularisa-
tion of  the Netherlands introduced a hybrid alliance between sacredness 
and politics in the civil sphere. Civil authorities understood that Calvinist 
sentiment had public significance for the Dutch national community and 
thus incorporated some religious directives, while at the same time they 
did not bow blindly to the theologians’ will.33

From this perspective, secular politics was neither the means nor the 
aim of  religion but participated in the fabrication of  an unprecedented 
national and state entity. Calvinism was not a civic religion—certainly not 
in Enlightenment or Jacobin terms—but it represented the public ethics 
of  a new nation, and the reason for its existence on the stage of  human 
history. The Calvinist creed acted as glue and justification for the national 
struggles of  the entire Dutch state. From a nationalistic point of  view, 
Calvinism and its two ramifications—the biblical and the Batavian—
created an “us” opposed to a “them.”

It is remarkable that there were also signs of  a relative convergence 
in terms of  a dialogical standpoint that moved away both from Medie-
val political theology and present-day, clear-cut notions of  secularism. 
As a matter of  fact, the Dutch example highlights a narrow transition 
in the definition of  political legitimacy, which does not rest on divine 
will as in the Middle Ages, but on the religious will of  people who recog-
nised themselves as a nation. In the Netherlands the famous motto cuius 
regio, eius religio—“whose realm, their religion”—was overturned. It was 
not the sovereign imposing their belief  on the people, but the people 
who, through the majority religion, built their own identification with 
the state. Civic institutions were therefore ordered and inspired by this 
majority rather than absolutist principles. This under-studied aspect of  
seventeenth-century Dutch society cannot be ignored when studying how 
secularism eventually became embedded with concepts such as democracy, 
liberalism, and the rule of  law.34 It is also worth noting that the first theorist 
of  natural law was moderate Calvinist Hugo Grotius, the same person who 
had written the first apologetic treatise on the Batavi. Some authors have 
argued that many of  the central ideas we unwittingly associate with the 
birth of  modern political thought, or the birth of  so-called secularisation, 
developed in this religious context.35 While historical studies seem to trace 
the tendency of  seventeenth-century political thought to claim absolute 
autonomy, in the Dutch case, things went in a different and clear direction. 
Between the 1620s and the 1660s, the Dutch political debate had increas-
ingly been dominated by a concern with the ideas of  Niccolò Machiavelli. 
The Italian theorist had been the first writer to offer a vision of  politics in 
which theology did not play a part in providing political legitimacy and 
stability.36 His essentially secular vision of  history influenced the works of  
some Dutch thinkers of  the time, such as Pieter de la Court (1618–1685)37 
and Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677). Without getting into the specifics of  
these Dutch authors, we can still say that Machiavelli’s vision could thrive 
in a wartime context—as Holland was experiencing in that period—since 
the pursuit of  theological disputes felt devoid of  any real political and 
social relevance. The previous 1617–1618 crisis had brought the Republic 
to the brink of  civil war. That had encouraged civil authorities, albeit more 
or less linked to religious circles, to take matters into their own hands and 
curb the internal strife by using the Batavian narrative and, to a slightly 
lesser extent, biblical identification. Taking control of  religious institutions 
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did not imply a process of  secularisation intended as the exclusion of  the 
religious from the political, but rather the maintenance of  state stability 
and public order through the fusion of  the two. Civil magistracies, more 
concerned with the collapse of  the Dutch Republic under the disruptive 
power of  sectarian diatribes, mediated and negotiated between the two 
fields. Hugo Grotius explained this well. He started the Batavian myth, 
while also being a theologian, a politician, and a jurist. In addition to his 
profound interest in the mythical past of  the Batavi, Grotius believed 
that the divine constitution preserved in the Bible was the political cyno-
sure towards which Holland should navigate.38 Ethnic political semantics 
and religious political semantics thus merged into an intellectual product 
that saw the Dutch Republic as both a civil and God-inspired political 
expression. In a certain sense, both visions sacralised the political sphere, 
reframing in the present the ultimate goal of  religion: salvation. But if  
Calvinism aimed at the salvation of  the soul—which in some cases was 
also predestined for salvation—the nationalist claim aimed at the salvation 
of  the Dutch citizens, who had to be self-aware and fight for the defense 
of  their hard-gained freedom. 

In seventeenth-century Holland, it was not only the theologians who 
interpreted the Scriptures, just like political jurists did not simply theorise 
the workings of  civil authority. Moreover, as noted by Jonathan I. Israel, 
political stability in the Republic of  the United Provinces was a crucial 
necessity after the Twelve Years’ Truce, which had been “secular”—or 
civic—in character, even though constantly sporting theological themes. 
The urgent need for peace tended to give less importance to theological 
claims and arguments.39

For this reason, divine secularisation was not a subordination of  reli-
gion to politics, but rather their fusion or juxtaposition, for the sake of  
the state and national unity. While it might be believed that modern states 
and their administrative apparatus have come to be the way they are due 
to the religious sphere, which is partly true in some cases, the imposition 
of  a religious peace and the intervention of  a mixed authority, as occurred 
in the Netherlands, was the peculiar compromise between religion and 
politics in which the civic realm was sacralised and the religious context 
was politicised.

In early modern absolute monarchies, the king had a divine right: his 
potestas was not mediated by the people, and his authority could only be 
limited by divine laws. In a sense, loyalty to the monarch is prone to be 
transformed into a political religion. The greatness of  God is reflected 
in the majesty of  the sovereign, to whom the people must swear eter-
nal fidelity as the highest religious manifestation. However, the Dutch 
case demonstrates how loyalty can be directed towards the nation itself. 
State apparatus, the Batavian nation, Israelite identification, and Calvinist 
confession were the archetypes to which Dutch citizens had to turn to 
assert their loyalty. Thus, divine secularisation can be defined as a hybrid 
form, in which both Calvinist theological readings and national awareness 
of  the Dutch state coexisted. The relationship between these two perspec-
tives was not in conflict but rather in perennial osmosis, through the politi-
cal reification of  updated and re-functionalised biblical suggestions and of  
a mythical past. Historiography has sometimes offered a schematic picture 
that does not correspond to the reality of  all the contexts, especially when 
it comes to the Netherlands, which were actually robustly penetrated by 
religiosity and mysticism.
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If  we eliminate the religious and mystical dimension, the idea of  an absolute 
secular language of  civic Humanism would imply refusing a whole world of  
meaning connected to the pervasive influence of  theology, biblical exegesis, 
and prophecy. Accordingly, the biblical-political themes of  the Exodus, of  the 
liberation from tyranny, and of  political resistance based on religious obedi-
ence were crucial during the Dutch Revolt and in the political and national-
istic creation of  the United Provinces. That is why the union between Batavi 
and Israelites influenced the Dutch art of  the Golden Age, repurposing visual 
representations centred on the “national” hero Moses, on Batavian ancestors 
and on the antagonist, the Pharaoh.

For this reason, my definition of  divine secularisation concerns the 
periodisation and the relationship between theology and politics, and 
this led me to question why the Jewish Commonwealth model became, 
for example, a republican political model that enjoyed great popularity 
in seventeenth-century Europe. The Dutch case led to one of  the first 
instances of  nationalism, but also a nationalism resulting from a process 
of  divine secularisation, within which Calvinist theology, with its attach-
ment to Jewish scholarship, served a basic function in the distinctive 
formation of  Dutch civic identity.

Seventeenth-century divine secularisation of  Dutch politics marked a 
moment in history in which Christianity had partly lost its social structur-
ing function, typical of  the Middle Ages, but at the same time could still 
use its narrative force to build a new active political reality. Ethnic claims 
and the civil government participated on the same level in the aspirations 
of  religious belief. Religion did not disappear, but at the same time the 
Dutch state was not confessional either, nor was faith an exclusively private 
phenomenon.

The Batavian narrative allowed the Dutch Republic’s thinkers and 
ruling class to shape the mythopoeia of  their nation by providing a mythical 
past. This was a compelling narrative of  the Netherlands as a political and 
cultural community united not only against a foreign tyranny, but also in 
achieving a religious pacification and a collective destiny. In this sense, 
King Philip II, as a Spaniard and Catholic, could be, all in all, the only 
enemy capable of  compacting and uniting the mottled fringes of  Dutch 
Calvinism against a common threat.

Conclusions
In conclusion, at the beginning of  the modern age, when ethnic constructions 
became part of  a broader process of  identity awakening, some political myths 
certainly served to legitimise new or existing institutions, to galvanise public 
opinion, and to strengthen collective identification. This is why I believe that 
we should address the question of  whether nationalism is an exclusive 
product of  the processes of  popular political participation and industrialisation 
after the eighteenth century. We should overturn this perspective and rethink 
the history of  nationalisms as preceding the ideological constructions of  the 
Enlightenment and of  the Liberal and Romantic eras.

As for the Dutch case, Calvinists did not ask Dutch society for a clear 
separation between religious faith and public life, nor for a total penetra-
tion of  the cult within the civic sphere. The Republic was not an end in 
itself, just as religion was not an end in itself. The reality that their junc-
ture created was instead an end in itself. The solution civil and religious 
authorities found was pragmatic, and it aimed at the hybridisation of  the 
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two realms, occurring with the inclusion of  the preachers in the govern-
ment of  communities and a state that took the moral constructions of  
religion into account. The Calvinist approach, along with civil authorities, 
promoted a nationalist cooperation that did not separate one sphere from 
another. In a sense, it was rather aimed at incorporating dissident religious 
groups in the fabric of  the political body in order to contain centrifugal 
forces and to stabilise the Netherlands on its path to full independence. 

Additionally, thanks to the incessant work of  Dutch Reformed theo-
logians, it became common in the Netherlands to think that religion could 
mould customs and shape the intimate beliefs of  the political commu-
nity of  citizens, while mitigating the excesses of  a society that prospered 
greatly during its seventeenth-century Golden Age.40 Only through this 
interpretation is it possible to grasp the key role of  the Dutch foundational 
myth and its relationship with biblical identification, tied as both elements 
are to the phenomenon of  divine secularisation. 
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Whether nations retained a religious marker of  identity or 
rejected it depended on whether they had emerged in conflict 
with religion or in alliance with it.

David Martin*

Τhe Greek enlightenment emerged as a movement aimed at spreading the 
values and ideas of  the Enlightenment to the Balkans in the last quarter of  the 
eighteenth century. The movement led to the adoption of  modern concepts 
like political classicism and revolutionary nationalism by the Ottoman-ruled 
Orthodox communities of  South-Eastern Europe. Increased interest in things 
purely secular—schooling, revolutionary liberalism, freemasonry networks 
and, finally, a severe economic crisis in Ottoman trade after 1815—resulted 
in a massive armed insurrection against the Sultan that broke out in the early 
months of  1821, first in the Danubian Principalities (modern-day Romania) 
and then further south, in mainland Greece and the islands. The ensuing war 
was practically unrelated to religion. The Greek Revolution was a national 
revolution that put forward the sovereignty of  a people from a secular view-
point. Endemic religious indifference in wartime aided the post-war endeavour 
to establish an autonomous state and an autocephalous national church subor-
dinate to the values of  Hellenism. In broad terms, this is today the mainstream 
view of  historians on the rise and early development of  Greek nationalism, 
whose secularist bias often obscures interesting connections and affinities with 
religion.

*
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142, cited in Effie Fokas, “David Martin on Religion 
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Abstract
Treating nationalism as a profoundly anticlerical and secular ideology, Greek 
historians tend to emphasize the role of  the Greek Enlightenment in enabling 
the detachment of  educated Greeks from religious values and practices, facil-
itating the spread of  national identity among the mass and, ultimately, effect-
ing the outbreak of  the Greek Revolution in 1821. This paper argues, on the 
contrary, that the clash of  religious and secular ideas in pre-war Greek society 
did not usher in a massive detachment from religious values and practices. As 
the glory of  Hellas waxed in Greek hearts and minds, collective attachments 
to a past steeped in religion did not wane; rather, the two often overlapped 
and reinforced each other, especially after the commencement of  the war. 
The focus, therefore, is set on the process of  imbrication between nationalism 
and religion as a binary process that affects and transforms both as a result of  
active confrontation of  the Muslim Ottomans as enemies. Besides the consti-
tutional tie between nationality and faith, several other means of  sacralising 
the revolutionary war are considered depending on agency and circumstance: 
religiously induced violence, modes of  ceremony and ritual focused on vener-
ation and mass reverence, production of  new religious literature adjusted to 
war purposes, action on days of  religious significance, religious rites and cele-
brations for patriotic purposes, transfer of  religious practices (hymn chanting) 
and concepts (martyrdom) to the war culture and, finally, the quasi-sanctifica-
tion of  the bodies of  the fallen patriots.
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The 1821–2021 bicentenary has prompted a new 
spate of  studies on the Greek 1820s and some have 
stood out for their interest in matters of  religion and 
the sacred in contrast to the conventional approach 

This line of  reasoning was laid down in Greece and abroad by a new wave 
of  historians working on modern Greek history in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
new wave consisted mainly, though not exclusively, of  students of  Konstan-
tinos Th. Dimaras, a literature historian who had made the Greek Enlight-
enment the focal point of  his research.1 The circle of  Dimaras disentangled 
Greek nationalism and national identity from religion, setting the standards 
of  what nowadays is widely accepted in Greek historiography: the movement 
of  the Greek Enlightenment was instrumental in the gradual detachment of  
educated individuals and groups from religious values and practices, and the 
clash between religious and secular ideas facilitated the spread of  national iden-
tity among the Ottoman-ruled Greeks, effecting thus the outbreak of  1821.2 
This is a view that presupposes and stems from, whether explicitly or tacitly, 
what Anthony Smith has called the secular replacement thesis.3 According to 
this thesis, religion is a residual phenomenon and a background category in 
the analysis of  a given nationalism, “representing that from which, and against 
which, nations and nationalism emerged.”4 As the legitimate offspring of  the 
Enlightenment, nationalism is a profoundly anticlerical and secular ideology 
meant to replace religion in the modern world, as are national identities. It is 
for this reason that religion, and more broadly the sacred, cannot account for 
the origins and development of  a given national identity and movement. In 
respect to the Greek case, for instance, it has been suggested that “religion 
came last in the struggle to forge new national identities and did not become 
a functional element in national definition until the nation-states had nation-
alised their churches.”5 

This paper takes a different stance. There is no doubt that the Greek 
Revolution or War of  Independence (1821–1830)6 stemmed from the 
dynamics of  Western thought and practice, that it disrupted the Otto-
man order of  power and hastened the diffusion of  secular ideas in the 
Balkans, yet at the same time, it had been a fascinating mélange of  tradi-
tional and modern elements, old identities and modern concepts. As the 
glory of  Hellas waxed in Greek hearts and minds, attachments to a past 
steeped in religion did not wane. On the contrary, the two often over-
lapped and reinforced each other, especially after the war broke out. The 
secular replacement thesis, therefore, on which most historians of  Modern 
Greece nowadays rely, does not apply to the Greek case,7 if  it applies to 
any case at all.8 

By arguing thus I do not contend that the Orthodox Church had 
been the guardian of  Greek ethnicity and nationhood during the period 
of  the Ottoman rule, nor that it effected the Greek War of  Independ-
ence. The thesis of  the Church-led reawakening of  the Greek people 
after four centuries of  Ottoman domination,9 which informs older works 
on 1821 (mostly in Greek), lacks validity by modern historiographical 
standards. My approach stems from two premises, one theoretical and 
the other empirical. At a theoretical level, I accept Anthony Smith’s view 
of  nationalism as a modern ideology and movement which, nonetheless, 
draws on pre-modern symbols and myths, in order to furnish powerful 
and compelling imagery and language, generate new modes of  imaginings, 
and construct firm social and political relationships.10 Religious heritage, 
text and image are very important in this respect. The notion of  divine 
election of  a certain people, the theme of  collective regeneration, the 
belief  in the coming of  a messiah-saviour, and the idea of  overcoming 
death through self-sacrifice came straight from the sphere of  religion to 
become a staple of  nineteenth-century nationalist thinking in Europe and 
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the Americas.11 As we shall see, the belief  in rebirth or revival of  a whole 
nation, connected to both the Protestant metaphor of  Awakening and the 
Orthodox idea of  Resurrection, is particularly useful for my arguments.

Relatively recently, the older picture of  the European Enlighten-
ment—and concomitantly, that of  the Greek Enlightenment—as a single 
and unified phenomenon with anti-Christian and anti-Church character-
istics has been reviewed by a growing body of  studies.12 The Enlighten-
ment is no longer studied as a monolithic secular phenomenon, while 
there is increasing appreciation of  the intellectual effort to discover “ways 
to reconcile reason and faith, innovation with tradition, and individual 
freedom of  thought with authority.”13 Looking beyond the bipolarity of  
religious and secular values, historians have come to address the complex 
relationship of  the Enlightenment with religious belief  and the engage-
ment of  the former with different forms of  Christianity. In the Otto-
man empire, for example, the cultural transfer of  enlightened ideas from 
the West to the East involved the Orthodox Church and the intellectuals 
within its orbit. Not infrequently, the enlighteners opted to reform religion 
instead of  outright rejecting it. Church and religion did re-emerge with a 
renewed prestige in restoration Europe. In Southern Europe, early liberal-
ism developed an ambiguous, double-edged relationship with Catholicism 
and Orthodoxy. Being convinced that no society could survive without 
religious morality, southern liberals developed a variety of  religious atti-
tudes, but on the whole they did not abandon their established religions. 
At times they challenged them; at other times they combined them with 
new political tenets and sources of  legitimacy. As the Greek revolutionary 
movement became an integral part of  the great revolutionary wave of  the 
1820s that swept across Spain, Portugal, and the Italian peninsula, Greek 
liberals came to share the same concerns and considerations.14 In spite of  
the anticlerical and radical ideals of  a sizeable number of  late eighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century Greek enlighteners and patriots (the two do 
not always coincide), the pre-war clash between religion and secularism 
cannot account for the development of  Greek national consciousness as 
conventionally thought.15 These empirical observations provide the empir-
ical premise of  my own approach.

Rogers Brubaker has singled out four distinct ways of  studying the 
connection between religion and nationalism.16 The one that treats reli-
gion and nationalism as intertwined or imbricated phenomena is perhaps 
the most relevant to my analysis here.17 I will start by examining the anti-
clerical and radical ideals of  a sizeable number of  paragons of  the Greek 
independence movement and the cultural and political reasons behind 
their pre-war clash with the highest source of  religious authority in the 
Orthodox world, the Ecumenical Patriarchate of  Constantinople. Then 
I will probe the facets of  imbrication between nationalist and religious 
discourses that first occurred as the independence movement started to 
grow beyond the avant-garde circles of  republican nationalists and evolve 
into networks with increasing membership demands. It was within the 
so-called Friendly Society (Philiki Etaireia), certainly the most popular of  
these networks, that nationalism was wedded to religion. Finally, I will 
focus on the process of  imbrication between nationalism and religion after 
the outbreak of  the war as a binary process that affects and transforms 
both of  them as a result of  active confrontation of  the Muslim Ottomans 
on the battlefield. Overall, the analysis here is geared more towards sacred 
beliefs and practices than institutions. If  one is to understand the loyalty, 
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devotion, and allegiance to a given nation, one has to probe the way(s) 
the national sentiment is experienced through the enthrallment of  perfor-
mance and the effervescence of  ritual.18 

Clash with Tradition
The Greek Enlightenment proclaimed that modern Greeks were a distinct 
community of  common culture and interests but were no match for their 
glorious ancestors because they had been enslaved by foreigners. Should the 
foreign yoke be removed, modern Greeks would again be restored to their 
ancient glory. The Greek enlighteners strove to break away from tradition 
and crystallise a specifically Greek, rather than Orthodox Christian, collective 
identity, pregnant with a sense of  belonging to a wider European family. What 
they were seeking was not just political emancipation from the Ottoman rule 
but also spiritual emancipation from the Orthodox Christian tradition and 
establishment. The ultimate goal of  this enterprise was the perspective of  an 
autonomous political community, while the immediate objective was cultivat-
ing reverence for ancient Greece. 

Indeed, the glory of  Hellas had taken a firm hold in Greek hearts 
and minds. Some Greeks had gone as far as making libations to Poseidon 
before crossing the sea while others started to use exclusively classical 
names for their children or their students. Remarkably, in 1813 the cleric 
and teacher Dionysios Pyrros organised a ceremony in his school in Athens 
where he changed the Christian names of  his pupils to the plaudits of  the 
Athenian elders. As each pupil was called out, Pyrros presented him with 
a branch of  laurel or olive, saying, “now your name is no longer Yannis or 
Pavlos . . . but Pericles, Themistocles, or Xenophon. Fear God, help your 
motherland and love philosophy.” And the Athenian elders shouted out 
“Long live Pericles” or “Long live Themistocles.”19 A more extreme case 
perhaps was that of  the physician and philosopher Georgios Sakellarios 
who offered prayers to the Olympian Gods on the death of  his wife.20

Τhe revival of  Greek names, the teaching of  classics in schools, the 
interest in the relics of  antiquity, and the like culminated in the rise of  
a politicised sense of  Hellenic identity with secular overtones which, in 
turn, was disseminated through an extended commerce-funded network 
of  schools. Merchants stepped in to subsidise the publication of  a body 
of  literature which, increasingly secular as it was, aimed at a specifically 
Greek readership. A considerable fluctuation in the production and circu-
lation of  books followed suit. Literature, almanacs, newspapers, commer-
cial guides, methods for teaching foreign languages, and translations all 
confirm a broadening in readers’ concerns and interests.21

However, the enlighteners’ call for political and spiritual emancipation 
represented a threat to the Orthodox Christian structures and moral order. 
For the Ecumenical Patriarchate, which had been wedded to the Otto-
man status quo since the fall of  Constantinople, the vision of  a sovereign 
people in secular terms was a concept difficult to grasp and impossible 
to contemplate. Hence, at the turn of  the eighteenth to the nineteenth 
century, the Patriarchate adopted an increasingly obscurantist stance in 
theological, educational, and cultural matters. Books were burned and 
heresy trials were held in fear that the growing fascination with ancient 
Greece, let alone the introduction of  natural sciences to the Greek schools, 
would undermine the religious attachments of  the Ottoman-ruled Ortho-
dox. Being a staunch opponent of  the “foolish wisdom of  Europe,” the 
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Ecumenical Patriarch Gregory V (1746–1821) bemoaned, according to 
a contemporary observer, that the Platos and Aristotles, the Newtons 
and Descartes, the triangles and logarithms led to indifference in matters 
divine.22 What the Patriarch fretted most over, however, was the spirit of  
political radicalism that the French Revolution had spawned a few years 
prior. The Sultan shared the same fear. 

The traditional good relations between France and the Porte changed 
course because of  the Napoleonic campaigns. The French capture of  the 
Ionian islands by the treaty of  the Campo Formio (1797), an event of  
greater importance in Bonaparte’s view than the occupation of  the whole 
of  Italy,23 had strained Franco-Turkish relations. On his arrival in Corfu 
in June 1797, the Corsican General Gentili announced that Greece would 
again be restored to her ancient freedom and that the classical virtues 
would live once more because the French were bringing with them liberty 
and equality. In the eyes of  the Ottomans, it was clear that Napoleon had 
designs on their domains. Rumours of  insurrection were reaching Istanbul 
from different parts of  the empire. The arrest in Trieste in December 1797 
of  the Greek patriot Rigas Velestinlis was another sign of  alarm. Rigas was 
perhaps the best representative of  the climate of  great encouragement and 
enthusiasm Napoleon had created among the Greeks. Though caught on 
Austrian territory, Rigas carried a chest with revolutionary proclamations 
and other printed material against “the insufferable tyranny of  the abom-
inable Ottoman despotism.”24 Indeed, Napoleon crossed the threshold of  
the Ottoman world in the summer of  1798 with his invasion of  Malta and 
his landing on Egypt. Aboard his ship he issued a declaration to the people 
of  Egypt conceding, most astonishingly, that he was a God-sent liberator, 
a true Muslim himself, who had come to shake off  the yoke of  Egypt’s 
Ottoman masters. Few Muslims, if  any, were convinced of  Napoleon’s 
faith.25 Sultan Mahmud IV declared war against France and called on the 
empire’s supreme religious authorities to check the spread of  French ideas. 
What the Sultan had envisaged in the first place was an Ottoman propa-
ganda counteroffensive for the creation of  a common front of  believers, 
of  whatever religion, against atheistical France. Patriarch Gregory V joined 
the effort because he saw the radical ideas of  Rigas gaining increasing 
notoriety among Greeks. The “Paternal Instruction” (Didaskalia Patriki),26 
a work printed at the patriarchal press in Constantinople in the summer 
or early autumn of  1798 should be seen as part of  this campaign.27 The 
work’s authorship remains unknown—the work bears the name of  the 
Patriarch Anthimos of  Jerusalem to whom Gregory V probably delegated 
the task of  authoring, or merely had the text written under Anthimos’s 
name—but what is clear is the author’s insistence that Christians owed 
obedience to the Sultan because the Ottoman empire had been deliber-
ately raised up by God to protect the Orthodox faith from adulteration:

“See how clearly our Lord, boundless in mercy and all-wise, has 
undertaken to guard once more the unsullied Holy and Orthodox 
faith of  us, the pious, and to save all mankind. He raised out 
of  nothing this powerful empire of  the Ottomans, in the place 
of  our Roman [Byzantine] empire which had begun, in a certain 
way, to cause to deviate from the beliefs of  the Orthodox faith, 
and He raised up the empire of  the Ottomans higher than any 
other kingdom so as to show without doubt that it came about 
by divine will, and not by the power of  man, and to assure all the 
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faithful that in this way He deigned to bring about a great mystery, 
namely salvation to his chosen people . . . The all-mighty Lord . . . 
puts into the heart of  the sultan of  these Ottomans an inclination 
to keep free the religious beliefs of  our Orthodox faith and, as 
a work of  supererogation, to protect them, even to the point of  
occasionally chastising Christians who deviate from their faith, 
that they have always before their eyes the fear of  God.”28

The assertion that the Ottoman empire was ordained by God provoked the 
immediate reaction of  progressive Greeks. Before the end of  the same year 
(1798), the Paris-based intellectual father of  Greek national revival, Adaman-
tios Korais, penned a pamphlet with the title “Brotherly Instruction” (Adel-
phiki Didaskalia)29 where he defended liberty and democracy. Korais published 
the pamphlet anonymously, faking the place of  publication (Rome instead of  
Paris). As he put it in the introduction, the pamphlet aimed at correcting the 
false impression under which a learned European might surmise the true feel-
ings of  Greeks when reading the “Paternal Instruction”30; nonetheless, one 
understands that Korais’s intention was to counter the damage this text might 
have inflicted on the development of  Greek national consciousness. Korais 
dismissed the “Paternal Instruction” as a token of  monkish obscurantism 
and assured his readers that the true feelings of  the Greeks had always been 
unwaveringly patriotic. He eschewed, however, a frontal attack on the Patriar-
chate and took good care to buttress his polemic with scriptural references so 
it would not offend the religious sensibilities of  his Orthodox readers. Korais’s 
refutation prompted a counter-rebuttal by one of  the most prolific Orthodox 
antagonists of  Western thought, Athanasios Parios, who in turn authored a 
pamphlet with the strange title Neos Rapsakis. Yet it never actually made it to 
the publisher because Korais’s followers managed to filch the manuscript from 
the person to whom Parios had tasked with overseeing the publication. The 
stolen manuscript was subsequently sent to Korais as a token of  “the perver-
sity of  the wretched monks who, . . . under the pretext of  defending religion, 
seek the perpetual enslavement and ignorance of  our nation.”31

As the Church turned against the movement of  Greek national 
revival favoring ethelodouleia—that is, of  willing and blind submission to 
the powers that be—it became the target of  even more vigorous criticism 
by a new generation of  Greek radical enlighteners who came to the fore in 
the 1800s and 1810s. Attacks on the Patriarchate and its hierarchy became 
increasingly bitter and frequent. One such attack is the satirical poem 
Rossoanglogallos (1812) where a Russian, an Englishman, and a Frenchman32 
explore the reasons for Greece’s continual enslavement while on a tour 
of  the Greek lands. Hiding behind anonymity, the poet finds the upper 
strata of  the pre-independence Greek society to be friendly with tyranny. 
Unsurprisingly, an Orthodox prelate takes to the stage and shamelessly 
boasts of  avarice:

“I do not know of  the yoke [of  the Turk] . . . / I eat and drink 
with pleasure, / I do not feel the tyranny . . . / Two things I crave, 
yes indeed, . . . / Lots of  money and nice girls.”33 

What is perhaps the most well-known tract of  pre-independence Greek 
republicanism, the polemic of  1806 with the title “Hellenic Nomarchy, that 
is a discourse on Freedom” (Elliniki Nomarchia, itoi Logos peri Eleutherias), is 
informed by fervent anti-clericalism. The author, who used the pseudonym 
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“Anonymous the Hellene,” conceded that the two main reasons for the contin-
ued enslavement of  the Greeks were priestly ignorance and the absence of  
Greece’s best citizens, who had moved abroad. The metropolitans ate and 
drank like pigs, sleeping fourteen hours at night and two hours at midday and 
when they did not, “they [thought] up the most shameful and base things you 
could possibly imagine.” “Beloved,” they say to the faithful, “God gave us the 
Ottoman tyranny, to punish us for our sins, chastising us in the present life so 
that he may liberate us after death from eternal torment”; the phrase alludes 
unmistakably to the “Paternal Instruction.”34

Besides emphasising the moral denigration of  the church, Anony-
mous the Hellene threw into relief  how a given nation could lose its polit-
ical autonomy to foreign conquerors, and along with it lose its cultural 
prominence, if  ignorance and superstition prevailed. To this end, the 
author went on to sketch out a historical outline of  Greece’s rise and fall, 
from antiquity up to his day: Greece in antiquity had been at the apex 
of  civilisation but internal dissention made it the first to succumb to the 
Roman sword. When Christianity took over the empire of  the Romans, the 
Greeks lost any hope of  liberation as they sank into ignorance and super-
stition. Deprived of  their “old-time character,” the Greeks succumbed 
easily to the more superstitious and ignorant Ottomans.35 The message 
conveyed by the Hellenic Nomarchy could not be clearer: behind the histor-
ical vicissitudes and political misfortunes of  the Greek nation stood not 
only the Orthodox church motivated, as it were, by the spirit of  subservi-
ence to the powers that be, but also Christianity, a culturally obscurantist 
and backward religion.

Secular Replacement?
Historians have justifiably underlined the republican anti-clericalism of  the 
protagonists of  Greek independence. Rigas Velestinlis’s surviving manifesto 
of  1797 called “New Political Constitution for the Inhabitants of  Rumeli, Asia 
Minor, the Mediterranean Islands and Wallachia-Moldavia” [Nea politiki dioiki-
sis ton katoikon tis Roumelis, tis Mikras Asias, ton Mesogeion Nison kai tis Vlachobog-
danias] had no place for the church in the secular administration for which it 
provided after the overthrow of  the Ottoman rule.36 Adamatios Korais, for 
his part, escalated his social criticism on the eve of  the Greek Revolution with 
the publication “Counseling of  Three Bishops” [Symvouli trion episkopon] (1820), 
an anti-clerical tract that seemingly referred to the Catholic church but actu-
ally targeted the Orthodox ecclesiastical establishment, and in which Korais 
castigated the prelates and the monks for “. . . fooling the people with the 
superstitious rituals, the fake relics, the fabricated miracles, the untrue stories.”37 

Greek nationalists would attack Christianity or the Orthodox Church 
for the lamentable condition into which Greece had fallen, but this does 
not mean that nationalists were (and are) by default dedicated secular-
ists whose thought and action precludes religious feelings, symbols, and 
values. Anti-clericalism is not tantamount to atheism. In the interrogation 
that followed his arrest by the Austrians, and preceded his execution by 
the Turks, Rigas confessed that he always wanted to see Greece free but 
this came second after his wish to save his soul.38 Witnesses reported, on 
the other hand, that Korais on his deathbed muttered Psalm 137: 5–6,39 
where the exiled Jews lament the loss of  the land God had promised to 
them. Throughout his life, Korais had focused on “translating” purely 
religious values into political terms—what Kedourie calls “transvaluation 



Marios Hatzopoulos 28

40
Elie Kedourie, Nationalism in Asia and Africa (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), 37.

41
Known as “By the rivers of  Babylon,” Psalm 137 is 
the 137th psalm of  the Book of  Psalms. Verses 5–6 
read: “If  I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand 
forget [her cunning]. If  I do not remember thee, let 
my tongue cleave to the roof  of  my mouth; if  I prefer 
not Jerusalem above my chief  joy.”

42
See the flag’s depiction in Vasilis Panagiotopoulos, 
“I Philiki Etaireia: Organotikes Proypotheseis tis 
Ethnikis Epanastasis,” in Istoria tou Neou Ellinismou 
1770-2000 (Athens: Ellinika Grammata, 2003), 3:15.

43
Ambrosios Phrantzis, Epitomi tis Istorias tis Anagennithei-
sis Ellados arhomeni apo tou Etous 1715 kai ligousa to 1835 
(Athens: K. Kastorhis kai syntrophia, 1839), 1:302.

44
Panagiotopoulos, “I Philiki Etaireia,” 15.

45
Evdoxios Doxiadis, “Defining a Hellene. Legal 
constructs and sectarian realities in the Greek War 
of  Independence,” Open Military Studies 2 (2022): 152.

46
Anthony D. Smith, “The ‘Sacred’ Dimension of  
Nationalism,” Millennium: Journal of  International Studies 
29, no. 3 (2000): 800–803.

of  values”40—and he seemingly continued to do so until his last breath: 
the psalmic Jerusalem in his mind would have likely stood for Greece.41 

Another group of  Greek nationalists that made up the Friendly Soci-
ety (Philiki Etaireia), the secret society that spearheaded the idea of  the 
Greek uprising from 1814 up to the 1821, had also set out to “translate” 
sacred values into political ones. In fact, the Society did draw on the sacred 
motifs and symbols of  the Greek past irrespective of  origin or epoch. The 
Society’s emblems, for instance, included not only the Christian cross but 
also the owl of  Minerva42; whereas the rites of  member initiation mixed 
Christian oath-taking with invocations to the “power of  the priests of  
the Eleusinian mysteries.”43 The Christian side, however, was decidedly 
emphasised. The Society’s founding fathers had reportedly chosen to cele-
brate its birth anniversary on the 14th of  September, when the Orthodox 
church celebrates the Elevation of  the Cross.44 On this day, Orthodoxy 
mainly celebrates the discovery of  the relic of  the True Cross by Helena 
but also recalls two other incidents: first, the celestial apparition of  a cross 
of  light over the camp of  Constantine the Great with the words “Έν 
τούτω νίκα” or “In hoc signo vinces”—“by this sign conquer”—on the 
eve of  the decisive battle against his rival Maxentius in Mulvius Pons (312 
AD); and second, the restoration to Jerusalem of  the piece of  the True 
Cross that the Persians had taken from the city (630 AD) after a success-
ful campaign of  the Byzantine emperor Heraclius against the Sassanids. 
If  the two incidents have something in common, it is the military triumph 
of  Christianity over its enemies.

The Friendly Society was likely the first patriotic organization to 
render religion a crucial factor in its understanding of  the Greek nation. 
The oath of  the newly initiated members urged them to keep faith in 
their own religion, without disrespecting the religions of  others, but also 
demanded that they “hate, persecute and exterminate the enemies of  the 
religion of  the Nation and of  [their] country.” Evidently, no Muslims or 
Jews were conceived as belonging to the “Nation.”45 Nationalists, suggests 
Anthony Smith, only rarely attempt to destroy entirely an older, religious 
identity because they realise that, if  their message is to be communicated 
widely and effectively, it needs to be couched in the language and imagery 
of  those they wish to mobilise and liberate.46 Save for religion, the language 
and imagery of  the Ottoman-ruled Christian peasants before the Greek 
war of  independence had also been grounded on prophecy.

Within medieval and early modern Greek literature, prophecy is a 
genre in its own right. Medieval and early modern Greek prophetic litera-
ture aimed at restoring hope and dignity to the community of  Orthodox 
Christians during times of  threat, anxiety, and change by offering divine 
assurances that any state of  political affairs tormenting the community of  
the faithful would not last for long. The day of  deliverance, i imera Kyriou 
(“the day of  the Lord”), was under way. From this vantage point, Islam 
was nothing but a sinister force that had subdued the once powerful East-
ern Roman Empire and brought the mighty Eastern Christian Church to 
its knees. For the community of  the subjugated eastern Christians, this 
had been a tangible historical experience for which the Book of  Revela-
tion offered a scriptural foundation: Revelation 13:7 refers to one obscure 
diabolic beast that would be “given power to wage war against God’s holy 
people and to conquer them,” while 19:20 refers to a mysterious false 
prophet who would act on behalf  of  the beast. Save for the Apocalypse 
of  John, biblical and extra-biblical prophecy was also utilised in different 
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proportions, yet the texts that compose medieval and early modern Greek 
prophetic literature are called chrismoi (oracles) and chrismologia (oracular 
literature). The authors and interpreters of  oracular literature, and its mere 
adherents, fostered belief  in the coming of  a deliverer, a saviour Chris-
tian king of  this world who would defeat the Muslims and restore lost 
sacred space and sovereignty to Christians. Occasionally, the motif  of  a 
people-deliverer would appear as well, which came to be identified with 
the fellow Orthodox Russians, especially since the Russian empire started 
to beat the Ottomans militarily in the late eighteenth century. Throughout 
the centuries of  Ottoman rule, early modern Greek prophetic literature47 
became a major source of  anti-Ottoman and anti-Muslim sentiment on the 
political and religious level, thereby forging a bond that linked the subju-
gated Orthodox community. Attempts have been made to show that in the 
age of  revolution, this literature was turned into a validating charter for 
collective actions and political stances that would otherwise have appeared 
unacceptably revolutionary to the populace.48 No matter how backward 
and “medieval” it would appear in the eyes of  nationalists, oracular proph-
ecy was useful insofar as it assured the masses that their political status was 
destined to be reversed. Therefore, it was used as an adjunct for mobili-
sation around a cause that was otherwise modern and secular. It was not 
accidental that the founding members of  the Friendly Society had deliber-
ately created the impression that their struggle had Russia’s unconditional 
backing.49 Evidence abounds50 that prophecy was used as a popular means 
of  nationalistic indoctrination before the war, facilitating the reach of  the 
Friendly Society within peasant communities and increasing considerably 
its membership—especially after 1819, when the Society, faced as it were 
with increasing requests for membership, “came to indoctrinate even the 
swineherds” as a contemporary witness noted.51

What was more, oracular literature became the source of  powerful 
vocabulary, imagery, and symbolism that was also entrenched in the teach-
ings of  the Orthodox church: the vocabulary, imagery, and symbolism of  
resurrection. The idea of  bringing back to life a dead entity by the will of  
God, on which Eastern Christianity focuses more than its Western coun-
terpart, helped Greek nationalists to popularise the notion that Greece 
could be reborn, would be reborn, or was destined to be reborn as a 
political community. Up to the outbreak of  the 1821, the idea of  resurrec-
tion became a cornerstone of  the Greek nationalistic discourse, one that 
emphasised the importance of  the Greek homeland and people and at the 
same time couched the patriotic message in the language and imagery of  
faith. It is not without importance that Anonymous the Hellene used the 
title “The resurrection of  the nation”52 in the fifth and final chapter of  the 
Hellenic Nomarchy; as for Adamantios Korais, he used the same terminol-
ogy53 as did the intellectual and teacher Constantinos Oikonomos in his 
enthralling speeches,54 to name but a few examples. In late spring 1821, 
at the village of  Milies in Mount Pelion, a company of  young men raised 
glasses in a toast: “The Christ has risen, long live the resurrection of  the 
homeland, long live liberty.” It was the very same people who a few days 
later would spark revolution in the region.55

Imbrication with Religion
Originally, the Greek revolution had been planned to break out in the Morea 
(modern-day Peloponnese), a region remote from the Ottoman capital with a 
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high ratio of  Christians to Muslims and with powerful Christian land-owing 
elites who retained armed bands at their command and exercised a consider-
able degree of  local autonomy. All these circumstances increased the chances 
of  the uprising’s success, thereby making Morea a rump for creating a future 
Greek-Christian state. Nevertheless, the plan eventually changed and the 
Friendly Society’s leader, Alexandros Ypsilantis, a former aide-de-camp of  
Tsar Alexander I who had an eminent Phanariot background, decided on an 
opening thrust in the north, more particularly in the Danubian Principalities 
in an apparent bid to stir up the other Balkan peoples and draw Russia into 
the conflict. It was there that the war broke out first, in February 1821, and 
then in late March in what was eventually to become Greece. However, things 
in the Principalities did not develop as Ypsilantis had hoped: the revolution 
was renounced by the Tsar, condemned by the Holy Alliance, and excommu-
nicated by the Patriarchate, but down to the south, in mainland Greece, the 
Morea, the Aegean islands, and Crete, the uprising took root and gradually 
evolved into a full-scale and prolonged conflict.56 

From the onset, Ottomans viewed the war in the light of  religious 
difference. Upon learning the news from the Danubian Principalities, the 
Porte called for holy war, interpreting the uprising as a battle between Islam 
and Christianity through the lens of  what would be called today conspir-
acy theory. The Orthodox Christian Ottoman subjects, and particularly 
the Greeks,57 were accused not only of  sedition but also of  complicity in 
a wider plot to annihilate all Muslims.58 The hand of  Moscow was alleged 
to have guided the movement; Ypsilantis had made it known that seventy 
thousand Russians would soon be crossing the border to his aid.59 The 
Sultan issued orders to provincial pashas requesting help and the pashas 
pledged to defend Islam and the empire. According to the British ambas-
sador to the Porte, Lord Strangford, the Sultan had clearly decided “to 
strike terror into the minds of  [his] Greek subjects.”60 In Strangford’s 
words, terror commenced with the appearance of  “an armed and licen-
tious population, wandering through the streets of  this capital and its 
suburbs, daily commit[ing] such excesses as destroy all confidence on the 
part of  the reaya, in the security of  their lives and property”61 and escalated 
with the execution of  prominent and influential members of  the capital’s 
Orthodox community, in particular members of  Phanariot families. The 
most notorious in the series of  public executions was the hanging of  the 
Ecumenical Patriarch Gregory V, on Easter Sunday in April 1821. Greg-
ory had anathematised the Greek revolt and excommunicated Ypsilantis 
along with his supporters, yet in the eyes of  the Sultan he stood guilty 
for failing to maintain the subordination of  the Eastern Christians over 
whom he presided as religious and communal leader. The Patriarch’s dead 
body was dragged through the streets and tossed into the Golden Horn, 
igniting the sympathy of  co-religionists in Russia and liberals in the West. 
In the ensuing weeks and months, arbitrary Ottoman attacks targeted 
Greek churches, shops, and clergy, in Constantinople, Adrianople, Smyrna, 
Salonica, Crete, and Cyprus, so as to frighten the Orthodox communities 
into obedience and pre-empt any movement on their part. Involuntarily 
but decisively, the Ottoman authorities came to give the Greek uprising a 
solidly religious character. 

Christian violence against Muslims in the Principalities and the Morea 
had also come to confirm the Porte’s perception of  the Greek uprising 
as a war of  religion. Once the fighting broke out, sporadic attacks against 
Muslims soon evolved into an all-encompassing wave of  murderous 



Religiographies 31

62	
Mazower, The Greek Revolution, xxxiii.

63
Strangford to Castlereagh, FO 78/98, ff. 226–31a, 
25th May 1821, cited in Prousis, “British Embassy 
Reports,” 192.

64
Doxiadis, “Defining a Hellene,” 155.

65
Document batch of  1823, undated leaf; Istorikon 
archeion Alexandrou Mavrokordatou, vol. 5, issue 3 
(Athens: Academia Athinon, 1968), 3. Similar 
discourse was employed by the Greek revolutionaries 
in Crete somewhat later, in November 1828: “We are 
not enemies of  the Turks, nor of  their religion. We are 
indifferent to one’s personal beliefs. We don’t seek to 
persecute anyone but to change merely the conduct 
of  government. What we are after is justice; what 
we want is to secure one’s dignity, life and property. 
We can’t bow the neck any longer . . .”; see Manos 
Vourliotis, “I epanastasi stin Kriti (1825-1830). Ena 
anekdoto cheirografo,” in Apo to 1821 sto 2012, ed. 
Martha Pylia (Athens: Vivliorama, 2012), 108.

66
Stefanos Katsikas, Islam and Nationalism in Modern 
Greece, 1821–1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2021), 41.

67
Cf. Lucien Frary, “The Orthodox Church,” in The 
Greek Revolution: A Critical Dictionary, ed. Paschalis M. 
Kitromilides and Constantinos Tsoukalas (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press, 2021), 486. Interestingly, the title 
of  this proclamation seems to be in dialogue with 
a line of  Hellenic Nomarchy where Anonymous the 
Hellene reproached the preachers in church: “ ‘In 
church why do preachers never mention the maxim 
‘Fight for faith and country’ . . . why do they never 
point to the examples set by Themistocles, by Aris-
tides, by Socrates and the myriad other virtuous and 
wise men . . . ?” Anonymous the Hellene, Elliniki 
Nomarchia, 174.

68
Maurizio Isabella, “Citizens or Faithful?”, 555–78.

violence. Muslims were swept away irrespective of  age, occupation, and 
gender. Ypsilantis’s troops committed massacres in the Romanian cities 
of  Jassy and Galati whereas the troops of  Theodoros Kolokotronis, the 
supreme military leader of  the revolution in the Morea, killed the entire 
Muslim population of  the Ottoman capital of  the Morea, Tripolitsa. As the 
war progressed, mosques, hammams, fountains, and tombs were attacked 
and destroyed. One reason for the violence was the chronic mistreatment 
suffered by the Christians at the hands of  their former masters. The other 
was religious hatred. As Mark Mazower has observed, “one reason why 
the Greek war of  independence reached levels of  violence unseen in the 
other revolts in southern Europe was that it assumed at the outset the 
character of  a religious clash.”62 Sometimes religious violence was calcu-
lated to create a breach between Christian and Muslim communities, hence 
marking a point of  no return for the belligerents. However unholy, reli-
giously induced violence was a means of  sacralising the war. This had not 
escaped the attention of  the British. “The insurgents” wrote Strangford in 
a dispatch to the Foreign Office, “. . . have attempted to consecrate their 
revolution by religious processions and ceremonies without end, and by 
the murder of  many defenceless [sic] Turks.”63 However, for the insur-
gents, the war had not been conceived, planned, or organised as a holy war. 
There was no deliberate plan for the destruction of  the Muslim commu-
nities of  the Morea and mainland Greece.64 Alexandros Mavrokordatos, 
the civilian leader of  the besieged town of  Missolonghi, made this clear 
in his reply to the leader of  the Ottoman besiegers, Omer Vryoni Pasha: 

“Your highness, we don’t have war with [Muslims] . . . we don’t 
care at all if  one believes in Mahomet and the other in Christ . . . 
what we want is to be free in this world and live under our own 
laws, like the other free nations live under their own laws, and 
not to be slaves because our ancestors had not been slaves to 
anyone.”65 

A small number of  Muslims aligned themselves with the revolution and served 
in the Greek camp as soldiers, physicians, surgeons, and translators of  Otto-
man documents. Several went as far as claiming pensions for war service or 
compensation for family properties lost during the war.66 On the part of  the 
Greeks, nevertheless, the war had been declared in the name of  religion and 
homeland with the former coming first. Revolutionary proclamations were 
quite telling thereon and the most famous perhaps was the one issued by 
Ypsilantis himself  under the title, “Fight for the faith and homeland.”67 Greek 
nationality and citizenship were connected to the Greek Orthodox faith from 
early on. From the “temporary” local charters that were drafted in the early 
months of  the war to the first constitutions of  Epidaurus in 1821 and Astros 
in 1823, Orthodox Christianity was made the official religion of  the state and 
Greek citizenship was reserved for Greek Orthodox Christians. Connecting 
nationality and faith was in line with other constitutional projects in south-
ern Europe. Many adherents of  the 1812 Cadiz constitution, particularly in 
the Mediterranean, who advocated liberal constitutionalism, considered reli-
gious uniformity as an essential element of  national identity. Whether it was 
the Catholic faith in Spain, Portugal, and Italy, or Orthodoxy in Greece, they 
viewed it as a crucial aspect.68 However, the Greek constitutions of  1822 and 
1823 also embraced the principles of  religious tolerance and equality under 
the law. They stated that all religions and their rituals could be freely practiced, 
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and both “foreigners” and Greeks were regarded as equals in the eyes of  the 
law. The constitution of  Troezen in 1827 loosened the knot of  citizenship and 
Christianity by facilitating the acquisition of  Greek citizenship for “foreign-
ers.” Although it was not explicitly stated, this constitution effectively elimi-
nated religious requirements for citizenship. Moreover, it took a brave step in 
reducing Church power in insurgent Greece by preventing lower clergy from 
holding public office.69 

In spite of  the Patriarchal effort to defuse any revolutionary activity, 
those who initially embraced the revolution, including bishops and parish 
priests, understood that faith and war participation went hand in hand on 
the road toward independence. The ceremonial act of  blessing the arms 
and the banners of  the revolutionaries took place in almost every location 
in Greece that rose up in revolt, becoming thus an integral part of  the 
Greek “revolutionary script.” 70 Historians doubt whether the ritual ever 
happened at the monastery of  Hagia Lavra, where the archbishop of  the 
Old Patras Germanos allegedly blessed the flag of  the rebels, thus igniting 
the war in the Morea71 as Greek public history has it today. But the ritual 
did happen in Kalamata, in Patras and numberless other spots through-
out Greece during March and April 1821. In the Aegean, religious cere-
monies also took place on every island that had joined the uprising and 
where the clergy made sermons and blessed vessels before the captains 
and their crew departed on missions.72 In Kalamata, two dozen priests held 
a liturgy before five thousand armed Greek Christians, who were about 
to fight for first time in their lives on 23th March 1821. In his memoirs, 
Kolokotronis solemnly recalled how the crowd was gathered by the river 
of  Kalamata while the priests led public prayers.73 Modes and styles of  
ceremony and ritual, such as raising the flag or banner, public worship, 
and processions were sometimes orchestrated and formally structured, 
such as the one hundred young men of  Hydra who carried in procession 
a flag to be blessed by the island’s archpriest.74 Other times the ceremo-
nial content and sequence was improvised in situ by the local leader(s) 
of  the revolution. Here individual choices, perceptions, emotions, and 
beliefs were crucial for the outcome. Lykourgos Logothetis, for instance, 
the local leader of  the island of  Samos, thought it expedient to make an 
appearance before the insurgent Samiots with an ancient Greek helmet 
on his head, the culmination of  a sequence of  ceremonial acts that had 
commenced with a candle-lit liturgy and flag raising. Apparently, there are 
several layers of  interpretation of  this scene because a candle-lit liturgy 

Fig. 1. Ary Scheffer, Les femmes souliotes, 1827. Oil on 
canvas. Paris, Louvre Museum. Source of  the photo: 
Ary Scheffer Museum. Photograph courtesy of  
Wikimedia Commons.

Fig. 2. Ary Scheffer, Les femmes souliotes, ca. 1826. Oil 
on canvas [preparatory sketch]. Reims, Musée des 
beaux-arts de Reims. Photograph © Christian 
Devleeschauwer. Photograph courtesy of  Wikimedia 
Commons.

Fig. 3. Ary Scheffer, Les femmes souliotes. Oil on canvas 
[preparatory sketch]. Source of  the photo: Ader, 
Dessins, miniatures & tableaux anciens, mardi 4 mai 2021 
[auction catalog], accessed 1st December 2023, 
https://www.gazette-drouot.com/telechargement/
catalogue?venteId=113659.
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in the Orthodox church is organised to celebrate Christ’s resurrection at 
Easter—and in this case the resurrection of  the nation—while wearing 
the helmet would be to emphasise Greek continuity.75 Flags and banners 
played a key role in those instances and though decorative motifs spanned 
from the pagan past (e.g., the owl of  Minerva denoting wisdom, the phoe-
nix denoting regeneration) to Christian iconography (e.g., military saints 
like St George), the most common motif  to appear on Greek revolution-
ary flags was the symbol of  the cross. The cross-upon-crescent complex, 
inspired by the Friendly Society, was standard among the motifs decorat-
ing the Greek flags at sea. As for land flags, with a few words in his usual 
stiff  prose, Kolokotronis concludes in his memoirs with the description 
of  the aforementioned scene by the river of  Kalamata: “Right away, I had 
two flags cut from cloth with the cross [sewn thereon] and we set off.”76 

Imbrication with Nationalism
Before the war, as we have seen, various paragons of  the Greek nationalist 
movement were highly critical of  the clergy and the monks for cultural and 
political reasons. They were wrong. In the Morea and mainland Greece, the 
monks did support the revolution through taking care of  the wounded and 
providing food, gunpowder, and ammunition, or even through fighting on 
the battlefield. Many of  them met with a cruel fate at the hands of  the Otto-
mans.77 Ever within the reach of  peasants, monasteries were beacons of  faith, 
channels of  traditional learning, and fountains of  prophetic and apocalyp-
tic expectations. Priests, for their part, would accompany the Greek troops, 
playing an important role in maintaining the fighters’ morale or in joining 
the fray as combatants. They would lead the soldiers’ prayers on the eve of  
battles and hold thanksgiving liturgies thereafter. Most of  them had the same 
background as the peasants and shared with them more or less the same feel-
ings, sorrows, and aspirations. They too had been brought up too through 
prophecies and oracles in the hope of  “casting off  the infidel dynast” and of  
founding something of  a Christian state.78 The low-rank clergy and the monks 
had barely grasped the pre-war rift of  the church with Greek nationalists and 
intellectual-enlighteners. In the case of  the higher clergy, however, the picture 
was undoubtedly more complex. Being a formal institution of  the Ottoman 
empire, the Ecumenical Patriarchate had to make sure that Orthodox Chris-
tians remained faithful to the Sultan to whom Providence had entrusted the 
Orthodox flock because it had sinned. However, predicting the end of  the 
Ottomans—that is, predicting the end of  Islam itself—was a temptation 
hard to resist, even for the top rank of  the Orthodox clergy. In 1657, the 
Ecumenical Patriarch Parthenius III was hanged for making oracular refer-
ences to the end of  Islam and the revival of  Christian domination in one of  
his letters intercepted by the Ottoman authorities.79 Among the scrutinisers 
of  prophetic and apocalyptic scriptures, there existed ample room for top 
clergymen. Some might have treated it as an outlet of  anti-Ottoman feelings 
and others might have simply realised that there was nothing wrong in believ-
ing that the “Hagarenes” were destined to lose their world-renowned empire 
through the very same means they had gained it: the will of  Providence. 

Of  course, these considerations were not enough to align the Ortho-
dox prelates with the revolution. On the contrary, a sizeable part thereof  
felt uncomfortable and likely desperate on learning the news of  the war. 
Some were arrested and put to death: this is what happened to Gregory V 
and seven synodic prelates in Constantinople. The same thing happened in 
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Cyprus to the archbishop Kyprianos and the metropolitans, as happened 
in Crete and elsewhere in the empire as part of  the Ottoman reprisals. 
Others were incarcerated, likely tortured, but managed to survive: eight 
metropolitans, for example, were imprisoned in Tripolitsa, the Ottoman 
capital of  the Morea, three of  whom survived and were freed by Kolokot-
ronis’s troops in September 1821. The survivors had no other choice but 
to throw in their lot with the revolution. By contrast, another part of  the 
top clergy did align itself  with the revolution from the very beginning—
recent research suggests they were far more numerous than those who 
harboured reservations at the start of  the war.80 These clergymen went 
on to take political initiatives behind the line of  fire and/or join the mili-
tary campaigns on the front. Few were motivated by liberal ideals, more 
entertained patriotic feelings in the broadest sense, and some saw in the 
war a chance to politically advance themselves. To all of  them, however, 
this was a war of  religion. On 25th March 1821, the archbishop of  Old 
Patras Germanos at the head of  a peasant army pitched a banner with 
the cross on the slopes of  Patras, thereby making the city the epicentre 
of  the uprising and himself  the temporary leader of  the Greek camp. On 
their march to Patras the peasants had chanted “Freedom, freedom in the 
name of  Christ” as their war cry81 and sung psalms. Kyrillos, bishop of  
Aigina, called upon the clergy of  the islands Hydra, Spetses, and Poros to 
lead the war against the Muslims, promising salvation to those who fell in 
the sacred struggle.82 Ioannikios bishop of  Lidoriki in mainland Greece 
asked his flock to take revenge for the hanging of  Patriarch Gregory V,83 
while another fiery archimandrite urged the insurgents “. . . to imitate 
Moses who triumphed over the Egyptians and Joshua who won the Amal-
ekites and kill the blood-thirsty usurpers of  the throne of  Constantine,” 
implying the Ottomans.84 Orthodox religious discourse became imbricated 
with patriotism as a result of  actively confronting the Ottoman Muslims 
on the battlefield. There were several modes of  imbricating religion with 
patriotism for which the peasant troops were responsible as much as the 
insurgent clergy. 

To embolden themselves on the battlefield, Greek fighters regularly 
chanted hymns or used “sacred” war cries. This did not go unnoticed by 
the Ottomans. Kaboutli Vasfi Effendi, an Ottoman irregular who left a 
valuable account of  his military action in Greece, noted that Greeks during 
combat appealed often to the Cross or recited verses from the Gospel.85 
The Christian prayer “Lord have mercy” (in Greek: Kyrie eleison) had been 
used as a war cry since Byzantine times,86 and it was still in use up to the 
1820s to invoke both God’s mercy and God’s wrath.87 The introit of  the 
exaltation of  the Cross—“Save oh Lord Thy people / and bless Thine 
dispensation / grant victories unto [our] kings over the barbarians / and 
by the power of  Thy Cross / preserve Thy habitation”—was sung as 
something of  a “national anthem” in Byzantium and is still often heard in 
the Orthodox liturgy; it enjoyed a great vogue in the uprising.88 On 27th 
March 1821, when Ypsilantis declared the war in Bucharest, the introit 
of  the exaltation of  the Cross was sung along with other psalms (“Your 
grace shone up oh Lord . . .”), followed by the patriotic songs of  Rigas 
Velestinlis, as a priest was offering prayers for the revolutionaries and was 
blessing their arms and banners in public.89 In the same vein, the monks 
of  Ithaca welcomed Lord Byron in 1823 with the apparently self-made 
chant “Christ has risen to elevate the cross and trample on the crescent in 
our beloved Greece.”90
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Before the war, the Friendly Society had pushed for the publication of  a book-
let of  prayers for the use of  the Greek revolutionary troops. The prayers 
asked God to protect the leader of  the revolution and grant victory to his 
Christian army: “Let us pray to Lord for the most pious and philochristos 
Prince, Commissioner General of  the Greek and Orthodox nation, Alexan-
dros Constantinos Ypsilantis.” 91 Yet more importantly, the prayers were meant 
to be recounted as parts of  the Orthodox liturgy—not as individual prayers. 
Further on, the prayers ask God to grant victories and glory to “our cross-
bearer Prince” and to deploy his army against the enemies “who cannot stand 
facing the Cross,” thereby implicitly equating Muslims with demons.92 Nation-
alists couch their ideals in the language and imagery of  faith, yet the language 
and imagery are not foreign to them. They might lean towards radical Enlight-
enment, political classicism, secularism, atheism or deism, like Korais himself  
did, yet their beliefs and practices don’t cease to be informed by tradition in 
one way or another.93 They might be contesting and negotiating the religious 
values of  their time but in doing so they don’t necessarily turn out to become 
atheists or agnostics. In fact, they undergo transition themselves as individuals 
as much as their societies do. Hence, not infrequently, they strive to find an 
accommodation between religious and patriotic values not only to mobilise the 
constituencies singled out as the “national community” but also because they 
have not entirely forsaken their own religious attachments for new ideologies. 
Take for example Alexandros Ypsilantis, who chose to unleash the independ-
ence war in the Principalities on a day of  religious significance. This is at least 
what he concedes in his private correspondence: 

“My brother [=comrade] Stamatis Koubaris! The time is ripe; the 
hour has come . . . on the first Sunday of  the Holy Lent, on the 
so-called Sunday of  Orthodoxy, I will raise in Jassy the flag of  
freedom for our homeland . . .”94 

Contemporary historians may write about Ypsilantis’s crossing of  the river 
Pruth and the declaration of  the Greek war of  independence, but they usually 
miss the fact that the leader of  the Greek revolution in the Principalities did, 
in fact, declare war on a day of  religious celebration. From the believer’s view-
point, action on a day of  religious significance would strengthen the plea for 
God’s intercession in the critical undertaking, thus increasing the stakes for 
success. Had Alexandros Ypsilantis ceased to be a believer as he ferried his 
revolutionaries across the river? Coming from a different walk of  life than that 
of  the Phanariot Ypsilantis, the brave but controversial Greek military leader 
Gogos Bakolas, attributed the victory he won on a Friday to the intercession 
and help of  the second-century Christian martyr and saint Paraskevi (Paras-
ceva), whose name is identical to the word “Friday” in Greek: 

“I crossed myself  and with the help of  Saint Paraskevi I killed 
three thousand Turks with merely sixty comrades in the battle 
of  Stavros and then again [I won] on the day of  Saint Paraskevi 
with one hundred and fifty comrades—that is double the number 
before—in the battle of  Lagada.”95 

Victory would afford troops and leaders the chance to revisit religious cere-
mony and ritual so as to express their thanks and praises to God. In this light, 
it is not without importance that Kolokotronis chose to celebrate one of  his 
victories through fasting:
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“That day [when the battle at Vasilika was won] was Friday and 
I said that everyone must fast to offer praise to God for the day, 
and for the victory too, and that it must be praised for the ages of  
ages, so far as the nation stands up alive, because [that day] meant 
freedom for the fatherland.”96 

Friday is traditionally a day of  fasting for the Orthodox church and Kedourie 
would have argued here for the “transvaluation of  values” and the politicisa-
tion of  religion.97 However, the frame of  reference of  Kolokotronis’s thought 
and action in the case under consideration did not cease to be religious; it was 
merely expanded to encompass the new meanings brought about by the novel 
ideology of  nationalism. Instead of  the politicisation of  religion, what one 
observes in the cases discussed here is the sacralisation of  politics.

Nowhere is the sacralisation of  the Greek revolution more evident 
than in the sanctity attributed to the patriots who fell in the war. The 
glory of  self-sacrifice and the idea of  overcoming death through poster-
ity are basic elements of  nationalist values, myth, and imagery, and the 
classical past is replete with exemplary individuals who had laid down 
their own lives, from philosophers like Socrates to generals like Leonidas. 
Religion, however, purveyed another legacy of  exemplary individuals, one 
focused less on sages and heroes and more on martyrs and saints. This 
legacy could be held up to reinforce, and frame, the exempla virtutis of  
ancient Greece. Although of  Judeo-Christian origin, this frame of  refer-
ence had parallels in Islam. In this light, it was sanctity that withstood the 
powers of  death. It may be surprising but the first one who framed the 
execution of  Rigas Velestinlis in terms of  martyrdom and sanctity was 
none other than Korais. In his Brotherly Instruction, the intellectual leader 
of  the Greek national movement characterised Rigas and his comrades as 
“martyrs of  freedom,” lamenting over their “blessed soul” [makaria psyche] 
and their “innocent blood.”98 Writing shortly after the war the judge and 
intellectual Georgios Tertsetis referred to the fallen patriots as “soldiers 
of  Christ,” describing their bodies as “holy relics.”99 Sacralisation, further-
more, purveyed modes of  commemoration and ritual focused on venera-
tion and mass reverence. Thus, Lord Byron in the besieged Missolonghi:

“. . . went to the church dressed in a Greek manner . . . and when 
the liturgy ended . . . the bishop handed him a sword . . . and 
Byron wanted to sacralise the sword by leaving it upon the tomb 
of  Marcos Botsaris. The bishop and all the people followed him 
. . .”100 

What is subject to veneration in the scene is less the personality of  a hero, the 
fearless Souliot leader Botsaris who had fallen for insurgent Greece and made a 
name for himself  across Europe, and more that of  a saint: an individual whom 
the community has set apart from ordinary men and endowed with supernatu-
ral, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities101—hence the alleged 
sacralisation of  Byron’s sword. Evidently, during the war, death in action was 
turned into martyrdom for both faith and country. Orthodoxy has a rich tradi-
tion of  neomartyrs or new martyrs; that is, of  men and women who lost their 
lives at the hands of  Muslim Ottomans for refusing to convert to Islam, who 
unequivocally provided the role model.102 In his memoirs Fotakos, the man 
who served Kolokotronis as an aide-de-camp, tells of  a moving scene in the 
aftermath of  a bloody battle involving one of  his men who remains unnamed: 
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“He came to me in tears and said behold! Here is the head of  my 
brother. Then I said to him, don’t cry for your brother is now a 
saint and there’s now a saint descending from your family. Go 
now, find his body and bury it.”103 

What the war itself  had effected was a remarkable shift from the personality 
cult of  a given hero-saint to the cult of  the unnamed masses of  fallen patri-
ots who were endowed with the aura of  saintly charisma, thereby providing 
inspiration to society and a lasting reservoir of  moral pride for the generations 
to come.

Conclusions
The Patriarchal anathema on the Greek Revolution, the republican anti-cler-
icalism of  a sizeable part of  the Greek nationalist movement, and the clash 
of  religious and secular ideas before the independence war did not usher in 
the detachment of  large groups of  Greeks from religious values and prac-
tices, nor did they help to forge a Greek national identity with anti-Christian 
and anti-Church characteristics. Religion came to meet patriotism within the 
bosom of  the Friendly Society as the movement for Greek independence 
enjoyed wider social dissemination and faced increasing membership demands. 
Once the war broke out, nationalism and religion overlapped and reinforced 
each other in multiple ways. The agents of  imbrication between the two were, 
on the one hand, the political and military leaders of  the insurgents and, on 
the other, the clergy and monks who had aligned themselves with the Greek 
cause. Actively confronting the Muslims as enemies brought them together 
and transformed them both. The tie between nationality and faith, hammered 
out successively by the Greek constitution of  1822 and that of  1823, was 
but one means of  sacralising the Greek revolution. The others involved reli-
giously induced violence, modes of  ceremony and ritual focused on vener-
ation and mass reverence, production of  new religious literature adjusted to 
war purposes, action on days of  religious significance, religious rites and cele-
brations for patriotic purposes, transfer of  religious practices (hymn chanting) 
and concepts (martyrdom) to the war culture and, finally, the quasi-sanctifica-
tion of  the bodies of  the fallen patriots. The sacralisation of  the revolutionary 
process forged a liturgical-collective commitment to the values of  the nation. 
Within this frame of  reference, agonistic valour sprung from faith, self-sac-
rifice for the community was endowed with awe and reverence, while death 
radiated powerfully the belief  in resurrection and regeneration both individual 
and collective.
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1. Introduction: Andrzej Towiański and Polish Messianism
Polish Romanticism can be seen as a period when philosophical, political, and 
religious ideas were seen as a response to the moral, social, and national hopes 
of  Poles, a period that saw the emergence of  a form of  messianic thought 
promoted by several personalities who identified Poland as the “Christ of  
nations.” Arising between the November Uprising of  1830 and the January 
Uprising of  1863, Polish messianism evolved from the “high spiritual aspira-
tions of  a politically deprived nation”1 which, dismembered by Prussia, Russia, 
and Austria, saw itself  as the Twelve Tribes of  Israel: divided in their own 
country and exiled around Europe. The former Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth was understood by the Polish intelligencja as sharing the same suffer-
ing and expectations of  the European national-liberal uprisings, but also as 
tasked with establishing a new reality in the post-Napoleonic order, redeeming 
humanity after all the grief  caused and endured.2

In this context, the notion of  nation can be expressed through 
Zygmunt Krasiński’s words: “The name of  nation can be only conferred 
to that aggregation of  alive and associated spirits, which in itself  construed 
of  the goal towards which it struggles, this aim being humanity in the 
supreme sense of  the term.”3 Unlike other political entities, nations were 
perceived as sentient beings created by God. Therefore, they possessed 
the concepts of  past, present, and future and had existential purposes. 
However, these purposes could only be pursued through the immanent 
realisation of  the nation as a political entity. What is national is subjected 
to the universal, but the universal progress of  humanity is directly corre-
lated with the establishment and progress of  individual nations. This 
concept, the pillar of  progressivist Romanticism, is perfectly explained 
in the 17th article of  the Young Europe manifesto by Giuseppe Mazzini: 
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“Every people has its special mission, which will co-operate towards the 
fulfilment of  the general mission of  humanity. That mission constitutes its 
nationality. Nationality is sacred.”4 Polish Messianism can be understood 
as a current of  progressivist Romanticism, simplistically labelled by Hans 
Kohn as a “Romantic nationalism based on the veneration of  a past with-
out foundation in the present.”5 This irrational component, almost over-
looked by Eric J. Hobsbawm’s materialistic approach,6 was the basis of  the 
entire Polish intellectual production of  both reactionary and progressivist 
thinkers, as Andrzej Walicki has underlined.7 

In this historiosophical scenario, on the 27th of  September 1841, 
Andrzej Towiański (1799–1878) delivered a speech before the Polish 
emigration gathered at Notre Dame de Paris, announcing the coming of  
a “Higher Christian Epoch,” identified by him as the intermediate step 
towards the Kingdom of  God. The religious-political ideas and social 
structure of  the Towianist community can be defined as a “mystical-chiliastic 
Christian heterodoxy.”8 Concerning the subject of  this study, however, it 
is worth noting that the strict adherence of  Towiański’s thought to the philo-
sophical category of  Polish Messianism, and its messianic character, was 
questioned as early as 1918 by Maria Bersano Begey9 and more recently 
by Marlis Lami.10 

Xylopgraphy of  Andrzej Towiański by Jan Styfi. Biblioteka Narodowa w Warszawie, G.28873/I.
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1.1. The Towianist Community
In 1828 and 1839, Towiański saw two Marian apparitions in the Bernardine 
Church of  Wilno. These apparitions revealed to him the coming of  a new 
epoch. In 1840, Towiański travelled to Paris, the centre of  the Polish emigra-
tion after the November Uprising. Nonetheless, Towiański did not take part 
in the Polish revolution. He voluntarily left his fatherland to join his exiled 
compatriots and preach the divine message received in Wilno.

Towiański called his mission the Cause of  God.11 According to him, 
the Cause of  God was started by Jesus Christ himself. But both the Church 
and humanity forgot his teachings. Towiański felt it was his duty to revive 
the mission of  Jesus Christ and struggle for its accomplishment on earth. 
Nonetheless, to implement the divine design, he needed the support of  
other earthly forces: people who truly wanted to seek a perfect union with 
God, and specific nations identified as the depository of  God’s Will.

Between 1841 and 1842, a Towianist Circle composed of  dozens 
of  disciples took shape in Paris. Among Towiański’s disciples were nota-
ble Polish personalities such as the poets Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855), 
Juliusz Słowacki (1809–1849), and Seweryn Goszczyński (1801–1876); 
insurgents of  the November Uprising, namely Ludwik Nabielak 
(1804–1883), Karol Różycki (1789–1870), and Mikołaj Kamieński 
(1799–1873); and the diplomat Aleksander Chodźko (1804–1891).

In the following years, Towiański’s charisma attracted several French-
men, especially among the members of  Pierre-Michel-Eugène Vintras’ 
Œuvre de la Miséricorde (Cause of  Mercy); numerous Italians belonging to 
the Piedmontese cultural élite; and Jews and Protestants who converted 
to Catholicism after having met Towiański. Three main Towianist Circles 
formed the core of  the Towianist community, in Paris, Zurich, and Turin. 
Other minor Circles were present in Europe and were mostly connected 
to Towianist families or had a limited number of  disciples. Notably, the 
Circles survived Towiański’s death and even multiplied in Italy between 
the last decades of  the nineteenth century and the first decades of  the 
twentieth century.12

Towiański promoted a doctrine that, although he always claimed its 
compliance with the Catholic faith, incorporated several religious concepts 
that can be found in Jewish mysticism and ancient Christian heterodox 
doctrines, alongside philosophical and social ideas of  the late Enlighten-
ment and the Romantic period.13 Essentially, Towiański’s doctrine aimed 
for social renewal through the strict observance of  its principles. Towian-
ism stressed the need to pursue spiritual perfectionism to achieve an 
improvement of  reality from an eschatological perspective. According to 
Towiański, this spiritual perfectionism can only be attained through a total 
and intimate union with God, to awaken the “Christian tone” which can 
lead to the accomplishment of  true Christian acts in private and public life.

Towiański’s doctrine has several characteristics that fit into the concept 
of  “Western” esotericism:14 the initiatory nature of  the Towianist commu-
nity, the secrecy of  Towiański’s teachings, the divine intervention that 
produced a revelation, and the reprisal of  a forgotten tradition. Already 
in the first decades of  the twentieth century, Paul Sédir’s Les Amitiés Spiri-
tuelles identified Towiański as a national initiator:15 an archetype of  “the 
emissaries of  the Light”16 who embodied ancient Rosicrucian knowledge. 



42Giulio Dalla Grana

17
Francesco Traniello, “Religione, nazione e sovranità 
nel Risorgimento italiano” [Religion, Nation, and 
Sovereignty in Italian Risorgimento] Rivista di storia e 
letteratura religiosa 28, no. 2 (1992): 319–68.

18
Initially, Towiański’s main adversaries were the priests 
of  the Congregation of  the Resurrection. Later, 
several members of  the Italian clergy also opposed 
Towiański. The main books that attacked Towiański 
were: Pierre [Piotr] Semenenko, Towianski et sa doctrine 
jugeś par l’enseignement de l’église (Paris: Sagnier et Bray, 
1850). Orazio Premoli, Andrea Towianski (1799–1878). 
Contributo alla storia del misticismo contemporaneo [Andrzej 
Towiański (1799–1878). A Contribution to the History 
of  Contemporary Mysticism] (Roma: Libreria Editrice 
Religiosa Francesco Ferrari, 1914).

1.2. Roman Catholic Church and Romantic Nationalism
The devotion to the Roman Catholic faith of the majority of the Polish emigration, 
alongside liberal-national Romantic ideas, inevitably produced tension with Rome.

After the French Revolution, the Church became aware of  a new 
order that, under the pretext of  affirming the rights of  freedom and equal-
ity, wanted to eradicate Christianity. Following the Congress of  Vienna, 
three main currents emerged in Europe: the alliance of  throne and altar, 
which sought a balance between the jurisdictionalist policies of  the States 
and the privileges of  the clergy; an intransigent reactionary Catholicism, 
which saw in the papal theocracy the only remedy against revolutionary  
attempts; and a liberal-Catholic stance which considered liberal-nationalist 
ideas and the teachings of  the Gospel to be compatible.

The Roman Curia of  the nineteenth century included supporters of  
each of  these currents. However, the first stance was the one promoted, 
pursued, and implemented by the Holy See. Gregorious XVI’s encyclical 
Cum primum on the 9th of  June 1832, which condemned the November 
Uprising, was the apex of  this policy’s results. The Church’s endeavours 
to maintain the status quo in Europe after the Restoration clashed dramat-
ically with Poland’s national aspirations, and with those of  other Catho-
lic nations. Indeed, from the Church’s perspective, being patriotic, which 
meant recognising the existence of  nations and fighting for their political 
establishment, implied being against the State of  the Church and in favour 
of  the Italian nation.17 Hence against the Holy Alliance, which guaran-
teed the State of  the Church’s territorial integrity and ruled over various 
nations which sought their independence. Promoting an end to the Pontif-
ical temporal power was thus perceived as opposing the Roman Catholic 
Church and as supporting the earthly rule of  people and nations instead 
of  divinely inspired monarchies and the Church.

While progress, and the concept of  nationality, were opposed by 
institutional Catholicism, Towiański believed that the teachings of  Jesus 
Christ complied with these stances. Although Towiański also promoted 
religious concepts rather typical of  reactionary Catholic thinkers, he 
could theoretically adhere to the liberal Catholic current. Nonetheless, 
Towiański was not a political philosopher. He saw himself  as the depos-
itary of  a divine mission consecrated by a heavenly vision. In his writ-
ings, the absence of  any form of  explicit and systematic political thought 
is pervasive. In Towiański’s thought, progress did not imply the simple 
earthly aspect promoted by the various progressivist political thinkers of  
the nineteenth century; it coincided with striving for the redemption and 
salvation of  humanity. For Towiański, the progress of  humanity and indi-
vidual spiritual progress were deeply intertwined because the former was 
understood as the consequence of  the latter. Towiański’s doctrine thus 
expresses the conjunction of  progressivist political aims and religious 
renewal: the political affirmation of  nations and the inauguration of  a 
Roman Church embodying the original teachings of  Jesus Christ. Similar 
to other religious reformers of  the nineteenth century, Towiański tried to 
obtain pontifical approval for his doctrine. Like his predecessors, he was 
opposed by the reactionary faction of  the Roman Curia, which identified 
him as a promotor of  dangerous heterodox doctrines18 and as a political 
agitator. Although Towiański did not have the support of  the Holy See, 
the Towianists believed that God was on their side. 
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2. Exotericism and Esotericism in Towiański’s Teachings
During his life, Towiański never published anything in first person. Indeed, 
he devoted the last years of  his life to revising the notes that expressed his 
teachings to his disciples. While Towiański was alive, however, his disciples 
published, in Turin and Paris, a few pamphlets on him and his mission. After 
his death, Pisma Andrzeja Towiańskiego (Andrzej Towiański’s Collected Works) 
and Kilka aktów i dokumentów odnoszących się do działalności Andrzeja Towiańskiego 
(Several Acts and Documents Concerning the Activities of  Andrzej Towiański) 
were published, respectively in Turin and Rome.

Towiański’s teachings reveal exoteric and esoteric dimensions. The 
Towianists truly wanted to avoid any doctrinal-theological criticism from 
Church authorities, and they published Towiański’s teachings to expressly 
show their goodness and piety.19 Although the Towianists tried to hide any 
heterodoxy in Towiański’s religious ideas, his esoteric doctrine is imme-
diately recognisable in certain sentences and concepts20 alongside certain 
ritualistic practices.21 Moreover, since Towiański’s writings were published 
after his death by his closest adepts, his teachings could only be obtained 
via an oral tradition, according to which a few Towianists decided what 
should be disclosed.

Towiański’s message attracted numerous followers, mainly among Poles, 
Frenchmen, Italians, and Jews. Towiański’s disciples were usually people striv-
ing for their national independence, seeking religious renewal, or frustrated 
by the social and political situation of  nineteenth-century Europe. One of  
the reasons why Towiański’s teachings fascinated many people was certainly, 
alongside his religious doctrine, the role attributed to their nation, and, there-
fore, their active part in history to perfect and save humanity.

References to nations and their role can often and vaguely be found 
in Towianist publications. The main corpus of  texts Towiański specifi-
cally dedicated to the topic is the first part of  the third volume of  his 
collected works, which is divided into five sections concerning Poland, 
Russia, France, Italy, and Israel. In order to shed some light on Towiański’s 
thought and on the relationship between Esoteric Catholicism and Roman-
tic nationalism, we will analyse some Towianist extracts.

A typical Towianist volume. Photograph © G.D.G. Biblioteca Erik Peterson, Fondo Towiansky, THEO7.24. 
This volume, owned by the Rostagno family, crossed three generations and was presumably crafted and edited 
between 1868 and 1934. It contains dozens of  manuscripts, letters, pamphlets, and pictures. Usually, the 
Towianists transcribed and translated their letters and pamphlets in order to diffuse them to other members 
of  the Circles. Successively, the material was bind together in large volumes or pocket books. 
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2.1. Polish Nation in Towiański’s Paris Speeches
In the last months of  1841, Towiański appeared in public in Paris and gave two 
speeches. The first was given at the archcathedral of  Notre Dame; the second, 
at the church of  Saint Séverin.

In Notre Dame, Towiański’s speech was attended by part of  the Polish 
emigration. Due to its public nature, and because it was the first public 
appearance of  Towiański in France, the speech reveals the main exoteric 
points of  the message he allegedly received in Wilno.

“I come to announce to you the time of  the Lord’s Jubilee, in 
which it is easier for man to obtain God’s Grace and, with its help, 
to free himself  from slavery, to be reborn and live as a Christian. 
Let me announce to you the Higher Christian Epoch, which is 
opening in the world today, and the Cause of  God that initiates 
man into this epoch. I come to introduce you to this work, to 
facilitate and to cooperate with you in fulfilling our important 
vocation that God destined in a ten-year retreat in a foreign land 
to prepare you as the sons of  a superior Christian nation. [. . .] And 
you brothers, defenders, and martyrs of  freedom, prepared by the 
sufferings of  exile and wandering, you are the first to participate 
in this great Cause of  God’s mercy, the cause of  salvation and 
progress of  humankind!”22

Towiański defines the Cause of  God as the “cause of  salvation and progress 
of  humankind.” Although he identifies Poles as the chosen people to accom-
plish his mission, he clearly points out that, to fulfil their “vocation,” they 
must accept his help. That being said, the reason for being chosen is related 
to something more than forced exile. Towiański concluded the speech with 
these words:

“In the Cause of  God, the whole great future of  Poland, our 
fatherland, is defined. Because our nation, which faithfully 
preserved Christianity in its souls through the ages, is called by the 
Cause of  God to apply Christianity in its private and public life. [. . .] 
This vocation is shared by some other nations. However, Poland, 
as an outstanding part of  the Slavic tribe, which preserved in its 
soul the treasure of  Christ’s fire, the treasure of  love and feeling, 
more purely and vividly than other tribes, is the cornerstone of  the 
rising Cause of  God, the cause of  the salvation of  the world.”23

The particularity of  the Polish people is underlined again in the speech deliv-
ered at the church of  Saint Séverin. Towiański tasked one of  his disciples, the 
painter Walenty Wańkowicz (1799–1842), with depicting Our Lady of  the 
Gate of  Dawn, and placed it in one of  the church’s chapels. During the inau-
guration, Towiański stated:

“Oh, Slavic soul! Because of  your simplicity, you have the ability 
to understand the voice of  the Lord. In the past ages, amid general 
contamination, you kept your Christian seed pure. Bear witness to 
that. And the merit of  your fidelity to Christ, our Lord, will soon 
satisfy you.”24

When analysing these two speeches, it must be stressed that Towiański was 
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specifically addressing the Polish emigration, underlining the role that the 
Polish nation had in his revelation. That said, Towiański’s message was not 
restricted to Poles only.

2. 2. Biesiada and the Spiritual Battle
The most known and criticised text by Towiański is Biesiada (The Banquet). 
The manuscript was drafted in Waterloo, during the Yuletide of  1840, for the 
initiation of  General Jan Skrzynecki (1787–1860), former commander in chief  
of  the November Uprising. In 1843, the Polish priest Aleksander Jełowicki 
obtained the manuscript from Skrzynecki and lithographed it to denounce 
Towiański’s doctrine. Although Towiański recognised the authorship of  the 
text, he did not stand by its contents since it consisted of  loose notes that 
could not properly convey his ideas. The revised version of  Biesiada was not 
published until 1882, in Towiański’s collected works,25 and it differed enor-
mously from Jełowicki’s lithographed version.

Biesiada expresses the Towianist cosmology and Towiański’s funda-
mental concept of  metempsychosis. In the pamphlet, Towiański explains 
that the world is surrounded by evil Lower Spirits organised in columns of  
darkness and good Higher Spirits directly descended from heaven through 
columns of  light. For Towiański, man is able to attract those columns 
through evil or good actions. Thanks to the aid of  these columns, man’s 
soul could attain a new life depending on the column he attracted.

In the text, Towiański prophesied that a battle between the Lower 
and the Higher Spirits was soon to come, and that the descending column 
of  light was going to illuminate the world.26 Nonetheless, this heavenly 
column of  light would not descend on all nations, only a chosen few.

“However, following the example of  our terrestrial light which 
enlightens some [nations] while it leaves other countries in the 
twilight, and others still in the deepest darkness and cold; the 
celestial light will also undergo this destiny. Amid the jubilee of  
grace, the fire burning the chosen and prepared nations will not 
cast upon others even the faintest ray.”27

For Towiański, the battle that would cast the heavenly fire on earth through the 
Higher Spirits was guided by the spirit of  an individual who had cast another 
kind of  fire all over Europe a few decades before: “And you, spirit of  Napo-
leon, by a special privilege, you are the one before the last [God] in this holy 
column. You are allowed to live, to act on earth, without ceasing to be a pure 
spirit.”28 Napoleon, alongside other leaders such as Kościuszko, is a crucial 
figure in Towiański’s thought. Napoleon is seen by Towiański as a precursor 
of  the Cause of  God. He was able to attract the column of  light and began the 
fight against the Lower Spirits. Nevertheless, he was later corrupted by these 
Spirits, and he surrendered to their temptations. Instead of  realising the Cause, 
he started to pursue personal interests. After Napoleon’s death, his spirit began 
to redeem itself  by contributing to the fight against darkness.29

In Biesiada, Towiański never mentions the Polish nation or any other 
political matter. However, from a national-revolutionary interpretation of  
Towiański’s words, all the liberal-national insurrectionary attempts pursued 
after the Congress of  Vienna can be perceived as intensifying the battle 
between the Higher and Lower Spirits, respectively identified as the people 
who were against the political order imposed by the Restoration. Napoleon, 
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who forced an unnatural State-building process in Europe, was still pursu-
ing the same mission. While the national aims of  the European people 
were supported by the column of  light, there is a curious synchronicity 
between the revolutionary attempts of  1848 and Towiański’s prophecy. 
Indeed, Towiański’s support for national causes is not a matter of  inter-
pretation. In Biesiada, three toasts conclude the text. The first toast asserts 
unequivocally the commitment of  Towiański’s doctrine to liberal-national 
struggles: “God! Allow this earthly expression of  the Cause of  the Spirit 
to be approved by your glory: [. . .] For the prosperity of  the holiest cause 
of  the people; for the prosperity of  our fatherland!”30

2.3. The Triple Sacrifice
The Triple Sacrifice (or Christian Sacrifice) is another cornerstone of  
Towiański’s doctrine. It can be identified as the main Towianist practice aimed 
at improving the spirit and its concrete outcome. Towiański always stressed 
the necessity of  applying the law of  Jesus Christ in private and public life, and 
the Triple Sacrifice was the means to do so. The actions and behaviour of  the 
individual, one of  the spirits that form the nation, are the main factors in shap-
ing the community. In Biesiada, Towiański underlined the following: “For the 
merits of  a single righteous man, God spares a country, a city. For this right-
eous one, because of  his inner purity, [God] conveys a column of  light which 
defends this country, this city from the deeds of  evil.”31

The sacrifice is trifold because it results from three different practices 
that involve spirit, body, and actions. The Triple Sacrifice is defined as:

“The movement of  the Spirit into the Spirit, into the body, and 
into the action. According to how the spirit positions itself, the 
body becomes free, and it manifests itself  through action. This is 
Christianity. This is the progressive accomplishment of  the Di-
vine Word made by simple people who became fool for Christ.”32

The Triple Sacrifice is explained in a text that describes a meeting between 
Towiański and his son. The sacrifice of  spirit is the first step towards the fulfil-
ment of  the Triple Sacrifice. It consists in progressively elevating the spirit 
through the power of  loving God:

“Be strong in yourself, focus, lift and adjust your spirit to the 
tone that Christ the Lord has shown in his whole life and gave to 
man, so that he would rise to this tone for centuries. In this work, 
humble yourself, crumble before God, awake love, affection, ten-
derness, move, animate and enlighten yourself  internally; reach 
calm, inner peace.”33

The second step, the sacrifice of  body, is to live according to the spirit, prepared 
and elevated by its sacrifice. In an Augustinian way, Towiański suggests: “Bring 
your spirit into the body, penetrate, enliven the body with this tone, these 
feelings, the life that you have awakened in your spirit.”34 The final step, the 
sacrifice of  action, is the externalisation of  the previous sacrifices. It repre-
sents the concrete Christianisation of  life, the application of  the teachings of  
Jesus Christ with body and soul in every aspect of  existence, in every private 
moment, and in every social interaction.

Yet, the Triple Sacrifice is not merely a personal spiritual exercise. 
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As Stanisław Szpotański observed through the analysis of  Swedenborg’s 
thought, the Triple Sacrifice can be understood as the concrete realisation 
of  the biblical passage love thy neighbour as thyself.35

Love and sacrifice are two crucial interconnected points for Towi-
anism. According to Towiański, the essential starting point is the love 
of  God, because only love empowers one to endure any effort or pain. 
Love is the spiritual elevation that reaches toward the aim. Sacrifice is the 
product of  love; it consists in any action that could concretely realise love. 
For Towiański, these two key points are the essence of  Christianity. Love 
is what drives progress; sacrifice is the means by which it can be accom-
plished. In this way, the Triple Sacrifice can be understood as the Towian-
ist practice that enables moving from the individual to the nation, and the 
related infusion of  Christian values from the lower, individual-microcos-
mic level to the higher, national-macrocosmic level. 

2.4. Wielki Period and the Three Israels
The fundamental text that discloses Towiański’s national conceptions is Wielki 
Period (The Great Epoch). While Biesiada was a small notebook given to a 
single individual, Wielki Period aimed at systematising the revelation received 
in Wilno and disclosing a further level of  initiation into Towiański’s doctrine 
for adepts. The manuscript was drafted by Towiański in Solothurn between 
1843 and 1844, and it was successively destroyed by Towiański himself. The 
text was never published, and it could only be transmitted orally in Towianist 
meetings.36 Nonetheless, it is possible to see in Mickiewicz’s lectures at Collège 
de France numerous similarities with the topics discussed in the manuscript 
and those in Biesiada.37

In the first part of  the text, Towiański stresses the importance of  
spiritual improvement realised through the Triple Sacrifice, affirming that 
humanity and the world can be improved only through a higher transfor-
mation in the individual spirit. According to Towiański, this world is merely 
a sphere interconnected with other spheres. In the lower sphere, Wielki 
Period identifies antagonist of  humanity. Similar to a Manichean view-
point, while the Higher Spirits, inhabiting the higher sphere, are emana-
tions of  light by God and intermediated by Jesus Christ, the Lower Spirits, 
corrupted by Satan and wandering in the lower sphere, are subordinated 
by the Spirit of  the Earth. However, Towiański does not give any proper 
definition of  the Spirit of  the Earth. He merely states that it opposes the 
Cause of  Jesus Christ.

The most important section of  Wielki Period concerns Israel. Numer-
ous points of  Towiański’s teachings present similarities with Kabbalist 
doctrines.38 The Towianists had a very strong interest in the Jews, and they 
tried on several occasions to preach the Cause to them39 because Israel 
was identified as the “first-born son”40 of  God. For Towiański, Israel 
had a metaphysical significance: “Israel, the higher part of  the terrestrial 
globe, is predestined to march ahead on the path of  the Lord. [. . .] The 
holy Cause will be realised for Israel and by Israel.”41 When Towiański 
writes about Israel, he does not mean a geographical territory. Israel is a 
feature of  the spirit of  certain nations. It can be intended as that part of  
the spirit which preserves the pure Christian spark, that part elected for a 
covenant with God.

Towiański describes how Israel was subjugated by the Spirit of  the 
Earth over the centuries. But the coming of  the Higher Christian Epoch 
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was awakening Israel from its slumber. Towiański prophesied that “Israel 
will reveal itself  on the true day, and it will become the foundation of  the 
Kingdom of  God on earth.”42 According to Towiański, there are three 
Israels called Minister-Nations. These three nations are related to the 
concrete implementation of  the Cause of  God: Israel-Jew, which “does 
not cease to worship the Spirit of  the Earth, it breaks the chains through 
the exaltation of  the Lord, [. . .] and start to gather near the fireplace of  the 
Lord”;43 Israel-French, which “breaks the chains of  the Spirit of  the Earth, 
it comes back to a pure exaltation, [. . .] it realises the Cause”;44 and Isra-
el-Slav, which “releases itself  from the entrapment of  the body and of  the 
Earth [. . .] exalts itself, and [. . .] dominates and elevates its land through 
the fruit of  the exaltation.”45 The concatenated action of  the three Israels 
forms Israel-Universal. When Israel is finally freed from the Spirit of  the 
Earth, its spirit will “lead Israel to the heavenly and earthly Jerusalem.”46

Furthermore, Towiański outlines a list of  duties that must be fulfilled 
by the Minister-Nations. Essentially, these duties concern the union of  the 
three Israels and the spiritual elevation towards God. The fifth point is 
very relevant for understanding Towiański’s thought on nations: “Arrange, 
establish in these fireplaces of  the fatherland a free life, in the private and 
public affairs according to the species of  the spirit, and this love of  the 
Fatherland and of  freedom will be a praise to the Lord.”47 Although the 
reference to the Christianisation of  private and public life is widespread 
in all Towianist texts, it is noteworthy that this duty is explicitly reserved 
to the Minister-Nations.

3. Political Complications
While the Polish nation, alongside the French and Jewish nations, was perceived 
as the depository of  God’s Will, the Towianists soon faced the political para-
doxes of  actions aimed at the concrete application of  Jesus Christ’s law on 
earth. Concerning the national dialectic, Towiański’s doctrine faced two issues: 
Polish relations with Russia and the rise of  the Italian question in European 
international politics.

3.1. The Russian Dilemma
In the first pages of  Biesiada, Towiański states, “Nowadays, a single Lower 
Spirit shakes and perturbs whole Russia.”48 After the repression of  the 
November Uprising, Russia was identified as Poland’s main enemy. Neverthe-
less, Towiański did not perceive Russia as an enemy, but as a nation corrupted 
by the Spirit of  the Earth and unaware of  the damage it was doing to the 
Polish nation. That being said, Russia, a Slavic nation, was part of  Israel-Slav 
and was destined to fulfil the Cause of  God alongside Poland. The Towianist 
view of  Polish-Russian relations can be understood through the progression 
of  the Triple Sacrifice. Russia was perceived as a neighbour to be elevated, as a 
brother to rescue from the wrong path. As Christian love had to be transmitted 
from the individual to the nation, it had to be transferred from one nation to 
another on an international level.

There are several Towianist writings concerning Russia and Polish-Russian 
relations. Russia’s nationhood and its role are clearly expressed in two 
Towianist documents: Alexander Chodźko’s 1844 letter to Tsar Nicholas 
I, and Karol Różycki’s Powody (Reasons) addressed to Tsar Alexander II 
in 1857.
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Chodźko’s letter was one of  the first Towianist appeals to a monarch. The 
letter’s publication caused wrath and discomfort within the Polish emigration 
and the Paris Circle. It expresses the Towianist concept of  Israel-Slav to the 
tsar and how to concretely accomplish the duty of  a Minister-Nation. 

“Russia preserved, until this century, the primitive simplicity of  
its soul. The thought of  God resides on it [. . .] The foundation 
of  the Slavic soul preserved its purity until today. While the spark 
of  Jesus Christ became obscured on earth, within the Slavs it is 
possible to find it again. [. . .] The banner of  Jesus Christ is grant-
ed to the Slavic race, the massive core of  the army of  God. In 
due course, this banner, held by the people minister of  the Word, 
must wave on the entire word.”49

This letter is a call to the unity of  the Slavic people, who must act together to 
revive the spark of  Jesus Christ within them and accomplish the divine call of  
the Cause of  God.

“The Word, which becomes listened to again, is calling the Slavic 
people to its duty. All the branches of  the Slavic tree must be 
aligned and developed according to the primitive thought of  God. 
[. . .] The time has come. In order to accomplish the goal that God 
determined for them [the Slavic nations], everyone, united in love, 
as it was never conceived and practiced before, must merge their 
efforts towards a great and common interest.”50

In his letter, Chodźko identifies the tsar as the person capable of  aligning 
the branches of  the Slavic tree and of  guiding the Slavic nations towards the 
accomplishment of  their duty:

“Sire, your soul is great. [. . .] Sire, the health of  millions is as-
signed to you. Nowadays, leading the Slavic people subjected to 
your sceptre, you are the greater instrument of  God on earth. 
Sire, if  you obey the call of  God, your subjects faithful to God 
will be devoted to the thought of  God deposited into you.”51

Chodźko’s letter is not merely a form of  submission to the tsar. He underlines 
the primacy of  spiritual authority over earthly power, and the primacy of  God 
over politics. Chodźko calls on Nicholas I to become an instrument of  God. 
Yet, to do so, the tsar must accept God’s call, the Cause of  God, whereby the 
tsar could use his sceptre to subjugate and lead Slavic people, but only if  he 
submitted to Towiański and his mission.

Różycki’s Powody was published in reply to the amnesty announced 
after Tsar Alexander II was crowned. Numerous Towianists fought in the 
November Uprising and, like their compatriots in Paris, they could not 
accept the Russian amnesty. The Towianist motivations were not purely 
political, Różycki points out: “In our actual position, we cannot take advan-
tage of  this pardon. We have the permission of  the government, but we do 
not have the permission of  God. Until now, we have not accomplished the 
duty that God assigned us.”52 Różycki uses Towiański’s words to illustrate 
the reasons that supported the rejection of  amnesty. These reasons are 
related to the Towianist concept of  metempsychosis applied to a national 
level. The Towianists could not accept amnesty because the exile was a 
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means of  expiation for the past sins of  Poland. According to Różycki, 
during the Golden Liberty, Poles abused the love of  God, and they did 
not live according to the Triple Sacrifice. Therefore, God punished them 
through exile and a foreign yoke. That is why “[Poland] suffers more than 
other nations. It rejected its main duty: to fulfil the role assigned in elevat-
ing and extending Christianity on earth.”53 Nevertheless, according to the 
Towianist perspective, exile is merely the condition for manifesting contri-
tion. Sin can be expiated:

“Only through external action [the sacrifice of  action], submis-
sion to force, servile obedience, [. . .] conciliating the duties to-
wards God with the duties towards Authority. [. . .] Sire, this is the 
main truth on which we base our submission and our loyalty to 
You. This is the source from which our love, our sacrifice, and all 
our feelings for the Russian nation and its government spring.”54

For Różycki, to accept the amnesty would also be to condemn the Russian 
nation, because the decision went against God’s Will. Różycki does not 
mention a specific role for Russia, but he always stresses the necessity for the 
Polish nation to love its neighbour. While Różycki speaks of  Poland, he speaks 
of  Russia, too. His words were a warning to Russia. Just as Poland lost its free-
dom because it did not fulfil the Triple Sacrifice, Russia could lose its freedom 
if  it continued to pursue un-Christian actions.

In 1863, the same stances taken in Chodźko’s letter and Powody were 
expressed in Różycki’s Do ródakow (To my Compatriots). The book is a 
collection of  Towiański’s writings addressed to Poles who took part in the 
January Uprising:

“God has opened to both nations a merrier future. In this future, 
the following direction was presented for them: You, Poland, ac-
cept true Christianity, and, through Christian force, recover the 
fatherland. You, Russia, come out of  the darkness, arise pure and 
take your higher destiny. And you, Russian government, recognise 
the truth, the justice of  God, and fulfil this truth, this justice to-
wards the peoples subjected to your leadership!”55

Różycki’s Do rodaków was published in Paris so it could circulate among the 
Polish emigration. Towiański also wrote a letter to Alexander II directly. As 
Chodźko did in 1844, Towiański expressed the Cause of  God to the tsar, 
explicitly writing that through it, “[You could] find aid in order to lead the 
people subjected to Your will towards the destined well-being.”56 But the tsar 
never replied to the Towianist appeals.

3.2. The Italian Question
A member of  the Giovine Italia, Giovanni Battista Scovazzi (1808–1893), 
brought Towiański’s message to Italy. Towiański appointed him “to take up the 
cross of  Jesus Christ and bring it to Italy.”57 Starting from 1848, Scovazzi gath-
ered a few disciples and established a Towianist Circle in Turin. In Towiański’s 
first manuscripts and speeches, Italy is not mentioned. The only references 
to the Italian nation can be found in posthumous Towianist publications. 
Scovazzi gave the first definition of  the mission of  the Italian nation in 1848:
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“Italy has the duty to resolve the religious question, the heart of  
the matter of  human life. Italy is still materially weak, it must 
manifest on earth the power of  the spirit, the power of  heaven. 
The thought of  God is upon Italy, and I believe that the Ital-
ians will fulfil it. They will continue the Christian apostleship that 
made Rome the centre of  Christianity, the centre and unity of  the 
Church, and the leader of  the Christian movement in the world.”58

Unlike the other Minister-Nations, Italy did not have any defined historical or 
political identity. Therefore, the concept of  the Italian nation was interlinked 
with its political emancipation. Since the Italian Towianist Circle was formed 
by subjects of  the Kingdom of  Sardinia, the identity of  Italy and the Italian 
nation was defined according to the Piedmontese political perspective. Indeed, 
after the Congress of  Vienna, the Kingdom of  Sardinia was the only Italian 
State able to pursue a foreign policy of  territorial expansion. In the second 
half  of  the nineteenth century, it progressively occupied the Italian penin-
sula through military conflicts against the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1848, 
1859, and 1866; the Kingdom of  the Two Sicilies in 1860; and the State of  
the Church in 1870. 

The most significant Towianist document concerning Italy is the tran-
scription of  a meeting held in October 1860. At the time, Italy did not yet 
exist as a nation-State. However, the Kingdom of  the Two Sicilies soon 
capitulated under the invasion of  the Sardinian army. A great political 
transformation of  the Italian peninsula was perceived to be underway. 
Towiański addressed these words to his disciples:

“The Italians are among the higher nations, called to give the 
world an example of  the true, living, Christianity practiced in 
every aspect of  life. Moreover, according to the signs manifested 
by God in these last times, it is destined to be the first to manifest 
Christianity in public life, through the great action of  its political 
regeneration.”59

According to Towiański, Italy’s specific role, revealed by God, was to enlighten 
the path for other nations and to save the Church from its degeneration:

“Every Italian has the duty to awake in himself  the love for the 
true and living Church. [. . .] He has the duty to awake in him-
self  the Christian disgust towards the false movement of  the 
soul, which the Pharisees of  our time hide under the forms of  
Jesus Christ and of  his Church. [. . .] According to God’s call, the 
Church will be purified from the men that introduced the false.60

In 1866, a public lecture given by the leader of  the Turin Circle, Tancredi 
Canonico (1828–1908), professor of  law at the University of  Turin, expressed 
Italy’s status in the Higher Christian Epoch. The Kingdom of  Italy had been 
proclaimed five years before but lacked the Venetian provinces and Papal terri-
tories. According to Canonico, this incomplete Italy was perceived as God’s 
Will. The Italians were not ready to benefit from the nation’s political creation 
because their spirit was not aligned with Jesus Christ. Already in 1849, Scovazzi 
prayed during the first Sardinian war against Austria: “If, in order to prepare 
Italy for its providential mission in the world, it is necessary to be humiliated 
through a defeat; I will submissively accept this trial as long as my fatherland, 
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through this means, would get closer to the mission predestined by God’s 
Will.”61 Canonico identifies the Papal withdrawal from the Sardinian-Austrian 
war as a missed chance to fulfil the Italian mission: “I believed that the time 
when Gospel and politics would not have been two separated and different 
worlds has come. One would have to compenetrate the other. Fatherland and 
Christianity, unified in the same higher flame, will shine of  a more ardent and 
refulgent light.”62 In Canonico’s lecture, it is clear that Italy, more than any 
other nation, was duty-bound to deal with the Church and its temporal power, 
in view of  spiritually renewing it.

“God does not want a sanctimonious and ingenious Italy. However, 
He will never permit a sceptical and materialist Italy. The true 
Church is inseparable from our true national life. If  it is crystal-
lised in doctrine and forms, it provokes indignation and pain. If  it 
will revive and live in our hearts, it will be the inexhaustible source 
of  true Italian greatness.”63

Furthermore, Canonico states that Italy has a role, linking its destiny to its 
national metempsychosis.

“There is justice for the people’s guilt as there is one for the indi-
viduals. Italy suffered centuries of  misfortune and serfdom due 
to the slavery and the pain imposed by the Roman domination 
on the world. [. . .] We must find the force to elevate ourselves to 
the place that God destined us: to be the vanguard of  nations.”64

A few years later, Towiański also stressed the role of  Italy. He wrote to King 
Victor Emmanuel II during the Kingdom of  Italy’s formal annexation of  the 
Papal territories. Towiański simply warned the king: “The Roman question is 
presented in front of  His Majesty as an inevitable field of  action on which 
Italy must produce the fruits of  its Christian vocation, the fruits of  its active 
loyalty to the true Church of  Jesus Christ.”65

According to the words of  Towiański and his Italian disciples, we can 
see that the pivot of  the entire Italian nation did not concern Italy itself  
but had a more European, universalistic dimension. Although Italy was not 
labelled as a Minister-Nation, it had the role of  leading the Minister-Na-
tions to the concrete realisation of  the Higher Christian Epoch. Moreover, 
the most important duty of  the Italian nation was solving the Roman 
question. Italy was perceived as the only country that could deal with the 
Papacy and the only one that could re-establish the Church of  Jesus Christ 
over the Roman Catholic Church, corrupted by the Spirit of  the Earth.

4. Conclusions: Soteriology of  the Nation
In Towiański’s thought, nationalism and religion are deeply intertwined from 
a Catholic esoteric perspective.

The highly spiritualistic nature of  Towiański’s doctrine is the same as 
that of  Pietism, Jansenism, and other heterodox doctrines that, accord-
ing to Carlton J. H. Hayes, ensured a spiritual basis for the development 
of  nationalism through the predestination of  man and nations.66 Indeed, 
Towiański’s first Italian opponents accused his doctrine of  renewing the 
ideas of  Pietism, Jansenism, and Quietism,67 which a few decades before 
had started to recirculate on the Italian peninsula.68
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The esoteric traits of  Towiański’s religious doctrine produced a form of  politi-
cal thought with a strong Messianic approach. Although Towiański’s preaching 
shared the goal proclaimed by the various European liberal-national move-
ments, the religious basis of  his doctrine was substantially different in the praxis 
required to achieve a nation’s political recognition and renewal. Neverthe-
less, political powers, and their revolutionary nemesis, reacted dichotomously 
to Towiański’s teachings. Towiański was aware of  the reluctance to accept 
his message, but on numerous occasions, he and his disciples wrote to vari-
ous political and cultural personalities trying to persuade them to help save 
humanity through the acceptance of  the Cause of  God. This behaviour can 
be explained through Jacob L. Talmon’s words about the messianic approach 
to history: “Leaders are not prompted by ambition and grope for purposes. 
They are instruments of  destiny. Victory or defeat become verdicts of  History: 
the assertion of  a higher right or the proof  of  exhaustion.”69 However, due 
to the living nature of  nations, Towiański conceived of  leaders as both indi-
viduals and nations.

4.1 Subversion of  Progressivist Nationalism
In the material presented, we can see a variation, a progression in Towiański’s 
conception of  the nations involved in the fulfilment of  the Higher Christian 
Epoch. Initially, Towiański focused his preaching on the Polish nation and 
on France, represented by Napoleon. In Wielki Period, he tried to systematise 
a triple scheme with the insertion of  the Jewish nation. Moreover, he called 
upon the Russian nation in the same period. Towiański thus focused more of  
his thought on Italy. 

What can be perceived as incoherent and contradictory could be 
explained by the progressive nature of  revelation. For Towiański, progress, 
as perceived by numerous Romantic thinkers, relies on a series of  revela-
tions disclosed by God in every epoch. This concept was well explained by 
Mickiewicz in his Towianist lectures. According to him, Christianity makes 
it possible to “receive successive revelations, that must complete Christi-
anity itself. [. . .] Humanity has never progressed in any other way. It will 
never advance except by a series of  revelations.”70 Therefore, Towiański’s 
preaching to different nations could be understood as his willingness to 
successively disclose the revelation he allegedly received in Wilno in sepa-
rate historical moments. Nevertheless, since the Towianists stressed to 
the Minister-Nations the need to pursue their missions during periods of  
political tension, this explanation can also be interpreted as Towiański’s 
need to adapt his preaching to the various political scenarios and their 
evolution. That said, according to a Towianist manuscript, and contrary to 
the Towianist publications depicting Towiański as interested in the Italian 
nation from the second half  of  the nineteenth century onward, Towiański 
had already identified Italy as a Minister-Nation (excluding the Jewish 
and the Russian nations) in 1844. This manuscript maintains that, when 
Towiański met Scovazzi for the first time, he stated, “Italy, Poland, and 
France [. . .] These are the people leaders. These are the first called.”71

The linear progression according to the revelations presents three 
intertwined features that clash with the mainstream Romantic progressivist 
conception of  history and humanity: the Millenarian perspective, metem-
psychosis, and the Minister-Nations.

The Millenarian perspective abolishes the repetitio ad infinitum of  
history.72 Messianism thus undermines the illusion of  eternal progress 
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sprung from the Enlightenment, supported by the national revolution-
ary movements, and perpetuated by positivism. Towiański’s concept of  
metempsychosis shares the same perspective, focused on progress through 
perpetual spiritual perfectionism. The columns of  light and darkness 
permit the soul and nations to either improve or decompensate. In this 
way, progress, both for the individual and for nations, is not assured by 
Towiański’s doctrine. Earthly progress can only be attained through the 
exercise of  Jesus Christ’s law, but the refusal of  Christian principles will 
surely arrest progress and push humanity backward. Finally, the concep-
tion of  Minister-Nations directly attacks the conception of  progressivist 
egalitarian-democracy in favour of  a spiritual aristocracy. In Towiański’s 
thought, only selected nations have the duty, and the capacity, to partic-
ipate in leading other nations and humanity into the Higher Christian 
Epoch. Towiański clearly stated, “All three branches of  Israel live in 
a new tone. They govern and they occupy a social place according to 
their kind of  spirit. The Minister-Nations raise as the columns of  God’s 
Word.”73 As a result, Towiański first distinguishes between nations that 
lead and nations that cannot intervene on their own in the process of  
achieving progress. Secondly, although nominally equal, Minister-Nations 
are formally ordered by a spiritual hierarchy according to their duty and 
their potential. Towiański’s thought bears witness to the breakdown of  
the Romantic concept that every nation participates, according to its geist, 
in achieving the intra-historical goal of  progress through its own mission. 
Only certain nations preserve the Christian qualities to guide others, while 
the majority of  nations are still waiting to be enlightened because they 
abandoned or never truly accepted God’s Word.

The chosenness of  Minister-Nations and their divine mandate to lead 
other nations towards progress is reflected in the Higher Spirits, which 
Słowacki called “King-Spirits.” According to Towiański’s doctrine, the 
column of  light can create new Higher Spirits through turning man’s soul 
towards the Good. Each nation produces personalities greater than others 
who, through their spirit, inspire and lead the nation toward higher virtues. 
These King-Spirits often appear in the Towianist exoteric writings, and 
they are subjected to sacralisation. In the European nineteenth century, 
the King-Spirits were clearly identified by Towiański as people of  action: 
“The Frenchmen have their ideal in Napoleon I. The Poles have it in 
Kościuszko. Nowadays, the Italians have it in Garibaldi.”74 In Towiański’s 
thought, the equality of  individuals succumbs by dint of  a heroic attitude, 
producing what Anthony Smith called, concerning the sacralisation of  
national heroes, an “elite nationalism [. . .] focused primarily on representa-
tions of  the virtuous actions of  charismatic individuals and groups, both 
past and present.”75 The Towianist journals76 include lists of  these “char-
ismatic individuals,” such as personalities in the political, cultural, and reli-
gious spheres, like Julius Caesar, Sigismund I the Old, Washington, Luther, 
Zwingli, Goethe, Bach, and Beethoven.

Again, the progression stressed by the Triple Sacrifice helps to under-
stand this spiritual hierarchy. In Towiański’s thought, we notice a triple 
scheme: there are the three Sacrifices, which aim to prepare the individ-
ual in three fields of  life, and the three Israels, which have three duties to 
progressively accomplish to fully implement the Higher Christian Epoch. 
Through this scheme, three couples can be obtained: Israel-Jew / Sacrifice 
of  Spirit, Israel-French / Sacrifice of  Body, and Israel-Slav / Sacrifice of  
Action. Since the Triple Sacrifice needs the sequential accomplishment of  
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every sacrifice to attain individual perfection, the duties of  the three Minis-
ter-Nations must be attained in the right order, according to their hierar-
chy of  the spirit, to receive the benefits of  the Higher Christian Epoch.

4.2 Nations as Messiah
The progressive conception of  history denotes that the main ideal promoted 
by Towiański’s doctrine is a striving for a progressive, and perpetual, spiritual 
perfectionism. Nonetheless, for Towiański, the only possible perfection could 
be achieved through exercising the law of  Jesus Christ on earth. Nevertheless, 
the mere application of  the teachings of  Jesus Christ would not directly 
re-establish the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, nor any other nation-State. 
The nation, which was a living creature created by God, would only be polit-
ically realised, and consecrated by God, through the total submission of  the 
people to God’s Will. Thus, God’s Will was to be manifested only through 
meeting two criteria: the Pauline earthly acceptance of  the current politi-
cal situation and the heaven-inspired willingness to pursue human progress 
through the concrete application of  the law of  Jesus Christ. Meeting these two 
apparently contradicting criteria transmutes the nation into a Christian nation.

The Towianist concept of  a Christian nation identifies the political 
manifestation of  the establishment or renewal of  the nation-State as the 
fulfilment of  God’s Will, thereby attaining a state similar to the Kingdom 
of  God on earth. Differing from numerous Romantic thinkers who strove 
for the earthly establishment of  the Kingdom of  God, the Higher Chris-
tian Epoch preached by Towiański was an earthly state necessary to attain, 
after death, the heavenly Kingdom of  God in heaven. For the Towianists, 
the Christian nation was the preliminary step of  earthly redemption prior 
to heavenly salvation.

Although the Towianist preaching involved the resurrection of  Poland 
and concrete actions around Italian unity, Towiański’s messianism is not 
resolved in the mere political recognition of  the nation as a nation-State. 
Towiański’s Minister-Nations have a more profound religious significance 
that collides with their political outcomes. Israel-Jew is identified in the 
Jewish nation as the depository of  the Covenant, and not as a political 
entity with geographical borders. Israel-French does not correspond to 
the already existing French nation but to an anointed political actor oper-
ating for the concrete implementation of  the Second Covenant. As for 
Israel-Slav, it is vaguely identified with the Slavic people. In Towiański’s 
speeches, Poland preserved the spark of  Jesus Christ to a higher degree of  
purity than any other nation. Nonetheless, Russia was the nation that, once 
it broke the yoke of  the Spirit of  the Earth, should lead the Slavic nations 
toward Christian progress. Finally, Italy resides outside the Towianist triple 
scheme. The Romantic irredentist movements in Italy and Poland are often 
compared since they are both nations without a State. Nonetheless, the 
Commonwealth of  Poland-Lithuania had a centenary history that helped 
identify what was part of  the nation and what was not.77 By contrast, 
Italy never existed as a political entity.78 This meant that the Italian nation 
represented the establishment of  the nation-State through the conquest of  
the Italian territories by the Kingdom of  Sardinia, congruent with its reli-
gious mission culminating in the occupation of  the State of  the Church. 
This mission was devoted to the renovatio of  the Church-Institution of  the 
Pope-Kings to promote the Church-Living Body of  Jesus Christ; the latter 
was identified as the earthly implementation of  Towiański’s Cause of  God.
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Towiański’s doctrine perceived the Minister-Nations, Italy included, as a collec-
tive Ha-Mashiach that pursued the needs of  justice, liberation, and renewal typi-
cal of  every historical age.79 Therefore, three perspectives of  the nation can 
be identified in Towiański’s thought: 1) the nation according to the Romantic 
concept of  a living entity created by God; 2) the nation as an institutional and 
geopolitical nation-State; and 3) the nation as a Christian nation, a political 
actor that operates according to the law of  Jesus Christ. Thus, nations present 
two predominantly religious characteristics. First, transcendence: nations live and 
develop through time and space, moving beyond States’ political borders and 
shaping reality through their will, becoming a bridge between God and individ-
uals. Second, renewal: nations, politically recognised or not, must accept God’s 
Will and practice the law of  Jesus Christ, overcoming their earthly desires to 
regenerate themselves through the Higher Christian Epoch. The palingenetic 
Romantic idea promoted by Towiański is different from the other Roman-
tic nationalistic conception which, in the following century, would partially 
degenerate into totalitarian nationalistic manifestations.80 Towiański’s idea is 
purely religious and based on an actual belief  in metempsychosis and in the 
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progressive improvement of  the spirit of  individuals through their successive 
lives.

In conclusion, Towiański’s concept of  nation embodied the soteri-
ological aspect belonging to Millenarianism. Nations do not have to be 
politically constructed because they are already created by God. According 
to Towiański, the political recognition of  nations is useless if  they do not 
follow the path traced by Jesus Christ. Nations and nation-States must be 
infused with new Christian life and develop their political and social life 
according to God’s Will. This process, which implies the passive accep-
tance of  God’s Will, the revolutionary exercise of  the law of  Jesus Christ, 
and the total acceptance and implementation of  the Cause of  God, is the 
only way nations without States and States without nations can be born. 
Through the Triple Sacrifice and the perpetual perfectionism of  metem-
psychosis, Towiański aimed for a total Christianisation of  the individual, 
society, nation, and international relations.
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This article considers the specific relationship between nation and commemo-
ration manifested in two closely related phenomena: the veneration of  cultural 
saints and the emergence of  national pantheons. Both have a considerable 
prehistory: the tendency to preserve the memory of  the deceased cultural 
greats of  a community through rituals and the tendency to honor all the 
key figures of  that community, preferably in a prestigious place, span a vast 
historical trajectory since the beginning of  human civilization. Both phenom-
ena have also always encompassed a religious dimension. From the deceased 
Greek poets, whose tombs were showered with offerings, to the modern liter-
ary figures canonized by the Orthodox Churches, the commemoration of  
artistic and cultural “greats” has regularly had a sacred character. As with the 
pantheons, religious connotations are deeply woven into the concept, which 
has undergone numerous transformations throughout its history, and the 
same is true for the design of  most of  the buildings in which pantheons have 
concretized.

I address the two phenomena—in the broadest sense, they can be 
understood as practices of  commemoration—in a specific context, the 
context of  the nation. I therefore consider the emergence of  cultural 
saints, which appeared alongside religious saints but also rulers and military 
leaders, especially in the nineteenth century, and the emergence of  national 
pantheons, which appeared in very different materializations across the 
continent at the same time, in close connection with the history of  (Euro-
pean) nationalism. The historically specific trait of  national thought that 
spread in Europe from the end of  the eighteenth century changed the 
(self-)understanding of  human society: it increasingly became a commu-
nity of  nations that could be clearly distinguished from each other on 
the basis of  their unique culture. Of  course, I do not want to reproduce 
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here the history of  the phenomenon that underpins the everyday identity 
experience of  most people in the world today. However, I can point out 
that since Carlton Hayes’ pioneering essays many important scholars have 
interpreted nationalism as a form of  secular or civil (or civic) religion—
and the following consideration of  cultural saints and national pantheons 
is certainly based on this tradition.1

Research on “cultural saints” is quite recent and mainly comes from 
the last decade and a half.2 It is based on studies of  commemorative 
culture, which have documented an astonishing Europe-wide spread of  
nationally motivated veneration of  the “great men” of  culture: poets, writ-
ers, composers, and other artists and intellectuals. The massive dimensions 
of  cults rhythmicized by jubilees in the nineteenth century, especially the 
“centenary cult,” the exalted erection of  monuments (Denkmalwut), and 
the manifold rituals bear witness to the important role that the celebra-
tion of  artists played in the formation of  modern European nations.3 
This practice was even more important for smaller, politically subordi-
nate cultures with less pronounced historical or political identities, where 
the investment in language and literature was even more emphatic and 
the prominent position often belonged posthumously to poets declared 
“national.”4 At first glance, it seems surprising that the rhetoric and prac-
tices of  national movements contained religious elements: not only in 
Catholic and Orthodox areas of  Europe, but also in Protestant regions, 
artists’ commemorative cults took on the characteristics of  traditional 
saintly cults, such as the translatio of  relics, various rituals tied to specific 
“saints’ days,” pilgrimages, sacralized memorials, hagiographic representa-
tions, and so on. Numerous examples confirm that the “saintly” metaphor 
is extremely useful for the analysis of  such phenomena—especially in the 
context of  understanding nationalism as a civil religion.

Similarly, important research on “national pantheons” has also 
appeared in recent decades. In particular, the four most notable European 
examples discussed in the book by Eveline G. Bouwers—the pantheons 
in Rome, Paris, London, and Regensburg—were the subject of  thorough 
analyses that included comparative aspects.5 Much as with the cults of  
cultural saints that were utilizing similar patterns in very distant places, 
structural similarities, inspiration, and even direct imitation were also at 
play in the design of  the pantheons. However, the fact that all nations, 
even the smaller ones, wanted to have pantheons in one form or another—
even if  the idea took very different forms and the implementation was 
far from optimal—has received less attention so far. Although there are 
numerous studies on this European network of  pantheons (often only in 
the respective national languages), dealing with their various aspects (archi-
tectural, political, and art historical), we are still far from a synthesis in this 
respect. Therefore, I also reflect on how this research could be added to. 
I consider this particularly valuable because both phenomena—cultural 
saints and national pantheons—are important for the study of  cultural and 
political nationalism and, not least of  all, for the formation of  a “Europe 
of  nations.” Moreover, I suggest that the metaphor of  cultural saints can 
inspire conceptualization of  the metaphor of  national pantheons.
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I. Cultural Saints and Their Canonization
The transference of  the idea of  sainthood to the realm of  secular culture 
is not in itself  new; it occurred as early as 1841 in Thomas Carlyle’s famous 
lectures on hero worship.6 In other respects, the transference of  religious prac-
tices or concepts such as worship, ritual, idolatry, relics, cult, or charisma into 
the sphere of  secular culture has been frequently observed (and occasionally 
criticized) by contemporaries of  artistic cults in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The liaisons dangereuses between religion and (secular) artistic 
cults of  fame were also observed (and occasionally criticized) in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. By contrast, the term itself  appeared only 
recently; with some hesitancy, for example, in connection with the immortals 
of  cultural history, but more explicitly in connection with celebrity worship 
in mass media culture (e.g., Elvis Presley and Madonna).7 The metaphor of  
cultural sainthood undoubtedly fits well with the icons of  popular culture, 
but it fits even better with the heroes promoted and venerated in the context 
of  national movements, especially from the 1830s onward. As explained in 
the book I co-authored with Jón Karl Helgason, the term cultural saints refers 
to deceased poets, writers, and other artists and intellectuals who, as embodi-
ments of  certain social ideals, became figures in the cultural memory of  their 
national (or regional) cultures, and assumed social roles traditionally reserved 
for rulers and saints.8

How this process took place can be explained with the help of  the 
concept of  canonization. In the humanities, the terms canon and canoniza-
tion usually refer to a selected elite corpus of  artworks (e.g., the literary, 
visual, and musical canon), and sometimes to the artists themselves and/
or the process of  their establishment (canonized or canonical authors). 
From our point of  view, however, it has proven useful to broaden such 
a traditional understanding to include not only textual practices (such as 
critical edition, revision, interpretation, or appropriation), but also ritual 
practices (commemorations, festivals, processions, and handling of  relics), 
and mnemonic practices (setting up a constellation of  lieux de mémoire, and 
naming places and institutions). In our book, the possibilities of  such an 
extension were presented in the condensed form of  an analytical model 
of  canonization, and so I will not go into detail here. I would only like to 
emphasize that the aforementioned model focuses not only on the life and 
work of  cultural saints, but also on those that cultivate their memory—by 
analogy with canonization in Catholicism, one could call them postulators.9

So, who were the chosen ones elevated to the prestigious status of  
cultural saints? As the term itself  implies, the potential candidates were 
by no means only poets. Many European artists can be understood as 
cultural saints—among them, above all, musicians, painters, sculptors, and 
architects, and here and there a philologist or linguist (e.g., Elias Lönn-
rot, the author of  the Finnish Kalevala, or Ferenc Kazinczy, the “purifier” 
of  the Hungarian language). However, in accordance with the promi-
nent position that language practice occupied in the context of  cultural 
nationalism, the most lively cults developed in relation to writers and, in 
particular, poets. In the new, national context, the veneration of  older liter-
ary giants (Petrarch, Shakespeare, Camões, and Cervantes) was revived, 
and the veneration of  younger poets (Schiller, Burns, Mickiewicz, Petőfi, 
Prešeren, Hallgrímsson, Mácha, Shevchenko, etc.) also flourished. It is 
therefore not at all surprising that the national poet can be understood as a 
paradigmatic embodiment of  a cultural saint. This is a structural position 
legitimized by the pan-European discourse of  Romanticism and gratefully 
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accepted especially by the (semi)peripheral literary cultures.10 
The veneration of  cultural saints took its most fascinating forms 

between 1840 and 1940.11 At that time, the cults gripped the whole of  
Europe like a kind of  epidemic and also reached beyond its borders 
(e.g., to the Caucasian countries, the US, and later Israel). Smaller liter-
ary cultures celebrated mostly romantic (poetic) giants, and the dominant 
cultures dragged established authorities of  their respective artistic canons 
into the maelstrom of  increasingly nationalist cults. The euphoria peaked 
at the beginning of  the twentieth century and only slowly ebbed after 
World War I. By then, commemorative cults had mostly moved away from 
extreme and large-scale forms, but the inertia of  cultural nationalism often 
kept cultural saints on the surface, albeit in the somewhat ossified form 
of  “canonical giants.” In most cases, these have remained central national 
icons to this day and a convenient source for ever-new appropriations. 
What is more, especially in recent decades, some cases return in surprising 
post-secular transformations in which the dividing line between cultural 
and ecclesiastical canonization disappears.12

From the Culture of  Saints to the Saints of  Culture
Now, to take up Jernej Habjan’s imaginative chiasm, how did we get from the 
culture of  saints to the saints of  culture?13 The development indicated above 
certainly encourages us to look for analogies between the veneration of  saints 
(or, more generally, of  holy persons) in different religious traditions and the 
emergence of  their cultural counterparts. In the case of  Christian saint cults 
in particular, it is relatively easy to draw several parallels that are evident both 
in the organization of  the cults and in the process of  canonization. Whereas 
the cults of  Christian saints covered medieval Europe with a multitude of  
shrines, the cults of  cultural saints covered modern Europe with a multitude 
of  monuments, memorials, museums, and institutions.14 Both types of  cults 
contributed significantly to the organization of  social space and time and influ-
enced the daily life of  the community through various rituals. Relics also played 
an important role in this transformation—which may seem surprising in the 
case of  secular cults. Finally, the paths to full official recognition are also partly 
analogous, although the canonization of  cultural saints does not have such 
formalized procedures as those developed, for example, for the beatification 
and canonization of  saints in the Catholic Church.

Despite these similarities, cultural saints are not simply a mirror image 
of  religious saints.15 At least one difference prevents carrying the metaphor 
through to the end. Belief  in an afterlife is constitutive only of  religious 
cults, not secular ones. An ecclesiastical saint may be physically dead in this 
world, but as a member of  the heavenly communion of  saints he or she 
lives on and can act as an intercessor with God. For the believer, a saint 
represents a shortcut to direct communication with the Creator, who is 
the only true source of  sacred power. The earthly remains of  the saint, the 
relics that are the object of  veneration, are thus much more than symbols: 
they are the actual presence of  a saint in this world. On the other hand, 
no one expects a cultural saint to perform miracles posthumously; cultural 
saints may have an (indirect) effect on individuals, but they certainly do not 
possess a transcendent life after death. Thus, the handling of  relics, which 
is very important in both forms of  cult, does not carry the same weight 
with cultural saints as it does with religious saints.

This difference seems fundamental, but it is not the only one. It is 
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worth noting, for example, that the cults of  cultural saints are hopelessly 
misogynistic: Christianity has added numerous female saints to their 
male counterparts over time, whereas female cultural saints hardly exist.16 
Another important difference is that Christian saints are primarily canon-
ized for their exemplary, virtuous lives, martyrdom, miracles, and so on 
(vitae), and only in exceptional cases for their works (e.g., theological writ-
ings), whereas the canonization of  cultural saints is primarily based on 
their works (opera). Conversely, the lives of  cultural saints do not neces-
sarily resemble the lives of  saints; in fact, sometimes the opposite is true: 
from a moral point of  view, cultural saints’ biographies are so shameful 
that only the process of  canonization invents the appropriate rhetoric to 
justify them.17

These differences indicate that the reference to sacred traditions asso-
ciated with the term cultural saint should not be taken literally. In some cases 
it is very appropriate, but in others different terms apply, such as idol, icon, 
hero, or prophet.18 In the words of  Thomas Carlyle: “Hero, Prophet, Poet—
many different names, in different times and places, do we give to Great 
Men.”19 Cultural saints, therefore, must be seen in a larger context and in 
relation to other types of  personalities who have also become objects of  
veneration and deification—for example, legendary heroes, rulers, and 
statesmen.

The veneration and canonization of  cultural saints played a prom-
inent role in the formation of  modern national literary cultures. They 
helped the protagonists of  national movements convince their compa-
triots that they were part of  a special identity community distinct from 
others, and that this specific identity defined their existence in fundamen-
tal and profound ways. Studying this phenomenon, then, makes it possi-
ble to better understand the historical dynamics of  national movements 
and to better explain the reasons for their (political) success or failure. In 
this sense, it is possible to complement the established picture in which a 
prominent role is attributed to the development of  national institutions 
(such an emphasis could be attributed, for example, to Joep Leerssen’s 
research on cultural nationalism) or to the media (this would be, some-
what simplified, a central emphasis according to Benedict Anderson). 
The efforts to build the infrastructure of  a developed national culture are 
certainly the rational core of  the “national revivals.” In a sense, cultural 
saints and their cults represent the reverse side of  this matrix, its emotion-
ally charged pole, which mediated a living experience of  belonging to new 
forms of  community through commemorative rituals. This experience 
could become quite concrete, even physical, and thus go beyond Benedict 
Anderson’s abstract notion of  a “horizontal” affiliation with a multitude 
of  unknown people, made possible—through codified literary language—
by a newspaper or a novel.20

The cultural saints were not capable of  performing miracles. None-
theless, their “posthumous powers” have contributed to fundamental 
social changes in the last two centuries, especially to the formation of  the 
symbolic imaginary and the collective memory of  a new type of  commu-
nity: the nation. Especially for small ethnic communities with weak histor-
ical traditions, quasi-secular saintly cults meant more than just an eccentric 
fad—they developed into one of  their survival strategies. But how does 
the appearance of  cultural saints fit into the overall picture of  venerating 
great figures in the nation-building period?

16
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II. National Pantheons
Looking at the phenomenon of  cultural saints more broadly, it is clear that they 
only cover a portion of  the personalities that have been the subject of  nation-
alist commemoration. Cultural saints have indeed grown in the new context 
because they have been elevated to a pedestal by the inner logic of  cultural 
nationalism. However, nations, the new imagined communities, also incorpo-
rated into their commemorative frameworks other kinds of  personalities that 
had long before been the objects of  veneration. These were mainly kings and 
other secular rulers, generals, military leaders and other kinds of  heroes, saints, 
and religious dignitaries, but also travelers, explorers, scientists, and inventors. 
All these personalities joined together to form new entities, which the protag-
onists of  the national movements envisioned as a kind of  pantheon of  the 
nation’s “great men.” Women were rare among them—so rare that in this 
respect Carlyle’s term great men or the inscription grands hommes on the portico 
of  the secularized Paris Panthéon seem quite appropriate. In the nineteenth 
century, the celebration of  the nation’s great men became the celebration of  
the nation itself—and the material pantheons provided remarkable realms of  
memory for the emerging national cult. 

What actually is a pantheon? The original Greek word is composed 
of  the words pân (“all”) and theîon (“divine, of  the gods”). Thus, the word 
pantheon literally means (“of  all the gods”). The history of  the use of  the 
term is extremely varied and complex, but in contemporary usage the word 
primarily refers to two things: a) the gods of  a community or people (e.g., 
the Mesopotamian, Roman, Greek, Norse, or Slavic pantheon), or b) a 
temple dedicated to the gods of  a community (e.g., the Roman Pantheon). 
In a secondary, somewhat figurative (and secularized) sense, the term 
pantheon no longer refers to deities, but to a group of  famous people. 
Again, it can refer to either a) a group of  important individuals (e.g., the 
pantheon of  Italian painters, the pantheon of  American movie legends, 
etc.), or b) an object in which the nation’s famous dead are buried or repre-
sented in the form of  monuments (e.g., the National Pantheon in Lisbon). 
Thus, the semantic range of  the word primarily lies in the intersection 
between a pantheon as a subject (a group of  gods or secular deities) or as 
an object (a site) and a pantheon as a religious or secular category: 

Subject

Religious
Gods Greats

Secular
Temple of  gods Temple of  greats

Object

Previous research on pantheons has often focused on the “objective” aspect; 
that is, buildings that served to represent and worship selected major figures. 
Moreover, the focus has been on the most obvious and influential examples 
from western Europe. As I show below, it would be useful to expand this 
framework not only geographically but also conceptually.

Fig. 1. Semantic range of  the word pantheon.
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“The Big Four”: Rome, Paris, London, and Regensburg21

In search of  the source from which most modern pantheonic ideas, including 
nationalist ones, drew their inspiration, one must certainly first go to Rome—
to the mysterious edifice built by Emperor Hadrian on the site of  the earlier 
temple (Agrippa’s), the first and only Roman sacred building dedicated to “all 
the gods.”22 The cult performed in the Pantheon remains shrouded in mystery 
but, as Edmund Thomas’s excellent study shows, models for the Roman 
Pantheon (built c. 117–28) can be found in the ancient Greek temples dedi-
cated to the Olympian Twelve (dōdekátheon) and especially in the Antiochian 
Pantheon, which was most likely a direct model for Rome.23 After the collapse 
of  the Roman Empire, the former temple retained its sacred character: the 
emperor in Constantinople granted permission to Pope Boniface IV in 609 
to consecrate it as the basilica of  Saint Mary and the Martyrs (Sancta Maria ad 
Martyres). The building was thus saved from decay, remained in Catholic use, and, 
unlike the Pantheon in Paris, was never secularized. Its history is perplexing, 
and so a look at its current interior—dominated by the tombs of  the painter 
Raphael and a handful of  other artists, as well as kings Victor Emmanuel II 
(the “Father of  the Nation”) and Umberto I—hides more than it reveals. 
In the century-long dynamic of  funerals, exhumations, and placement and 
removal of  monuments in the basilica, Raphael’s burial in 1520 stands out 
as one of  the most important events because it helped shape the idea of  a 
pantheon as an appropriate resting place for great artists.24 At the beginning 
of  the nineteenth century, this idea, now freed from the relics (so character-
istic of  Christianity), culminated in the monumental series of  sculptures by 
Antonio Canova. Indeed, between 1809 and 1820, the neoclassical sculptor 
densely populated the interior of  the Pantheon with dozens of  herms of  
famous Italian artists and scholars—from Dante and Giotto to the niche that 
would eventually pantheonize the postulator of  the gallery of  the great Ital-
ians, Canova himself. However, the questionable coexistence of  religious and 
secular cults in a church in the center of  Rome did not please everyone—and 
the statues were eventually removed.25

Another important event that influenced the further development of  
pantheons at the end of  the eighteenth century was the French Revolution. 
In France, where the cult of  the grands hommes had already developed under 
Bourbon rule, the revolutionaries were, not surprisingly, excessively hostile 
to the former royal pantheon: in the fall of  1793, they carried out the 
previously unimaginable desecration of  the tombs of  the hated “tyrants” 
in Saint Denis’s Basilica (Basilique royale de Saint-Denis), the old mauso-
leum of  the French kings. However, they also tried to design their own 
pantheon. As early as 1791, the National Constituent Assembly (Assem-
blée nationale constituante) secularized Sainte Geneviève’s Church in Paris, a 
neoclassical masterpiece by Jacques-Germain Soufflot, dedicated to the 
city’s patron saint, which had been completed shortly before, and trans-
formed it into the Panthéon, where the mortal remains of  outstanding 
French citizens would be interred. On April 4, the assembly declared that 
the former religious building should become a “temple of  the nation” 
and an “altar of  liberty,” and it had a new inscription placed above the 
entrance: Aux grands hommes la patrie reconnaissante (“To its great men, a 
grateful fatherland”). Mirabeau’s magnificent funeral followed the same 
day. However, as the botched history of  the Paris Panthéon shows, the 
fate of  the relics of  politicians and revolutionaries was uncertain: the 
mortal remains of  the now celebrated hero could have ended up in a ditch 
the very next day. This is what happened to Mirabeau and many others, 
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including Jean-Paul Marat, whose martyr cult was elevated to the level 
of  Christian saint cults in the course of  the Jacobin de-Christianization 
campaign.26 Simplifying the checkered history of  the Paris Panthéon, it 
can be said that the least controversial category in the long run was that of  
the artists, who generally retained a permanent place in the building. First 
and foremost was Voltaire, whose famous funeral on July 11, 1791, can be 
considered the continental prototype of  the secular emulation of  a saint’s 
translatio. He was followed in 1794 by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had 
previously been buried on Poplar Island (Île des Peupliers) near Ermenon-
ville (a commemorative cult flourished there in the sixteen years following 
the writer’s death), and somewhat later the burial of  Victor Hugo (1885) 
enjoyed great popularity. The whirlwind of  political and ideological pertur-
bations of  the nineteenth century, the resacralization of  the church, the 
“banalization” under Napoleon, when relatively insignificant bureaucrats 
were buried there, and the development of  Les Invalides as a compet-
ing military-political pantheon all contributed to the Paris Panthéon not 
becoming representative—like the one in Rome, it simply does not cover 
the totality of  national “deities” by a long shot.27

Another influential phase in the development of  pantheons took 
place in London. The famous Westminster Abbey, the millennial center 
of  monarchical and religious life on the island (the scene of  coronations, 
royal weddings, and funerals), became a vast cemetery for prominent 
figures in British history over the centuries. Among the more than three 
thousand buried there today, there are at least sixteen monarchs and eight 
prime ministers, as well as eminent military figures, scientists, and artists. 
Since 1400, when Geoffrey Chaucer, the author of  the famous Canter-
bury Tales, was buried there, the so-called Poet’s Corner had also been 
developing in the church.28 The southern transept gradually filled with 
monuments to important British cultural and especially literary figures, 
many of  whom (including Shakespeare) were represented only by monu-
ments or plaques—and thus an artistic pantheon of  the combined kind 
was created.29 In an effort to establish a “national temple of  fame,” the 
state took a more active role in the late eighteenth century in developing 
pantheons, which until then had primarily been the domain of  the church. 
Overcrowding at Westminster Abbey prompted the British Parliament 
to pantheonize another important London church, St. Paul’s Anglican 
Cathedral (the seat of  the bishop of  London). In this case, too, no secu-
larization took place: both churches retained their sacred purpose but 
evolved into (secular) national pantheons with the physical presence of  
relics. The selection of  personalities in St. Paul’s Cathedral reflects the 
spirit of  imperial and colonial superpower, and it shows how the poli-
tics of  the time envisioned the temple of  glory, in that it was primarily 
limited to military dignitaries and placed famous army commanders and 
admirals, preferably nobles with the highest military ranks, at the center 
of  commemoration—its major exempla virtutis being the heroes of  the 
Napoleonic wars.30 

Walhalla, a magnificent neo-classicist temple on the picturesque Bräu-
berg above the Danube at Donaustauf, a village near the renowned Bavar-
ian city of  Regensburg, has a very different appearance. The solutions 
that King Ludwig I of  Bavaria, its great patron (and also main finan-
cier), and the architect Leo von Klenze realized in it differ considerably 
from those mentioned so far. In this case, it is not a (former) church, but 
a completely new building erected for the purpose of  a pantheon. The 
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idea preoccupied the Bavarian ruler, who envisioned Walhalla as a monu-
ment to the victory over the French and at the same time as a symbol of  
the growing Bavarian power in the German context, since 1807, and the 
spectacular structure (construction lasted from 1830 until the ceremonial 
opening on October 18, 1842) represents the peak of  pantheon fever 
in post-revolutionary Europe. The abandonment of  relics—a move that 
might have slightly deprived the project of  a sacred dimension—allowed 
the design to achieve a conceptual roundness: it was possible to include 
all people without having to face the expensive and difficult handling of  
relics. (Similarly, relics were absent in the Munich Ruhmeshalle, the hall of  
famous Bavarians, commissioned by the same king and opened in 1853, 
which with its colonnade design induced a new, later increasingly popu-
lar “hall-of-fame” type of  a pantheon). The main criteria for including 
an individual in Walhalla were “greatness” and belonging to the realm 
of  the “German language,” and the spectrum of  pantheonized indi-
viduals included two millennia of  figures from the broadly understood 
German(ic) cultural sphere. Very importantly, women were not excluded. 
Thus, politicians, rulers, scientists, and artists—from Germanic leaders of  
antiquity (Arminius and Marboduus) to Ludwig’s contemporaries—are 
represented by herms in the Walhalla in a fairly balanced manner, and the 
collection was later added to and today includes 130 busts and sixty-
five commemorative plaques.31 Although Ludwig was a Catholic king, his 
“Teutonic” temple flirts quite openly with pagan traditions: whereas the 
architecture of  Walhalla is modeled on the ancient Greek Parthenon, the 
name of  the building and the reliefs on the frieze betray a closeness to 
Germanic (Norse) mythology. Moreover, the motivation for the temple’s 
construction has unmistakably nationalistic overtones.32 

“The Others”: From Mtatsminda to Þingvellir
These four major examples largely framed the pantheon solutions in Europe 
during the long nineteenth century but, as shall be seen, far from completely.33 
Inspired by Westminster Abbey and the Paris Panthéon, the Pantheon of  Illus-
trious Men (El Panteón de Hombres Ilustres), planned since 1837, was inaugurated 
in Madrid in 1869. Like Walhalla, it was conceived systematically. The list of  
candidates was drawn up by a commission of  experts but, unlike the German 
project, it also included the presence of  relics. Although many much-desired 
mortal remains could not be found (of  Miguel de Cervantes, Lope de Vega, 
and Diego Velázquez), the relics of  some major literary figures (including 
Garcilaso de la Vega, Francisco Quevedo, and Pedro Calderón de la Barca) 
and political leaders arrived in an imposing procession at the Royal Basilica 
of  Saint Francis the Great (Real Basílica de San Francisco el Grande) on June 20. 
The project, based mainly on liberal and democratic values, did not get off  to 
a good start due to tumultuous political disputes. Thus, it was only after 1890 
that the idea was partially revived at a new location in Madrid, the Royal Basil-
ica of  Our Lady of  Atocha (Real Basílica de Nuestra Señora de Atocha), where the 
Spanish Pantheon (Panteón de España, as it is now called) is still located today. 
However, its focus remains primarily political.34

During the First Portuguese Republic, a pantheon was established 
in Lisbon that followed the example of  Paris: in 1916, Saint Engratia’s 
Church (Igreja de Santa Engrácia) was secularized and proclaimed the new 
National Pantheon (Panteão Nacional). Its design emphasized republican 
values and the new symbols of  national identity. The range of  personalities 
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buried there is wide: in addition to presidents (Manuel de Arriaga, Teófilo 
Braga, Sidónio Pais, and Óscar Carmona), artists are also represented 
(e.g., the literary figures João de Deus, Almeida Garrett, Guerra Junque-
iro, Aquilino Ribeiro, and Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen); among 
the newer inclusions are the female fado singer Amália Rodrigues and 
the soccer player Eusébio. In addition to the personalities represented by 
genuine relics, there are also those represented only by monuments: for 
example, Luís de Camões, Afonso de Albuquerque, and Vasco da Gama.35

The Italian example is also interesting. As has been seen, the Roman 
Pantheon, which carried the name and concept throughout the world, 
never became a true national pantheon. However, the function of  a 
(cultural) pantheon has been taken over to some extent by Holy Cross 
Basilica (Basilica di Santa Croce) in Florence, which over the centuries has 
established itself  as a burial place for great artists and intellectuals: Michel-
angelo and Galileo Galilei, among many others, were buried there. In the 
course of  the nineteenth century, after the great romanticist Ugo Foscolo 
imagined it as the pantheon of  Italian glory in his poem Dei Sepolcri (Sepul-
chres, 1807), this Florentine church quickly filled with monuments. After 
the unification of  Italy, the collection was enlarged by the “repatriation” 
of  precious relics: in 1881, the mortal remains of  Ugo Foscolo were trans-
ferred from London, in 1887, those of  Gioachino Rossini from Paris, and 
so on. On the contrary, Venetian “pantheon” Saints John and Paul Basilica 
(Basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo) is clearly focused on rulers: it houses the 
tombs of  twenty-five doges, as well as military leaders, politicians, and a 
few nobles—but, despite the extraordinary cultural pulse of  La Serenissima, 
only a handful of  artists keep them company. Finally, the Roman Vittori-
ano, whose construction began in 1885, is conceived as a (secular) temple 
dedicated to a united Italy, but on the altar of  the fatherland, instead of  
a multitude of  greats, only the royal “Father of  the Fatherland” (Padre 
della Patria), Victor Emmanuel II (who, significantly, is buried in Hadrian’s 
Pantheon), and an unknown soldier are celebrated.

Moving toward central Europe, the picture becomes even more 
dynamic. Wawel Cathedral in Kraków, seat of  the Archdiocese of  Krakow 
and arguably the most important sanctuary of  Polish Catholicism, resem-
bles the model of  Westminster Abbey in many ways. The magnificent 
crypts of  the historic royal residence on Wawel Hill contain the tombs of  
Polish kings, heroes, generals, and revolutionaries (e.g., Jan III Sobieski, 
the rebel Tadeusz Kościuszko, Władysław Sikorski, and Marshal Józef  
Piłsudski, founder of  the Second Polish Republic). A counterpoint to this 
powerful military and political framework is the Crypt of  National Poets, 
located in the same cathedral, where Adam Mickiewicz (translated 1890), 
a paradigmatic Polish cultural saint, Juliusz Słowacki (translated 1927), 
and Cyprian Kamil Norwid (translated 2001) are (re)buried. The symbi-
otic coexistence of  religious, political, military, and cultural saints takes 
place in an overtly sacred context—in a symbolically charged place that 
symbolizes Polish statehood. 

Pantheon cemeteries represent an entirely different trend. These 
cemeteries were transformed, though often rather accidentally, into 
pantheons by the aggregation and transfer of  monuments and relics and 
by other architectural interventions. In Pest, Hungary, the public Kere-
pesi Cemetery (Kerepesi temető ) was opened as early as 1847 and gradu-
ally developed into a pantheon. A series of  “national” burials began in 
1855 with the poet Mihály Vörösmarty; since then, dignitaries have been 

35
Ernesto Castro Leal, “República portuguesa, secular-
ização e novos símbolos (1910–1926),” História: revista 
da Faculdade de Letras da Universidade do Porto 11 (2010): 
121–34. Cf. also the official website, accessed Novem-
ber 2023, http://www.panteaonacional.gov.pt/.



69Religiographies

interred in a designated area and, since the beginning of  the twentieth 
century, mainly in the imposing arcades (built in 1908–1911) and the 
special artists’ area. Although there are many cultural figures among the 
several hundred Hungarian greats, other profiles are also strongly repre-
sented. However, the true dominants of  the cemetery, which was declared 
a “national pantheon” in 1956, are the three mausoleums of  the leading 
politicians and statesmen from the second half  of  the nineteenth century: 
Lajos Batthyány, Ferenc Deák, and Lajos Kossuth.36

The Czech example is also illustrative, where—as elsewhere in the 
Habsburg Monarchy—national movements often operated in multiethnic 
areas and sought to express their power and dominance with national(ized) 
pantheons. Vyšehrad, an ancient fortress overlooking the Vltava River 
south of  central Prague and a mythical site of  the Czech national move-
ment, was gradually transformed into a national cemetery. Since 1861, 
when the (controversial) philologist Václav Hanka was buried there, Vyšeh-
rad has become the final resting place of  many “great Czechs”: compos-
ers such as Antonín Dvořák and Bedřich Smetana, the painters Alphonse 
Mucha and Josef  Václav Myslbek, and the writers Jaroslav Vrhlický, Karel 
Hynek Mácha, and Božena Němcová, among others. Especially prominent 
is Slavín, a monumental collective tomb (built from 1889 to 1893) with 
the allegorical sculpture Génia vlasti (Genius of  the Nation)—the idea for 
which came in the early 1860s from the Svatobor Society, an influential 
member of  which was the historian and politician František Palacký, later 
considered the “father of  the nation.” As the “Czech Pantheon,” Slavín 
continued to accept new members throughout the twentieth century: as 
recently as 1996, the composer and conductor Rafael Kubelík was buried 
there. Among the fifty-five people interred there, poets and writers make 
up the largest group (twelve). Significantly, as a smaller, subordinate nation 
in an imperial context, the Czechs seem to have particularly developed the 
cultural aspect of  the pantheon: artists make up the vast majority in the 
tomb.37

The development in Croatia was similar. In Zagreb, Mirogoj Cemetery 
was opened in 1879, where the architect Herman Bollé laid out magnif-
icent arcades (they were not completed until 1917). The cemetery had 
already gained national importance in its first year due to the typical saintly 
translatio, the second burial of  the Romantic poet Petar Preradović. In the 
autumn of  1885, the Arcade of  National Awakeners (Arkada preporoditelja) 
was completed, where the mortal remains of  Ljudevit Gaj, Stanko Vraz, 
Živko Vukasović, Vjekoslav Babukić, Fran Kurelac, Vatroslav Lisinski, 
Dragutin Seljan, and Dimitrije Demeter were ceremonially reburied. The 
cemetery continued to fill with patriotic relics, and the selection of  persons 
was made by the municipal authorities.38

Analogous (although somewhat later) transformations can be 
observed in Ljubljana. The old city cemetery next to Saint Christopher’s 
Church (Sveti Krištof ) was one of  the first in the Habsburg Monarchy to 
receive monumental arcades in the fashionable Italian campo santo style in 
the mid-1860s. However, the arcades initially served as the final resting 
place for members of  the predominantly German Carniolan upper class. 
When the new Holy Cross Cemetery (now called Žale) was built at the 
beginning of  the twentieth century, this also led to the piecemeal degra-
dation of  the former burial site. After the collapse of  the monarchy, the 
Navje memorial park was planned on the old cemetery, which the architect 
Jože Plečnik envisioned as a “grove of  illustrious men” (gaj zaslužnih mož). 
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Due to various circumstances, Plečnik’s pantheonic “cemetery of  honor” 
was not realized in its full monumentality. Nevertheless, in the late 1930s, 
the tombstones of  many great Slovenians (most of  whom had previ-
ously been scattered in the cemetery) and the mortal remains of  others 
were moved to the restored arcades of  the Navje Memorial Park, where 
artists and cultural figures, especially literary greats (some of  whom were 
commemorated in a collective “writers’ tomb”), clearly predominate. In 
this respect, Ljubljana’s Navje resembles the Vyšehrad case.39

The idea of  a pantheon cemetery reached the borders of  Europe and 
beyond, and it had an impact well into the twentieth century. In Georgia, a 
pantheon was created on Mtatsminda Hill above the city center of  Tbilisi 
as a “symbol of  Georgia’s collective identity,” with monumental tombs of  
writers and public figures. It had been planned since the late nineteenth 
century and was built in the 1920s.40 As part of  the cult of  national greats, 
the newly founded state of  Israel also created a cemetery—the “Zionist 
Pantheon,” which, unlike the cemeteries mentioned so far, is almost exclu-
sively political in character. Its main figure is Theodor Herzl, the visionary 
and “father” of  the Jewish state, whose bones were ceremoniously trans-
ferred from Vienna in 1949. Among the eight sites across the country that 
competed for the prestigious relics, the topographically dominant hill, the 
highest point in Jerusalem (now named after Herzl), on which the park 
was built, occupies to this day the position of  a sacralized epicenter of  the 
state’s territory.41 In Iceland, where a nineteenth-century initiative to rein-
state the parliament (Alþingi ) in rural Þingvellir (rather than the town of  
Reykjavík) failed, the government attempted to transform the old center 
of  Icelandic parliamentarianism into a pantheon cemetery. In 1940, the 
poet Einar Benediktsson was buried there, and in 1946, after grotesque 
complications, the remains of  the “national poet” Jonas Hallgrímson, 
which had lain in Copenhagen for a long century, were added. However, 
that was it, more or less: Þingvellir, now a major tourist attraction, did not 
become a real pantheon.42

Pantheons: Between Idea and Materialization
Material pantheons continue the ancient practice of  burying and/or commem-
orating “great men” in symbolically invested spaces. Nationalism in the nine-
teenth century arguably accelerated this process by aligning it ever more 
clearly with the new concept of  the nation. National pantheons as physical 
sites—whether temples or pantheon cemeteries—were conceived as places of  
pilgrimage where people could experience a deep attachment to their nation 
and its glorious past and identify with its exemplary heroes. As can be seen, 
different strategies were employed, and pantheonic aspirations encountered 
various obstacles in reality. Sacred objects, for example, were controlled by 
the church, which was not necessarily enthusiastic about the development of  
(secular) cults of  private fame; the transformation of  cemeteries was expensive 
and time-consuming; the grandiose ambitions of  national movements collided 
in practice with their financial impotence; various political principles (be they 
liberal or conservative) and broader concepts of  social structure (republican 
or monarchist) confronted each other; and, finally, there were the conflicting 
interests of  the pantheon’s commissioners or “postulators,” who, as a rule, 
also tended to glorify themselves along with the pantheons. It is therefore not 
surprising that ideas materialized with very different levels of  success.

However, it should be noted again that a pantheon in general does not 
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necessarily have to be a material place (Walhalla or Vyšehrad Cemetery) 
but can also be a group of  “deities” (e.g., the pantheon of  Greek gods). 
Although the actual structure of  this group is often difficult to grasp, one 
of  the characteristics of  these new communities is that they cultivate the 
notion of  a “national pantheon” as a group of  representative individuals 
(prominent Serbs, famous Norwegians, etc.)—regardless of  whether this 
community of  secular deities can be honored by visiting a particular site. 
Such a pantheon, increasingly subordinated to the national principle in the 
late nineteenth century, can thus be thought of  as a kind of  (Platonic) idea 
that can be realized in a concrete pantheon (temple), a pantheon ceme-
tery, a hall of  fame with colonnades and busts, or in other ways; for exam-
ple, in the form of  a portrait gallery, an avenue with statues, a wax doll 
museum,43 painted ceiling frescoes, or decoration of  national institutions 
(e.g., the curtains of  the Croatian National Theater in Zagreb, painted by 
Vlaho Bukovac in 1895).

From this perspective, the Belgian example is illustrative, where the 
idea of  the pantheon found wide resonance in sculpture, but also in other 
media. The examples of  Paris and London fueled the desire for a physical 
pantheon and, under the vivid impression of  Walhalla, the monarchical 
elite actually planned such a pantheon—but the idea was never realized. 
Instead, sculptural pantheons experienced a veritable boom: toward the 
end of  the 1830s, a series of  statues of  great Belgians, commissioned 
by a royal decree, were designed and distributed throughout the country, 
and by mid-century in Brussels, a series of  statues glorifying a number of  
nationally important figures were placed in both the capital’s new National 
Museum and in its parliament buildings. A series of  busts for the Royal 
Academy in Brussels was also designed as a pantheon, and in other cities 
(Louvain, Bruges, Ypres, and Ghent) busts of  the “greats” filled the empty 
niches of  restored Gothic townhouses. The striking fashion for sculpted 
pantheons was supplemented by painted pantheons, frescoes, miniature 
statues, and, from 1840 on, the Panthéon national book series, in which Les 
Belges illustres (The Famous Belgians) was published in three volumes.44 The 
tendency to create portrait galleries in the style of  pantheons also existed 
elsewhere—for example, in Hungary;45 a comparative study would prob-
ably show that it was a broader, pan-European phenomenon.

A particular example of  a monumental sculptural pantheon that is 
entirely political is the American Mount Rushmore National Memorial in 
remote South Dakota, which contains the giant heads of  four presidents 
(Washington, Jefferson, Roosevelt, and Lincoln) carved into the moun-
tain massif  between 1927 and 1941.46 On the other hand, the monumen-
tal architectural design of  the center of  Washington D.C. has also been 
considered a “national pantheon” with sacral dimensions,47 as has the 
Smithsonian National Museum of  American History in the United States 
capital—for the pantheon is not necessarily a temple; it can also be real-
ized through a museum setting that “enshrines and deifies and even idola-
trizes human beings.”48 However, the most successful pantheonic concept 
in North America was evidently the “hall of  fame,” of  which the earliest 
example is the Hall of  Fame for Great Americans in the Bronx, started in 
1901. Inspired by the Bavarian Hall of  Fame (Ruhmeshalle), it was designed 
as a growing gallery of  busts of  the “national greats,” whose selection was 
entrusted to the board of  electors.49

A pantheon can also be designed as a single sculpture, as shown by 
the Kremlin in Novgorod, with its imposing fifteen-meter-high monument 
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Cf. Uta Kornmeier, “Madame Tussaud’s as a Popular 
Pantheon,” in Pantheons, 147–65. Madame Tussaud’s 
wax pantheon was, of  course, not “national” but 
rather “popular” in its predominantly commercial 
design.

44
Jo Tollebeek and Tom Verschaffel, “Group Portraits 
with National Heroes: The Pantheon as an Historical 
Genre in Nineteenth-Century Belgium,” National 
Identities 6, no. 2 (2004): 91–106. In an excellent 
study, the authors define the pantheon as “a common 
denomination for these diverse types of  ensembles of  
(historical) greats”; they bring together people from 
different historical periods that “contributed to the 
rise of  the fatherland and embodied the identity of  
the nation in an admirable and glorious way” (92). The 
authors also analyze the hierarchy of  pantheonized 
individuals in terms of  the different types of  heroes 
(warriors, statesmen, artists, and scholars). The history 
of  the Belgian pantheon inevitably became more 
complicated with the rise of  Flemish nationalism in 
the twentieth century.

45
Éva Bicskei, “The Formation of  the National 
Pantheon: Portrait Galleries of  County Halls, City 
Halls, and Clubs in Nineteenth Century Hungary,” 
Acta Historiae Artium Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 
49, no. 1 (2008): 305–36.

46
Michael Fellman, “The Earthbound Eagle: Andrew 
Jackson and the American Pantheon,” American Studies 
12, no. 2 (1971): 67–76. According to Fellman, the 
major heroes of  the American (political) pantheon are 
three presidents—Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln: 
“As members of  the American Pantheon, these three 
demi-gods exemplify transcendent national qualities” 
(68).

47
Anna Minta, “Planning a National Pantheon: Monu-
ments in Washington, D.C. and the Creation of  
Symbolic Space,” Architecture―Technology―Culture 3 
(2009): 21–50.

48
Albert Murray, “The Vernacular Imperative: Duke 
Ellington’s Place in the National Pantheon,” Callaloo 
14, no. 4 (1991): 771–75.

49
In the course of  the twentieth century, hundreds 
of  halls of  fame (sometimes also walls or walks of  
fame) for various areas (sports, music, and art) were 
established in both the US and Canada.

https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/Jo-Tollebeek-2021601194?_sg%5B0%5D=RfcppO02WchYBA5EVdtWfZsiT8UNigLkGV8_7scO1EqTihhW_Lc-bb8O7HWZPZS3fnh6Qlc.qDTYlpH5PybQ4k8Yto6eYhwVWnFpIxGtJtjsVoiWYqOlwHONXWSDxYpk_aYh27x0q0beILOU7fnwQ4MqGkTN4w&_sg%5B1%5D=eZIc3bgJktAe0Srv1OhNZtb13d1O_WR0jc4RkApJXhDRAG4Yb9WzQiZPou2SxDZAfsEVTmw.BUvnO_ftW5joJc64DEwEpUMLjv5cAfROOlTj0pqYQeHLIFlXQxN-o1QekbPj-IAppSUVWELWxDGVokcgW3xGew
https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/Tom-Verschaffel-2156911339?_sg%5B0%5D=RfcppO02WchYBA5EVdtWfZsiT8UNigLkGV8_7scO1EqTihhW_Lc-bb8O7HWZPZS3fnh6Qlc.qDTYlpH5PybQ4k8Yto6eYhwVWnFpIxGtJtjsVoiWYqOlwHONXWSDxYpk_aYh27x0q0beILOU7fnwQ4MqGkTN4w&_sg%5B1%5D=eZIc3bgJktAe0Srv1OhNZtb13d1O_WR0jc4RkApJXhDRAG4Yb9WzQiZPou2SxDZAfsEVTmw.BUvnO_ftW5joJc64DEwEpUMLjv5cAfROOlTj0pqYQeHLIFlXQxN-o1QekbPj-IAppSUVWELWxDGVokcgW3xGew
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/National-Identities-1469-9907
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/National-Identities-1469-9907
https://akjournals.com/view/journals/170/170-overview.xml
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Tysyacheletiye Rossii (Millennium of  Russia) in the form of  a globus cruciger, 
erected in 1862 as part of  the (self-)glorification of  Russian statehood. The 
hundred-ton bronze giant, glorifying Russia’s monarchical past, features 
129 historical figures, with rulers and religious and military leaders domi-
nating; many artists are also represented, but they take a hierarchically 
subordinate role to the world of  high politics. Half  a century later, political 
dominance became even more apparent in the new Bolshevik pantheon, 
which focused primarily on two revolutionary deities—Lenin and Stalin.50

Finally, a pantheon can be realized in a series of  books—like Les 
Belges illustres or Znameniti Slovenci (Famous Slovenians)—or, as in the case 
of  Ukrayins’kyy panteon (Ukrainian Pantheon), in the form of  a single 
book.51 The idea of  collected works of  nationally important artists, found 
in practically all European literary cultures, also bears pantheonic traits: 
until the end of  the nineteenth century, nationalism encouraged the writ-
ing of  national literary histories centering on the “literary greats.”52 In 
this context, of  course, it should be borne in mind that the creation and 
promotion of  national pantheons (or, in this case, canons) was in great 
part motivated by the global “competition” between nations (already 
initiated with Herderian thought)—hence the countless disputes over the 
appropriation of  celebrities.53 

The above overview is fairly partial and far from exhaustive. However, 
it certainly demonstrates at least two things: the great variety of  mani-
festations of  the “pantheonic imagination”—to use Eveline G. Bouw-
ers’ apt expression—and the fact that research into national pantheons 
would necessarily have to be broad and comparative. Such research would 
undoubtedly be very useful from the point of  view of  many disciplines, 
especially history (political, cultural, and artistic), memory studies, nation-
alism studies, and, last but not least, religious studies.

A Comparative Study of  National Pantheons
If  one wishes to empirically grasp national pantheons in their various mani-
festations in order to better compare them, several methodological dilemmas 
arise. The first is the following: what exactly should be considered a national 
pantheon? Here it is certainly useful to focus on their commissioners; in 
general, one can consider national only those pantheons that were inspired by 
national thought in a broader sense, and especially those that were planned and 
propagated by the protagonists of  national movements. This guideline can also 
help in the chronological classification of  the phenomenon, which—similar 
to the cults of  cultural saints—experienced its peak in the second half  of  the 
nineteenth century, but whose offshoots may extend here and there to a few 
decades before or after.54

Even greater difficulties arise when trying to determine the structure 
of  a particular national pantheon. There are no definite answers and no 
universal methods. Of  course, it is useful to start from the material panthe-
ons, but these are unreliable because of  the complexity of  their formation; 
they tend to remain a chronically incomplete source. It is therefore neces-
sary to consider other forms of  pantheons, from sculptural and pictorial to 
“discursive”—after all, the contours of  the pantheon that Antonio Canova 
attempted to create in marble were partly sketched much earlier by Giorgio 
Vasari in his famous book of  artists’ biographies. As with the canoniza-
tion of  cultural saints, in assessing the degree of  “pantheonization,” one 
must consider a complex interplay of  factors ranging from major public 

50
Brandon Taylor, “Rise and Fall of  the Soviet 
Pantheon,” in Pantheons, 221–42.

51
In Ukrayins’kyy panteon (Kyiv: Baltia, numerous 
editions), Sergey Szegedа discusses forty-three key 
figures of  Ukrainian history and art from the time 
of  Kievan Rus to the present. Significantly, the cover 
depicts the Virgin Mary uniting Ukrainian dignitaries 
under her mantle.

52
On national pantheons as book collections, cf. Dragos 
Jipa, “The Transnational Construction of  National 
Pantheons,” in Literary Transnationalism(s), ed. Dagmar 
Vandebosch and Theo D’haen (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 
121–31.

53
Was Mickiewicz a Polish or Lithuanian “national 
poet”? Is the inventor Tesla Serbian or Croatian? And 
so on.

54
The controversial “Skopje 2014” monument series, 
installed by the government (i.e., the ruling nation-
alist party VMRO-DPMNE) in the capital of  North 
Macedonia, is a somewhat belated reenactment of  a 
sculpted open-air national pantheon.
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monuments and street names to rituals, reprints, banknotes, stamps, and, 
quite importantly, school curricula (history, literature, and art).55

In any case, if  one considers the structure of  the national pantheons, 
it can be seen that they include various personality types. As presented 
in the “Chart of  Immortality,” the figures commemorated traditionally 
belonged to one of  four groups: religion, politics, warfare, and arts/
culture.56 Whereas the first group, religious figures (gods, religious leaders, 
saints), has been sacralized by definition, and (secular) rulers and military 
leaders in particular have been subject to sacral forms of  commemora-
tion since antiquity (e.g., Egyptian or Roman emperors), modern nations 
have incorporated two relatively new types of  “deities” into their panthe-
ons. The first type is represented by cultural saints (poets, writers, artists, 
composers, scholars, inventors, and explorers); although not entirely new, 
it is the increased intensity of  worship that distinguishes the new cults in 
the national context from past forms of  veneration. The second change 
was the expansion of  the scope of  political celebrities: not only kings 
and victorious generals, but also other types of  political figures became 
important: presidents, political leaders, national leaders, and revolution-
aries; in the new, national context, this second type could be called patriot 
(or republican) saints. The first type is most vividly embodied by the figure 
of  the “national poet,” and the second type is perhaps best represented 
by the figure of  the “father of  the nation”—a unique position important 
to many national movements, especially smaller ones.57

Conversely, the formal typology of  national pantheons, as revealed in 
their various materializations, can be outlined by considering two contrast-
ing traits: the first concerns the presence (or absence) of  the mortal 
remains of  pantheonized individuals, whereas the second concerns the 
form of  materialization, which ranges from the (architectural) temple on 
the one hand to many other solutions that do not imitate the temple form. 
This yields four quadrants that the existing pantheon configurations can 
be classified into:

The starting points outlined above naturally open up a number of  questions 
that could be adequately answered by comparative research. How variable 
is the structure of  national pantheons, and how does it change across space 
and time? Are there specific differences, for example, between northern and 
southern Europe, or between Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox cultures? 

55
Cf. the canonization model in Dović and Helgason, 
National Poets, 94–95. A major source for research 
on European monuments is the (online) Encyclopedia 
of  Romantic Nationalism:, accessed November 2023, 
https://ernie.uva.nl. National pantheons seem to 
be one of  the natural possibilities to expand the 
Encyclopedia.

56
Dović and Helgason, National Poets, 194.

57
Historically, “father of  the nation” is linked to the 
ancient Roman tradition of  honoring outstanding 
individuals (mostly emperors) with the title pater 
patriae.

Fig. 2. Classification of  pantheon configurations.
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What are the differences between “large” nations, where national movements 
could draw on rich monarchical and imperialist traditions, and “small,” domi-
nated nations, where political emancipation overdetermined the nationalist 
process? How and when (if  at all) do women enter the national pantheons? 
Another interesting question is whether the pantheons are hierarchically struc-
tured: are the deities in them at least roughly equal, such as the Greek Olym-
pian Twelve (Dōdekátheon) or the gods of  the central Norse pantheon (Æsir), 
or is worship concentrated on individual, highly elevated deities—for exam-
ple, the “father of  the nation” or the “national poet”? In other words, are the 
national pantheons monotheistic or polytheistic in nature? Which type of  
saints predominates: patriot or cultural? Finally, what is the degree of  sacral-
ization—are there significant differences in the way each national movement 
incorporates ritual and other religious elements into the commemoration 
of  its “pantheonized”? What is the role of  relics of  various saint types, and 
do they receive excessive attention (solemn translatio, repatriation, and ritual 
veneration)? What kinds of  relationships (conflictual or symbiotic?) have been 
developing between (increasingly) secular states and local religious institutions? 

Fig. 3. Giusto de’ Menabuoi, Paradise, ca. 1378. Ceiling fresco in the Baptistery dome of  Saint Anthony of  Padua 
Basilica, Padua. Photograph courtesy of  Wikimedia Commons.

Pantheons change over time. Even the twelve Greek Olympians were not 
completely fixed—more than forty deities have occasionally been counted 
among them.58 In Christianity, which is a monotheistic religion in principle, 
emphases also change with time and place: what role will be played by Mary, 
or by this or that saint? The ceiling fresco in the dome of  the baptistery dome 
of  Saint Anthony of  Padua Basilica, painted by Giusto de’ Menabuoi in the 
late fourteenth century, is dominated by Christ Pantocrator—one of  the three 
persons of  the Holy Trinity. However, Christ is by no means alone in Paradise: 

58
Thomas, “From the Pantheon,” 12.



75Religiographies

he is surrounded by Mary, angels, and numerous saints. Of  course, the early 
Renaissance master knew very well for whom he was painting. If  he had been 
commissioned by a national leader of  the late nineteenth century to paint a 
dome with the heroes of  the “national pantheon,” he would have placed a 
variety of  cultural and patriot saints within it—according to the wishes of  his 
client. And, if  he had had to paint the dome according to the dictates of  the 
Soviet revolutionaries at the beginning of  the twentieth century, of  course, it 
would look quite different. And what would it look like today? As the online 
“Pantheon” project suggests, the painting would include many more athletes 
and entertainers than the earlier religious or nationalist pantheons. In the 
pantheons of  the new millennium, even rulers and politicians have to make 
way for actors, singers, and soccer players.59
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of  world-renowned personalities. Individuals whose 
biographies appear on Wikipedia in at least fifteen 
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1. Esperanto as a linguistic-cultural artefact
Human beings constantly use languages—whether spoken, signed, written—
to connect with others, constructing shared norms of  behaviour. Therefore, 
the understanding of  linguistic phenomena passes through not only mere 
language description but also its usage, including language attitudes and ideolo-
gies. The latter may be either overt or covert, and they pertain to both language 
users and non-users, who also have ideologies concerning language and its 
users.1 Even if  it may appear counterintuitive at first sight, the Esperanto 
phenomenon is no exception. In his preface to the bilingual Italian–Esperanto 
dictionary, Joshua Fishman presents it in these words:2 

“I spent most of  my professional life researching and writing about 
minor ethnic languages, that is, languages that are undervalued even 
by their own speech communities and are sometimes neglected 
or even persecuted by their own governments. Esperanto was 
born in the mind of  L. L. Zamenhof, a native speaker, teacher, 
and even researcher of  one such language: Yiddish. Sometimes 
you hear that Esperanto should substitute the many supposedly 
superfluous ethnic languages; according to this view, Esperanto 
would be yet another opponent of  minor ethnic languages, which 
already bear an undue load of  adversaries. However, we can also 
consider Esperanto to be the most typical of  all interlanguages, 
languages that act as bridges. As such, Esperanto is against no 
other language, but, on the contrary, facilitates communication 
between speakers who share no common language. This is the 
function of  Esperanto, a function that merits everybody’s support 
and admiration.”3

1
This view of  language comes from an interdisciplinary 
field called the sociology of  language. See for example, 
Joshua A. Fisherman “The Sociology of  Language: 
An Interdisciplinary Social Science Approach to 
Language in Society,” in Advances in the Sociology of  
Language, ed. Joshua A. Fishman, vol. 1, Basic Concepts, 
Theories and Problems: Alternative Approaches (Berlin: De 
Gruyter Mouton, 2019), 217–404.

2
Unless stated otherwise, all quotes are author’s trans-
lation from Esperanto.

3
Joshua A. Fishman, “Antaŭparolo [Preface],” in 
Vocabolario Italiano-Esperanto, ed. Carlo Minnaja 
(Milano: Cooperativa Editoriale Esperanto, 1996), 7.
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This paper shows how religious dimensions play a role in shaping the collective 
identity of  Esperanto, the most successful planned language ever. Esperanto is 
the only project that has succeeded in becoming a full-fledged living language. 
Ludwik Lejzer Zamenhof, its original author, had in mind not only a ponto-
lingvo (“bridge language”) but also and mainly a pontoreligio (“bridge religion”). 
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4
The common trait of interlanguages is to be non-ethnic, 
i.e., not bound to a specific ethnic group. A classic 
encyclopaedic work registering all interlanguage proj-
ects is by Louis Couturat and Léopold Leau, Histoire 
de la Langue Universelle (Paris: Hachette, 1903). Already 
the second edition has a lot of  new projects, most 
of  them ephemeral. A somehow analogous work 
published almost one century later showed a bunch 
of  new projects, with little or no social impact: Paolo 
Albani and Berlinghiero Buonarroti, Aga magèra 
difùra: Dizionario delle lingue immaginarie (Bologna: 
Zanichelli, 1994). From the late 1990s, some projects 
had small revivals under the label of  “conlanging,” 
but no significant extra-Internet impact in terms of  
community formation. Observations that are still valid 
can be found in: Federico Gobbo, “The Digital Way 
to Spread Conlangs,” in Language at Work: Language 
Learning, Discourse and Translation Studies in Internet, ed. 
Santiago G. Posteguillo at al. (Castellon: Publicacions 
de la Universitat Jaume I, 2005), 45–53.

5
Lyons sets the historical and biological priority of  
speech as the basis of  naturalness in languages; see 
John Lyons, Language and Linguistics: An Introduction  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) and 
John Lyons, Natural Language and Universal Grammar 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). See 
also discussion in Federico Gobbo, “Are planned 
languages less complex than natural languages?”, 
Language Sciences 60 (2017): 36–52, and Federico 
Gobbo, “Alan Turing creator of  Artificial Languages,” 
InKoj: Philosophy and Artificial Languages 3, no. 2 (2012): 
181–94. For an in-depth critical analysis from the 
point of  view of  philosophy of  language, see Ida 
Stria, “Towards a Linguistic Worldview for Artificial 
Languages” (PhD thesis, Adam Mickiewicz University, 
2015). On the sources of  ideological attacks against 
Esperanto, see Federico Gobbo, “The language ideol-
ogy of  Esperanto: From the world language problem 
to balanced multilingualism,” in Contested Languages: 
The Hidden Multilingualism in Europe, ed. Marco Tambu-
relli and Mauro Tosco (Amsterdam: John Benjamins), 
213–26.

6
This felicitous expression was coined by Brian V. 
Street, “Culture is a verb: Anthropological aspects of  
language and cultural process,” in Language and Culture: 
papers from the annual meeting of  the British association of  
applied linguistics held at Trevelyan college, University of  
Durham, September 1991, ed. David Graddol, Linda 
Thompson, and Mike Byram (Clevedon: Multilingual 
Matters, 1993): 23–43. An application of  the concept 
on English linguistic competence is found in Judith 
Mader and Rudi Camerer, “Culture is a verb: The 
training and testing of  intercultural communicative 
competence,” in Autonomie und Assessment: Erträge des 
3. Bremer Symposions zum autonomen Fremdsprachenlernen, 
ed. Arntz Reiner, Hans P. Krings, and Bärbel Kühn 
(Bochum: AKS-Verlag, 2012), 117–29.

7
The notion of  Community of  Practice was proposed 
in the 1990s by Penny Eckert and Etienne Wenger 
in the context of  research on learning, then applied 
to linguistic community as well; see Etienne Wenger, 
Communities of  Practice: Learning, Meaning, Identity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

Of over a thousand “interlanguage” projects—following Fishman’s wording—
proposed from the advent of  the Scientific Revolution in Europe until the first 
half  of  the 20th century, only Esperanto fully succeeded to pass from the stage 
of  a written-only, one-man project to that of a spoken, community-driven, living 
language.4 With the important exception of  sign languages, human languages 
build up societies in spoken form before being written; this historical “priority 
of  speech” (Lyons’ wording) is systematically violated by interlanguages such 
as Esperanto, which are therefore attacked as being artificial, in the pejorative 
sense of  unnatural.5 We maintain that Esperanto is not merely a set of  gram-
matical rules written in a book but a linguistic artefact (without any pejora-
tive connotation!) that has produced—and continues to produce—a culture, 
intended as a collective effort of  making meaning of  the world, following the 
constructive view of  culture-as-a-verb.6 From this starting point, we draw from 
the existing literature the following preliminary observations. First, Esperanto 
is a living language, belonging to a specific community of  practice: applying 
Wenger’s definition, Esperanto speakers are an aggregate of  people who share 
similar interests in Esperanto as a common practice that shape their partic-
ipation in the world and their orientation towards it, creating connections 
between group members in mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and shared 
repertoires, such as discourses, routines, and rituals.7 Second, the Esperanto 
sense of  belonging nurtures its community of  practice through a collection 
of  language attitudes and ideologies sustaining the creation of  Esperanto arte-
facts, which, ultimately, constitute its culture. Finally, it is worth noting that, in 
the case of  Esperanto, intergenerational transmission occurs mainly outside 
the domain of  the family: the majority of  Esperanto speakers consciously 
choose to become proficient in the language as teenagers or adults. Therefore, 
in order to understand the Esperanto collective identity, it is crucial to give an 
account of  the sense-making processes behind the Esperanto practice across 
different contexts, in both time and space.8

In this paper, we abstract from linguistic consideration over the Espe-
ranto language, so as to focus specifically on its cultural artefacts. In partic-
ular, our main research question is to investigate why religious dimensions 
often remain as an undercurrent in the main Esperanto discourse while 
they overwhelmingly arise at specific points through its complex history. 
The main thesis is that we should go beyond a naïve essentialist view of  
Esperantism as a homogeneous ideology; on the contrary, we should anal-
yse Esperanto ideologies under the lens of  its “cultural history,” both in 
the sense of  Kulturgeschichte, especially useful for its pioneering stage and 
classic period, and in the sense of  pop culture analysis, which is especially 
useful for Esperanto postmodernism.9 Without any pretense of  exhaust-
ing all aspects of  this rather rarely scrutinised topic, we shall see that, in 
the case of  Esperanto, religious dimensions engage in a constant—and 
passionate—dialogue with nationalistic symbols used to define its ideol-
ogy of  neutralism. An important corollary is that, despite common beliefs, 
even among Esperanto speakers, its ideology of  neutralism is far from 
being ideologically neutral.

2. Nationalistic matters in the early Esperanto Movement
The choice of  using nationalism as a key concept for the Esperanto phenom-
enon merits an explanation; after all, Zamenhof, who defined himself  as 
the iniciatoro of  Esperanto, that is, the one who started it, called his project 
lingvo internacia, “international language.”10 Is it paradoxical that the Esperanto 
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8
This starting point and these preliminary observations 
are shared by the most renowned researchers of  the 
Esperanto phenomenon. From an anthropolog-
ical and, so to speak, ethnographic perspective, see  
Guilherme Fians, Esperanto Revolutionaries and Geeks: 
Language Politics, Digital Media and the Making of  an Inter-
national Community (Cham: Palgrave MacMillan, 2021). 
From a sociolinguistic perspective see Sabine Fiedler 
and Cyril Robert  Brosch, Esperanto: Lingua Franca and 
Language Community (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 
2022). Both perspectives are complementary to the 
one proposed in this paper. We intentionally leave out 
of  the discussion the subgroup of  Esperanto family 
speakers, the Esperanto denaskuloj, as they did not 
contribute as a distinct subgroup to the Esperanto 
collective identity, except for the fact that they serve as 
tangible proof  that Esperanto is a full-fledged human 
language.

9
I follow the comparative approach for investigating 
the relevance of  “culture” in cultural nationalism to 
frame Esperanto in a larger context, proposed by Joep 
Lerssen, “Nationalism and the cultivation of  culture,” 
Nations and Nationalism 12, no. 4 (2006): 559–78.

10
The word “Esperanto” means “the one who hopes,” 
and at first it indicated the pseudonym of  Zamenhof  
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11
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Peter G. Forster, The Esperanto Movement (The Hague: 
Mouton, 1982).

12
Zamenhof  reserved his attention to the solution of  
the Jewish question thanks to/due to his religious 
project, Hillelism, which will be presented in the next 
section.

13
The letter was published under the title “L. N. Tolstoj 
kaj Esperanto,” La Esperantisto 7(1894): 99–100. At the 
time there was a heated debate about the structure of  
Esperanto among the first generation of  Esperantists, 
who were mostly Russian. Most probably, Tolstoy’s 
authority influenced Esperantists in doubt that Espe-
ranto did not need structural reforms, rather staying 
loyal to Zamenhof ’s project, as the referendum among 
the readers of  the monthly review conducted a few 
months later would attest. Most probably, Tolstoy’s 
later paper on religion “Prudento aŭ Kredo?” 
[Common sense or belief?], La Esperantisto 2 (1895): 
28–30 was the cause of  the ban by Tsarist censors 
on publishing La Esperantisto in Russia. All issues 
reprinted in La Esperantisto: Gazeto por la amikoj de la 
lingvo Esperanto, postface by Reinhard Haupenthal 
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1988).

movement shows traits of  nationalism from its beginning while having inter-
nationalism at its very core? The answer to this question relies on how the 
pioneers of  the Esperanto community of  practice structured the first ideolog-
ical lines while laying the very grounds of  the Esperanto Movement;11 the first 
two generations of  Esperanto speakers (1887–1904 and 1905–1932) started a 
tradition that cannot be overlooked by subsequent Esperanto speakers.

In 1887, Zamenhof  published his language project in Warsaw, at the 
time part of  the Tsarist Empire. That book became known in Esperanto 
as Unua Libro, the First Book, with an all-too-obvious aura of  sacrality. 
In her analysis of  its content, O’Keefe convincingly shows, backed up by 
first-hand sources, that Esperanto was never an exclusively Jewish proj-
ect.12 Zamenhof ’s conscious choice in this regard is confirmed by the letter 
that Lev N. Tolstoy wrote in 1894 responding to Russian Esperantists on 
the applicability of  Esperanto as lingvo tutmonda, a worldwide language. 
While acknowledging that it is a more rational choice to learn an ad-hoc 
international language than hoping for a natural convergence on one of  
the world’s many existing languages or widespread plurilingualism among 
the masses, Tolstoy argued that Esperanto:

“Appears very easy to any European, [but] for an absolute world 
language, that is, one to connect Indians, Chinese, African people, 
etc., another language would be needed. . . . After two hours of  study-
ing, I could already, if  not write, at least freely read in this language. 
[. . .] I experienced many times how human beings remained hostile 
toward each other only because of  the barriers against mutual under-
standing. And, for this reason, learning and propagating Esperanto is 
without any doubt a Christian matter, which helps to bring about the 
Kingdom of  God, that matter that is the main and only definition of  
human life.”13

According to the address book of  the readers of  the first journal written in 
the language, significantly entitled La Esperantisto, approximately 90% of  its 
subscribers came from the Tsarist Empire and were Russian speakers. It was 
only in the early years of  the 20th century that Western Europeans, in partic-
ular the French, superseded Russian Esperantists in number. Another reason 
this occurred was that in Tsarist Russia of  the late 1890s, censorship did not 
allow publications in a language not listed in the restricted club of  approved 
foreign tongues, and inevitably the centre of  the Movement had to move 
elsewhere. It was only after the Russian Revolution of  1905 that relative free-
dom of  the press made room for publication in Esperanto: the flagship jour-
nal became Ruslanda Esperantisto (1905–1910), targeting Esperantists “from 
Russian countries” (so, not necessarily ethnically Russian), which conveyed 
ideas, in O’Keefe’s words, of  “patriotic cosmopolitanism” and Esperanto as a 
“narrow elite pastime.”14 In the tumultuous fin-de-siècle years in Russia, it was 
a Frenchman who saved the Movement from oblivion: Louis de Beaufront, 
“the second father of  Esperanto.” He became an extremely controversial 
figure in the Esperanto Movement, as he initially devoted himself  to the Espe-
ranto Cause (in the language: l’Afero), but then left Esperanto for a rival project, 
called Ido (in the language: offspring). De Beaufront was a fervent Catholic, 
and he interpreted Esperantism through that religious lens. Evidence for this 
is one of  his early publications in Esperanto that appeared as early as 1893: 
it was a prayer book, published with the blessings of  the Bishop of  Reims.15 
However, the Société française pour la propagation de l’Espéranto, established in 1898, 
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Journal of  Language and Politics  21, no. 2 (2022): 370–89.
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was set up not on religious grounds but on national grounds; eventually, de 
Beaufront’s society evolved into Espéranto France, the association represent-
ing Esperantists in France.16 The importance of  de Beaufront should not be 
underestimated: he established the basis of  what became the standard way to 
frame the Esperanto identity: a secondary identity alongside the national one. 
For this reason, unless they strongly identify themselves with left-wing ideolo-
gies such as anarchism, Esperanto speakers in general refer to themselves as 
French Esperantists, German Esperantists, and so on. The mainstream Espe-
ranto Movement is defined along the lines of  so-called “country associations,” 
but note that some of  these associations do not represent a sovereign state, 
examples being Esperanto associations in Catalonia and Scotland.

If  it was clear from the start that Esperanto never pertained to a 
single nation, the relation between nationhood and the Esperanto collec-
tive identity was nonetheless already ambiguous in Zamenhof ’s public 
speeches. One of  them addressed the external world in particular, meaning 
the non-Esperantists. From the outside, the role of  Esperanto was always 
quite clear, in Zamenhof ’s words. In particular, the public speech deliv-
ered at Guildhall in London on 12th August 1907 addresses nationhood 
explicitly. Zamenhof  solemnly declared: 

“The second attack that we often received as that we Esperantists 
are bad patriots. As those Esperantists who treat Esperantism 
as an idea, preaches reciprocal justice and brotherhood between 
the peoples, and as in the opinion of  national chauvinists (gentaj 
ŝovinistoj ) patriotism consists of  hating everything that is not ours, 
for that reason, according to them, we are bad patriots; they say 
we do not love our country (patrujon). Against this ignoble lie and 
calumnious attack, we protest with all our energy, with every fibre 
of  our heart! While pseudo-patriotism, that is, national chauvinism, 
is part of  that common hate, which destroys everything in the 
world, the genuine patriotism is part of  that large worldwide 
love, that constructs everything, preserves, and makes all happy. 
Esperantism, which preaches love, and patriotism, which also 
preaches love, can never be enemies.”17 

From the beginning of  the Esperanto Movement, internationalism was liter-
ally presented as inter-nationalism: the ideological frame in which Esperanto 
relies on is found in between imagined nationalism for in-group identity and 
cosmopolitanism for the external relations, so to avoid excesses in the name 
of  exceptionalism.

On the other side, Zamenhof ’s wording addressing Esperanto 
pioneers was of  a different tenor. The internal definition of  the collec-
tive identity of  the community of  practice brings potential clashes with 
the Esperanto idea just mentioned of  being situated between nations. 
The foundational myth of  Esperantism in an institutional sense18 is the 
first World Esperanto Congress in Boulogne-sur-Mer, 1905, whose ritu-
als are repeated every year in July–August, when speakers of  the language 
gather for one week from all over the world.19 On 9th August 1905, Espe-
ranto delegates signed the Boulogne Declaration, which lays out the core 
of  Esperantism, defined as (author’s translation) “the effort to spread 
the usage of  a human neutral language throughout the world,” the latter 
being identified with Esperanto, which is nobody’s property. Moreover, 
the Declaration defines an Esperantist as “any person using Esperanto 
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whatever the goal of  its use.”20 But what if  someone uses Esperanto for 
the sake of  national chauvinism, to use Zamenhof ’s expression? This 
brings Esperantism to a paradox that eventually leads to a short circuit if  
we read the first words by Zamenhof  from his solemn speech delivered 
at the same venue:

“In the small town on the French seaside, individuals have come 
together from the most diverse countries and nations, and they meet 
each other not mute and deaf, but they understand one another; they 
speak with each other as brothers, as members of  a single nation.”21 

Zamenhof ’s ambiguity is to frame Esperantists as a cultural community build-
ing up its own tradition, as if  they were an ethnic group, while by definition 
Esperantists want to transcend ethnic differences. 
If  the Esperanto collective is a (sort of) nation, how does it position itself  in 
relation to the other nations? Over time, Esperanto intellectuals gave different 
answers to this question. At one extreme, there is Eŭgeno Lanti’s ideology of  
sennaciismo, anationalism: nation-states are treated as the enemy, and ultimately 
Esperantism should destroy them. In particular, this view was developed by 
the members of  the Sennacieca Asocio Tutmonda, literally “Anationalistic Asso-
ciation Worldwide” (SAT), starting from Lanti himself, the founder of  SAT.22 
Lanti interpreted the political role of  Esperanto as a tool to attack the very 
existence of  nation-states for the sake of  the world revolution led by the work-
ing class. Esperantists belonging to the working class, he argues in his writings, 
should frame Esperanto as “the Latin of  the Proletarians”: my brother is not 
my compatriot, with whom I share a national language, but my fellow worker 
in a factory, with whom I share Esperanto. After his death in 1947, however, 
SAT framed its ideology to include “preservation of  people’s languages and 
cultures as part of  the fight for a new social order,” not without lively internal 
discussions.23 

At the other extreme, Esperanto should be purely an auxiliary 
language, never impinging upon the internal affairs of  nation-states, in a 
sort of  linguistic version of  the principle of  subsidiarity,24 where Espe-
ranto comes to the fore only when nation-states do not suffice in manag-
ing language issues. This policy of  non-intervention became mainstream 
Esperanto ideology, identified with “neutralism,” and by the end accepted 
any kind of  compromise with clearly chauvinistic political regimes such as 
Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany, up to the point when Esperanto 
was forbidden or declared lingua non grata.25 

For the purposes of  this paper, it is important to note that the relation 
between Esperanto and nationhood was taken into account explicitly by 
Zamenhof  and the pioneers both in the discourses aimed at non-Esperantists 
and in the internal definition of  the ideological standpoints that, in one 
way or the other, situate the Esperanto phenomenon within the world. In 
the next sections, we will see how the religious dimensions of  Esperanto 
were treated less openly in the same, crucial years.

3. Jewish and Catholic dimensions in the early Esperanto Movement
In his Unua Libro, the First Book, Zamenhof  illustrated his language proj-
ect with some illustrative texts: the first of  these was entitled Patro nia, which 
is the translation of  the (Christian) Lord’s Prayer, while the second one was 
entitled El la Biblio, from the Bible, specifically, the first chapter of  Genesis, 
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which narrates God’s creation. Zamenhof ’s religious point of  departure is his 
Jewishness. In the first version of  his “audacious attempt to craft a revision-
ary Jewish covenant for modernity,” to use Esther Schor’s words to describe 
Zamenhof ’s Hillelism, published in Russian in 1901 as a pamphlet, under the 
pseudonym Gomo Sum, he explains his view of  the Jewish question (Schor’s 
German translation from Zamenhof ’s Russian): 

“We are simply chained to a cadaver. The regional-racial form 
of  the Jewish religion now is not only a philosophical-religious 
absurdity, but also the fullest possible anachronism: and until such 
time as this form will exist, the suffering of  the Jews will never, 
never cease, neither because of  [ethnic] liberalism, nor because 
of  Zionism, and after one hundred and after one thousand years, 
will Heine’s prophetic words still pertain with the same strength: 
Judaism is not a religion it is a misfortune.”26

The only way to solve the Jewish question, in Zamenhof ’s own words, was “to 
create in Judaism a normal sect and strive to ensure that this sect come into 
being, in the course of  time—say, in 100 or 150 years—to include the whole 
Jewish people.”27 His model for Hillelism was the early history of  Christian-
ity, which started as a small sect before becoming a worldwide phenomenon. 
In a private letter to Kofman, one of  the readers of  the brochure Gomo 
Sum, dated 15th May 1901, he clarifies the relation between Hillelism and 
Esperantism: 

“As long as Jews don’t have a language and are obliged in their 
practice to play the role of  “Russians” or “Poles” and so on— 
they will always have a stigma, and the Jewish question will never 
be solved. However, do not worry that the project of  Hillelism 
with a neutral language will be dangerous for Esperanto! [. . .] As 
Hillelism cannot exist without a neutral language, the idea of  a 
neutral language will never be really in place without Hillelism! An 
international language will fortify itself  forever only provided that 
a group exists that accepts it as a family language, as heritage. A 
hundred such persons (homoj) are for the idea of  neutral language 
much more important than a million other persons. A heritage 
language of  the smallest and most insignificant little people 
(popoleto) has a life much more guaranteed and inextinguishable 
than a language without a people, even one used by millions of  
individuals. Yes, I am deeply convinced that, neither the solution 
of  the Jewish question nor the grounding of  a neutral language 
is even possible without Hillelism, that is, without a creation of  a 
neutral people.”

Such radical ideas were welcomed neither by Russian Jewish Esperantists nor 
by Esperanto pioneers in other countries, who in many cases were Christians.

It should not come as a surprise that the Jewish elements in Zamen-
hof ’s thinking did not enter Esperantism, at least not directly. In the 
so-called belle époque (which, for the purposes of  Esperanto history, should 
be considered: 1887–1914), it was Christianity more than Judaism that was 
the Esperantists’ religion of  reference. It is not by chance that the oldest 
periodical in Esperanto still published today, on a monthly basis, without 
substantial interruptions, is Espero Katolika, Catholic Hope, whose first 
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issue appeared as early as 1903. Many Esperanto pioneers, like de Beau-
front, were fervent Catholics. In 1906, a year after the first World Espe-
ranto Congress, Zamenhof  published a second version of  Hillelism, this 
time in Esperanto, in which he writes the rules of  Hillelist conduct in the 
form of  dogmas. Of  particular interest here is Dogma 11, which states, 
in the opening:

“When a Hillelist temple is founded in my city, I must visit it 
as often as I can, so as to come together there as brothers with 
Hillelists from other religions and elaborate together with them 
neutrally human (neŭtrale-homajn) customs and festivities and thus 
contribute to the step-by-step elaboration of  a philosophically 
pure, but at the same time beautiful, religion; poetic and warm, it 
should be commonly human (komune-homa), to regulate practical 
life, such that that parents will be able to transmit to their children 
without any hypocrisy. . . . This temple should educate the young 
as fighters for truth, good, justice, and fraternity with any human 
being.”28

Hillelism was attacked immediately after the pamphlet’s publication, as an 
attempt to substitute Jesus with Hillel and therefore contesting the validity of  
Christianity. The j’accuse was brought by a prominent figure of  the early Espe-
ranto Movement, the Lithuanian Esperanto pioneer Adomas Jakštas, himself  
a patriot, Catholic priest, and cultural activist in his country.29 This is the core 
of  his criticism: “even if  it may be helpful for people with no previous reli-
gious or philosophical principles, [. . .] Hillelism has one goal only—to trans-
form all people and nations into one big “neutrally human” anthill, where no 
difference exists of  any sort.” Zamenhof ’s reply, under the pseudonym Homa-
rano, was published in Ruslanda Esperantisto in 1906, but eventually proved to 
be insufficient for the initiator of  Esperanto. In fact, Zamenhof  needed seven 
more years to elaborate what would be the definitive version of  his project, 
now called Homaranismo.30 In contrast with Hillelism, in Homaranismo the 
references to Judaism were omitted, taking as the starting point the tradition 
of  humanities starting from Terence’s motto homo sum—“homarano” liter-
ally means “a member of  humankind.” Any reference to temples, circles, and 
families speaking a neutral language at home were eliminated: in practice, what 
remains is a set of  precepts and practices for behaviour in the private sphere, 
more than an established programme for public life. I argue that Zamenhof  
put himself  in line with philosophical interpretations of  Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam that Carlos Fraenkel calls “philosophical religions,” from Plato to 
Averroes and Maimonides, up to Spinoza.31

Within the Esperanto ideologies, Lanti’s a-nationalism was another 
source of  criticism against Homaranism, even if  posthumous: 

“[Homaranism] is only a fantasy by a good-hearted man, a free-
thinking religious idealist. . . . The author of  Esperanto lacked a 
clear understanding of  the infinite fight that exists, more or less 
sharply, between social classes. . . . However, his goal is similar 
to ours. He wanted to unite people in ‘a large family circle.’ But 
tolerance on religion, race or nation, and chance of  mutual 
understanding are not enough to eliminate fraternal opposition 
(malfrateco) and obtain justice. And, without justice, it latently hides 
war. Zamenhof ’s Homaranism can flourish only under socialist 
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management.”32

4. The genesis of  Esperanto semi-nationalism
Zamenhof  wanted to inspire Esperantists in his public speech at the first 
World Esperanto Congress in Boulogne-sur-Mer in 1905, which is the founda-
tional myth of  the Esperanto collective identity, presenting the sibling project 
of  Hillelism. However, under the pressure of  the local organising committee, 
he did not make any direct reference to Hillel the Elder, the first-century rabbi 
whom Zamenhof  took as the religious reference for naming his project Hillel-
ism. French Esperantists were worried that Esperantism could be considered 
a Jewish project, as public opinion in France in 1905 was divided between 
pro-Dreyfusards and anti-Dreyfusards. For this reason, Zamenhof  reluctantly 
agreed to downplay the religious dimension of  his speech. This does not mean 
that a strong sense of  the sacred is not present there: Zamenhof ’s speech 
ends with the prayer under the Green Flag, a tradition that was inaugurated in 
precisely that moment. These are the words he used to introduce the prayer: 

“But so as I am, in this moment, not a member of  a nation, but a 
simple human being, likewise I feel that in this moment I do not 
belong to a national or party religion of  any sort, but I am only a 
human being [reference to Terence’s motto homo sum]. And in the 
present moment before my soul’s eyes all that appears is that high 
moral Force that lives in the heart of  any human being, and it is 
to this unknown Force that I turn with my prayer.” 

The prayer refers to an unknown or mysterious Force that blesses the Espe-
ranto collective as a sign of  good, love, and truth, in their mission to make 
the walls between the people fall. Only the last stanza was omitted, where 
Zamenhof  clearly invokes religious peace (author’s non-poetic translation): 
“let brothers unite, people shake hands, going forward with peaceful weap-
ons! Christians, Hebrews, and Muslims, we all are God’s children.”33 Eventu-
ally, another original poem by Zamenhof, La Espero (“The Hope”), written in 
1893, became a quasi-national anthem of  Esperantists.34 The Hope, is sung at 
the opening and closing of  every World Esperanto Congress since 1905, to 
the score by Félicien Menu de Ménil, a French pioneer of  Esperanto, originally 
a baron from Flanders. Not surprisingly, the music is vaguely reminiscent of  
La Marseillaise. This is the poetic translation by Janet Caw of  the first stanza:35

“To the world has come a strange new glory,
Through the world a mighty voice is crying:
On the wings of  every breeze the story
Now from place to place is swiftly flying.”

The “every breeze” ( facila vento, which became an idiom in Esperanto) is a typi-
cal Romantic metaphor of  new ideas that spread upwards; the opening words 
in the Manifesto of  the Communist Party, “a spectre is haunting Europe—the 
spectre of  communism,” are structurally similar.36 This is the second stanza:

“Not with thirsty sword for blood
It would draw earth’s family together:
To a world towards war for aye aspiring
It will bring a holy peace forever.”
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37
Not by chance, in his bilingual “appeal to the diplo-
matists” of  1915, echoing Mazzini and Victor Hugo, 
Zamenhof  advocated for the “United States of  
Europe,” and many Esperanto pioneers in the belle 
époque were also pacifists.

38
See chapter “Beyond the nation-state?” in the book by 
Leerssen mentioned earlier.

39
Zamenhof  did not use the word “race,” a concept he 
fiercely rejected. See his talk in the Congress of  Races 
of  July 1911 in London, reproduced as Treaty 12 in 
Dietterle, Originala Verkaro, 345–53.

40
In Hroch’s model of  the three phases of  nationalism, 
Esperanto fulfills Phase A, which is self-identification 
as a culture of  its own, while it lacks Phases B and C. 
See the critical view of  Hroch’s model in Leerssen, 
“Nationalism and the cultivation of  culture.”

41
This expression is due to Esther Schor, quoted in 
Federico Gobbo, Interlinguïstiek, een vak voor meer-
taligheid. Interlingvistiko, fako por multlingveco. Interlinguistics, 
a discipline for multilingualism (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2015).

The idea of  “holy peace” (sanktan harmonion) resonates with the idea of  French 
Esperanto intellectuals in the early years of  the 20th century that nation-states 
will create a system that will foster Kant’s “Everlasting Peace”; therefore, Espe-
ranto, aspiring to become the main medium for international diplomacy, will 
be the “language of  peace.”37 The Esperanto sense of  belonging is a recog-
nition of  human fraternity as the ultimate horizon: no war can be justified on 
the basis of  one nation’s alleged superiority among others.38 The following 
stanza illustrates the Green Flag, la Verda Flago, as the vessel of  the “single 
neutral tongue”:

“ ‘Neath the sacred sign of  Hope’s fair banner
Here are gathered hosts for peaceful fighting:
And the cause will grow in wondrous manner,
Hope and labour hand in hand uniting:

Strongly stand those age-old walls which sever
All the peoples fiercely rent asunder:
But the stubborn walls will fall for ever,
By Love’s holy passion beaten under.

On a single neutral tongue foundation,
Understanding ev’ry race the other,
All the tribes of  earth shall make one nation,
And no longer man shall hate his brother.

So our faithful band will toil and labour
Will not cease their peaceable endeavour,
Till the glorious dream—each man a neighbour—
Realised, shall bless the earth forever.”

Esperantists are the ones who hope (esperantoj), described as “hosts for peace-
ful fighting” (pacaj batalantoj) that will eventually break the walls that divide “the 
tribes” (popoloj 39) in their “peaceable endeavour” (laboro paca). Paradoxically, a 
register apt for war is used to foster peace. Also paradoxically, Esperantists 
should unite the nationalities under the Green Flag, representing the neutral 
tongue foundation (neŭtrala lingva fundamento), constituting what I propose 
here calling “semi-nationalism.” Unlike Romantic programmes for national 
uprisings that took place in Europe a few decades before, Esperanto lacks 
the second step of  nation-building: there is no political programme to find 
a land—and, therefore, form a state—for an ethnically defined people. This 
second aspect was never taken up seriously in the Esperanto agenda.40

To sum up, in the formation of  the collective identity in those crucial 
early years of  the 20th century, elements from European nationalism 
were borrowed; in particular, we can see a tension between elements from 
Romanticism, such as the common destiny of  Esperantists in unifying the 
world nations in peace, and classic Enlightenment, echoing Renan’s volun-
tarism in nations, as being an Esperantist is an act of  will, a conscious 
choice. On the other hand, the Jewish dimension in the foundation of  
Esperantism as a collective effort was hidden with care, safe from prying 
eyes. This explains why Esther Schor characterised the history of  Espe-
ranto as “a series of  Chinese boxes with a Jewish ghost inside.”41 To 
summarise, I argue that the blessing of  the Green Star strengthens the 
idea of  Esperantism as a peculiar version of  semi-nationalism: non-ethnic 
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It is only in the last years that historians have under-
lined the imperial Russian origins of  Zamenhof  as 
an essential frame for understanding the Esperanto 
phenomenon. See at least: Brigid O’Keeffe, “An 
International Language for an Empire of  Humanity: 
L. L. Zamenhof  and the Imperial Russian Origins 
of  Esperanto,” East European Jewish Affairs 49, no. 1 
(2019): 1–19.

43
For the concept of  “cultural saints,” I refer to the 
framing of  this concept by Jón Karl Helgason, “The 
Role of  Cultural Saints in European Nation States,” 
in Cultural Contacts and The Making of  Cultures: Papers in 
Homage to Itamar Even-Zohar, ed. Rakefet Sela-Sheffy 
and Gideon Toury (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University, 
2011), 245–52.

44
A vivid and informed portrait of  Lidia Zamenhof ’s life 
is in chapter 7, appropriately entitled “The Priestess,” 
of  the book by Esther Schor devoted to the Esperanto 
history and contemporary life. Esther Schor, Bridge of  
Words: Esperanto and the Dream of  a Universal Language 
(New York: Metropolitan Books, 2016). 

45
Lidia Zamenhof  described her spiritual journey in the 
magazine World Order, December 1938 (vol. 4, issue 9), 
under the title “How I found my faith.” Her de facto 
official biography is by Wendy Heller, Lidia: The Life 
of  Lidia Zamenhof, Daughter of  Esperanto (Oxford: G. 
Ronald, 1985). It was also translated into Esperanto, 
for the purposes of  propagating the Bahá’í faith 
among Esperantists.

but civic, not political but cultural. 
The fact that pioneers of  Esperanto consider the language holy is 

also testified by the personification of  Goddess Hope in postcards like 
“Friendly greetings” (Amikajn salutojn) and other iconic representations of  
the Esperanto Movement during the belle époque.

5. Other religious dimensions of  Esperanto
After Zamenhof ’s passing in 1917, a few months before the October Revolu-
tion in his fatherland, his influence started to fade, slowly but steadily.42 Despite 
the atrocities of  World War 1, the Esperanto Movement succeeded in surviv-
ing and organising itself. Some figures of  “cultural saints” started to emerge 
on the Esperanto landscape, quite often idolised posthumously, and in connec-
tion with some religion.43 I will give only two examples: Lidia Zamenhof  and 
András Cseh.

Lidia Zamenhof  was one of  Ludwik Lejzer’s daughters, and, unlike 
her brothers and sister, she took the spiritual heritage of  her father upon 
her shoulders. In 1921 she founded, together with other Zamenhof  
family members and close friends, an Esperanto circle in Warsaw, called 
Konkordo.44 In 1925, Lidia was invited by Martha Root, an Esperantist 
whom she did not know, to give a talk about the points in common between 
his father’s Homaranism and the principles of  Bahá’u’lláh, the founder of  
the Bahá’í faith. This invitation changed her life: Lidia abandoned atheism 
to embrace the Bahá’í faith. In fact, among the other principles, the Bahá’í 
faith calls for the adoption of  an international auxiliary language, “thus will 
the earth be regarded as one country and one home” (from Bahá’u’lláh’s 
Tablet Ishráqát).45 She started teaching Esperanto abroad not for the sake 
of  Esperanto but for the sake of  the Bahá’í faith, as Lanti was doing for 
anationalism in the same years. This is a trait shared with a number Espe-
ranto cultural saints: the language Zamenhof  initiated is part of  a larger 
picture for the regeneration of  humanity. After the concessions made to 
the Nazis by the Universal Esperanto Association to try to save Espe-
ranto in Germany, and the consequent schism in 1936–1937, Lidia fiercely 
denounced cowardice and flew to the United States. When she returned 

Charles A. Sheehan, Amikajn salutojn. Postcard ([London]: Raphael Tuck & Sons,1909). Vienna, Esperanto 
Museum.
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For a detailed account of  the relation between 
Esperanto and Spiritism, see David Pardue, “Uma só 
língua, uma só bandeira, um só pastor: Spiritism and 
Esperanto in Brazil,” Esperantologio/Esperanto Studies 2 
(2001): 11–27.

47
I wish to thank Emil Larsson (Uppsala) for having 
clarified to me that Oomoto claimed not to originate 
from Shinto in the aftermath of  World War II, when 
the Shinto Directive came into place (15th December 
1945). Unlike Neo-Shinto religions, Oomoto is neither 
militaristic nor ultra-nationalistic, and never was.

48
For a detailed account, see Nancy K. Stalker, Prophet 
Motive: Deguchi Onisaburo, Oomoto, and the Rise of  New 
Religions in Imperial Japan (Honolulu: University of  
Hawai‘i Press, 2008).

49
A detailed account of  the two sides of  Ivo Lapenna’s 
Esperanto activity is only in Esperanto. See Ulrich 
Lins, “La du flankoj de Ivo Lapenna,” Beletra Almanako 
no. 19 (2014): 121–37.

50
Tanquist’s results are critically scrutinised by Garvía, 
Esperanto and its Rivals (2015).

to Europe in September 1942, she was sent from the Warsaw Ghetto to 
Treblinka and did not survive, becoming a martyr in Esperanto culture. 
In the words of  Esther Schor: “She had intended to give her life for the 
Bahá’í faith, but died as an Esperantist, a Zamenhof, a Jew.”

András Gergely János Cseh was born in 1895 in Marosludas, a Roma-
nian citizen of  the Hungarian-speaking minority, who wrote his Czech 
family name Čech as Cseh according to the Hungarian convention or as 
Ĉe according to the Esperanto convention. He encountered Esperanto 
in 1911, became a Catholic priest in 1919, and obtained permission from 
his bishop to conduct Esperanto courses across Romania and abroad. 
He developed a natural naturalistic method for learning Esperanto that is 
known as the “direct method” (rekta metodo), similar to the Berlitz method, 
as his learners came from different linguistic backgrounds. In 1927 he 
was invited by the Swedish prince Charles to conduct a course in Stock-
holm, including in the Parliament. After a tour for teaching in Estonia, 
France, Germany, Latvia, Norway, Poland, and Switzerland, in 1930 he 
moved to Arnhem in the Netherlands, where he founded what is now the 
International Esperanto Institute (IEI), together with Julia and Johannes 
Isbrücker. They opened the Arnhems Esperantohuis, the Arnhnem Espe-
ranto House, which was active until 1944, when a bomb destroyed the 
building. He lived in the Netherlands until 1979 and became the model 
of  the ideal Esperanto teacher: a person who can teach the language to 
anybody, regardless of  their linguistic repertoires, without books or any 
technological aids.

Other relevant religious dimensions of  Esperanto are in place via the 
connections with various religions, which give a place of  honour to Espe-
ranto; in particular, brief  mentions should be given at least to Spiritism 
and Oomoto, without any pretense of  exhaustivity. The French educator 
Hippolyte Léon Denizard Rivail, already famous for having brought to 
France the method of  Pestalozzi, an Italian pedagogist, to teach mathe-
matics, once had a revelation. After that mystical experience, he published 
Le Livre des esprits (1857) in Paris, The Book of  Spirits, which is consid-
ered the first book of  Spiritism, under the name of  Allan Kardec. Karde-
cism became a religion with views of  its own on science and philosophy 
as well, which was especially popular in Brazil, where Esperantists traced 
parallels between the figure of  Zamenhof  and Kardec.46 Another religious 
dimension of  Esperanto comes via the Japanese new religion Oomoto.47 
Founded in 1892, Oomoto was spiritually guided from 1900 to 1948 by 
Deguchi Onisaburo, who introduced Esperanto into the religion. The first 
Oomoto book in Esperanto was published in 1924, and the language is a 
way to bring Deguchi’s revelation to Western culture, starting with Paris. 
Persecutions against Oomoto and World War II signaled a halt in the 
Esperanto activity, which was resumed after the war.48 In his account of  
Ivo Lapenna, the founder of  modern Esperanto Movement (1945–1991) 
in the aftermath of  World War II, the historian Ulrich Lins reports that 
Lapenna lamented the excessive presence of  religious rituals (more than 
30) during World Esperanto Congresses.49 The first sociological study of  
the Esperanto community of  practice was conducted by Tanquist in 1927, 
where “religious propaganda” was found to be one of  the reasons why 
people learn Esperanto, according to the interviewees.50 Subsequent socio-
logical inquiries, from the 1980s until the 2000s, clearly show that the 
modern Esperanto Movement has become secularised, as the presence 
of  religions using Esperanto in Esperanto gatherings becomes less and 
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See Foster, The Esperanto Movement (1985); Irene Calig-
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ricerca sul campo sulle identità esperantiste (Torino: Aracne, 
2016); Fians, Esperanto Revolutionaries and Geeks. 
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See Gobbo, “Beyond the Nation-State?”.

53
See Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: SAGE 
Publications, 1995).

54
See also reflections and fieldwork observations by 
Fians, Esperanto Revolutionaries and Geeks.

less relevant.51

7. Postmodern Esperanto: the end of  ideologies?
After the end of  the Cold War, with the collapse of  the Soviet Union and the 
advent of  mass digitisation thanks to the invention of  the World Wide Web, 
in 1991 the Esperanto Movement entered a period of  deep transformation 
that I call “postmodern Esperanto.” The last document with a relevant ideo-
logical influence in the Esperanto community is the Prague Manifesto, issued 
in 1996, for the first time not only in Esperanto but in many languages, from 
the moment of  its publication. That document is entirely secular and frames 
the Esperanto identity in terms of  support for human rights and fostering 
multilingualism, as a unifying synthesis of  previous documents, which went in 
different directions.52 Esperanto clearly shows traits of  “banal nationalism,” as 
Billing defined it.53 Let me give two brief  examples. In 2015, when the 100th 
World Esperanto Congress was held in Lille, significatively close to Bolougne-
sur-Mer, the pseudo-national Esperanto football team played its first match 
against Western Sahara within the Non-FIFA tournament, reserved to “state-

less people.” The Worldwide Esperanto Football Association (TEFA) was 
founded.
As a second example, mixing contemporary art like Banksy’s with traditional 
signs of  Esperanto, such as the five-pointed green star that is a synecdoche of  
the Green Flag became a normal phenomenon, without any ideological load.54

Such recent developments demonstrate that, even if  Zamenhof ’s 
influence has been without any doubt fundamental for Esperanto, from its 
inception, Esperanto language ideology was shaped not only by Zamenhof  

Eugenio Hansen, Parolu Esperanton. Photo-edited image, adapted from Flower Thrower of  Banksy. Source of  
the image: Pinterest, accessed 1st November 2023, https://www.pinterest.it/pin/397372367117046431/.
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On the relation between the study of  national move-
ments and the concept of  nationalism in Hroch’s 
model, see the insights in the starred footnote in the 
foreword to the third edition of  Leerssen, National 
Thought in Europe.

but also by key figures of  the Esperanto Movement. Furthermore, the 
greater the temporal and cultural distance, the less influence by Zamenhof  
and the other pioneers.

As concluding remarks, we argue that on the one hand, the Esperanto 
collective identity can be framed as an “imagined community” in Benedict 
Andersen’s sense. However, the analysis conducted in this paper shows 
that framing it in terms of  nation-building shows evident limitations. 
Following Hroch’s conceptualisation in three phases, phase A, in which 
the cultural specificity is defined, can be considered a relative success for 
the solidity of  Esperanto as a language, up to the point that banal nation-
alistic traits can be also found. But in contrast, the political empowerment 
of  the Esperanto Movement was revealed to be scarce, perhaps because its 
political vindications always remain vague and contradictory, such that the 
Hroch’s phases A and B cannot be really applied easily.55 For this reason, 
in the case of  Esperanto the term “semi-nationalism” is proposed.

On the other hand, the religious dimensions of  Esperanto are very 
complex, as they have embraced different cultural grounds, depending on 
the context where the language is practised: in particular, if  Judaism and 
Catholics played a crucial role in the early years, other dimensions entered 
the arena, such as Bahá’í, Oomoto, and Spiritism. This shows that, without 
any doubt, Esperanto is far from being ideologically neutral or lacking any 
cultural background, unlike the prima facie impression that an “interlan-
guage,” to repeat Joshua Fishman’s wording mentioned in the introduc-
tion, could give. Esperanto is not only an interlanguage, but a much more 
multi-faceted human phenomenon.
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Introduction
Fascism and its era continue to attract unrestrained speculation about the 
alleged esoteric underpinnings of  national socialism and perhaps especially 
the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche 
Arbeiterpartei, NSDAP).1 A possible venue to avoid potential pitfalls, such as 
exaggerating the popularised post-war image of  the “Nazi Occult”2 and over-
emphasising the impact of  “border science” (e.g., parapsychology, cosmobi-
ology, and World Ice Theory) on a national socialist worldview,3 is to nuance 
historical conflations of  esotericism and politics; for instance, to acknowl-
edge that both the far-right and the far-left have engaged with esoteric beliefs 
and practices.4 This approach also includes late nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century discussions on race, a necessary component to consider. As 
outlined by Peter Staudenmaier, the primary reasons for doing so are that 
“occult racial doctrines are best viewed neither as precursors to Nazism nor as 
innocuous expressions of  spiritual harmony but as efforts to stake out a specif-
ically esoteric position within the contested terrain of  modern race thinking.”5

The contested terrain of  what was then modern race thinking that 
Staudenmaier is referring to also played a part in the emergence of  national 
socialism outside Germany. Interwar national socialists in Nordic coun-
tries generally believed that a revolutionary racial regeneration would 
give rise to a racially homogeneous society. Heléne Lööw and Nathaniël 
Kunkeler argue in separate studies that the National Socialist Workers’ 
Party (Nationalsocialistiska Arbetarepartiet, NSAP), Sweden’s largest national 
socialist party in the interwar period, sought to establish a “new elitist 
society” founded on biological principles of  race and subscribed whole-
heartedly to the notion that “race was the basis of  social progress.”6 Terje 
Emberland claims that the driving force of  the Norwegian pagan national 

Note on the authors: Uncredited authors and native 
authors’ names are included within square brackets.
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A fine critical appraisal of  this literature is available 
in Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Black Sun: Aryan Cults, 
Esoteric Nazism and the Politics of  Identity (New York: 
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ed. Christopher Partridge (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2015), 336–45.

2
On these phenomena, see Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, 
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This article aims to analyse how national socialists in interwar Sweden construed 
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national socialists navigated the contested terrain of  what was then modern 
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largely based on ideas of  a Nordic spirit comprising an alternative trinitarian 
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socialists was an idealised pan-Germanic utopia comprising every people 
of  the Nordic-Germanic race.7 Oula Silvennoinen, in turn, states that the 
Finnish Patriotic People’s Movement (Isänmaallinen Kansanliike), established 
in 1932, and concerning foreign affairs, called for the creation of  a Greater 
Finland in which all “Finnic nationalities” would be united by a common 
bond of  blood, destiny, and culture.8

Even though scholars of  national socialism in the Nordic countries 
have made crucial findings on parallels and variations in how interwar 
Nordic national socialists sought to consummate a utopic and racially pure 
society, there is still a clear study deficit on how these ideas were construed. 
Research is also lacking on whether—and if  so, how—national socialists 
in this region have engaged with esoteric thought when pursuing such 
aspirations.9 Focusing on interwar Swedish national socialism, as I will be 
doing in this article, is therefore of  historical importance for two reasons: 
first, to contribute to previous research on how Nordic national social-
ists have perceived this racialised imagery of  “the north”; and, second, to 
display potential conflations of  esoteric and radical nationalist thought in 
the Nordic countries in the interwar period. Analysing these notions is 
also of  contemporary relevance given that national socialists throughout 
the world have, according to Benjamin Teitelbaum, showcased imagery 
of  “the North” and praised people of  Nordic race as “the whitest of  all 
whites.”10 

My aim in this article is to analyse how national socialists in inter-
war Sweden construed and utilised ideas of  a “Nordic spirit” and “race 
psychology” in relation to their racial conceptions of  the north. With this 
aim, I intend to display how interwar Swedish national socialists drew 
on ideas from the contested terrain of  late nineteenth- and early twenti-
eth-century race thinking. To achieve this aim, I divide the study into three 
parts. The first is a background section briefly depicting the emergence of  
different race theories with an emphasis on Nordicism, to which interwar 
Swedish national socialists generally adhered. The following two are my 
analytical sections. The first highlights how the Manhem Society (Samfun-
det Manhem), established in 1934 with several national socialist members, 
construed ideas of  a Nordic spirit. The second part of  my analysis displays 
how the NSAP, established in 1933, elaborated on issues relating to race 
psychology.

Notions of  race in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries
Race can be defined, without adhering to the belief  that there are existing 
“races,” as the notion of  a distinct group of  people who is believed to share 
a particular heritage and/or genealogy and whose biological and/or social 
realities are seen as shaped by culture and/or environment.11 By conceptu-
alising race as a notion, and thereby as a “human invention” and a “social 
construct,”12 it can be understood as a product of  long historical processes 
preceding race as a biological term.13 When the notion of  race became more 
biologised over the nineteenth century, it also became, as stressed by Marius 
Turda and Maria Sophia Quine, intricately entwined with other socio-political 
notions and phenomena, such as culture, nation, and science.14

Outlining the emergence of  race theories in the nineteenth century is 
exceedingly complicated. These theories drew on a centuries-long prehis-
tory and do not necessarily coincide with the term race’s linguistic history.15 
The emergence of  race theories in the nineteenth century has largely been 
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understood in light of  the advance of  modernity, which “opened up new 
areas of  enquiry to science and empowered empirical research to seek 
wider, more ‘total’ explanations of  human problems.”16 Scholars from 
numerous and often novel disciplines, including psychology, anthropology, 
and sociology, elaborated on the notion of  race and were, at least in part, 
fuelled by rival nationalist narratives and state competition for hegemony.17

Constructions of  race theories were often entangled with a growing 
interest in Asian religious traditions due in large part to the colonisation 
of  the corresponding regions by Western European nations and the influ-
ence of  the emerging Social Darwinism approach on how to distinguish 
“stronger” and “weaker” races.18 Ancient Vedic scriptures were translated 
into English, German, and French, and research institutes dedicated to the 
emerging field of  Indo-European studies were established across West-
ern Europe. Scholars of  Indo-European studies, formed as a field of  
linguistics, were (and still are) predominantly concerned with identifying 
linguistic and cultural traces of  how the Indo-European language family 
originated and spread.19 Whereas most philologists continued to maintain the 
non-racial idea of  an Indo-European language family, scholars focusing on 
the notion of  race began classifying the Indo-Europeans as a demarcated 
group of  people—the Aryan race—with specific physical characteristics: 
blonde, blue-eyed, and a sturdy and dolichocephalic physique.20 

Scholars of  race generally agreed that the “white” race, however it was 
defined, was the most supreme human race. A fundamental disagreement 
was where this race was said to have originated, culminating in mainly three 
venues for categorising the white race: Aryan, Nordic, and Germanic. 
National socialists in interwar Sweden later used all categories, sometimes 
interchangeably, sometimes in combination (e.g., Nordic-Germanic,
Aryan-Germanic, or Nordic-Aryan), to demarcate the Swedes’ racial group 
as imagined. When the categories evolved during the second half  of  the 
nineteenth century, however, they often differed in shape and content.21 The 
category “Aryan,” etymologically deriving from the Vedic word ārya (noble), 
corresponds to the abovementioned race theory outlining the origin of  the 
Aryan race in prehistorical India. The category “Nordic” generally refers to 
the idea that the white race originated in northern Europe, wherefrom it was 
claimed to have migrated southwards, spread across the globe, and established 
high civilisations in, for instance, ancient Greece, Persia, and India.22 The cate-
gory “Germanic,” likely a derivation from the north-central European region 
Germania during the Roman era, is arguably the most difficult to define since 
it tended to relate to the two previous categories.23 Important figures of  the 
Romantic literary movement, such as Friedrich von Schlegel, disseminated the 
idea that European civilisation was the outcome of  the continuous regenera-
tive influence of  the allegedly pure Germanic blood. Houston Stewart Cham-
berlain further developed this idea almost a century later in his Die Grundlagen 
des 19. Jahrhunderts (1899) when he anchored “Aryanism,” “Nordicism,” and 
“Teutonism” in the ideology of  so-called Germanic superiority.24

National socialists in interwar Sweden generally considered the Swedish 
people as part of  a Nordic race. This notion connects with Nordicism, a 
race theory popularised in the late nineteenth century, according to which 
the Nordic race is a superior but endangered race descending from the 
far north. Represented in academic circles by scholars such as the anthro-
pologist Karl Penka, the archaeologist Gustav Kossinna, and the biologist 
Ernst Krause, and, in the early twentieth century, by the zoologist Madi-
son Grant, the main argument was that if  the so-called “white race” was 
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considered superior to other races, one should look for its origins where 
it was believed to have remained most pure. Nordicists varied on where 
they believed this place was located but generally identified it as northern 
Europe.25 

The category of  Nordic race was developed based on the theory of  
Nordicism. In his Les races et les peoples de la terre (1900), French naturalist 
and anthropologist Joseph Deniker identified six primary races—North-
ern, Eastern, Ibero-Insular, Western/Cenevole, Littoral/Atlanto-Med-
iterranean, and Adriatic/Dinaric—and four sub-races: sub-Northern, 
Vistulian, North-Western, and sub-Adriatic.26 Deniker’s race theory influ-
enced Hans F. K. Günther, who in several works published in the 1920s 
promoted the idea that humanity consists of  five races: Nordic, Western, 
Dinaric, Eastern, and Baltic.27 In the interim, he was also a vital ideologue 
in the organisation Nordic Ring (Nordischer Ring), which, according to 
Nicola Karcher, “played a significant role” within the Nordic Movement 
(Nordische Bewegung) “both ideologically and regarding cooperation with 
like-minded persons in the Nordic countries.”28 The Nordic Movement 
was largely based on the idea of  a Nordic thought (Nordische Gedanke), 
characterised by notions of  the superiority of  the Nordic race and the 
need to save it from decline.29

 The category “Nordic” race became influential amongst scholars 
of  race in Sweden. In 1922, the state-financed State Institute for Racial 
Biology (Statens institut för rasbiologi) opened in Uppsala after an almost 
unanimous decision in Swedish Parliament.30 Herman Lundborg, who 
was both professor and head of  the institute until his retirement in 1935, 
believed that the Nordic race originated in Scandinavia and small parts of  
northern Germany and the Netherlands, but that it was in decline, in his 
view primarily due to race mixing, urbanisation, and materialism.31 This 
perception reflected views held by Günther, who was a guest researcher at 
the institute in the early 1920s. Lundborg was also inspired by the Swed-
ish physical anthropologists Anders Retzius and his son Gustaf  Retzius, 
both active in the second half  of  the nineteenth century. Anders Retzius 
developed a method of  subdividing the European population into differ-
ent races by categorising individuals into kortskallar (short skulls) and 

Expansion of  the Pre-Teutonic Nordics. Madison Grant, “The Passing of  the Great Race,” Geographical Review 
2, no. 5 (November 1916): 354–360. Photograph courtesy of  Wikimedia Commons.
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långskallar (long skulls); a method that was pursued and developed by his 
son, who was one of  Lundborg’s teachers at the Karolinska Institute in 
Stockholm.32

It would be anachronistic to consider race theories as a direct pathway 
to national socialism. Nevertheless, where the Swedish interwar context 
is concerned, they did play a role in the emergence of  national socialist 
movements in interwar Sweden, along with other socio-economic, politi-
cal, and cultural factors. In early twentieth century Sweden, democracy was 
an emerging but contested form of  governance, and Jews and Commu-
nists were considered by many as threatening Swedish national identity.33 
These circumstances were substantiated by national romanticism and 
Sweden’s general openness to German society, politics, and culture in the 
early twentieth century.34 The anti-democratic and pro-German sentiments 
as well as widespread anti-Semitism and anti-Communism contributed to 
why some individuals considered national socialism as a new beginning 
and a path towards a utopian future, and thus as the solution to contem-
porary challenges. For instance, one of  the first national socialist organisa-
tions in Sweden stated in its 1929 statutes that the “Golden International” 
was controlling “the democratic outer world with its organisations [rang-
ing] from the Right to Communism” and that the organisation sought to 
“bring the sense of  primordial Swedish-ness to life.”35 An aspect of  this 
was, from a national socialist point of  view, to construe ideas in relation 
to racial conceptions of  the north. That was the case amongst members 
of  the Manhem Society. 

Perceptions of  a Nordic spirit in the Manhem Society
The Manhem Society was established in Stockholm on September 17, 1934, 
when 184 men signed a founding document on the initiative of  the engineer 
Carl-Ernfrid Carlberg.36 A few years later, the society had approximately 300 
to 400 members, and its activities lasted until 1944.37 The primary objectives 
of  the society were to foster a “Nordic sense of  culture and public educa-
tion” and to serve as a society for Swedes supporting the preservation of  their 
forefathers’ “cultural legacy.” It was claimed in the founding document that 
this legacy was hidden but present in the Swedish people’s “blood and soil.”38 

According to the programme setting the groundwork for the society’s opera-
tions, an outlined upplysningsverksamhet (operation of  enlightenment) was to be 
carried out by using “weapons of  the spirit.”39

The Manhem Society was established within a fragmented Swedish 
national socialist landscape, characterised throughout the interwar period 
by internal rivalries, conflicts, and temporary alliances.40 The first national 
socialist organisation in Sweden, the Swedish National Socialist Freedom 
Association (Svenska Nationalsocialistiska Frihetsförbundet), was created in 
1924 but never gained a numerable membership and lacked the finances 
to spread outside the region of  Värmland. The first nationwide national 
socialist organisation was initiated in 1930 under the name New-Swedish 
National Socialist Party (Nysvenska Nationalsocialistiska Partiet ), comprising 
factions inspired by German national socialism and Italian fascism.41 The 
decision to combine national socialists and fascists was met with mixed 
internal responses. Sven Olov Lindholm, editor of  the party magazine 
Vår Kamp, considered the unification “an awkward compromise.”42 Prom-
inent members of  the party’s regional branches expressed similar ideas to 
the party leader Birger Furugård.43 Ideological divergences soon became 

Herman Lundborg. Photograph courtesy of  
Wikimedia Commons.
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untenable and the faction inspired by Italian fascism left the party. After the 
split, the party was renamed the Swedish National Socialist Party (Svenska 
Nationalsocialistiska Partiet, SNSP) with Furugård as “Reich leader.”44 

The SNSP was the only national socialist party in Sweden in the early 
1930s with approximately 3,000 members.45 The situation changed in Janu-
ary 1933 when Lindholm attempted to stage a coup by deposing Furugård 
and appointing himself  as “Reich leader.” The coup failed and the Lind-
holm faction was excluded from the party. They established the NSAP 
the next evening, and soon it outnumbered Furugård’s SNSP in terms 
of  votes cast in elections as well as membership.46 The reasons behind 
the schism between Furugård and Lindholm are complicated but can be 
summarised as being caused by the SNSP’s failed parliamentary election 
results as well as by personal conflicts and ideological differences between 
Furugård and Lindholm.47

The Manhem Society was part of  this fragmented national socialist 
landscape in interwar Sweden. Carlberg emphasised in the membership 
magazine Meddelanden från Samfundet Manhem that it was both “completely 
Jew-free” and “altogether independent and neutral” in its relations to vari-
ous “national party organisations,” such as the NSAP.48

The Manhem Society had many sources of  inspiration from early 
modern and modern Swedish history. It was inspired by ideas professed 
by the Geatish Society (Götiska Förbundet ), established in 1811 by distin-
guished Swedish poets and authors with the purpose of  raising social 
morality by contemplating Scandinavian antiquity.49 The main idea of  the 
Geatish Society, later highlighted by members of  the Manhem Society, 
was Gothicism, according to which Scandinavians were considered to be 
descendants of  the Swedish Geats, who in turn were identified with the 
Goths. The tradition dates back to the fifteenth century at least, when the 
Swedish Bishop Nicolaus Ragvaldi emphasised at the Council of  Basel in 
1434 that the Swedish monarch was the successor to the Gothic rulers and 
that the Swedish delegation therefore merited a senior place. Gothicism 
reappeared in the seventeenth century with the rediscovery of  the Prose 
Edda and the publication of  the four-volume Atlantica (1679–1702) by 
the well-known Swedish scientist Olof  Rudbeck the Elder. In this work, 
he compared Sweden to Atlantis and the royal mounds at Old Uppsala 
to Mount Olympus and claimed that the deities of  ancient Greece must 
have resided in Sweden.50 The Manhem Society stressed, in keeping with 
the tradition of  Gothicism, that the Geatish Society was a historical and 
spiritual forerunner of  “new Geatish societal thought” and a natural 
response to what was described in the founding document as the outside 
world’s “harsh materialism” and “blood-defiling politics.”51 In light of  this, 
the members of  the Manhem Society considered themselves as carrying 
on the work of  the Geatish Society.52

Three sub-goals pervaded the Manhem Society in addition to the 
fundamental principles established in the founding document and the 
impact of  Gothicism. The first sub-goal was to mediate knowledge 
on cultural and social issues and to educate its members in a “personal 
Nordic-Aryan spirit.” The second was to permeate the society’s activi-
ties with an “Evangelic-Nordic ethics.” The third was that the society, 
in ethical and religious matters, should promote an Evangelical position 
faithful to the “All-Father” and liberated from so-called superstitions of  
the Old Testament.53 These objectives, along with Nordicist ideas that the 
north was the ancestral homeland of  the Nordic race, had an impact on 

One of  the most used symbols of  the Manhem 
Society. Manhems föreläsningar 1934–1941 (Stockholm: 
Svea Rike, 1942). Photograph © Gustaf  Forsell.
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the worldview that was construed within the society. In Mera ljus! (1934), 
published by Carlberg—and, according to its subtitle, setting the guide-
lines of  society—he set forth what can be described as the society’s creed: 

“We are not deniers of  God. We believe in GOD ALL-FATHER, 
the Creator of  Valhall, earth, and universe, the wise and supreme 
Leader and Fighter of  Light, who works with his eternal ideas 
and holy, unwavering laws, in nature, in the life-giving sun, in the 
culture-building light- and hero-worshipping human spirit and 
not the least in our own truth-loving Swedish-Nordic people, on 
whose honourable work and honest light struggle the true welfare 
of  humanity seem to depend. We are not race haters, but we de-
test and condemn crimes against the holy racial laws of  God.”54

This creed may be interpreted as a direct product of  the society’s third sub-goal 
when seen in connection to Carlberg’s other Manhem texts. Carlberg claimed 
that Jesus was of  Aryan race and not Jewish descent.55 Accordingly, he 
construed an alternative trinitarian belief  centred on “God All-Father,” “the 
heroic Jesus,” and “holy spirit.”56 Carlberg suggested that a nordande (Nordic 
spirit) contained this triad and that the Swedish people were able to access it by 
following what he called the “voice of  the blood.”57 According to the found-
ing document of  Manhem Society, it was possible to follow the “voice of  the 
blood” by re-establishing contact with “the Atlantean-Geatish spirit” of  Olof  
Rudbeck the Elder. Regarding the nordande and Rudbeck’s “Atlantean-Geatish 
spirit,” Carlberg claimed that racially pure Swedes were the heirs of  the legend-
ary Manhem, which he argued was “the holy land of  the Hyperboreans.”58

Carlberg had maintained for several years ideas of  a supreme Nordic 
race, and its seemingly intrinsic relationship with an intangible divine force, 
when he initiated the creation of  the Manhem Society. In the magazine 
Nationen, described in previous research as the most vehement anti-Se-
mitic magazine in interwar Sweden,59 he suggested in 1931 that Sweden 
was “the primordial homeland of  Nordic-Aryan race.”60 A year earlier, he 
gave an explanation to the church historian Emanuel Linderholm—who 
would become part of  the Manhem Society’s scientific board in 1934 with, 
amongst others, Herman Lundborg61—as to his decision to substitute 
“Wodan” for “Hitler” in a poem and as to why doing so did not constitute 
what he described as a return to paganism. The concept of  God Carlberg 
set forth in this letter has many similarities with the Manhem Society’s 
creed he formulated four years later: 

“This [to highlight Wodan] does not have to mean relapsing into 
paganism. For me, personally, Wodan is in this case identical with 
the only good and true God, who was there since the beginning. 
The concept of  “god” is a direct derivation of  the concept of  
“good,” and to me, the concept of  Wodan still appears as the 
highest potency of  good and powerful and honest Germanism, 
i.e., the ordinance of  mind the world primarily needs in the strug-
gle against the sly evil of  Judaism.”62

Besides Carlberg, other members of  the Manhem Society professed ideas 
relating to the Nordic race’s origins as imagined. It was suggested that World 
Ice Theory, described in Meddelanden från Samfundet Manhem as “a new revo-
lutionary world explanation theory,”63 could prove the existence of  Atlantis 
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and thus explain similarities between civilisations on both sides of  the Atlan-
tic Ocean.64 In keeping with Nordicism and the members’ references to the 
“Atlantean-Geatish spirit” of  Olof  Rudbeck the Elder, the society invited 
Herman Wirth, head of  Heinrich Himmler’s research institute SS-Ahnen-
erbe,65 to give a lecture to the society on the subject of  “Sweden and the 
Oldest History of  Germanic Spirit.” Wirth’s lecture was based on his book Der 
Aufgang der Menschheit (1928), in which Wirth claimed that the Nordic race orig-
inated in an Arctic-Atlantean high civilisation.66 In his lecture for the Manhem 
Society, held in Stockholm in September 1935, Wirth rejected the notion that 
“Germanic culture” originated in Asia, emphasised that the Nordic-Ger-
manic race was a “culture-creating” race, and stressed that it “stands before a 
renaissance.”67

The ideas of  the north held by Manhem members were also related 
to attempts to “cleanse” Christianity from its alleged Jewish contamina-
tion. This related to the society’s second and third sub-goals to promote 
an “Evangelic-Nordic ethics” liberated from “Old Testament supersti-
tions.” Ernst Bernhard Almquist, the director of  the Manhem Society 
and a professor at the Karolinska Institute, incorporated ideas from the 
Ariosophist Frenzolf  Schmid’s Urtexte der ersten göttlichen Offenbarung (1931), 
which maintained that the Old Testament was a “defiled revision” of  the 
“Aryan-Atlantean primeval Bible.” Such an argument proved, according 
to Almquist, that Aryans had been confessing an “original” Christian-
ity for thousands of  years prior to “Jewish perversion.”68 He expressed 
similar ideas, but without any Ariosophic content, in his texts published 
in the NSAP’s theoretical magazine Nationell Socialism.69 The pastor Nils 
Hannerz,70 the Manhem Society’s vice-chairman and religionsvårdare (keeper 
of  religion), was in turn influenced by Herman Wirth and his translation 
of  the forgery Ura-Linda-Chronik (1933). Hannerz stressed in one of  his 
Manhem pamphlets, Den levande gudens ord (1934), positively reviewed in 
Swedish and German national socialist magazines,71 that the deity Wralda 
created the world and then humanity by dividing it into different races: 
the people of  “Frya” (the white race) as well as the peoples of  “Finda” 
and “Lyda” (the yellow and black races). The main purpose of  the people 
of  Frya was, according to Hannerz, “to keep the race pure.”72 Hannerz 
also proclaimed that Wirth in many publications, such as Der Aufgang der 
Menschheit, had accomplished “extensive research into ‘Atlantean-Nordic 
primordial faith’ as the oldest religious conditions of  humanity.”73 Partly 
based on these ideas, Hannerz claimed that Jesus’ teachings had been 
falsified by Jews and considered it a necessity to follow up on previous 
attempts to “Germanise” Christianity, as he suggested had been done in 
the ninth-century The Heliand, by the thirteenth-century theologian Meister 
Eckhart, and by Martin Luther.74

Like the Manhem Society, the NSAP incorporated racial conceptions 
of  the north. There were, however, apparent differences in how they 
perceived this racial imagery. The Manhem Society was, arguably, more 
“esoteric” in the sense that it depicted the “Nordic soul” as maintaining 
a seemingly intrinsic relationship with an intangible divine force, adapted 
elements from World Ice Theory and Ariosophy, and stressed that the 
“Nordic spirit” comprised an alternative trinitarian belief  that was consid-
ered to be hidden but present in the Swedish people’s “blood and soil.” 
The NSAP, in turn, drew more heavily on race theories, more mainstream 
in the contested terrain of  what was then modern race thinking, including 
perceptions of  “race psychology” in order to elaborate on how the internal 
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(soul) related to the external (body).

Perceptions of  race psychology in the NSAP
After Sven Olov Lindholm and his faction had been excluded from the SNSP 
and, as a response, established the NSAP in January 1933, Lindholm’s party 
soon outnumbered Furugård’s SNSP in terms of  votes cast in elections as 
well as membership. Due to the SNSP’s diminishing influence, Lindholm 
and Furugård co-wrote an article in the NSAP’s party magazine Den Svenske 
Nationalsocialisten in November 1936, stating that the SNSP had been dissolved 
and encouraging remaining party members to join the NSAP and its youth 
organisation Nordic Youth (Nordisk Ungdom).75 The NSAP had at that point 
become the largest national socialist party in Sweden by far, having approx-
imately 10,000 to 12,000 active members in 1935. In comparison, generic 
Swedish fascist movements had in total approximately 30,000 members and 
financers in the mid-1930s.76

The NSAP declared that it represented a Swedish form of  national 
socialism distinctly unrelated to the one practiced in Germany.77 That was 
also the case in the party’s formative years.78 Numerous articles in the party 
magazine Den Svenske Nationalsocialisten emphasised how national socialism 
was linked to the “best qualities” of  the Swedish-Germanic being and how 
it was essential to maintain the Nordic spirit because it aimed to teach the 
Swedish people “how to get to know themselves.”79 

NSAP members’ notions of  how a “Nordic spirit” related to “Swedish-
ness” were based on an aspired racial regeneration. This implied two things: 
first, that national socialists should always prioritise racial survival over 
self-preservation; and, second, by way of  allusion, that an ancestral inher-
itance would connect biology and spirituality deep within every person. Per 
Dahlberg, a prominent party ideologue, phrased it as follows in the first article 
of  the inaugural issue of  Nationell Socialism in January 1935:

“To us national socialists, what is thus essential in nationalism 
is the sense that we all, regardless of  whether we are working 
with our hand or mind, are united by the strongest of  bonds, the 
blood, the sense of  racial community and folk solidarity. But this 
sense also sets up a categorical message for our practical actions, it 
invites us to always put the people, the common nation’s interest, 
before our own private benefits. We are solely cells in the great folk 
organism, the leaves on the people’s tree, the waves in the people’s 
ocean, we live as individuals only for a short period of  time, but 
if  we only consider our duty towards the future and do not allow 
the will to live fade away we can survive for thousands of  years as 
tribe and race. In that way must this nationalism for the individuals 
take the shape of  service under the people’s community.”80

Given that the ideas outlined by Dahlberg were formulated by a prominent 
party ideologue, they can be interpreted as guidelines for the NSAP as a whole. 
The words blod (blood) and folkgemenskap (people’s community)—the latter 
being the Swedish equivalent to the German Volksgemeinschaft—were written 
in italics, which implies that they were considered interrelated and essential 
to the NSAP’s self-declared mission to accomplish a national socialist society 
through racial regeneration. In addition, Dahlberg’s ideas highlighted that the 
NSAP considered national socialism to be a holistic worldview and not merely 
a political ideology. This idea was also recurrent in Den Svenske Nationalsocialisten, 
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in which it was repeatedly emphasised that national socialism was an “eter-
nal worldview,” the core of  which was identified as the “Nordic racial idea.”81 
National socialism was also depicted as a “principle” for the Nordic tribe’s 
survival and Sweden’s freedom from alleged “Jewish” influences and “inter-
national” chains.82 Dahlberg himself  claimed that national socialism would 
be realised when the Swedish people were able to perceive it as an internal 
necessity.83

The NSAP’s published material frequently included elaborations on 
a unique Nordic racial soul as imagined. In the mid-1930s, Bengt Olov 
Henning, who concentrated on what he called raspsykologi (race psychol-
ogy), was one of  the party’s most important theorists on these topics. He 
defined raspsykologi as a method that contributed to understanding what 
an individual’s “spiritual nature” had in common with other people of  
the same race.84 The core of  raspsykologi was, according to Henning, that 
the most important differences between the races were to be found in the 
spiritual realm. Acknowledging this aspect enabled one, in Henning’s view, 
to confirm that the degeneration of  the Nordic racial soul was caused by 
“alien racial souls.”85 Based on notions of  raspsykologi, Henning argued that 
the Nordic people would become a “living unit” and be given a “higher 
purpose” by adapting to a Nordic worldview, which he claimed was repre-
sented by national socialism. Additionally, he emphasised that finding an 
expression for the Nordic racial soul was the primary goal of  the Swedish 
people, given that he considered them as “the purest carriers of  the Nordic 
blood.”86 Besides his activities in the NSAP, he lectured twice about the 
Nordic racial soul for members of  the Manhem Society in which he seems 
to have been fairly active in the mid-1930s.87

Henning was influenced by Ludwig Ferdinand Clauss, to whom he 
frequently referred.88 Clauss was a prominent race scientist in Germany in 
the 1920s and 1930s and is believed to have been the second most popular 
German author on race in the 1920s and 1930s after Hans F. K. Günther.89 
Henning put a particular emphasis on Clauss’ main work, Die nordische Seele 
(1923), which was published in eighteen editions between 1926 and 1943.90 
He was particularly interested in Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde (theory of  racial 
soul), the basis of  which is a strict rejection of  anthropological definitions 
of  race in favour of  internal, psychological traits to construe racial differ-
ences. By doing so, Clauss proposed that race was something invisible and 
not subordinated to the body. It has been suggested that this separated 
Clauss from other race scientists and völkisch ideologues.91

Besides attempting to render völkisch race ideology into the language 
and terminology of  philosophy and contemporary humanities—he had 
an academic background in philosophy and philology—Clauss adapted 
aesthetic terms like Stil (style), Ausdruck (expression), and, arguably the 
most important, Gestalt.92 While Gestalt was seldom defined in the German 
intellectual landscape of  the 1920s, the concept signified in Clauss’ writ-
ings an internal structure or constitutive idea connecting the external body 
and the internal soul. By claiming that a soul of  a special style can only 
express itself  adequately in a corresponding body, Clauss defined race as 
hereditary Gestalt and stressed that Rassenseelenkunde could contribute to 
accomplishing harmony between the “external” and “internal” spheres.93

Henning incorporated Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde into his race psycho-
logical approach as the foundation of  racial regeneration and related it 
to the school of  gestalt psychology. The basic idea of  gestalt psychol-
ogy, represented by Max Wertheimer, amongst others, is that organisms 
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perceive entire patterns or configurations and not merely separate compo-
nents; in other words, that the mind understands external stimuli as wholes 
rather than as the sums of  their parts.94 Based on this psychological 
approach, different laws of  Prägnanz, describing how individuals perceive 
an assortment of  objects, are believed to be inherent in different human 
cultures and animals.95 By drawing on these laws of  Prägnanz, Henning 
put a particular emphasis on “the law of  past experience,” according to 
which visual stimuli under certain circumstances are categorised according 
to past experiences.96 Henning himself  stated that every soul was charac-
terised by psychological experiences in the past, such as grief, and that the 
soul’s “destiny” was based on these past experiences.97

Henning claimed that gestalt psychology determined three things: 
first, whether a phenomenon in the soul should be suppressed or devel-
oped; second, whether the soul was active or passive; and third, it deter-
mined the experience’s vågrörelse (wave movement).98 He applied this model 
to different races and declared that the Nordic, Mediterranean, and Orien-
tal racial souls were active whereas the Alpine and Mongolian racial souls 
were passive. He also stated that the Nordic soul’s wave movement tended 
upwards into “the infinite” and that church towers represented this move-
ment. The indication, according to Henning, was that Christian faith and 
Nordic being were compatible.99

Through this model, Henning claimed that the racial soul was the 
deepest aspect of  human life and that the Nordic race had perfected the 
idea of  nationality.100 This drew him to the conclusion that Clauss’ theo-
ries of  a racial soul differed from Günther’s. While summarising Günther’s 
theories in terms of  a racial soul combining different characteristics, 
Henning preferred Clauss’ theories by claiming that Clauss considered 
the racial soul as a spiritual capacity.101 Based on this standpoint and in 
relation to gestalt psychology, Henning described race mixing as the most 
damaging element to racial purity because different forces in that case 
would “meet” in the same soul fighting for internal, spiritual power.102

Even though Henning tended to be critical of  how Günther described 
the characteristics of  the Nordic racial soul, he was nevertheless influ-
enced by his theories. He especially engaged with how Günther demar-
cated the alleged superiority of  the Nordic race by subordinating the 
Dinaric, East Baltic, Eastern, and Western races.103 This implicated that 
he combined Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde with notions of  Blut und Boden that 
were vivid in, but not restricted to, Günther’s race theories. In a lecture 
for members of  the Manhem Society, Henning noted that the Nordic 
race must have had certain characteristics to prosper in its primordial 
homeland. He thus considered the Nordic race as the most supreme race 
given that it had evolved in harsh environmental conditions.104 In addition, 
Henning included mythological elements to strengthen his ideas of  a supe-
rior Nordic racial soul. He suggested, by referring to Clauss, that Nordic 
man is characterised by a longing for eternal life and a sense of  individual 
loneliness. He claimed that the first characteristic was expressed in the Old 
Norse poem Völuspá describing a new world after Ragnarök, whereas the 
second characteristic was illustrated by Meister Eckhart and what Henning 
described as his “Germanic sense of  God,” according to which Henning 
suggested that Eckhart highlighted remoteness as a “synthesis of  loneli-
ness and closeness to God.”105 

Far from every NSAP member considered themselves influenced 
by Ludwig Ferdinand Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde, but ideas similar to those 
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construed by Bengt Olov Henning were expressed by other party ideo-
logues. Per Dahlberg, for instance, considered race as a “physical-psycho-
logical totality.”106 NSAP elaborations on the racial soul, which resembled 
those construed in the Manhem Society, implicated how to interpret 
faith-related issues. Dahlberg stated that persons criticising “the race idea” 
from a Christian point of  view were also criticising the omnipotent power 
which, in his view, originally created the races as distinctly unrelated to 
each other in body and soul.107 Gerhard Ossian Tornberg, a priest in Över-
kalix in northern Sweden who represented the NSAP’s standpoint on 
theological issues, claimed that racial preservation meant fulfilling a divine 
message.108 In several articles in Nationen, one of  which was published as a 
pamphlet and advertised as recommended reading in Den Svenske Nation-
alsocialisten,109 the pseudonym Ansgar stated that Jesus and Adolf  Hitler 
represented an “eternal Aryan religion” and that national socialism was an 
expression of  “eternal Christianity.” This implied, according to Ansgar, 
that Hitler was to be considered as “the Luther of  the new Aryan Refor-
mation.”110 Other party members drew more heavily on Norse mythol-
ogy by affirming that depictions of  the gods’ struggles against the giants 
in the Edda represented a fight between the forces of  light and darkness 
and that an element hidden in the Nordic racial soul was that Nordic man 
was inherently a “hero of  the race.”111 In other cases, when confessional 
and mythological aspects were omitted, some party members stressed that 
the racial soul was the primary reason why the Nordic people was racially 
superior.112

This indicates that the NSAP considered national socialism as a 
holistic worldview that consummated a supreme Nordic way of  being 
as imagined. Instances of  this worldview were claimed to have appeared 
throughout history, whether fictionally or otherwise, in Norse mythology, 
in Meister Eckhart’s “Germanic” Christianity, and in Luther’s teachings. 
Accordingly, the party stressed that national socialism had perfected this 
worldview and that it was possible to complete racial regeneration only if  
the Nordic race—and hence, the Swedish people—was able to reconnect 
with its alleged internal and superior racial soul. Of  course, the idea of  
racial regeneration as a means to accomplish a national socialist order did 
not differ from other interwar national socialist movements inside and 
outside Europe.113 The NSAP did, however, include their racial concep-
tions of  the north into a specific national project: regenerating the Nordic 
race was believed to be the overall venue through which Swedish society 
would turn into a national socialist state.

Concluding reflections
In this article, I have analysed how national socialists in interwar Sweden 
construed and utilised ideas of  a “Nordic spirit” and “race psychology” in 
relation to their racial conceptions of  the north. I have outlined these ideas in 
three parts: first, by briefly depicting the emergence of  different race theories 
with an emphasis on Nordicism; second, by highlighting how the Manhem 
Society construed ideas of  a “Nordic spirit”; and, third, by displaying how the 
NSAP elaborated on issues relating to “race psychology.”

Even though I have focused solely on two organisations—which 
leaves out the remaining two major interwar Swedish national socialist 
political parties, the SNSP and the National Socialist Bloc (Nationalsocial-
istiska Blocket)—I suggest that this analysis has two interrelated outcomes. 
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First, that national socialists in interwar Sweden perceived the racialised 
imagery of  “the north” rather differently, even though both the Manhem 
Society and the NSAP drew on the Nordicist tradition to stress that the 
Nordic race, and thereby the Swedish people, were supreme in relation to 
other imagined races. Whereas the Manhem Society’s racial conceptions 
of  the north were largely based on ideas of  a “Nordic spirit” comprising 
an alternative trinitarian belief  that was believed to be hidden but present 
in the Swedish people’s blood and soil, the NSAP elaborated on how the 
internal (soul) related to the external (body) by incorporating ideas which 
Bengt Olov Henning referred to as “race psychology.” This helped pave 
the way for the NSAP to consider national socialism as an “eternal world-
view” allegedly based on a Nordic racial idea as a “physical-psychological 
totality.” In light of  this, it is insufficient to suggest that national socialists 
have subscribed wholeheartedly to ideas of  race biology. Maintaining the 
internal racial soul was, in a national socialist view, at least equally impor-
tant as the physical body in the pursuit of  racial regeneration.

The second outcome of  this analysis relates to the issue of  the alleged 
esoteric underpinnings of  national socialism and, by extension, the poten-
tial conflations of  nationalism and esotericism. As stressed by Justine 
Bakker, race matters in and for esotericism and its study.114 This is an 
obvious but important insight to be able to contextualise the origins of  
national socialism—inside and outside Germany—and to give sense to 
esoteric (radical) nationalist thought in the interwar period, without repeat-
ing sensationalist post-1945 narratives on the “Nazi Occult.”115 Accord-
ingly, by building on Bakker’s argument, nationalism also matters in and 
for esotericism and its study. This implies that in order to grasp relations 
between nationalist and esoteric thought in the interwar period, scholars 
should also take the contested terrain of  late nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century race thinking into consideration. Thus, I would not propose 
that the Manhem Society and the NSAP construed occult racial doctrines 
to stake out a specifically esoteric position within Swedish society, nor that 
their ideas of  racial regeneration represented a case of  “esoteric fascism” 
in the Nordic countries. Rather, their racial conceptions of  the north were 
part of  navigating the contested terrain of  what was then modern race 
thinking in order to determine alleged racial foundations of  a Nordic 
sense of  being. While these conceptions at times included instances of  
(racialised) esoteric thought, such as the Manhem Society’s references to 
Ariosophists and World Ice Theory, they should not be overemphasised 
as forms of  esoteric fascism.

However, studying relations between esoteric and fascist/national 
socialist thought in an interwar Scandinavian context is not a dead end 
and deserves more scholarly attention. A premise for undertaking such an 
endeavour is to take various national and transnational circumstances into 
consideration—e.g., debates on race—by focusing on careful historical 
contextualisation and by avoiding popular oversimplification.116 By doing 
so, it is possible to understand both the complex yet somewhat marginal 
interwar conflations of  esoteric and national socialist thought and that 
national socialists who tended to be drawn to esoteric thought were so as 
an attempt, amongst other possible venues, to make sense of  the world.
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Introduction
The notion of  “Christian nationalism” was proposed by Felsch in an edited 
volume on the political turmoil that engulfed Lebanon in the wake of  the 
Arab uprisings and the Syrian civil war. He defines Christian nationalism as an 
ideological layer, more or less overtly expressed, that reformulates the ideas of  
exceptionalism and isolationism as they were variously articulated in the Leba-
nese Christian political arena during the twentieth century.1  

At the core of  this discourse, according to Felsch, is an idea of  Leba-
non as quintessentially a Christian nation. According to this vision, which 
emerged before the outbreak of  the Lebanese civil war (1975–1990), 
Christians should enjoy a status of  political preeminence because of  their 
supposed historical role, even in a country that currently has a Muslim 
majority. Therefore, Lebanese Christian nationalism seeks to preserve a 
strong presence of  Christians in government and policy-making agencies, 
a significant degree of  self-government for Christian religious institutions, 
and even a clear territorial demarcation of  Christian-majority areas within 
the country. 

In many ways, this discourse is a metamorphosis of  the discours libaniste 
that Sassine analyzed in his research.2 This Lebanese national narrative was 
conceived mainly in Christian (and more specifically Maronite) milieus, for 
the sake of  Christian political and economic interests and agendas, and was 
articulated through tropes and themes that were mostly based on Maronite 
tradition and Biblical references.3 

Bawardi shows in his work how the “Lebanist” nationalist discourse, 
then seen through the prism of  the supposed continuity between modern 
Lebanon and its ancient Phoenician past,4 was developed under the French 
Mandate (1920–1943) and after the independence as a cultural project 

1
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representations, and aesthetic practices that have promoted a Christian nationalist 
discourse in Lebanon from the early 1970s to the present. Religiously infused 
images and symbols, taken from Christian textual sources, liturgical and devo-
tional practices, and iconography are powerfully used in narratives that convey 
the image of  Lebanon as part of  a Christian faithscape and depict a brave 
history of  resistance. Religious themes and images are also used to legitimize 
political leaders through the language of  sainthood, prophecy, and salvation, 
in order to create a sense of  affective proximity and emotional community 
between the leaders and their followers. The contrast between disenchantment 
and moral rebirth, doom and salvation highlights the religious dimensions of  
politics and the nexus between communal identity, sectarian affiliation, and 
political mobilization in modern Lebanon.

Francesco Mazzucotelli
University of  Pavia
francesco.mazzucotelli@unipv.it

Keywords:
Lebanon, Lebanese civil war, Lebanese Christians, 
Religious nationalism, Sectarianism

To cite this:
Mazzucotelli, Francesco. “The Imagery of  Christian 
Nationalism in Lebanon.” Religiographies, vol. 2, no. 2 
(2023): 105–121.  

mailto:francesco.mazzucotelli@unipv.it


Francesco Mazzucotelli 107

5
Basilius Bawardi, The Lebanese–Phoenician Nationalist 
Movement: Literature, Language and Identity (London: I. 
B. Tauris, 2016).

6
Zeina Maasri, Cosmopolitan Radicalism: The Visual Poli-
tics of  Beirut’s Global Sixties (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020).

7
Zeina Maasri, Off  the Wall: Political Posters of  the Lebanese 
Civil War (London: I. B. Tauris, 2009), 46–52.

8
Maasri, Off  the Wall, xxiv. Maasri, Cosmopolitan Radi-
calism, 23.

that used multiple tools, including history textbooks, archaeological sites 
and museums, poetry and literature, art festivals, music, and movies.5 
This production amounted to an attempt at constructing cultural hege-
mony within the Lebanese context. The project was manifestly political 
in content and vocation because it wanted to consolidate the Lebanese 
nation-state and its identity, constructed around its imagined Phoenician 
and Christian roots.

In this essay, I am concerned with the production and dissemination 
of  images, iconography, aesthetic practices, and visual representations that 
have promoted a Christian nationalist discourse in Lebanon from the early 
1970s to the present. From a methodological and theoretical point of  view, 
I refer to the considerations advanced by Maasri about the intersection 
between visuality, art, design, and politics in the specific historical and 
political context of  Lebanon before and after the civil war (1975–1990).6 
Posters, leaflets, flyers, photographs, statues, and later on images in jpeg 
and gif  format contain symbolic codes and cultural meanings, incite reac-
tions, command power, and call on onlookers to act as political subjects.

Political images are part of  the process of  propaganda, which is meant 
to manufacture consent, shape perceptions and behaviors, and instigate 
change in the target audience, but they also are symbolic sites of  struggle. 
In the everyday dimension of  contentious politics, politically committed 
art played and continues to play a powerful role as a vector of  meanings. 
Yet, the aesthetic vocabulary and the practices of  political images in Leba-
non do not constitute a unified typology. This means that the analysis of  
signs, texts, visual effects, and aesthetic materializations cannot be disen-
tangled from the political discourse and the historical context in which 
each image was produced. 

The production of  political images in Lebanon has been stimulated by 
the intense artistic and literary production, intellectual fervor, and radical 
political activism that have flourished in Beirut since the 1960s, drawing 
inspiration from graphic design, transnational modernism, Socialist real-
ism, and traditional religious iconography. Even if  the bulk of  this produc-
tion was located in the Palestinian and leftist milieus of  West Beirut, a 
considerable spillover was also seen in the Christian-majority areas.7

The ephemeral nature of  posters, leaflets, banners and, later on, blogs 
and websites, poses a significant problem, as does the massive destruc-
tion brought by conflicts and the deliberate destruction of  artifacts that 
were deemed excessively sensitive or not worthy of  preservation. Maasri 
explains how she managed to collect some five hundred posters from the 
civil war period and turn them into a digital database, with the intention 
to make it accessible through customized searches to “provide insightful 
research material for other interested scholars and students.”8 

From this perspective, I treat the posters and images that were digi-
talized, uploaded, and made available on the Signs of  Conflict website as 
primary sources, and look through these primary sources at the production 
of  meanings, and at how they are performed in public spaces. 

I first provide a historical and theoretical introduction to the concept 
of  Christian nationalism in Lebanon and its correlation with sectarianism 
as both an institutionalized political system and a political culture.

I then intend to show how the use of  religious images and vocabu-
lary establishes a nexus between territory and history that is invoked to 
perorate Lebanese independence and its mission as the fortress of  Chris-
tianity in the Holy Land of  the divine revelation, where Jesus Christ lived 
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and preached. In this way, the land of  Lebanon is conceptualized as part 
of  a faithscape and a sacred geography, and its turbulent past is reinvented 
as a brave history of  religious resistance. I intend to point out how this 
teleological interpretation of  history is invoked to reinforce the continuity 
between past and present, and the connection to the land. 

I then proceed to show how religious themes are invoked to legiti-
mize political leaders, providing them with an aura of  devotion, mysticism, 
and even prophetic qualities that reinforce the affective proximity and the 
emotional closeness between the leader and his followers. In the Lebanese 
Christian context considered in this essay, this connection between lead-
ers and followers is often predicated on a strong anti-elitist discourse, and 
aims at consolidating the perception of  an emotional community.

I also intend to explain how images, words, and references taken 
from the local religious traditions, even in their more vernacular forms, 
prompt a strong sense of  victimhood and martyrdom, with repercus-
sions on the cycles of  selective memory, amnesia, violence, and repres-
sion that have been examined in the Lebanese post-conflict context after 
the end of  the civil war (1975–1990).9 In this framework, I show how the 
contrast between disenchantment and moral rebirth, as well as doom and 
salvation, highlights the religious dimensions of  politics and the nexus 
between communal identity, sectarian affiliation, and political mobilization 
in modern Lebanon.10 

Christian Nationalism and Sectarianism in Lebanon
Lebanon’s current political system is based on the 1926 Constitution and the 
1943 National Pact, the latter a trans-sectarian gentlemen’s agreement that 
promoted the interests of  a rapidly developing financial and commercial bour-
geoisie, mostly based in the capital city, Beirut.11 This pact balanced the need 
for a political compromise among the country’s bourgeois and land-owning 
elites with the need to preserve Lebanon’s nature vis-à-vis the Arab world and 
its anti-colonial experience.12

On the one hand, the pact created a consociational and clientelist 
system based on a power-sharing formula that fed reciprocal vetoes and 
ultimately resulted in fragile state institutions. On the other hand, the 
pact did not reduce the aspirations of  pan-Arab nationalists towards a 
rapprochement between Lebanon and the other member countries of  the 
Arab League, nor did it ease the anxiety of  many Christians (in particular 
Maronites) who were scared by the prospect of  an assimilation into an 
Arab-Islamic environment. Some of  them clung to the claim that Leba-
non was the “national homeland of  the Christians in the Middle East.”13

This idea expanded the thesis, initially endorsed by Henri Lammens, 
known as asile du Liban, which saw the country as the mountain refuge 
of  persecuted religious minorities through the centuries. Such a theory 
provided a teleological interpretation of  history and a perspective of  mani-
fest destiny that was claimed by the advocates of  Lebanese peculiarity 
versus the rest of  the Middle East.14 

The 1960s saw the rise of  a new radical Left, characterized by the 
intersection of  Marxism, Maoism, Third-Worldism, and militant support 
for Palestinian national rights. This triggered a radicalization of  the Leba-
nese Christian political field, at first with the formation of  the coalition 
of  right-wing parties known as the “Tripartite Alliance” in 1968, and later 
with the call for a partition or a division of  the country along sectarian 
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lines, aimed at a homogeneous Christian territorial polity, either in the 
form of  an autonomous canton or as a wholly independent state.15

The Université Saint-Esprit de Kaslik, founded in 1938 by the monas-
tic Lebanese Maronite Order, was the beacon of  a militant current of  
thought that blended and expanded many pre-existing themes of  Christian 
isolationism and steered them in a strongly sectarian direction, emphasiz-
ing the (alleged) Marxist and Islamic threat.16 This milieu provided intel-
lectual legitimization to the Christian (Maronite in particular) supremacist 
political groups that eventually morphed into the right-wing Lebanese 
Front at the onset of  the Lebanese civil war.17 

The discourse of  Maronite leader Bashir al-Jumayyil was predicated 
on the idea of  a Christian identity threatened by Arab nationalism, mili-
tant Islamism, and Marxism (or a combination of  the three). This idea 
was coupled with slogans and catchphrases about resilience and perse-
verance against perceived threats of  submission and erasure. According 
to Thuselt,18 this discourse marked the transition of  a vast sector of  the 
Maronite constituency from a self-perception as the vanguard of  moder-
nity, and the elite of  the Lebanese nation-state, towards a self-percep-
tion as an ethnic minority under constant threat of  annihilation.19 In this 
context, according to Felsch, Lebanese nationalism became synonymous 
with the protection of  Lebanon’s Christians against Arab nationalism, 
Islam disguised as Arabism, and Third-Worldism.20 

As Haddad argued, it is difficult to disentangle nationalist from sectar-
ianist discourses in the modern Middle East.21 On the one hand, sectarian 
discourses need to be understood in the frame of  the nation-state para-
digm and the imagination of  volatile national identities. On the other hand, 
the problematization of  the relationship between sectarian identities and 
nationalism questions the notion of  the artificiality of  the nation-state 
in the Middle East and the conceptualization of  nationalism as a wholly 
imported political theory.

The nature of  sectarianism is among the most discussed topics in 
Lebanese politics and contemporary history. At its most elementary level, 
sectarianism in Lebanon can be defined as a system of  power-sharing 
along confessional lines, predicated on formal and informal arrangements. 
This includes, but is not limited to, the allocation of  parliamentary seats, 
the formation of  cabinets, and the appointments in the higher ranks of  
the public administration according to predetermined quotas set for each 
of  the eighteen officially recognized religious groups.

In fact, recent academic debates on sectarianism have problematized 
the concept and highlighted how this emotionally charged term, often 
used in petty polemics, needs to be carefully contextualized in time and 
space.22 Since the groundbreaking work of  Makdisi, who theorized the 
notion of  the “modernity of  sectarianism” and explained the politici-
zation of  sectarian identities as both a reaction and an alternative to the 
late Ottoman modernization attempts,23 a significant part of  the existing 
literature appears to be positioned on a continuum, with primordialist and 
instrumentalist understandings at either end.24 

Lebanese Marxist scholars such as Mas’ud Dahir and Fawwaz 
Traboulsi have argued that sectarian identities and praxis cannot be discon-
nected from the dimension of  social class and class conflict. Sectarianism 
is best understood, in their perspective, not as a form of  false conscious-
ness, but rather as a historically determined mode of  Lebanon’s incorpora-
tion (and that of  the Middle East at large) in the capitalist world-system.25
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Important recent contributions have interwoven sectarianism with neopatri-
monialism, clientelism, and the fragility of  the rentier model,26 or have analyzed 
its political economy through the prism of  its systems of  alternative welfare,27 
or its spatialized dimension through the provision of  services in exchange for 
political support in urban neighborhoods.28

The ongoing debate on the nature of  sectarianism has fostered a 
vigorous and stimulating scholarly discussion that continues to shed 
light on Lebanon’s political history. Here, however, I suggest that 
significant insight can also be acquired through studying the intersec-
tion between nationalism and religious identities, relying on the theo-
retical frameworks and case studies related to the late Ottoman and 
post-Ottoman period in different areas of  the former Ottoman Empire. 
Based on the existing literature on nationalism studies, nationalist histo-
riographies, and modernizing geographies in the post-Ottoman space, I 
intend to shed light on the attempt at fostering homogenizing and exclu-
sive identities that are constructed as the foundation of  mass political 
mobilization, through the morphing of  fluid Ottoman millet identities into 
new national allegiances.29 In particular, this process takes place through 
the sectarianization of  space, sometimes turning it into faithspaces, and 
through the consolidation of  an emotional community around a charis-
matic leader.   

Images of  the Homeland: Geography and Identity 
In 1919, Charles Corm rallied a group of  ardent Francophile businessmen and 
intellectuals around the project of  a literary journal called La Revue Phénicienne 
that supported the idea of  an independent Lebanon under French tutelage 
within its supposedly natural borders. The journal postulated that modern 
Lebanon was the continuation of  the ancient Phoenician civilization, and 
framed the latter in a trans-Mediterranean geography and a European civiliza-
tion context through the mythological connections between Agenor, the Phoe-
nician king of  Tyre, and his son Cadmus, founder and first king of  Thebes. 
This “resurrection” of  Phoenicia, as Salibi put it,30 was largely in line with other 
nationalist movements in the Middle East, which sought to ground national 
identities and political legitimacy in their ancient, glorious past. Archaeolog-
ical digs, origin mythologies, and foundational epics all conveyed a sense of  
national pride and a fed a narrative of  anticolonial redemption through the 
recovery of  past grandeur and political independence.31 

Corm and his acolytes were influenced by the political thought of  
the French nationalist Right, which had found its way into the Christian 
intellectual circles of  Beirut and Mount Lebanon through the Jesuit-run 
Université Saint-Joseph, founded in 1875. In the highly volatile context of  
Mount Lebanon under Ottoman rule in the nineteenth century, schools 
and colleges run by the Jesuits had sought to counter the expansion of  
Protestant, pro-British educational institutions, and to promote a Catholic 
education that was French in language, culture, curriculum, and political 
orientation.32 On the one hand, Jesuit-run facilities became the incubator 
of  a new Christian political and intellectual elite that was overwhelmingly 
Catholic by religion and Francophile by culture.33 On the other hand, 
the same schools acted as a conveyor belt for the clericalist conservative 
thought of  the French Right as it was developed during the years of  the 
Third Republic.34

Among the authors that most influenced Corm and the La Revue 
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The region of  Mount Lebanon was indirectly ruled by 
the Ottoman Empire through a quasi-feudal system 
of  landowning families and received an autonomous 
status with wide prerogatives of  self-government 
through the Règlement Organique of  1861 and 1864.

Phénicienne circle, Maurice Barrès played a special role. Barrès was a French 
writer and politician who was a close associate of  Gabriele D’Annunzio 
and Charles Maurras, the founder of  the monarchist Action Française. 
From his relationship with Maurras and Paul Déroulède, Barrès developed 
the notion of  nationalisme intégral and praised a holistic view of  a human 
community finally purged of  its allogenous elements and brought back to 
its supposed authenticity.35 In his view, the nation would form a spiritual 
and organic totality, revitalized and unified through its common origin 
once all the elements outside the national consensus (by which he implied 
social conflicts and religious minorities) were eventually removed.36 The 
value Barrès accorded to the relationship between la terre et les morts (“the 
land and the dead”) led him to confer outstanding significance to some 
specific places that he considered as infused with the memory of  collective 
sacrifice or with an aura of  supernatural energy. There he felt the beating 
pulse of  the nation, as he did at the hill of  Sion-Vaudémont, which he 
celebrated in his 1913 poem, La Colline inspirée.37 

After a trip to the Levant in 1914, Barrès wrote Une enquête aux pays 
du Levant, where he exalted the supernatural force exuding from some 
place connected to Phoenician and Greek mythology. The nascent Leba-
nese nationalist discourse enthusiastically embraced this celebration, and 
embraced in an almost cult-like manner the veneration of  Lebanon’s 
paysage (landscape) as the receptacle of  the nation’s essence and character.38 
Barrès expressed theories that were useful to refute the pan-Arab thesis, 
which postulated a common pan-Arab national identity based on the use 
of  Classical Arabic as a literary language and the use of  various vernacu-
lar forms of  Arabic as the main language of  everyday interaction. In fact, 
writers and intellectuals during and after World War I argued for a distinct 
Lebanese (or alternatively Syrian) national identity based on territory (in a 
strongly deterministic sense) and historical memory rather than language.39  

Corm expanded these themes in a 1934 poem titled La Montagne 
inspirée, in a clear reference to the work by Barrès. The core of  the poem 
is a tribute to Lebanon’s civilizational mission through the ages and its 
extraneity relative to its Arab-Islamic surroundings. Corm used references 
to the Crusades to celebrate the relations between Maronite and Frankish 
rulers (and, by extension, between Lebanon and France) and to consoli-
date the historical essence of  Lebanon as a quintessentially Christian area, 
part of  the sacred geography of  the Bible and the history of  Christianity.40 
Corm shared with Barrès the idea that some places were endowed with a 
special role in the history and the identity of  the nation, and believed in 
the persistence of  a genius loci that shaped the particular character of  Leba-
non, or its Volksgeist.41

The combination of  an idea of  the land as foundational for national 
identity, with an idea of  the land as a mountain refuge for oppressed reli-
gious minorities, nourished a narrative that praised the exceptional features 
of  Lebanon and its difference from the rest of  the Middle East. In this 
narrative, the mountain region known in modern times as Mount Leba-
non (Ǧabal Lubnān in Arabic) was at once the main demographic cluster 
of  the Christian population, the historical precursor of  an independent 
Lebanon,42 and, metaphorically speaking, the embodiment of  the identity 
and values of  the nation.

In a wartime poster of  the Lebanese Forces, a Christian right-wing 
militia (today a political party), a snowy and apparently barren mountain 
landscape features a vertical jet that looks like a stylized human figure 
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holding a party logo. A smaller caption in the margin below locates this 
poster in the region of  Kisrawan-Ftouh, the major stronghold of  Leba-
nese Forces during most of  the war period. The main caption reads, 
“Through the highness of  the mountain, the resurrection of  Lebanon.” 
(Fig. 1) Here the word šumūḫ (which can be translated as glory, honor, or 
pride, and therefore is meant to suggest moral as well as orographic eleva-
tion) is associated with the word qiyāmah, which means resurrection in the 
afterlife, and is usually associated with doomsday and, in an Arabic-speak-
ing Christian context, the resurrection of  Jesus Christ.

The parallelism between the passion and resurrection of  Jesus Christ 
and the tribulations of  Lebanon during the war is a frequent trope. It 
clearly appears in a poster designed in 1982 by Pierre Sadek, a prominent 
political cartoonist and fervent supporter of  Lebanese nationalism,43 in 
the aftermath of  the assassination of  President Bashir al-Jumayyil, the 
former military commander and charismatic leader of  the Christian right-
wing Lebanese Front. Here, the cross of  Christ is planted in the land of  
Lebanon, and is actually a tree that is rooted in the mountainous land-
scape. The white cloth on the cross is dripping blood, and is positioned 
in a way that could also loosely resemble the word Lubnān (Lebanon) in 
Arabic script. (Fig. 2)

A greenish mountain landscape with a rising sun forms the backdrop 
for yet another poster with a repeated image of  a fighter in full combat 
gear and a giant logo of  the Lebanese Forces. The caption reads, “My 
comrade . . . You are heroism, you are faith, you are the persistence of  
Lebanon.” (Fig. 3) As Maasri notes,44 this poster offers an abridged version 
of  another, text-laden one that praises the virtues of  the prototypical 
Christian fighter. Addressed to an ideal “resisting comrade” who is fighting 
in the mountains, the manifesto states that “through your faith, you fought 
for the sake of  the most precious, holiest, and deepest of  the causes,” 
which is the protection of  “our free, dignified Christian existence in this 
environment.” The militia fighter is defined as “the shield of  our Christian 
people, the defensive wall of  its freedom, and the guarantee for its 

Fig. 2. Lebanon. Photograph © Pierre Sadek. 
Collection Wassim Jabre.

Fig. 3. My comrade, you are heroism, you are faith, 
you are the persistance of  Lebanon. Photograph © 
Kasparian. Collection Wassim Jabre.

Fig. 1. Through the highness of  the mountain, the 
resurrection of  Lebanon. Collection Wassim Jabre.
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survival.” (Fig. 4) A visual rendition of  all these concepts appeared in 1984 in 
the issue 29 of  al-Masīrah, the journal of  the Lebanese Forces, on the occasion 
of  the ninth anniversary of  the civil war’s outbreak. Here an armed soldier 
stands solidly in the foreground, in an assertive posture, guarding an idyllic 
mountain village in the background, replete with red-tiled houses, orchards, 
and children walking towards a church with its steeple. (Fig. 5) On December 
22, 1984, the same journal published a poster titled Milād at.fāl ǧabalnā (“Christ-
mas of  the children of  our mountain,” with emphasis on the adjective “our”). 
Here the composition brims with nostalgia: the scenery is lush and sunny, and 
a farmer is tilling the land in an archetypal mountain village with stone houses, 
a well, a fountain, and a church at its very heart. The scene takes the form of  a 
Christmas ornament, as if  it were a Christmas wish, with children in black and 
white in the foreground, starting along the path that might bring them back to 
the colors of  the village. (Fig. 6)

The historical context of  the last image is the “War of  the Mountain,” 
fought in the Chouf  region and central Lebanon between September 1983 
and February 1984. The Lebanese National Resistance Front (Druze and 
Communist militias) utterly defeated the Lebanese Forces, and Christian 
civilians were expulsed from the region. The caption of  the 1984 poster 
reads, “Next Christmas in the village,” alluding to the prospect of  a swift 
return, whereas the process in fact took decades, and was certainly not 
achieved through military means.45

On the one hand, the trope of  the village as a place of  belonging and 
a lieu de mémoire is a mainstay in Lebanese nationalist discourse that predates 
the civil war and is still powerful today. The rural idyll of  the mountain 
village remains strongly evocative of  a largely fictionalized traditional life-
style, far from the hustle and bustle of  Beirut, the big city, where identity, 
family ties, and values are supposedly diluted. 

The 1967 musical film Safar Barlik, written by the Rahbani brothers 
and starring Lebanese diva Fairouz, is a romanticized story of  love and 
resistance against the Ottoman general mobilization and a call to arms 
in World War I. The events are set in an imaginary (and mostly unlikely) 
village that apparently has no overt confessional affiliation, but that can 

Fig. 5. I am a resistant . . . I remain here. Photograph 
© Tamari. Fig. 6. The Christmas of  the children of  our 

mountain, 22 December 1984 . . . The coming 
holiday in the village. 

Fig. 4. My resisting comrade . . . Bashir lives in us so 
that our Lebanon remains alive. Collection Hoover 
Institution Archives.
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be assumed as mostly Christian because of  its location in the highlands.46 
The script still clings to the patriotic narrative of  a shared national entente 
among Christians and Muslims against Ottoman rule, depicted as despotic, 
ridiculous, and corrupt at the same time. 

This narrative was celebrated in Les pleureuses (“The weeping women”), 
a sculpture created by Yusuf  Hoyek in 1930 for a major square in the 
center of  Beirut and dedicated to a group of  “martyrs,” or leading nation-
alist figures who had been sentenced to death by the Ottoman military 
governor Cemal Paşa in the spring of  1915.47 At that time, and even more 
so in the following decades, the rhetoric of  national unity uneasily tried 
to hide the reality of  a very heated debate on the definition of  Lebanon’s 
national identity and the forever unresolved tension between Lebanese-
ness and Arabness.48 In Where Do We Go Now?, a 2011 film directed by 
Nadine Labaki, a remote mountain village appears as an idealized micro-
cosm, marked by both friendship and tensions between Christians and 
Muslims, which seemingly encapsulates all the characteristics of  Lebanon, 
taking the metaphor of  the nation as a village and the village as the mirror 
of  the nation to the most conspicuous level.49

On the other hand, however, Christian nationalist representations 
of  the mountain village include an additional layer. The village does not 
merely appear as “Lebanese” or “traditional,”50 whatever the two terms 
might mean: it is explicitly Christian. The religious dimension of  this imag-
ery conveys a sense of  belonging and a community-based perception of  
the entre-soi that reflects the deeply spatialized nature of  Lebanese sectari-
anism in its everyday materiality. In post-conflict Lebanon, urban, peri-ur-
ban, and rural spaces are contested and refashioned along confessional 
lines, through the reproduction of  physical and symbolical borders and 
boundaries: oversized churches, huge crosses on higher grounds, roadside 
shrines, and statues of  saints are built and maintained to reinforce the 
Christian character of  villages and landscapes, acting in every way as land 
markers and bordering devices.51

The signification of  space through religious symbols is a central 
component in the construction of  sectarian narratives that portray locals 
in opposition to a stereotyped (albeit historically changeable) Other. The 
latter is invariably seen as savage, cruel, and as a threat to the ontological 
security of  the community, in a reductionist and often obsessive under-
standing of  history. The territorial limits of  the village (or an urban neigh-
borhood that sometimes reproduces village relationships and mentalities) 
are therefore seen as the front line in defending the group’s identity and its 
self-perception.52 As a play on words and religious stereotypes, the enemy 
is described as al-qātil (“the murderer”), while the devout Christian soldier 
(al-muqātil, or “the combatant”) is photographed in a moment of  prayer. 
(Fig. 7) In order to keep Lebanon on the world’s map, (Fig. 8) the exter-
nal other (such as the Ottoman rulers, the Syrian army, or the Palestinian 
militants) must be defeated in the same way as the internal other (such as 
leftists and non-conformist Christians). (Fig. 9)

Among the prominent features in the aesthetics of  Lebanese nation-
alism, the cedar tree also has a central place. It figures on the national 
flag, institutional logos, commercial brands, and party symbols. Accord-
ing to Sassine, a careful scrutiny of  right-wing publications, including the 
journal Lebnaan between 1975 and 1979, shows how the cedar tree was 
described as a national motif  that dated back to the Phoenician era, when 
it was used in shipyards as a prestige commodity.53 In this way, the cedar 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bEsl8-pQISE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bEsl8-pQISE
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tree reinforced the connection between territory and heritage, geography 
and history. More important, however, was the religious interpretation of  
the cedar tree, which was described in these publications as the biggest 
and most beautiful plant, created by God as a testimony to the special, 
benevolent attention he reserved for the land of  Lebanon as part of  the 
sacred geography of  the Holy Land. The cedar tree features in the Song of  
Songs (5:15), where it is said about one of  the two lovers that “his coun-
tenance is as Lebanon, excellent as the cedars,” while the bride is defined 
as “a fountain of  gardens, a well of  living waters, and streams from Leba-
non” (4:15), but also like “the lily among thorns” (2:2). Maronite tradition 
reads the song as an allegory of  the relationship between Christ and the 
Maronite Church, besieged by heretics and infidels,54 whereas Christian 
nationalist discourses by the end of  the 1970s read the song in terms of  
the relationship between God and Lebanon.

A few decades earlier, Charles Corm waxed lyrical about the mystical 
halo of  the cedar tree, which he saw as suggesting nobility, majesty, and 
sturdy perseverance in the face of  marauding armies and invading empires 
which invariably crumbled at its feet. In La Montagne inspirée, cedars incar-
nate the power of  resilience based on Christian values and the merits of  
a rural, modest life (in opposition to the decadence and miscegenation of  
city life). The cedar is both the image and the metaphor of  Wadi Qadisha, 
the heartland of  the Maronites and the holy valley of  the monks who fled 
their lands of  origin and retreated to the furthest mountains to preserve 
their faith and identity.55 

All these religious images and symbols reinforce the connection with 
the land and the political claims attached to it, leaving a distinctly Christian 
stamp on the Christian Lebanese nationalist discourse about the landscape. 

Images of  the Leader: Charisma and Sainthood
In this section, I would like to show how religious images are equally powerful 
in the construction and legitimization of  charismatic leaders. 

Throughout the twentieth century, the political arena in present-day 

Fig.7. The murderer . . . The combatant. Collection Hoover Institution Archives.

Fig. 8. Collection Wassim Jabre.

Fig. 9. Your schemes are uncovered and justice will 
triumph.
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Lebanon has been defined by client politics around urban and rural nota-
bles, who usually drew (and continue to draw) their power and legitimacy 
from inheritance, familial relationships, personal patrimony, and a strong 
bond with their territory of  origin.56

In the Christian context, notables, or zuʿamā’ as they are called in local 
parlance, often encountered stiff  opposition from the Maronite Church, 
whose lower clergy and monastic orders had sympathized with peasant 
uprisings since the nineteenth century,57 and from mass-based parties as 
a result of  urbanization in the twentieth century.58 Since the 1930s, mass 
parties, mostly supported by students, lower-middle class employees, and 
professionals, and recently urbanized manual laborers, presented them-
selves as the champions of  the common folk and the only alternative to 
the notables.59

The Christian nationalist parties presented themselves as the heralds 
of  modernity and, at the same time, the gatekeepers of  tradition. On 
the one hand, they exhibited the features of  a modern nationalist mass-
based party, in contrast to the quasi-feudal landlords and their clientele; 
on the other hand, they staunchly referred to the values and doctrine 
of  the Maronite Church, of  which they aspired to become the temporal 
representatives.60

In the case of  Pierre al-Jumayyil, the founder of  the Lebanese Phalan-
ges Party, and his son Bashir, arguably the most iconic representative of  
Christian nationalism in Lebanon, the political ideology was centered 
along two main axes: on the one hand, an idea of  the nation as a commu-
nity of  will, with its specific “mission” or “cause” (qad. iyyah) inferred by a 
teleological interpretation of  history; on the other hand, a positioning that 
is defined as “popular” (š ʿabī ), but that could more properly be labeled as 
populist or völkisch, standing in contrast with the perceived elitism of  tradi-
tional politics and calling for the establishment of  a strong (qāwī ) state.61

Both Pierre and Bashir al-Jumayyil combined populism with a cult 
of  youthfulness, virility, and physical vigor, which mirrored the spiritual 
vigor of  a rejuvenated Christian community, eventually woke, united, and 
brimming with awareness (waʿī ).62 Ostentations of  machismo and military 
hierarchy coexisted with the cult of  the leader, especially when it helped 
to mobilize disenfranchised youth in urban peripheries.63

The charismatic legitimization of  the leader in the Lebanese Christian 
arena has been understood as a relationship between leader and follow-
ers based on the defense of  the national cause and the desire to build an 
affective community. In a poster created by Pierre Sadek for the Leba-
nese Phalanges Party, Pierre al-Jumayyil is portrayed as a stylized profile 
against a darker background. His body is crossed by two flags: one is the 
national flag of  Lebanon; the other bears the logo of  the party, but the 
red stripes of  the national flag morph into streams and drops of  blood, 
suggesting a notion of  self-sacrifice at the expense of  one own’s life that 
is reinforced by the caption, proudly celebrating “forty-four years at the 
service of  Lebanon.” (Fig. 10)

The leader needn’t be a winner all the time. His defeats and trou-
bles mirror the nation’s predicament and can be framed through regis-
ters and images that evoke the Passion and Resurrection of  Christ. In 
a 1983 poster, the portrait of  Pierre al-Jumayyil is superimposed over a 
botched image of  the statue of  Yasūʿ al-malik (Christ the King), which 
hovers above the bay of  Jounieh, the Christian stronghold to which many 
Christians fled from Beirut during the civil war.64 The caption in Arabic 

Fig. 10. 44 years at the service of  Lebanon. 
Photograph © Pierre Sadek. Collection Karl Bassil.
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can be translated in multiple ways. It might be interpreted as “Protect him 
for our sake,” where the faithful ask Jesus to protect Pierre al-Jumayyil. 
However, it could also be interpreted as “Protect it for our sake,” meaning 
Lebanon. In this case, the addressee might be Jesus or Pierre al-Jumayyil 
himself. Whereas the statue of  Jesus displays what in Catholic iconography 
is referred to as the Sacred Heart, the leader is shown as literally having 
the entirety of  Lebanon in lieu of  his heart. (Fig. 11)

The relevance of  religious symbolism, in particular in the Maronite 
tradition, in the process of  iconizing the leader can be fully appreciated in 
the case of  the late President Bashir al-Jumayyil. According to Haugbølle, 
the particularity of  the constructed image of  Bashir al-Jumayyil lies in the 
ubiquity of  references to the cedar (in the sense explained earlier) and the 
cross of  Christ, which allows Christian right-wing propaganda to depict 
him as the sacrificial lamb.65 There is a plethora of  audiovisual sources, 
whose modes of  fruition are important in Haugbølle’s analysis as much 
as their content. Such sources feed into a veneration of  the leader that is 
full of  explicit references and implicit subtexts of  a religious nature: the 
death of  Bashir al-Jumayyil echoes the Passion of  Christ, and revivifying 
his political message means the rebirth of  the Christian Lebanese identity. 
Bashir al-Jumayyil was assassinated on September 14, 1982. A poster produced 
for the anniversary of  his death shows the leader’s face inside a cone of  light 
that is projected from heaven onto the land of  Lebanon against a very dark 
and slightly menacing background. Even if  there are no explicit references to 
God, the composition of  the scene is reminiscent of  Catholic (and Orthodox) 
images of  the Baptism and the Transfiguration of  Jesus. (Fig. 12)

The parallelism of  Jesus and Bashir al-Jumayyil is taken to the extreme 
in a poster drawn by political cartoonist Pierre Sadek in 1982, where the 
assassinated leader is shown wearing a crown of  thorns, just like Jesus 
along the Way of  the Cross. The thorns are in fact a form of  stylized letter-
ing of  the word Lubnān (“Lebanon”), with the dots of  the Arabic letters 

Fig. 12. 14 September. Photograph © Raidy. 
Collection Zeina Maasri.

Fig. 11. Preserve it for us . . . The forty-seventh 
anniversary of  the foundation of  the Lebanese 
Phalanges. Collection Wassim Jabre.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/03/05/pressures-threaten-christian-lebanons-calm/9d5b16f7-bce1-4873-be88-463e1fe55968/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/03/05/pressures-threaten-christian-lebanons-calm/9d5b16f7-bce1-4873-be88-463e1fe55968/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/03/05/pressures-threaten-christian-lebanons-calm/9d5b16f7-bce1-4873-be88-463e1fe55968/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/03/05/pressures-threaten-christian-lebanons-calm/9d5b16f7-bce1-4873-be88-463e1fe55968/
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middle of  the 1980s, Samir Ja’ja’ was jailed between 
1994 and 2005 and, since then, has been the leader of  
the Lebanese Forces refashioned as a political party 
within the “14 March” coalition.   

68
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et le za’îm.”

bā’ and nūn rendered as drops of  blood. (Fig. 13)
The (male) leader can be an exceptional individual who is praised for 

his qualities, virtues, and achievements, but most importantly he is seen 
as the person who embodies the aspirations and feelings of  his entire 
constituency. It is for this reason that hagiographies of  leaders are often 
composed through the register of  continuing “the dream” (h. ulm), meaning 
the more idealistic political aspirations of  the Christian constituency, in 
contrast with an economic and political reality that seems either depress-
ing or dysfunctional.66 It is therefore not surprising that many posters 
celebrate or call for the continuation of  the masīrah, which can be literally 
translated as “procession,” but in political contexts is more often associ-
ated with the political path of  the party, especially when it is involved in 
highly contentious and conflictual politics. In a poster commissioned by 
the Lebanese Forces in April 1983, the assassinated leader appears to be 
participating in a sort of  relay race, passing a weapon as if  it were a baton 
to a nondescript fighter who can nevertheless be identified as a member of  
the Lebanese Forces because of  the delta sign on his equipment. (Fig. 14)

The images of  wartime posters are largely consistent with consider-
ations raised in later case studies of  political anthropology in the Leba-
nese Christian context. This area of  research shows how the practices of  
commemoration of  Lebanese Christian leaders still draw on the symbolic 
repertoire of  Christianity in Lebanon, with a particular emphasis on the 
images of  the two fighting saints, George and Elias, who stand out as 
nationalist symbols against foreign enemies and invaders. 

The image of  Samir Ja’ja’, for example, combines elements of  deep 
mysticism, messianic anxieties, and a rhetoric based on notions of  mission 
and martyrdom.67 At once a hardened warlord and a devout Christian, Ja’ja’ 
seemingly projects an image of  sainthood that, in line with the traditions 
and perceptions of  Eastern Christianity, can alternate military assertive-
ness with monachal ascesis.68 Ja’ja’, who often boasted about his humble 
social and geographical origins to differentiate himself  from the elites, 
is often compared to the “resistants” of  the nineteenth century, like the 
monk Ephrem;69 the mystic peasant Taniyus Shahin, who led the anti-feu-
dal peasant uprising in 1858; and the “saint of  the mountain,” Charbel 
Makhlouf, who has been venerated since the 1950s as a Christian and 
national icon who embodies the essence of  Maronitism. 

According to Heyberger, the relatively recent construction of  the cult 
of  Charbel Makhlouf  is extremely important in what he calls the conse-
cration of  Maronite identity. The veneration of  this saint appears largely 
influenced by the counter-revolutionary religiosity of  rural France at the 
end of  the nineteenth century, and is largely sustained by the nationalist 
and spiritualist thought of  Maurice Barrès. Notions of  ascesis, suffer-
ing, and martyrdom are compared with, and connected to the history of  
the Christians of  Lebanon, and in particular of  the Maronites, who are 
imagined as being a mountain fortress always at risk of  subjugation and 
assimilation. The rhetoric of  the land and its roots strengthens the idea of  
Lebanon as a bulwark for Christians, who supposedly enjoy a privileged 
relationship with the land and therefore should have a superior political 
status. The cult of  Saint Charbel, in Heyberger’s analysis, stands at the 
crossroads between religion, territory, and identity, providing a sense of  
destiny for the country and its leading component.70

A fusion of  charismatic, populist, and messianic tropes also comes 
through in the interviews conducted by Lefort71 with a sample of  militants 

Fig. 13. Lebanon. Photograph © Pierre Sadek. 
Collection Wassim Jabre.

Fig. 14. The procession goes on . . . 13 April 1983. 
Photograph © Pierre Sadek. Collection Wassim 
Jabre.
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and supporters of  Michel Aoun.72 His followers often portray him as a 
man of  providence, a popular leader who fights for reinstating a sovereign 
state as an alternative to armed militias and against the interference of  
foreign governments. The tragic events of  the so-called (and ill-fated) “war 
of  liberation” against the Lebanese Forces and the Syrian army between 
March 1989 and October 1990 are read in a frame of  death and rebirth, 
where Aoun’s lifetime events evoke the ancient Near Eastern and Greek 
myth of  Tammuz/Adonis and the Passion of  Christ. Many followers 
ascribe to their leader an almost prophetic ability to read the historical 
and political trends, and to anticipate the strategic choices that can inaugu-
rate a better future for the Christians of  Lebanon. The nature of  “savior” 
(muḫallis.) that some followers ascribe to Aoun is connected with their 
hope for a renewed strength of  Lebanon’s Christians vis-à-vis the (real or 
perceived) threats represented by the final implantation of  Palestinian and 
Syrian refugees, or the rise of  Islamist militant groups. Despite its sover-
eignist and allegedly anti-sectarian agenda, the discourse among many of  
Aoun’s followers is therefore replete with markedly sectarian perceptions 
and contents. At the same time, according to Abirached,73 Aoun’s political 
path shows how a charismatic relationship might play out in a different 
temporality than one based on electoral cycles and short-term notions of  
victory and defeat. From this perspective, charisma in politics seems to be 
grounded not in the actual achievements of  the leaders or their individual 
qualities, but in their ability to activate or reactivate political boundaries 
that allow the members of  the group to perceive themselves as parts of  a 
full political subjectivity. 

It has been argued that the construction of  an imagined emotional 
proximity helps to reanimate the relationship between the masses and 
the leader, to project individual anxieties and expectations into a collec-
tive dimension, and to develop a poetics of  hope that feeds the emotionale 
Vergemeinschaftung (“emotional community-building”) that Weber sees as 
the core of  charismatic authority.74

What is specific to the Lebanese Christian nationalist discourse is how 
these dimensions of  leadership cult and this construction of  the imagined 
community are solidly framed by religious images and concepts that can 
be powerfully evoked and mobilized. However, it would be misleading, 
in my opinion, to understand this process as an instance of  permanence 
of  primordial religious identities. As I showed earlier, the construction of  
nationalist doctrines in Lebanon is a modern phenomenon that is largely 
connected with the rise and development of  nationalist ideas in nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century Europe. Religious and, in this specific case, 
Christian images and themes are used as a language that is deployed by 
nationalist politics in times of  frenetic change and uncertainty. 

In line with the conclusions proposed by Karaömerlioğlu in his analy-
sis of  the political thought of  Nurettin Topçu and his doctrine of  Anato-
lianism,75 I argue that the particular connection of  nationalist and religious 
tropes in the Christian Lebanese context is not merely an obsolete and 
primordial political narrative that is created by new rising elites, but rather 
a modern and seductive manifestation of  powerful dynamics. This inter-
section of  nationalist and religious tropes, as shown earlier through post-
ers and other images, feeds off  territoriality, defined as the defense of  a 
land and the political use of  geography, and belonging, through the use 
of  selective memory and the creation of  narrative arcs that involve a 
supposed golden era then decay, crisis, salvation, and rebirth.

https://www.lebanese-forces.com/2021/07/20/christian-struggle-lebanon/
https://www.lebanese-forces.com/2021/07/20/christian-struggle-lebanon/
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Conclusion
In Lebanon, within the current sectarian political system and social paradigm, 
Christian nationalism appears as a wide spectrum of  discourses and practices 
that ostensibly aim at defending the national identity and the political integrity 
of  Lebanon. These discourses and practices thereby continue to define the 
sense of  belonging to the nation and its history along sectarian lines (in this 
case, being Christian).   

Religiously infused images and symbols play a central role in the frui-
tion and circulation of  all these Christian nationalist discourses. Themes 
taken from the Ancient Testament, the Gospels, or the cult of  saints in 
local traditions and devotional practices are powerfully deployed in three 
main domains: the celebration of  local geography (space), the celebration 
of  local history (time), and the celebration of  the connection between the 
group and its leader (emotional community-building).

One of  the limits of  much of  the existing literature on sectarian-
ism and sectarianization in Lebanon is, in my opinion, its more or less 
conscious appeal to Lebanese exceptionalism, as if  the political develop-
ments in the country were something unique and bizarre. Even when the 
theoretical premises are different, this assumption of  Lebanese exception-
alism ends up reinforcing primordialist understandings of  the country’s 
history, identities, and identity politics.76 

When we look at Lebanon’s sectarian politics not as an exceptional 
local phenomenon predicated on primordial identities and topographies, 
but rather as an assemblage of  different political doctrines, as well as an 
entanglement between religious identities, nationalism, capitalist modern-
ization, class conflict, and formation of  new elites, we have the oppor-
tunity to develop a more nuanced analysis of  Lebanese history, with the 
chance to stimulate an enriching conversation with the histories of  nation-
alisms and identity-building processes in post-Ottoman territories such as 
Turkey, Greece, and Cyprus. 

I think, among many other examples, at the category of  Muslim 
nationalism provided by Zürcher in his analysis of  the political vocabulary 
of  Turkey’s early republican leadership, whose definition of  nationhood 
was still defined and gatekept along religious lines in the early 1920s;77 
or at the nexus between religion and nationalism in the Türk-İslam sentezi 
doctrine of  the late 1970s in Turkey’s right-wing milieus;78 or at the combi-
nation of  Zionist nationalism and Orthodox Judaism in the Tziyonut datit 
(Religious Zionism) and the dati leumi (“religious national”) political camp 
in Israel.79

The power of  the intersection of  religious imagery and nationalism, 
as this article aimed to show, and the heuristic relevance of  its study lies 
in the fact that it helps to explain the inconsistencies of  nationalist and 
sectarian discourses.80 

The map of  the imagined community and its political structure can 
change over time, and its leaders can change tactics and alliances. What 
ultimately matters is the utopian and redemptive character of  the nation-
alist project, its sacralization of  land, and the tension between doom and 
rebirth that founds the mobilizational dimension of  politics. 

Whether through the ubiquitous reference to the Cross, the Passion 
of  Christ, or other established Christian iconography, the religious images 
in the Lebanese Christian nationalist discourse reinforce a utopian dimen-
sion and establish a parallelism between the Christian constituency and 
its leaders, on the one hand, and Jesus Christ, on the other. The images 
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that were discussed in this article do not merely have an aesthetic value; 
they produce meanings, and are meant to reinforce the connection with 
the land, as well as the legitimacy of  the leader, portrayed as the savior, 
founder, and binder of  the community. Religious images provide a power-
ful device of  legitimization and mobilization, even when they can be 
manipulative and used instrumentally for narrow political purposes that 
might very well be at odds with the actual content of  the messages and 
core beliefs of  the corresponding religion. 
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His sacred mission: to erase the Roman Empire, 
establish the Heavenly kingdom from one ocean to the 
other; His sacred instrument: the Heavenly sword.

The Mission of  our king Attila (Miklós Szedlacsik)

Raving (hi)stories? 
Back in early spring 2017, while preparing a paper on alien-related beliefs 
(and apocalypticism) for a conference dedicated to the topic of  the stranger, 
a couple of  days before the academic event I stumbled upon an advertise-
ment1 from the Hungarian Open Academy of  the PPH (Problem Prevention 
International Holding for Competence Development, Coaching and Leader 
Training). The ad offered a free introductory course on lifestyle enhancement 
and self-management. The video course demo came with a stunning title: 
“Intervention from Heaven: Heavenly ‘technical’ help for our King Attila” 
superimposed on a colourful picture (Fig. 1) of  a futuristic megalopolis with 
skyscrapers, space jets, and a giant planet lurking among the purple clouds. I 
was shocked, confused, and nevertheless curious. But alas, the video was avail-
able only upon registration, after receiving a code sent by e-mail by the secre-
tary of  the Open Academy. I didn’t receive my reply until after the conference. 
Thus, in my paper I had to deal with this promising piece of  information as 
an inexorable mystery left only to my guesswork. However, the video lived up 
to my expectations even after the conference had ended. An entire mythology 
unfolded in it, rich with teachings on morality, present and past depravity of  
society, angelic beings of  higher and lower spiritual vibration frequencies living 
in the inner spaces of  the Earth, mysterious lost continents and civilisations, 
extra-terrestrial aliens and spacecrafts, the hidden and forbidden prehistory of  
the Magyar (Hungarian) peoples all over the globe, the sacred eschatological 

1
Accessed 2nd September 2017, http://
nyiltakademia.hu/hu/tudas-coach-kepzes-sze-
dlacsikmiklos-tanoda-problempreventionhold-
ing-pph-hunortrade-boldogelet.

Abstract
The article presents a comparative case study on Hungarian traditional and 
digital media narratives linking new national mythologies to the cultic and 
apocalyptic milieu. It focuses on those imaginary elements that refer to other-
worldly, pre-human, and/or extraterrestrial beings that play an essential role 
in the ethnogenesis and eschatological narratives of  various interrelated new 
mythologies of  nationalistic, religious, spiritual, conspiracist, and alternative 
(pseudo-/para-)scientific environments, as seen through their representations 
in the media. How do these elements (originating from ancient mythologies 
and contemporary global popular culture) interfere with national ideologies and 
religious beliefs? The main questions are how these “ancient and apocalyptic 
aliens” play an active role in the reinvented origin stories of  the Hungarian 
nation, and whether they interlink the beginnings and the millennial views of  
the future.
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See Irving Hexham and Karla Poewe, Understanding 
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mission of  Hungarians to save and heal the world under the guidance of  the 
heavenly guardians, and of  course, among these, the heavenly technical help 
provided for King Attila of  the Huns in his historical task of  eradicating the 
rotten evil Roman empire. I saved the link to the video for later study.2

As might be presumed from this introductory anecdote, the aim of  
this study is to present and interpret beliefs regarding extra-terrestrial alien 
interventions in the (pre)history and (eschatologic) future of  Hungar-
ians, as they appear in new national mythologies in the context of  the 
contemporary cultic milieu of  vernacular religiosity, alternative prehis-
tory, ethnopaganism, New Age spirituality, UFO lore, conspiracy mental-
ity, apocalyptic discourses, and secular millennialism. The question arises 
still as to how it is even possible to link these seemingly unrelated fields 
and topics. They do not even form part of  the mainstream culture, and 
many might consider them irrelevant fringe beliefs, ravings, and nonsen-
sical curiosities. Why study them, why bother with them at all? The fact 
is, they are neither as irrelevant, nor as fringe, nor as ridiculous, and not 
even as unrelated to each other as they may seem. To various extents, these 
motifs all deeply permeate different segments of  contemporary popular 
culture, often intersecting and overlapping each other.3 They constitute an 
extensive, multifaceted, and very complex eclectic, syncretic contemporary 
mythology. Tabloids and social media have their own considerable contri-
bution to the formation of  this global neomythology.4

By using the term “mythology” I have not the slightest intent of  
making a statement about the validity and truth values of  their content;5 it 
simply refers to the fact that these are narratives that describe and explain 
reality for their adherents. Mythology presents itself  as a key term in 
approaching the topic under discussion, because it implies, beyond the 
narrative lines, a well-defined structure, a common archetypal scheme, 
comparable symbolic figures and categories.6 Myth analysis provides one 
of  the best ways to study how certain motifs and topics emerge, resur-
face, change, and come to dominate given world views and attitudes. As a 
researcher of  contemporary mythologies, myth hermeneutics is offering 
me a helping hand to arrive at an unbiased interpretation of  very sensitive 
national discourses.

The mythological approach allows us to perform an objective study 
of  the Hungarian new national mythology. Impartiality and objectivity are 
essential, especially taking into account the fact that academics themselves 
play an important part in these modern myths: they are often seen as evil 
antagonists plotting to suppress the truth about the real origin, identity, and 
predestination of  the nation.7

Fig. 1. “Intervention from Heaven – Heavenly ‘technical’ help for our King Attila,” article illustration (http://
nyiltakademia.hu/hu/tudas-coach-kepzes-szedlacsikmiklos-tanoda-problempreventionholding-pph-hunortrade-
boldogelet).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=62&v=-25ljw0kX9DU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=62&v=-25ljw0kX9DU
https://www.academia.edu/987663/Understanding_Cults_and_New_Religions
https://www.academia.edu/987663/Understanding_Cults_and_New_Religions
https://www.academia.edu/987663/Understanding_Cults_and_New_Religions
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1465740
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Hexham and Poewe, Understanding.

15
Xidakis, “Neomythology,” 6.

Old and new mythologies
Before turning to the presentation of  the myths themselves, however, it is 
important to distinguish between traditional and new mythology. This discrep-
ancy can be deduced from the world view implied in the last sentence of  
the introductory thoughts, which highlights one essential difference between 
classical myths (or myths according to the classical definition)8 and modern 
myths (constituting the realm of  neomythology). By investigating the concept 
of  truth in ancient as well as more recent narratives, we may reach to a better 
understanding of  the role played by knowledge—the different forms of  it 
and those who master or lack it. While classical myths simply revealed the Truth 
(through forms of  knowledge transmitted by divine channels), newer myths 
present an apologetic stance: they defend the truth, contesting academic science, 
often using the methods of  scientific argumentation. It is not only the case that 
science delimits itself  from myth based on the opposition of  rational and irra-
tional; contemporary mythical thinking also reflects on and dissociates itself  
from conventional science. According to Ágnes and Gábor Kapitány, the latter 
attitude reflects a sense of  crisis:

“One of  the most typical reactions in times of  crisis is a return to the 
socio-cultural paradigm before (or outside of) the ways of  thinking that 
have been plunged into crisis. On the one hand, in order to revitalise the 
tired socio-cultural system through fertilising, ‘extra-systemic’ effects, 
and on the other hand, by recognising that the system is becoming 
discontinuous in the way it is, this inevitably brings with it a question-
ing of  its fundamental premises. If  the dominance of  rational-scientific 
thinking has rendered mythological thinking obsolete, in a crisis situa-
tion it is precisely this other approach that is being brought to the fore, 
calling into question and invalidating the previous judgement of  ration-
al-scientific thinking that had downgraded mythological thinking.”9,10

The opportunity to create new myths is offered by gaps in knowledge and the 
need to find a coherent deeper universal explanation.11 These gaps are caused 
either by a lack of  information or by lack of  understanding, both leading to 
the rejection of  traditional, conventional views.12

Kapitány and Kapitány also call attention to the fact that these new 
myths are expressions of  a crisis of  identity13 (on both an individual and 
societal level). If  we take into account that the narratives at the core of  
our investigation are concerned with the past (more precisely the ethno-
genesis) of  the Hungarians—and their future fate—then we may assume 
that they are representations of  a crisis of  national identity in the context 
of  the recent major global and geopolitical paradigm changes. The central 
issue of  Truth in the case of  new national mythology is history. The Greek 
scholar Ioannis Xidakis stresses that in new myths, conventional science 
is either dismissed as being incapable of  providing answers or regarded as 
hostile, and conventional knowledge of  history is rejected as being indif-
ferent,14 from which follows an urge to question and reformulate history, 
based on a perceived “freedom” “to interpret it from the very beginning, 
to rewrite it and to adapt it to their own world view.”15 

World view brings in another question: that of  conviction. Myths, 
including new myths, are not only narratives; in order to function as valid 
world explanations and models for life, they require faith. A long line 
of  social and human scientists from Malinowski, and Durkheim, Weber, 
Frazer, Boas, Turner, Van Gennep, Cassirer, Lévi-Strauss, Eliade, Kerényi, 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); 
Christopher Partridge, The Re-Enchantment of  the West. 
Alternative Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture, and 
Occulture, 2 vols. (London: T&T Clark International, 
2004–2005). Also see Irving Hexham and Karla 
Poewe, New Religions as Global Cultures: Making the 
Human Sacred (Colorado: Westview Press, 1997).

17
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θρησκειoλoγικ ´η ταυτóτητα ενóς κιν ´ηµατoς (δε 
´υτερo µε´ρoς),” part 2 (New Age: The religious iden-
tity of  a movement), Exodos 1992, 7: 41–61, referred 
to by Xidakis, “Neomythology,” 10.
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19
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ancient myths surviving in a modified form (which can 
already be regarded a modernised myth); 3. analogies 
of  ancient myths taking on a new form (undeniably 
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plináris elemzése, ed. László Hubees and IstvánPovedák 
(Szeged: MAKAT—MoMiMű, 2015), 39–60, 41–43. 
The narratives of  the Hungarian national neomy-
thology, though bearing some characteristics of  
the second type, sometimes even emphasising their 
authentic ancient nature, belong exclusively to the last 
category of  entirely newly created modern myths.

20
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21
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22
See the arguments related to the Cosmicism of  H. 
P. Lovecraft’s Chthulhu universe in Brian Johnson, 
“Prehistories of  posthumanism: Cosmic indifferent-
ism, alien genesis, and ecology from H. P. Lovecraft 
to Ridley Scott,” in The Age of  Lovecraft, ed. Carl H. 
Sederholm and Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock, (Minne-
apolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2016), 97–116.

23
See Baasabjav Terbish, “Russian Cosmism: Alien visi-
tations and cosmic energies in contemporary Russia,” 
Modern Asian Studies 54, no. 3 (2020): 759–94, https://
doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X17001123.

24
See Albert A. Harrison, Starstruck: Cosmic Visions in 
Science, Religion, and Folklore (New York: Berghahn 

Kirk, and Geertz, to Jung or Durand (to name only some of  them) have 
shown the strong interconnections and interdependencies between myth 
and religion. On the other hand, modern secularisation, the disenchant-
ment of  the world going hand in hand with the hegemony of  science has 
brought in the need for scientific plausibility. Scholars like Wouter Hane-
graaff  and Christopher Partridge discuss the scientific nature of  modern 
occultism—the contemporary myths and religions appearing in scientific 
disguise, as alternative or fringe sciences.16 New mythologies and New 
Age spirituality are characterised by this ambivalence in the foundation 
of  their world views. Based on the idea of  “cosmotheism” elaborated by 
Stelios Papalexandropoulos,17 Ioannis Xidakis states that due to the secu-
larisation of  the divine, and its identification and restriction to the realm 
of  the physical world, in the diffused religiosity of  neomythology, expres-
sions of  secular elements, supernatural heroes, extra-terrestrial creatures 
(angels, gods, space beings, etc.), discussions about the existence of  other 
dimensions, a higher form of  the self, their powers, and the magical and 
supernatural appearance of  these beings and situations undergo “scienti-
fication.” In other words, they are explained in logical, “scientific” terms, 
and they always identify with physical space and its elements.18

Discussing the investigated narratives as “new national mytholo-
gies”—beyond the simple fact that they do not belong to the complex of  
the ancient heritage of  the Hungarian culture, and in their present forms 
they are definitely rather recent creations constituting modern myths19—is 
precisely what is referred to in this process of  “scientification.” Keeping 
in mind the characteristics described above by Xidakis,20 as we will see, 
the referred narratives—showing aspects of  both religiosity and scientific 
ambition—converge into a “cosmotheistic”21 neomythology.

We may best understand the newest developments emerging in the 
mythical narratives concerning the past and future of  the nation within 
the framework of  the mentioned “cosmotheism.” However disparate, 
unrelated, or even contradictory and mutually exclusive the motives and 
topics of  these myths may seem, they ultimately assemble into loose clus-
ters and nebulae revolving around the mystical idea of  the nation. They 
form a magical, yet rationally, scientifically explainable universe, in which 
every little aspect elevates the Hungarians to a cosmic importance, both 
as regards their ethnogenesis (with ancestors coming from the stars) and 
their eschatologic role in the future (with leaders returning from distant 
astral spheres to guide humanity). Altogether, we can witness the emer-
gence of  a “cosmic religion.”

Cosmic Religion?
The idea of  “cosmic” has been appearing with increasing frequency in reli-
gious or spiritual contexts, as we could see in the case of  Papalexandropoulos’ 
“cosmotheism,” but we can encounter it in other contemporary expressions 
such as “Cosmicism,”22 “Russian Cosmism,”23 “Cosmic Visions,”24 “Cosmic 
Consciousness,”25 and even the term “Cosmic Religion”26 by none other than 
Albert Einstein. The fascination with the Cosmos seems to have re-penetrated 
the religious mind from the realm of  the advancing scientific interest of  
modern times.27

Before presenting a general picture of  the Hungarian national neomy-
thologies, we should take a moment and explain the concept of  “Cosmic 
religion.” I have chosen this expression to refer to the growing number 
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(2017): 133–49.
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30
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ancient astral and solar myths is offered by Giorgio 
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Its Transmission Through Myth (Boston: Gambit, 1969).

31
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Extraterrestrial Intervention (Hampton: Roads Publish-
ing, 2011).

32
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Reddy, “ ‘Cosmicism’ the true eternal theism: Realis-
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of  extraterrestrial elements in such new mythic narratives: ancient aliens 
from the stars, palaeoastronautics or palaeocontacts, “transformation” of  
ancient deities and angelic or demonic entities into extraterrestrial visitors, 
reinterpretation of  historical personalities as aliens, the occult, hermetic 
and New Age conceptions about astral planes, UFO beliefs, conspiracy 
theories about flying saucer accidents that have been kept secret, hidden 
lunar bases and shapeshifter reptilians, reports of  close encounters and 
physical or oniric raptures, visits to highly advanced extraterrestrial civili-
sations on distant planets, millennial or apocalyptic convictions concern-
ing galactic saviours and cosmic guardians, and similar contemporary ideas 
from the frontiers of  the fantastic. 

It is also important to point out that these ideas do not emerge out of  
the blue: they are organically both the results of  and inspirations for the 
Cosmic Age dawning over the course of  the last century—rocket science, 
space explorations, lunar expeditions and Martian probes, prospects of  
interplanetary travel, the SETI programme hunting for radio signals from 
light years away, and the Pioneer and Voyager plaques sent as messages to 
possible extraterrestrial intelligent life forms. We should also not forget the 
vast number of  science fiction stories, growing on the foundation of  the 
equally modern myth of  human progress. Additionally, we should stress 
the religious or mythic nature of  these topics. On the one hand, although 
they are often presented as archaeological and astronomical discoveries, 
sometimes even elaborated in the form of  scientific theses, they cannot 
break out from the realm of  parascientific theories and personal convic-
tions. Spiritual world views count more heavily than the verifiability of  
facts and the strict methodologies of  scientific research. On the other 
hand, however science fiction deals with these same topics and narratives, 
the creators of  those universes consciously remain in the realm of  fantasy, 
without claiming the status of  reality for their works. Nevertheless, one 
should acknowledge the reciprocal impact between science fiction and 
cosmic mythologies. What differentiates them is in the case of  the latter, 
is the firm belief  in the various narratives about cosmic aliens and most 
often also attitudes, actions, and even rituals expressing or supporting 
those beliefs.28 

As a last differentiation, I would like to distinguish the present notion 
of  “Cosmic religion” from other similar concepts. In the first place, I have 
to dissociate it from Albert Einstein’s conception of  “cosmic religious 
sense,” which he proposes as a third phase of  religiosity after the “reli-
gion of  fear” and “social-moral religion,” identifying it as the strongest 
and noblest driving force behind scientific research.29 Cosmic sense and 
cosmic elements, however, have always been part of  traditional mytholo-
gies too, forming the foundations of  religions with an astrological substra-
tum: personified stars, planets, and other celestial bodies or cosmic beings 
originating from the heavenly spheres play essential roles in the classical 
astral myths and religious cosmologies of  ancient peoples all around the 
world.30 The contemporary narratives of  cosmic beings rely much more 
on modern knowledge (even when denying or dismissing sciences) and 
modern imagination (especially science fiction), and they usually reinter-
pret old myths, legends, and history as the interventions of  extraterres-
trial beings.31 

Our term “Cosmic religion” should be distinguished also from “Cosm-
icism” or “cosmic indifferentism,” the literary philosophy expressed by H. 
P. Lovecraft in his fictional Chthulhu universe,32 a kind of  non-religious 
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35
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years of  Hungarian history)—the first in 2012, then 
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containing on average 195 pages.

36
Important to note: the question marks denote actual 
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existential nihilism on a cosmic scale, where the emphasis is laid on the 
insignificance or meaninglessness of  humanity related to the vastness of  
cosmos and related to the terrible creatures populating it. 

A distinction should be made from the spiritual-ideological philos-
ophy of  Russian “Cosmism” as well, representing the opposite attitude: 
that of  human bravery in conquering the cosmos, which—based on the 
ideas of  Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, Alexander Bogdanov, and other Russian 
scientists—envisaged human expansion beyond the atmosphere of  the 
Earth in the near future and believed this expansion would entail a radical 
transformation in human consciousness and in relations between human-
ity and the universe.33 Several ideas from Russian Cosmism have infiltrated 
also into the new national mythologies.

A short inventory of  myths

“The ancient Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Mayan traditions all 
mention the Sirius connection, that their first kings came to Earth 
from here. Taking this further, the idea emerged in Hungary that 
Hungarians also have something to do with the brightest star in 
the sky. The Sirian origin of  the ancient river cultures, specifically 
of  the Sumerians, was first proclaimed by an American spiritual 
writer, Zecharia Sitchin, whose ideas were later accepted by 
others. This indeed has real grounds in religious history: according 
to Mesopotamian myths, the first kings came to Earth from a 
planet of  a distant star. The entire Sirius cult seems to be part 
of  a common ancestral tradition. And given that this common 
‘Sirius-centric’ world view is found mainly in the ancient river 
civilisations, and since there are numerous indications that the 
latter are related to Hungarians in origin and language, it can be 
concluded that the mythical ancestral kings of  the Middle East 
who came from Sirius are also the ancestors of  the Hungarians.”34

This is the introduction of  the first of  a series of  articles published in the 
fourth special issue dedicated to “20,000 years of  Hungarian history” of  the 
Hungarian popular tabloid Hihetetlen! Magazin (Unbelievable! Magazine).35 It 
beautifully sums up the essential changes that characterise many present-day 
Hungarian ethnogenesis myths. The titles of  articles, chapters, and subchapters 
in this series speak for themselves; to highlight just some of  them: “Ancient 
kings from Sirius: The cradle of  Turanian civilisation?”,36 “Rulers on thunder-
ing ships,” “Hunor and Magyar, the Sirius-twins?”, “Are we descendants of  
amphibian beings?”, “Extraterrestrial ancestral kings of  Atlantis,” “Venusians 
on Earth”; “Táltos-training in another dimension,” “The shepherd boy and the 
luminescent alien”; “Secrets of  the Sumerian king lists: The heavenly ances-
tors of  the Árpád dynasty,” “Etana, the first astronaut?”, “The peoples of  the 
Chineai planet (Hungarians, Japanese, Chinese, and Ainu).” This is only a frag-
mentary selection from a single series of  articles in a single issue of  the Unbe-
lievable! Magazine. With a very summary review, the list can be completed from 
the four additional article series in the same publication (“Nimrod’s sky-scrap-
ing throne-tower,” “Nimrod transformed into dragon”), and titles of  chapters 
or articles from four other issues: “Our Cosmic origins” “The ancestors of  
Hungarians arrived on Earth with thundering, shining ships,” “Did we arrive 
on Earth from Sirius?”, “There’s a long way to Earth: The legend of  our astral 
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39
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origin,” “We are the survivors of  the previous humanity: Thundering, shining 
heavenly ships,” “Our ancestral land, Atlantis,” “The legend of  the miracu-
lous hind: Herald of  another dimension?”, “Disguised aliens,” “The truth of  
the Arvisuras,” “Giant monsters or cosmic warriors? The mysterious Gog 
and Magog,” “Apocalyptic purgatory,” “The round-headed people: (Amphib-
ian) Vegetarians versus meat eaters,” “The burning star and the destruction 
of  Mu,” “Teacher from under the sea,” “The speaking stones of  the Holy 
Crown: Mysterious transceiver device?” (first issue: 2012), “The alien gods of  
the ancient Magyars,” “Fiery miracles, heavenly battles,” “Our holy relic (the 
Holy Crown), a cosmic transceiver?” (second issue: 2013), “The cosmic reli-
gion of  our ancestors,” “An army arriving on the path of  stars” (third issue: 
2015), and similar titles and topics, which are replete with (rhetorical) questions. 
The listing could go on from Attila’s people in Tibet, the Uighurs and ancient 
Huns in China and the Swiss Alps, the Himalayan Hungarian shamans, the 
Scythian pharaohs of  Egypt, Hungarians in the Bible, the ancient Hungarian 
esoterism, with reincarnation, yoga, and chakra teachings, up to the Hungarian 
Pilis-mountains (pyramids) as the heart chakra of  the world.

One might say that taking into account the nature of  the magazine: a 
tabloid, it is obvious that such sensational, bombastic themes proliferate, 
but still, they accurately reflect both the multicoloured mythology inhabit-
ing the popular imagination and the avid hunger of  the public37 for these 
narratives. On the other hand, the magazine only concentrates the mythic 
material of  hundreds of  publications and dozens of  websites already inun-
dating the Hungarian media market over the last three decades, building 
up a new, more up-to-date mythology that meets the needs and interest 
of  a contemporary audience.

In order to understand the nature of  this change it is necessary to 
point to the previous, more traditional modern mythic paradigms concern-
ing early Hungarian history. While in the medieval chronicles and folk 
tradition Hungarians were linked generally with the Scythian, Hunnic, 
and Turkic tribes, during the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries 
there were efforts to reconstruct a presumably lost national mythology, 
and in parallel, joining in the European scientific developments, scholarly 
research worked on the historical, ethnographic, and linguistic investiga-
tion of  the origins and affiliation of  the Hungarian language and people. 
Studying language patterns and elements, prominent linguists of  the era 
(József  Budenz, Pál Hunfalvy) demonstrated the similarities between 
Hungarian and Finnish, Estonian, Mordvin, Mansi, Khanti, Mari, Lapp, 
and Samoyed (labelled together as Finno-Ugric or Uralic) languages, while 
others (Ármin Vámbéry, Gábor Bálint Szentkatolnai) discovered affinities 
with Asian (Turkic, Caucasian) languages. Towards the end of  the nine-
teenth century the scientific rational methodologies, paired by nationalistic 
fervour, led to heavy linguistic-historical debates known as the academic 
“Ugric-Turkic War,” following which the official academic doctrines defin-
itively rejected the theory of  Scythian-Hun-Turkic-Hungarian continuity.38 
This standpoint left many adepts of  this latter view deeply frustrated and 
(in the extra-academic circles) led to the consolidation of  a partly scientific, 
partly mythic counter-discourse: the rather political Turanism39 movement. 

While the romantic ideology of  Turanism: the brotherhood of  Tura-
nian nations (Turkic, Mongolian, even—in the case of  pan-Turanism—
Finnic, Uralic, and Japanese peoples) appeared already in the nineteenth 
century, the Hungarian Turanism rose to major political influence in the 
first half  of  the twentieth century.40 It was the vessel and expression of  
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Continent of  Mu (New York: W. E. Rudge, 1926), The 
Children of  Mu (New York: Washburn, 1931), and 
Cosmic Forces as They Were Taught in Mu: The Ancient 
Tale that Religion and Science are Twin Sisters, 2 vols. (New 
York: printed by author, 1934-35).

42
József  Cserép, A magyarok eredete: A turáni népek őshazája 
és ókori történetek (The origin of  the Hungarians: The 
ancestral homeland of  the Turanian peoples and 
ancient stories) (Budapest: Franklin Társulat, 1925); 
József  Cserép, A magyarok őshazája és őstörténete. Madya. 
Lemuria és Atlantisz a médok, pannonok, feniciek, etruszkok 
őshona és az embrei kultúra bölcsője (The ancestral land 
and prehistory of  Hungarians: Lemuria and Atlantis, 
the ancestral land of  Medes, Pannonians, Phoenicians, 
Etruscans and the cradle of  human culture) (Buda-
pest: Lampel, 1933); Jenő Csicsáki, Mu, az emberiség 
szülőföldje (Mu, the ancestral land of  humanity) (Buda-
pest: Királyi Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda, 1938) Jenő 
Csicsáky, A magyar nemzetcsalád útja Távol Nyugatról a 
Távol Keletig, (The way of  the Hungarian nation-family 
from the Far West to the Far East) (Sydney: Hungaria 
Publishing Company, 1961).

43
Although the term “protochronism” originated from 
the Romanian literary historian Edgar Papu, from 
1974, the phenomenon of  radical ethnocentrism, of  
ethnic or racial primacy and superiority denoted by it, 
can be recognised in most nationalistic ideologies of  
European and Asian countries, thus the wider use of  
the expression seems legitimate. 

44
See a more detailed elaboration of  these myths in 
Hubbes, “Ancient voices.”

45
The new religious movements building upon this new 
type of  national mythology were discussed in English 
in several previous studies: beside the already referred 
Hubbes, “Ancient Voices,” see also László-Attila 
Hubbes and Povedák, István, “Competitive pasts: 
Ethno-paganism as a Placebo-effect for identity 
reconstruction processes in Hungary and Romania,” 
Religiski-filozofiski raksti 17, no. 17 (2014): 133–52; 
István Povedák, “Invisible borders: Christian–neop-
agan syncretism in Hungary,” in Religion, Religiosity and 
Contemporary Culture: From Mystical to Irrational and Vice 
Versa, ed. Aleksandra Pavicevic (Beograd: Ethno-
graphic Inst. 30. SASA, 2014), 143–56. Also see 
László Kürti, “Psychic phenomena, Neoshamanism, 
and the cultic milieu in Hungary,” Nova Religio: The 
Journal of  Alternative and Emergent Religions 4, no. 2 
(2001): 322–50.

46
Povedák István, “Az UFO-kultúra társadalomtu-
dományi vizsgálata” (A social scientific investigation 
of  UFO culture), in Tapasztalatból hallottam . . . Alter-
natív világképek, összeesküvés elméletek társadalomtudományi 
elemzése, ed. István Povedák and László Hubbes, 
(Szeged: MAKAT—MoMiMű, 2017), 138–94.

47
Zoltán Paál, Arvisura (Igazszólás) Regék a hun és a magyar 
törzsszövetség rovásírásos krónikájából, 3rd ed. (Arvisura 

a newly unfolding, modern national mythology, in which the Hungari-
ans, descendants and brothers of  the ancient nomadic steppe cultures 
of  Central Asia, appear in idealised, heroic colours as a powerful warrior 
nation of  colonisers conquering medieval Europe.

Aside Turanism, there was a lesser, but still influential trend in the 
interbellum period that followed James Churchward’s diffusionist works 
on the mysterious proto-culture of  the lost continent of  Mu.41 Some 
authors, like József  Cserép and Jenő Csicsáki, chose instead of  or beside 
the Turanian Turkic people none less honourable ancestors: the ancient 
Mayans of  America, who were descendants of  the peoples of  the lost 
continents of  Atlantis, Mu, or Lemuria.42

Although the mythic under-layer of  Turanism (and “Lemurianism”) 
already contained ideas of  racial superiority and primacy together with 
elements of  esoteric mysticism, the next phase of  new national “proto-
chronistic”43 mythology evolved in the post-Second World War period, 
mainly in the Western Hungarian dissident circles. Authors like the émigré 
Ferenc Badiny Jós, Tibor Baráth, Ida Bobula, and Viktor Padányi have 
proposed a Sumerian and Parthian ancestry for Hungarians. This Sumeri-
anism evolved to engulf  almost all anti-Finno-Ugric trends. Beyond that, 
many such works represent genuine protochronistic ideas of  Hungar-
ian primacy in every aspect of  civilisation: the first proto-language, from 
which all other languages evolved, the invention of  writing, the invention 
of  horse-riding, the idea of  geographical first presence and continuity in 
the Carpathian-Danubian area, and also of  being the high proto-culture
—contemporary or related to the Atlanteans, Lemurians, or Hyperboreans—
from which other nations diverged and degenerated from it.44 This mythology 
involved a strong aspect of  religiosity ranging from the Scythian pre-Christian
Christianity and Parthian provenance of  Jesus through Manichaean 
light-Gnosticism to astral Shamanism, all contributing to the formation of  
various contemporary Christian-Pagan syncretisms and Hungarian Ethnop-
agan movements.45

In the second half  of  the past century, and especially towards the turn 
of  the millennium, new developments emerged in Hungarian national 
neomythologies. Extraterrestrial beings started to appear ever more often 
as ethnic ancestors, watching guardians, and future cosmic redeemers. In 
some cases, pre-human deities, other-worldly spirits, and totemic heroes 
of  earlier classical ethnogenesis myths gradually turn into extraterrestrial 
aliens, and so do certain prospective messianic figures from newer narra-
tives.46 These changes, however, do not take place as independent phenom-
ena. They reflect and adapt to contemporary global mythopoeic processes. 
In the narratives we have investigated, new national mythologies merge 
with internationally circulating contemporary stories of  ancient aliens. In 
the most recent developments, the extraterrestrial beings appearing in new 
ethnic myths of  prehistory or future national destiny may take up apoc-
alyptic or millennial aspects. Considering the rampant presence of  such 
topics both in print and online, the influence of  global (and local) subcul-
tural tabloid media on emergent national mythologies seems incontestable.

One of  the most distinctive myths, and the earliest one showing 
such influences, is Zoltán Paál’s Arvisura,47 which not only brings together 
prehistoric ethnogenesis with deities of  Siberian-Ugrian mythology and 
ancient extraterrestrial astronauts from the Sirius, but also tells of  multiple 
apocalyptic global cataclysms in the distant past that annihilated Atlan-
tis and Ataisz continents.48 Most of  the newer mythic discourses stem 
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“Truthtelling.” Sagas from the runic chronicle of  the 
Hun and Magyar tribal confederation) (Budapest: 
Püski Kiadó, 2003 [first published 1972]). English 
excerpts: accessed 3rd April 2023, http://www.
book-of-true.com/arvisura/what-is-arvisura.html. 
The Arvisura has become the foundation of  several 
new religious movements; see Hubbes and Povedák, 
“Competitive pasts.”

48
Ataisz (Atais)—according to Paál the land of  Ata-Izisz 
father-god—was an Atlantis-like prehistoric continent 
lost in the Pacific Ocean, the ancient homeland of  
the “Palóc” Magyars, accessed 3rd April 2023, http://
www.arvisura.van.hu/keret.cgi?/0603-ataisz.htm.

49
Miklós Szedlacsik’s PPH Nyílt Akadémia (PPH 
Open Academy); see footnote no. 2 above 
(accessed 3rd April 2023, http://pph.hu/hu/
szeretet-coaching-nyilt-akademia-hunortradez-
rt-szedlacsikmiklos-tanoda2000kft-boldogsag); 
Huniversitas—Creation Studies, accessed 3rd April 2023, 
http://creation-studies.one/.

50
Miklós Szedlacsik’s YouTube channel: accessed 3rd 
April 2023, https://www.youtube.com/@szedlac-
sikmiklospph; György Kisfaludy’s YouTube channel: 
Teremtéstan (Creation Studies), accessed 3rd April 2023, 
https://www.youtube.com/@teremtestan/featured.

51
György Kisfaludy’s Terembura—Magazine of  Creation, 
website of  the Church of  the Universe, and the Hun 
Minority in Hungary, accessed 3rd April 2023, http://
hunok.hu/startlapok/ujstartlap.html; Kozsdi Tamás, 
Hun Történelem (Hunnic History), accessed 3rd April 
2023, http://www.geocities.ws/huntortenelem/01.
html; Sikila hun-lapja (Sikila’s “Hun Page”), accessed 
3rd April 2023, http://arvisura.van.hu/keret.
cgi?/06-arvisura.htm.

52
Katalin Fehérné Lendvay, MAGOK vagyunk (We are 
SEEDS) accessed 3rd April 2023, http://magokvag-
yunk.blogspot.com/; Kati Gábor, A Magyarok Tudása 
(Knowledge of  Magyars) accessed 3rd April 2023, 
http://emf-kryon.blogspot.com/.

53
Facebook groups like Arvisura a valódi Magyar Történelem 
(Arvisura the real Hungarian history): accessed 3rd 
April 2023, https://www.facebook.com/groups/
Arvisura/; A Pilis Szakrális Történelme (The sacred 
history of  Pilis) accessed 3rd April 2023, https://
www.facebook.com/pilisszakralis.

54
Anthony Smith, Nationalism (Canberra: Australian 
University Press, 1979). On the sacralisation of  state 
and nation see Joep Leersen, “Sacral states: The 
Politics of  worship, religious and secular,” in Great 
Immortality: Studies on European Cultural Sainthood, ed. 
Jón Karl Helgason and Marijan Dović (Leiden: Brill, 
2019), 15–27.

55
See Wouter Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western 
Culture: Esotericism in the Mirror of  Secular Thought 

from the Arvisura, while some are more restrained, mirroring only certain 
aspects of  this highly colourful mosaic. 

Other myths, like those presented in the multimedia tabloid Hihete-
tlen! Magazin cited earlier, produce uncountable disparate narratives linking 
together all the elements mentioned within the framework of  a unifying 
mentality, further reverberating in dedicated open academies,49 video chan-
nels,50 websites,51 blogs,52 and social media networks and forums.53

Context: occult legacies and the cultic milieu
Considering that these variations in the new national mythologies do not 
emerge as independent, unrelated phenomena, it is important to understand 
the wider cultural-spiritual context. Why and how can alternative history meet 
mysticism, the occult sciences (pseudosciences), and esotericism? It is also 
essential to see how these unconventional belief  systems reach the confluence 
of  more contemporary mentalities, movements, or trending ideas of  New Age 
spirituality and UFO lore. 

Nationalism, as a secular supplicant (and auxiliary) for the earlier reli-
gious world views urged many of  its adherents towards the sacralisation 
of  the nation itself, already in the nineteenth century.54 In this process, the 
search for the mythic origins—other than those revealed by the scientific 
explanations of  history, linguistics, ethnology, or anthropology—became 
of  utmost importance in the restitution of  transcendence (and thus the 
dignity and glory) to a nation, usually subject to severe crises throughout 
the turmoils of  the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Legendary and 
mythic elements of  ancient chronicles, inexact and arguable references to 
historiographic works from antiquity came to the fore as (the only) writ-
ings really relevant for those interested in the mystic primacy and superi-
ority of  their nation.

Esoteric mysticism, theosophy, neo-gnosticism, and occult cosmic 
astrology as counter-currents55 of  scientific positivism over the last two 
centuries came to aid in the construction of  the mythic nation, bringing 
in ideas of  great astrological world cycles, cultural predestination, or racial 
superiority.56 The “discovery” of  mysterious lost continents57 and civilisa-
tions gave a new impetus to the imaginary prehistory. At the same time, 
the recklessly imaginative theorising (and many lacunae) of  early archae-
ology, geology, and (palaeo)anthropology—drawing on trending ideas of  
evolutionism, social Darwinism, diffusionism, and race biology—modern-
ised mythic thinking, channeling it towards scientifically more adapted 
ways of  research and argumentation. Scientifically elaborated discourse 
made even the most fantastic mythic allegations more acceptable for the 
sensitive contemporary public as well. By the first half  of  the twentieth 
century Atlantis, Mu, and Lemuria, together with (Ultima) Thule, Hyper-
borea, Agartha, or Shambala were just as possible historical realities to be 
reckoned with,58 as the hypothetical prehistoric empires and high cultures 
of  the Aryans, Pelasgians, and historical Sumerians, the Etruscans, and 
the Celtic, Hunnic, Illyrian, or Scythian peoples—at least in the Western 
popular mindset, but certainly in mystical nationalist circles. 

Through the thirties and forties, the political sphere readily integrated 
these mystical ideas into its ideologies. In countries where Fascist or Nation-
al-Socialist ideologies59 rose to political power or developed into author-
itarian regimes, mythic prehistory and anthropology was consecrated as 
quasi-official science. The occult myths of  prehistory also fuelled other 
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(Leiden: Brill, 1996); Wouter Hanegraaff, Esotericism 
and the Academy: Rejected Knowledge in Western Culture 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); also 
Olav Hammer, “The theosophical current in the 
twentieth century,” in The Occult World, ed. Christopher 
Partridge (New York: Routledge, 2015), 348–60.

56
For a short overview of  the main theories in these 
para-anthropological fields; see David Allen Harvey, 
“The lost Caucasian civilization: Jean-Sylvain Bailly 
and the roots of  the Aryan myth,” Modern Intellec-
tual History 11, no. 2 (2014): 279–306, https://doi.
org/10.1017/S147924431400002X, also Alexander 
Zaitchik, “Close encounters of  the racist kind,” Hate-
watch, 2nd January 2018, (with references to Andrew 
Jackson, I. L. Donnelly, etc.), https://www.splcenter.
org/hatewatch/2018/01/02/close-encounters-rac-
ist-kind, as well as Ramon Glazov, “Ancient astronaut 
Aryans: On the far right obsession with Indo-Euro-
peans: The bizarre pseudo-historical belief  system 
behind White nationalism,” Literary Hub, 28th April  
2017, https://lithub.com/ancient-astronaut-ary-
ans-on-the-far-right-obsession-with-indo-europeans/.

57
It suffices to refer here to the hypothetical conti-
nents of  Mu and Lemuria made famous by Helena 
Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled: A Master-Key to the Mysteries of  
Ancient and Modern Science and Theology (New York: J. W. 
Bouton, 1877); and later, by James Churchward’s The 
Lost Continent of  Mu (New York: W. E. Rudge, 1926).

58
See Umberto Eco, Storia delle terre e dei luoghi leggendari  
(Milano: Bompiani, 2013).

59
See Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, The Occult Roots of  
Nazism: Secret Aryan Cults and Their Influence on Nazi 
Ideology (London: Tauris Parke Paperback, 2004); also 
Peter Staudenmaier, Between Occultism and Fascism: 
Anthroposophy and the Politics of  Race and Nation in 
Germany and Italy, 1900–1945 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 
as well as Joscelyn Godwin, Arktos: The Polar Myth in 
Science, Symbolism and Nazi Survival (Kempton: Adven-
tures Unlimited Press, 1996). The occult played a role 
in the USSR as well: Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, The 
Occult in Modern Russian and Soviet Culture (Washington 
D.C.: Fordham University, 1993).

60
This was the case of  Romanian nationalist 
communism in the seventies and eighties of  the last 
century. However, as a contemporary researcher 
proposes, “protochronic dementia” is “the disease 
of  small nations”; Dan Alexe, Dacopatia s,i alte rătăciri 
românes,ti (Dacopathia and other Romanian misbeliefs) 
(Bucures,ti: Humanitas, 2015), 123. On Protochronism 
see Alexandra Tomiţă, O istorie “glorioasă”: Dosarul 
protocronismului românesc (A “glorious” history: The 
Romanian protochronism files) (Bucures,ti: Ed. Cartea 
Românească, 2007).

61
Which, in turn, is inseparable from Cosmism, the 
specific Russian counterpart of  Western spiritualism; 
discussed in detail by Majsova, “The Cosmic subject . . .”
and Terbish, “Russian Cosmism . . .” For the parapsy-
chology aspect see Serge Kernbach, “Unconventional 

nationalistic ideologies of  pan-Germanism, Aryanism, Nordicism, Celti-
cism, and even pan-Slavism, together with an enthusiastic return towards 
Heathenism. Similar racial, or equivalent ethnocentric, views converged 
with occult esoteric ideas in Central, Eastern European, and Balkan coun-
tries to develop into state-supported Protochronism,60 as expressions of  
the “resentment nationalism” of  minor nations.

In later decades, New Age spirituality in the West and wide inter-
est in para-sciences in the Soviet Union61 and its Eastern European area 
of  influence led to an even wider acceptance of  beliefs in paranormal 
phenomena, alternative prehistoric speculations (pseudo-history), and 
palaeo-astronautics.62 More recently, UFO lore and beliefs in extraterres-
trial contact have spread in popular culture, a process that made its impact 
on the formation of  the new national mythologies as well.63 While in the 
first phase ethnogenesis histories started being linked with lost continents, 
legendary prehistoric high civilisations, or mysteriously vanished previ-
ous humanities, later, in the second half  of  the last century64 (and more 
prominently in the past decades), these myths gradually grew connected 
to accounts of  ancient visitors from the stars as founders and teachers of  
the distant ancestors.65

However, these ancient mysteries replete with prehistoric aliens are 
only one aspect of  several new national mythologies. Another equally 
essential aspect is the appearance of  extraterrestrial agents or messen-
gers in the myths concerning some utopian, messianic, or eschatologic 
future.66 In order to reach this side of  the national neomythology, we have 
to approach similarly widespread contemporary phenomena of  a rather 
more religious nature.

New Age spirituality and Cosmism, together with esoterism, already 
represent the re-emergence of  religiosity in the context of  the modern 
secularised world. Together they contribute to what is called in contem-
porary social theory “the cultic milieu”67—or as others term it, “Occul-
ture,”68 “Conspirituality”69—a quasi-religious environment in which 
religious beliefs, scientific information, para-scientific interests, occult 
esoterism, and conspiracy mentality form a plastic, ever-changing, and 
ever-adapting bricolage world view. A basic feature is that its adepts sense 
their own world view as “forbidden”70 or “stigmatised knowledge”71 and 
adopt a paranoid apologetic attitude towards/against all other discourses 
of  modernity, which is important, because new national mythologies inter-
act with (are actually part of) this cultic milieu on multiple levels, most 
often along religious lines. 

Nationalism in its form of  civil religion72 also plays an important part 
in this process, and as countless studies have shown,73 national or ethnic 
identity is strengthened with new forms of  religiosity—including neopa-
ganism, especially ethno-paganism.74 Further on, through the rediscovery 
and revitalisation of  pre-Christian heathen traditions as well as the repa-
ganisation of  the central elements of  Christianity, Christian-Neopagan 
syncretism75 forms an organic background for new national mythologies.76 
On the one hand, key Christian figures—Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and other 
biblical personalities, like Enoch or Nimrod—go through a process of  
ethnic re-mythologisation.77 

On the other hand, under the influence of  “UFOlkloristic” and pale-
oastronautic ideas en vogue in popular culture since the sixties, many of  
the central deities and figures of  ancient and new religions are identi-
fied or linked with ancient aliens from the outer space.78 In new national 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S147924431400002X
https://doi.org/10.1017/S147924431400002X
https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2018/01/02/close-encounters-racist-kind
https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2018/01/02/close-encounters-racist-kind
https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/2018/01/02/close-encounters-racist-kind
https://lithub.com/ancient-astronaut-aryans-on-the-far-right-obsession-with-indo-europeans/
https://lithub.com/ancient-astronaut-aryans-on-the-far-right-obsession-with-indo-europeans/


Religiographies 133

research in USSR and Russia: Short overview,” Inter-
national Journal of  Unconventional Science (IJUS) 3, no. 1 
(2013): 50–71, https://doi.org/10.17613/brte-pr79; 
for the pseudo-history aspect see Konstantin Sheiko, 
“Lomonosov’s Bastards: Anatolii Fomenko, Pseu-
do-History and Russia’s Search for a Post-Communist 
Identity” (PhD diss., University of  Wollongong, 2004).

62
I have to agree with one of  the reviewers of  this 
article, who wrote: “An interesting point rising here 
(which might well be unresearched and doesn’t have 
to be pursued here) is whether the new national 
mythologies in Hungary [. . .] were influenced by the 
wide interest in para-sciences of  the Soviet era—all 
the more so, as the Eastern bloc seems to have 
followed the West in the post war shift of  interest 
from lost continents to aliens, which in the case of  
the socialist countries acquired official dimensions.” 
Still, we can definitely recognise some para-scientific 
elements surviving in national neomythologies even 
later, as in the case of  the “pallag culture” theory (see 
below), where dowsing methods of  “earth vibration” 
measurements for establishing the “energy levels” 
of  pallag terraces (actually, considered vestiges of  
“ancient earth pyramyds” as alien structures) are used 
as arguments for demonstrating the astral origins of  
Szekler Hungarians.

63
An excellent overview is offered by Jason Colavito, 
Cult of  Alien Gods: H. P. Lovecraft and Extraterrestrial Pop 
Culture (New York: Prometheus Books, 2005).

64
In some cases, such as in Germany, the idea of  alien 
contact or origin emerged even earlier, at the begin-
ning of  the last century: starting from the alleged 
Vril Society, where the Aryan race was connected to 
the star system Aldebaran. See Julian Strube, Vril: eine 
okkulte Urkraft in Theosophie und esoterischem Neonazismus 
(München: Wilhem Fink, 2013).

65
While the works of: Louis Pauwels and Jacques 
Bergier, Le Matin des magiciens (Paris: Gallimard, 
1960), Erich von Däniken, Erinnerungen an die Zukunft, 
(Düsseldorf: Econ Verlag, 1968), Zecharia Sitchin, The 
12th Planet (New York: Stein and Day, 1976), David 
Icke, The Robot’s Rebellion (London: Gateway, 1994) 
generally deal with the involvement of  extraterrestrials 
in ancient human past (and present), Robert Char-
roux’s book Le livre des mondes oubliés (Paris: Éditions 
Robert Laffont, 1971) in English: Lost Worlds: Scientific 
Secrets of  the Ancients (London: Fontana, 1974) already 
takes an explicit ethnocentric turn, sustaining that the 
Atlantean and Hyperborean ancestors of  the Celts 
were originally aliens.

66
Carole Cusack, “Apocalypse in early UFO and alien-
based religions: Christian and theosophical themes,” 
in Modernism, Christianity, and Apocalypse: Studies in Reli-
gion and the Arts, ed. Erik Tonning, Matthew Feldman 
and David Addyman (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 340–54,  
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004282285_020; 
Benjamin Zeller, “Apocalyptic thought in UFO-based 
religions,” in End of  Days: Essays on the Apocalypse from 
Antiquity to Modernity, ed. Karolyn Kinane and Michael 
A. Ryan (Jefferson: McFarland, 2014), 328–48.

mythologies, the ancestral gods, heroes, and the already “ethnicised” 
Christian figures sometimes grow connected with extraterrestrial beings 
and civilisations.79

These syncretic, ethnicised, and “alien-ised” elements of  new national 
mythologies merge with already extant apocalyptic ideas of  electedness, 
messianism, millennium, and eschatology—deriving mostly from the 
Judaeo-Christian traditions. However, the blending of  nationalistic and 
apocalyptic or millennial ideas is not a new phenomenon, because it has 
been present since the first phase of  modern national mythologies.80 The 
novelty consists in the fact that the mystical and mythic origins of  a nation 
linked to a lost continent, a prehistoric civilisation, a race of  demigods, 
or a sacred bloodline of  heavenly kings and heroes was (and still is) often 
bound on the one hand with a messianic sense of  mission to fulfil and rule 
a Millennial Kingdom on Earth, and on the other hand, with an apocalyptic 
anxiety of  being threatened existentially by united occult, worldly forces—
both rooted in convictions of  exclusivism, primacy, and supremacy. 

The overt or latent apocalypticism represents a specific dimension 
of  the cultic milieu: the contemporary “apocalyptic milieu”—a rich envi-
ronment of  anxiety and of  “readiness [. . .] to hope for profound, indeed 
cataclysmic, change,”81 but also of  firm convictions that such cataclysmic 
changes took place in the prehistoric distant past, annihilating previous 
worlds, humanities, or civilisations and leading to the birth of  the ancestral 
culture as an elect nation. This milieu converges with an eclectic system of  
beliefs that Michael Barkun calls “improvisational millennialism,” a brico-
lage of  (seemingly) “undisciplined borrowings from unrelated sources,”82 
nevertheless with the tendency towards becoming a new kind of  reli-
gious millennialism in which biblical traditions are reinterpreted and/or 
replaced by elements of  legendary-historical motives constructed into a 
new national mythology. It might be called ethnic or national millenni-
alism, resembling the system of  creeds that fuelled the mystical millen-
nialism of  the ideologies of  National Socialism and Fascism of  the past 
century, or of  today’s White Supremacy and the Aryan Nation movements, 
in which the nation or the race has a sacred messianic mission to overcome 
(even annihilate) the occult cabal of  inferior peoples,83 and establish an 
everlasting utopia of  purity, order, and prosperity on Earth. 

Still, in many contemporary new mythologies—including in the 
Hungarian ones under examination here—these ideas present themselves 
in a rather optimistic “progressive millennialism,”84 with a focus on healing 
the world and saving humanity from its present decay—in accordance with 
the present New Age spirituality.85 The emphasis in these narratives has 
shifted from belligerence towards healing and renovation. A complemen-
tary “avertive apocalypticism”86 is also present in several variants: accom-
panied by anxieties of  global corruption and even more by paranoid fears 
concerning one’s own nation’s end, we can find promising prophecies 
and guidance with regards to avoiding the impending doom. The apoca-
lyptic nature of  these characteristics represents eschatologic, millennial, 
messianic fears and hopes of  contemporary crisis mentalities. They also 
reflect identity crises on the level of  nation and religion as well as a crisis 
of  a moral nature, where the values and ethos of  the ethnos seem to offer 
the only assurance and stability against the threat of  the amoral dissolu-
tion of  traditional values brought by the globalised world. Apocalyptic, 
millennial aspects magnify this tension and lend it a transcendent, univer-
sal perspective.
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As a last development over the past decades, apocalyptic and millennial ideas 
fused with alien myths87 and brought about fundamental transformations 
in the new national mythologies. New myths of  national ethnogenesis and 
national eschatology acquired extraterrestrial aspects:88 the prehistoric ances-
tors, deities, and teachers of  the people, the founders of  the mysterious high 
civilisations that had perished with the lost continents before human memory, 
just as the heavenly guardians, patrons, and saviours of  the nation in the final 
tribulations and fulfilment to come, often appear as visitors from the stars 
or secret earthly co-residents of  extraterrestrial origin. The benevolent and 
malevolent aliens of  popular culture,89 tabloids, and social media have invaded 
ethnic prehistory, the collective destiny, and the national future. Just like the 
apocalyptic aspects, the extraterrestrial aspects too have the potential to lend 
the new national mythologies cosmic significance and universal perspective.

Finally, the Internet and digital media, more generally, offer a prolific 
field for the formation and propagation of  these new national mythol-
ogies, a process in which the enthusiastic public is not only a passive 
consumer and follower but to a similar extent an active creator and sharer 
of  these narratives,90 which proliferate in an unprecedented variety, impos-
sible to encompass in their entirety. 

Cosmic neomythologies
The Hungarian new national mythic universe is a complex, eclectic construc-
tion, abundant in fantastic elements. Since I presented in detail the main narra-
tives of  this mythology earlier elsewhere,91 it will suffice now to summarise 
them in a nutshell, only highlighting the specific extraterrestrial and apocalyptic 
topics and motives to be discussed in this investigation. 

The diffuse new Hungarian mythology may be outlined as follows. 
According to the more mainstream narratives, the Magyars as ancient 
Turanic people92 are descendants of  the Sumerians, through the legacy line 
of  Parthians, Scythians, Attila’s Huns, and the Avars (and more generally, 
the ancient Turkic peoples of  the Eurasian steppe), while they are also 
the undisrupted successors of  the primeval neolithic population of  the 
Carpathian basin, the last bearers of  the language, culture, and spirituality 
of  the first people of  creation, being at the same time the progenitors of  
all nations of  the world. 

Compared to these main narratives, in Zoltán Paál’s93 Arvisura the 
celestial ancestors (of  greater knowledge and higher civilisation) of  the 
Hun-Magyar peoples came from Sirius—the realm of  Lady Kaltes, a 
companion planet of  the Earth—as a group of  Heavenly Ones led by 
Anyahita goddess.94 Suffering an accident with their flying space chariot 
on the ancient homeland of  humanity: Ataisz, a continent in the middle 
of  the Pacific Ocean, they mixed with the earthlings and taught them 
agriculture, giving them laws, wisdom, religion, and civilisation.95 Here, on 
Ataisz, a nation rose: the people of  the Mag (Seed), the MAGyars,96 who 
later colonised every continent over the course of  the millennia before 
the glaciation, settling in the Carpathian-basin (the Realm of  Hot Waters) 
as well.97 After the cataclysmic sinking of  Ataisz six thousand years ago 
(5038 BCE), the remnant of  the population took refuge in the long-estab-
lished Ataiszian colonies and built the well-known high civilisations of  the 
ancient world (China, Sumer, Egypt, India, Mexico, Peru, etc.).98 
This line of  the Arvisura mythology resonates with the Tamana-theory of  
Bátor Vámos-Tóth,99 who states that the Carpathian-basin was the core of  
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a pre-diluvial civilisation of  humankind and that the proto-Hungarians were 
the bearers of  this culture, spreading it all over the world.100 According to the 
Tamana theory, this case is proven by the almost six thousand toponyms found 
in 149 countries around the world, identical or consonant with the Magyar 
place names in the Carpathian Basin—more than half  of  these place names 
are outside the Eurasian continent: in Africa and the Americas, as well as 
Oceania.101 Vámos-Tóth’s Tamana theory does not imply cosmic alien ances-
tors; however, his maps and ideas of  Hungarian place names around the Earth 
are used to illustrate (and thus reinforce) the plausibility of  István Medgye-
si’s book about the Hungarians coming to this world from the mysterious 
planet Chineai, as God’s chosen people, with three other peoples: the Japa-
nese, Chinese, and Ainu. Together with the Japanese, they kept wandering 
for six thousand years, before embarking on their separate journeys through 
Korea, lake Baikal, Yenisei river, Kamchatka, Bering-strait to Alaska, down 
through the Americas until Paraguay, then back to Asia, and through Crimeea 
into Pannonia to fulfil a genetic project ordered by God, the head-shaman 
himself.102

Returning to Zoltán Paál’s narratives: long after the sinking of  Ataisz, 
in 4040 BCE in the Far-Eastern land of  Ordos (China), the alliance of  24 
Hun tribes (the ancestors of  the Magyars) was formed,103 and the more 
than one thousand pages of  the Arvisura tell the worldly and spiritual deeds 
of  these various nation-tribes. As the Arvisura grew into a sacred book for 
several Ethnopagan groups and movements, different devoted commenta-
tors and exegetes updated its cosmic references to newer narratives about 
ancient aliens from the stars (e.g., from the Orion constellation).104 Tamás 
Kozsdi, a prolific and popular writer, links the more traditional alternative 
historical neomythology of  the Sumerian origins (of  Hungarians) with the 
Huns described in the Arvisura arriving from the stars:

“We have to befriend the idea that we do not populate the universe 
alone. There are almost 800 million [. . .] inhabited planets. Among 
these, Earth occupies quite an honourable place, but far from 
the best, and certainly not the only one! Here on Earth, school 
textbooks begin with the Sumerians, who we know mastered such 
an advanced writing and culture that even today we haven’t been 
able to decipher their thousands of  (clay) tablets with cuneiform 
writing left to us [. . .] There’s no way the Sumerians originated 
from monkeys, because a monkey cannot write in cuneiform 
signs, especially not in (Hungarian) runic writing. Everybody can 
see through and understand here the connection of  the Sumerians 
with the Hungarians and the highly advanced alien civilisations. 
Our research has led us to (the conclusion that) there are Huns 
living far away from Earth on another planet, in the Sirius star 
system. We try to show as much as possible about these Huns, 
our Hun brothers.”105

The Arvisura universe reverberates in several newer narratives connecting 
extraterrestrial ancestors of  ancient teacher-visitors to the primeval history 
of  Hungarians. The first to be mentioned is an influential amateur full-length 
animation film on YouTube by Tibor Molnár: Az Ég fiai (Sons of  Heaven),106 
which is partially based on the Arvisura (and partly on Imre Máté’s Yotengrit).107 
Although the video does not refer explicitly to extraterrestrials, the mythic 
narrative itself  is built upon the implicit premise (the Ataiszian origin) of  
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Magyars being the descendants of  celestial forefathers of  cosmic wisdom; 
this idea is visually emphasised in the first four minutes of  the video (Fig. 2). 

Even more important, the Arvisura serves as the base of  a strong 
new religious movement:108 the Church of  the Universe or the Holy Mother 
Church of  the Huns,109 even complete with a “university” called Huniver-
sitas,110 led by György Kisfaludy, a “time-physicist” researcher and high 
priest,111 where mythological narratives of  Ataiszian prehistory and gnostic 
theology (of  Energy-Holy Spirit) are corroborated with quantum physics, 
astrobiology, palaeo-astronautics, and ufology. As the message from the 
opening pages of  the church state: 

“We Huns came from the infinity and we are going to the infinity. 
Our ancestors entrusted us with secrets that would make the 
deepest oceans mere puddles and the highest mountain a molehill. 
Look to the sky and you can always see the distance of  the future, 
where the infinite is. There we are, there are your brothers and 
sisters who have not forgotten you, and everywhere you look you 
see only God [. . .] 6,042 years ago,112 when our ancestors came to 
Earth in a great wave, we already worshipped the same God that a 
large part of  Hungarians (and the world) still worships today [. . .]
We have been Christians in the modern sense, much longer ago 
than you were told or taught. We didn’t learn our faith on earth, 
we brought it with us as other peoples did. [. . . we pave] the way 
for a truly transformative revolution in science that can bring a 
more liveable world for all. Our knowledge starts from ancient 
foundations, but strives towards the infinite number of  stars, 
where we came from, and to which our hearts long to return. Let 
us work together for a true European Hun people!”113

Kisfaludy’s Church of  the Universe is one of  the best examples of  the new 
national myths turning into an institutionalised cosmic religion, in which 
Neo-Pagan revivalism is mixed with popular ufology, fringe science, and 
New Age beliefs, with the myths of  Ataiszian ancestors coming from the 
Sirius and galactic Hun brotherhood presented in a semi-scientific style.114 
A similar native faith movement is the “Ancient Hungarian Táltos Church” 

Fig. 2. “Sons of  Heaven,” capture from video (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0DxV8bu5fro).
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branching off  from the previous church and led by András Kovács(-Magyar), 
a táltos healer using shamanic techniques and planetary vibrations, accord-
ing to whom Jesus (of  Scythian-Hungarian origin) came from a constellation 
called “Aquileia.”115

András Magyar and his Táltos Church are the main propagators of  
“the Hungarians’ most sacred site” around which another entire mythol-
ogy with cosmic references unfolds: the Pilis hills in Hungary, consid-
ered by believers the “Heart Chakra of  the Earth.”116 We can understand 
the connections between all the mythic elements referred to through an 
argumentation drawn on a Hungarian esoteric website: “Jesus is natu-
rally connected with Sirius, as the Heart Chakra of  the Galaxy (Sirius) is 
connected to the Sun. The Sun (is connected) with the Pilis, and the Pilis 
with us (Hungarians).”117 In the narratives and rituals surrounding the 
Pilis hills, the central idea is that—beyond being a region full of  ruins 
of  ancient Hungarian fortifications and also a centre of  the Hungari-
an-founded order of  Pauline Fathers118—the three peaks of  the range 
are forgotten giant pyramids arranged in the order and orientation of  the 
three stars of  the Orion belt,119 and the place is also full of  spiritual energy 
lines and miraculous healing powers.120 In addition to these neomytholog-
ical aspects, the place has become richer with aliens lately: Attila Miklós, 
an adept of  the Arvisura universe and enthusiastic UFO-researcher, offers 
an essential compendium to the formation of  this emerging eclectic new 
cosmic mythology in his book about the mystical history of  Hun-Mag-
yars.121 He repeatedly refers to ufologist László Tóth, according to whom 
seven sarcophagi with reptilian mummies were found in a cave in the Pilis, 
and takes this as evidence for the lizard-headed beings met by the Hungar-
ian kings during their visits to the Paulian monks. 

Ancient pyramidal structures attributed to aliens were discovered in 
Transylvania as well: Tivadar Czimbalmas, an ethnic Szekler-Hungarian 
from Romania, spent years investigating of  earth terrace formations called 
“pallag” in Szeklerland region, which he considers vestiges of  a prehistoric 
culture originating from the stars.122 In his view, this mysterious “Pallag 
culture” represents the descendants of  aliens (Sons of  the Sun) who 
arrived on starships through “energy portals,” settling in the Carpathian 
basin, and were the ancestors of  the Szekler-Hungarians. 

The presupposed pyramids of  the Pilis-mountains, those in Tran-
sylvania and elsewhere in the Carpathian basin are often linked in the 
Hungarian neomythology to the “Bosnian pyramids” (a cluster of  natural 
hills near the town Visoko, surrounded by a set of  tunnels)123 as part of  a 
world-wide energy network. What makes these Bosnian pyramids and the 
Ravne tunnels important for the Magyar neomythology is the fact that the 
many signs belonging to the neolithic Vinča culture (the “Danube script”) 
discovered in and around them have been identified by Hungarian palae-
ography enthusiasts as elements of  the Szekler-Hungarian runic writing.124 
Moreover, theories emerged about the alien origins of  both the pyramid 
hills as transport structures corresponding to Nikola Tesla’s energy tech-
nology125 and the runic signs.126 

Further on, Hungarian runic writing, identified as the script of  the 
Arvisura, plays a central role in the famous Izsáky files, worthy of  an 
X-Files-like television series. In 1974, László Izsáky (an ethnic Hungarian 
from Romania), inspired by the golden plaques of  NASA’s 1972 Pioneer 10 
space probe and a subsequent UFO sighting in San Jose De Valderas in 
Spain in 1973—thought to be an answer to the Pioneer’s message—drew a 
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on Zsuzsanna Fanni Váradi-Kalmár-Kálmánchey’s 
websites Amagdala: “New atomism: The saving seed,” 
accessed 3rd April 2023, https://www.amagdala.
hu/en/new-atomism and Magura: “The awakening 
world,” accessed 3rd April 2023, https://mag-ura.
com/en/ (2016-2023).

97
Accessed 3rd April 2023, http://www.book-of-true.
com/arvisura/what-is-arvisura.html; Paál, Arvisura. 

98
As the Arvisura names them: Uruk-Om, Agaba-Om 
(China), Hyksos-Om (Egypt), Anina-Om (Mesopota-
mia), Parsi-Om (Parthia), Indio-Om (India), Mayan-Om 
(Mexico), and Kusko-Om (Peru).

99
Dr. Bátor Vámos-Tóth (1928–2006), a Hungarian 
émigré, settled in Hawaii and started his “Tamana” 
international research project on pre-supposed 
Hungarian name structures around the world in 
the seventies. His ideas were taken further even by 
foreign authors like Clyde Winters (“Tamana culture: 
The pre-diluvial civilization of  mankind,” Olmec98.net, 
accessed 3rd April 2023, http://olmec98.net/tamana.
htm or Jim Willis, Lost Civilizations: The Secret Histories 
and Suppressed Technologies of  the Ancients (n.p.: Visible 
Ink Press, 2019).

100
Vámos-Tóth Bátor, Tamana. Világnévtár (Tamana. 
World toponym directory) (Székesfehérvár: Magya-
rországért, Édes Hazánkért Kiadó, 2005) and 
Vámos-Tóth Bátor, “A név-szerkezetek világfüzére: 
minden út Tamanába vezet” (The worldwide chain 
of  name structures: All roads lead to Tamana) online 
article, accessed 6th October 2010, http://sgforum.
hu/listazas.php3id=1078212785&order=reverse&in-
dex=2&azonosito=magyarazonos.

101
Vámos-Tóth, Tamana; Winters, “Tamana.” Though 
not directly based on József  Cserép’s and Jenő 
Csicsáky’s already referred “Lemurian” theory 
inspired by Churchward’s Mu-mythology, the Tamana 
theory reuses the same (hyper-)diffusionist ideas, this 
time in a linguistic guise.

102
Medgyesi István, Isten magyarjai (God’s Hungarians) 
(Budapest: self-pub., 2003) referred to in Bolyki, 
Tamás, “Magyar vándor. Tizenötezer év alatt a föld 
körül” (Hungarian wanderer: Fifteen thousand years 
around the Earth), Hihetetlen! Magazin. A magyarság 
20.000 éves történelme 1 (2012): 18–19; also Bolyki, 
Tamás, “Évezredes kalandozásaink: Magyarok 
Mindenütt” (Our thousands of  years of  wandering: 
Hungarians everywhere), Hihetetlen! Magazin. A 
magyarság 20.000 éves történelme 4 (2017): 17–20.

103
Paál, Arvisura, 22–24.

104
Kozsdi, Tamás, A magyar ősemlékezet és az Arvisura 
világkép (The archaic memory of  Hungarians and 
the world view of  the Arvisura) (Budapest: Angyali 
Menedék, 2005), or the websites edited by him: 
(Kozsdi, Tamás) “Idegen civilizációk és a földönkívüli 

giant Ж shaped “calling sign” (contact message) on the ground in Transyl-
vania, in the Gutin mountains. According to the story, as expected, a UFO 
landed on 7th June 1974 and Izsáky together with his friends received a 
series of  86 gold plates from the alien beings. They had managed to copy 
the symbols that were on the plates before the Securitate (the Romanian 
Secret Police) confiscated them after a short combat and tortured Izsáky 
and two other friends, forcing them into psychiatric asylum.127 The case 
was discussed in full detail by Zsuzsanna Perlaki, ufologist blogger and 
investigative journalist, severely criticising the older generation of  Hungar-
ian UFO circles for not supporting Izsáky seriously.128 According to 
rumours, Izsáky disappeared in 2004, perhaps taken to Sirius.129 Ufologist 
Géza Kisteleki links the golden plates of  the Arvisura, hidden in the Ural 
mountains (according to Zoltán Paál), with the extraterrestrial messages of  
the Transylvanian golden plates presented and decoded by László Izsáky.130 
According to Kisteleki, the signs on Izsáky’s golden plates correspond 
to the Hungarian-Szekler runic script, revealing the Arvisuras of  the Ural 
golden plates, and represent the sacral geometry, the energy and symbol-
ism preserved in the mythologies of  humanity and sacral memory of  the 
great cultures of  old and the forgotten Hungarian past.131

Izsáky was not the only one waiting for or meeting visitors from 
the stars. Klára Sándor, in her book about Hungarian neomythologies,132 
describes the case of  a Transylvanian Hungarian woman: Gizella Bartha, 
who had been visited by the Count of  St. Germain, a present-day avatar 
of  an ancient Táltos king from a planet on the Sirius system (actually 
“Enlil, the sixth son of  Nimrod from Sirius”), and who dictated to her 
the “other” Arvisuras (different from Zoltán Paál’s, nevertheless, also an 
authentic scripture), the entire set of  galactic teachings about the karmic 
ways of  the world from Atlantis to the present day and the mystical salva-
tion role of  the Hungarians in the approaching dimension change cata-
clysm (the Apocalypse).133 

Such confluences of  Hungarian myths, New Age spirituality, and 
UFO beliefs are not uncommon. Anthropologist Judit Kis-Halas has 
investigated a series of  Hungarian web pages and online forums and 
conducted several interviews with New Age believers and healers. In the 
case of  her two interlocutors, the angels to whom they prayed could be 
identified as either benevolent or malevolent extra-terrestrial creatures, 
involved in a galactic conspiracy.134 We can understand the relevance of  
these beliefs for the cosmic religiousness of  the new Hungarian mythol-
ogy if  we take into account the observations summarised by Kis-Halas in 
a set of  four topics appearing in the discourses she investigated: “1. birth 
of  a ‘new world order’ and related apocalyptic predictions; 2. conspiracy 
theories; 3. extra-terrestrials and UFOs; 4. the date and role of  Hungarians 
in the present and future order of  the Universe.”135 Further examples of  
such correlations between angels as aliens or higher energies and Hungar-
ian cosmic religious syncretism can be found in several new religious or 
spiritual communities, such as the “Bolya-nest” and Prophet dénes’s char-
ismatic movement researched by Koppány-László Csáji,136 or the count-
less online forums, blogs, and websites where adepts discuss and echo 
teachings about past and present angelic or divine beings from the stars, 
the Sirian origins and the mystic MAG (“Seed”) nature of  the Magyars,137 
playing the healing role in humanity’s future destiny.138 

In these latter discourses the Magyars (the “MAG people,” as referred 
to above) are believed to bear a messianic, eschatological mission in the 
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Hun testvéreink élete” (Alien civilisations and the life 
of  our extraterrestrial Hun brothers), Hun történelem, 
(2002), accessed 3rd April 2023, http://www.geoci-
ties.ws/huntortenelem/01.html; and echoed further 
on pages like Móréné Tokai, Kiss Éva’s “Misztikus 
vonatkozások és földönkívüliekre történő utalások 
az Arvisurákban” (Mystical aspects and references 
to extraterrestrials in the Arvisuras). Hun történelem 
webpage, accessed 3rd April 2023, http://www.geoc-
ities.ws/huntortenelem/02.html.

105
Kozsdi, “Idegen civilizációk,” accessed 3rd April 
2023, http://www.geocities.ws/huntortenelem/txt/
fej01.txt. 

106
Available on YouTube, on Tibor Molnár’s channel: 
accessed 3rd April 2023, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=HbodRT2bA_Y&t=3s. The English trans-
lation of  the video can be accessed here: accessed 
3rd April 2023, http://transcriptvids.com/v/
HbodRT2bA_Y.html. Although the video has credits 
at the end, no further independent information can 
be found about the makers. Still, it may be said that 
since its first publication on 14th February 2010, the 
video has gained a relatively high popularity, with 
30K views on the original channel and around twenty 
repostings elsewhere, and the film was also marketed 
in CD version in specialised bookstores. For a detailed 
analysis see Hubbes, “New Hungarian.”

107
Extensively analyzed in Hubbes, “New Hungarian.”

108
This is a special case when a new religious move-
ment is at the same time a new national movement: 
concomitantly with the development of  Kisfaludy’s 
Hun ecclesia, a petition was prepared to recognise 
the Huns (who disappeared from Europe in the 
fifth century CE) as an ethnic minority in Hungary, 
which was rejected on 25th April 2005. A chronicle 
of  the process is presented on the website of  the 
Hun community: accessed 3rd April 2023, http://
hunnemzetiseg.weebly.com/jelenuumlnk.html. There 
is also a report on the issue in English by Nick 
Thorpe: “Hungary blocks Hun minority bid,” BBC 
News, 12th April 2005, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
europe/4435181.stm.

109
Between 1997 and 2011 (when Hungarian legisla-
tion severely reduced the number of  acknowledged 
official religious denominations) they functioned as 
a recognised religious congregation, and after 2011 
with the status of  “foundation with religious activ-
ity,” with more than ten thousand declared members 
(estimated). Exact information about the community 
can be found on Wikipedia: accessed 3rd April 2023, 
https://hu.wikipedia.org/wiki/Az_Univerzum_
Egyh%C3%A1za. Also see: “Hungarian native faith” 
article on Wikipedia: accessed 3rd April 2023, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hungarian_Native_Faith.

110
Originally available from the church’s website, the 
active site and the courses of  the “Hun University” 
today can be accessed at:  https://www.angelfire.com/
planet/dictionaries/ (26th July 2023).

salvation history of  humanity. The healing role, however, is coupled with 
an apocalyptic tone. It is expected that—as in the past, when Attila the 
Hun was mandated and supported by heavenly (extraterrestrial) beings 
to end the decayed Roman empire to save the world139—they will receive 
celestial help from a returning mythic figure. This is a figure known from 
the biblical traditions: King Nimrod—identified with Orion, the celes-
tial hunter, and with Ménrót, the legendary forefather of  Hungarians in 
the ancient chronicles. In the fourth special issue of  Hihetetlen! Magazin 
dedicated to “20.000 years of  Hungarian history,” there is an article that 
discusses this topic: 

“Many people believe that Hungarians have some special mission 
in history. They refer to ancient prophecies, that in the distant 
future, when the human world is threatened with annihilation, a 
Turanian horse-riding archer people, the descendants of  Nimrod 
will prevent the apocalypse and restore the disturbed harmony 
between Earth, man, and the Universe.”140

József  Kántor explains the cosmic role of  Nimrod in the approaching 
Apocalypse:

“The prophecy was known to the Babylonians that at the end 
of  time these seven tribes would reunite under the leadership of  
the ‘reincarnated’ King Nimród/Ménrót [Nemroth]. Supposedly, 
even the destroyed Tower itself  will be rebuilt at that time [. . .]
It is said that the ‘Panther King’ built this tower in order to 
confront a dark force from its top, that approached the Earth in 
those ancient times. We don’t know exactly what or who it was, 
because the already hazy mythological references are even more 
vague than usual! All that can be inferred is that it was a powerful 
demonic being, a kind of  ‘Dark Lord’ who was a fierce enemy 
of  humanity! The Eastern traditions roughly agree that Nimród/
Ménrót [Nemroth], as the ‘Sun Panther’—that is, the chosen 
representative of  the gods—took up the fight with the dark 
power from the top of  the Tower. He climbed onto his ‘heavenly 
chariot’ and ascended from the top floor into the stars, where he 
shot an arrow from his magical bow at the demon king’s ‘Chariot 
of  Fire’ [. . .] From the point of  view of  palaeo-astronautics, the 
question arises here: Could this legend preserve the memory of  
a space war, and Nimród’s Tower could have been not only an 
observatory, but also a kind of  space port?”141

Conclusions
The new Hungarian national mythology integrates elements of  “cosmic reli-
gion”—ancient aliens, extraterrestrial ancestors, galactic saviours, and apoc-
alyptic motives—into their narratives, creating a bricolage of  stories of  
“improvisational”142 ethnogenesis and ethno-eschatology—splintered, mosa-
ic-like, yet unitary universes. The neomythology adapts to the current global 
ideas of  the cultic milieu, trends of  conspirituality, adopting alien beings, 
cosmic entities from New Age spirituality, UFO culture and popular media, 
weaving them into their own older, classical mythic stories.

The differences between the Hungarian national cosmic 
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111
György Kisfaludy (1944–) an electronist technician 
by training, established the religious congregation and 
national community of  the Huns in 1991, in Budapest, 
as a scientific debate club (see the Wikipedia article 
cited above). He claims dozens of  groundbreaking 
technical inventions, published online several treatises 
on the mystical nature and science of  the gravitational 
waves, the cosmic consciousness, e.g., A teremtés üzenete 
(The message of  creation) 1991; A téridő kulcsa: a tudat 
(The key to space-time: The consciousness) n.d., Az 
energia titka (The mystery of  energy) n.d. He also 
maintains a YouTube channel titled Ataisz titkai (The 
mysteries of  Atais) with more than ten thousand 
followers, containing 932 videos of  his lectures, 
accessed since 2007, https://www.youtube.com/@
ataisz_titkai/videos.

112
A reference to the Arvisura, which they maintain as 
sacred scripture, and organise their holidays in accord-
ance with it.

113
Greeting messages from http://hunok.hu/egyhaz/
index1.html, accessed 3rd April 2023; http://hunok.
hu/startlapok/ujstartlap.html, accessed 3rd April 
2023. It must be noted, that the Hunok.hu website of  
the church has been unavailable since October 2022 
(retrieved here through the Wayback Machine Internet 
archive on 25th July 2023). 

114
See Szilárdi Réka, “Neopaganism in Hungary: Under 
the spell of  roots,” in Modern Pagan and Native Faith 
Movements in Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Kaarina 
Aitamurto and Scott Simpson (Durham: Acumen, 
2013), 230–48.

115
Szilárdi, “Neopaganism.”

116
Essential articles interpreting the Pilis-phenomenon:
Povedák, István, “From Attila to the Heart Chakra: 
Postmodern pilgrimages,” Acta Ethnographica Hungar-
ica 59, no. 1 (2013): 1–18, https://doi.org/10.1556/
AEthn.2013.001. Also see Judit Kis-Halas, “ ‘Haragud-
tam az angyalokra, hogy átb*sztak’ Angyalkultusz és 
UFO-vallás,” in Tapasztalatból hallottam . . . Alternatív 
világképek: Összeesküvés- elméletek társadalomtudományi 
elemzése, ed. István Povedák and László-Attila Hubbes, 
(Budapest: MTA-SzTE, 2018), 191–216. English 
version: Kis-Halas, Judit, “ ‘I was Angry with the 
Angels for F*cking Me Over.’ Angel-cult and 
UFO-religion in Hungary,” in Faith, Doubt and Knowl-
edge in Religious Thinking, ed. Pócs Éva and Vidacs Bea 
(Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 2020), 327–52.

117
Accessed 3rd April 2023, http://hajnalhasadas.
hupont.hu/149/sziriusz-kapcsolat-12. 

118
The Paulines are invested in the new mythology with 
a mysterious aura: they had been the White “Táltos” 
(Shaman) priests, secret keepers of  the hidden ancient 
wisdom of  the Pagan Magyars, persecuted by the 
Roman Catholic Church. See Povedák, István, “A szer-
zetes és a fehér táltos: A pálos újmitológiától a magyar 

neomythologies examined here, on the one hand, and the more classical 
national mythic narratives, as well as the canonical historical and linguistic 
theses sustained by the academical science, on the other, originate from 
the influences of  the worldwide trends in alternative history, para-sciences, 
ufology, palaeo-astronautics, New Age ideas, and contemporary conspir-
atorial thinking, but also from scientific frontiers and cosmic age enthusi-
asm—all adapted to the Hungarian context. The Hungarian Kaltes Asszony 
(Lady Kaltes), goddess Anyahita, and Ata-Izisz father-god of  the Arvisura 
mythology are alien ancestors from Joli-tórem, the Sirius system from the 
Canis Maior constellation, who landed on the mythical Ataisz continent, 
giving rise to the forefathers of  Hungarians to a global, colonising, and 
civilising culture. As regards the present and the future, again, this mythic 
universe is centred on the messianic eschatologic mission to save mankind, 
deriving from the protochronic primacy and moral, spiritual superiority 
of  the nation over all the other ethnic groups, cultures, civilisations. The 
new Hungarian cosmic myths state that the MAGyar nation (the “Seed” 
people) has a divine (cosmic) mission to regenerate humanity from its 
ruins, however, not before the ancient king Nimrod returns from the stars 
to eradicate the depravity and corruption of  the contemporary world (as 
in another narrative, king Attila should have done with ancient Rome, a 
task at which he failed143).

The authors and believers of  new national mythologies integrate 
and “re-ethnicise” alien and apocalyptic elements from the contemporary 
global cultic milieu and New Age popular culture to endow the Hungar-
ian nation with sacredness, giving it a cosmic significance. They often do 
so taking on the risk of  being ridiculed and harshly criticised not only 
by the representatives of  academic science or mainstream churches, but 
even by their fellow, more traditional Turanist or Sumerologist compatri-
ots. We may ask: Why? Multiple answers present themselves. The same 
processes and similar cosmic mythologies develop and unfold in the neigh-
bouring nations (most often directed against each other),144 in a Girardian 
sense of  mimetic rivalry.145 There is a growing general public resentment 
and distrust146 towards both academic science and the official churches 
(together with an aversion towards the political and economic estab-
lishment—again, in the entirety of  Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern 
Europe, but also worldwide). Both phenomena point to further, deeper 
explanations: academic science and official churches are seen as servants 
of  foreign interests, either of  inimical nations, and/or of  greater regional 
or global powers. In the case of  new Hungarian national mythologies and 
cosmic religiousness, historical sciences are felt as dominated by occult 
Western (or Eastern) forces (Austrian, Soviet, Anglo-Saxon), Christianity 
is considered too Jewish and/or too Roman (ruled and distorted by Jews, 
the Vatican, or even America) and in no way authentic and serving the real 
interests of  the nation. Finally, in the eyes of  the adherents of  national 
neomythology, modern historical sciences and the universalist message 
and nature of  Christianity (together with secularisation) deprive the nation 
of  its most essential value: sacrality. Re-mythologisation, with all its means, 
serves exactly this purpose: to restore the lost sacred nature of  the history, 
destiny, and raison d’être of  the ethnic community. 

As Róbert Szűcs, the editor-in-chief  of  the Hihetetlen! Magazin, puts 
it in the foreword of  the first special issue dedicated to “20.000 years of  
Hungarian history,” explaining the reason for compiling the compendium 
of  Hungarian neomythology: 
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attilahun.hu/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/attila_
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on various TV channels. See also Bencze Mihály, “A 
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(2012): 3–4.
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Semir Osmanagić, Bosnian-American amateur archae-
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Foundation, 2019).
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Forrai website: accessed 3rd April 2023, http://www.
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A FEW MONTHS AGO, MY SON, THE YOUNGEST ONE, SAID 
TO ME:

STARTING TODAY I’M 
EATING KOSHER!

HE WASN’T ASKING ME, HE WAS 
SIMPLY LETTING ME KNOW.

I, HOWEVER, REMINDED HIM THAT FOLLOWING A REAL 
KASHRUT IS PRACTICALLY IMPOSSIBLE IF YOU’RE NOT 
PREPARED FOR IT, AND IF THE SPACE ISN’T PREPARED FOR 

IT, AS IN OUR HOME. I’LL DO WHATEVER IT 
TAKES TO FOLLOW 

IT.

AND THAT’S WAHT HE 
ACTUALLY DID.

BUT HE REPLIED:

(I DREAMED A DREAM)
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THE THING IS, WE AREN’T AT 
ALL RELIGIOUS.

LET’S SAY THAT OUT CONNECTION TO 
JUDAISM IS LINKED TO THE GENERA-
TIONS THAT PRECEDED US, BUT IT’S 

ESSENTIALLY CULTURAL, AND ONLY IN 
MY SPECIFIC CASE, POLITICAL.

WE ARE COMPLETELY SECULAR.

OUR CHILDREN DIDN’T RECEIVE A STRUCTURED 
JEWISH EDUCATION.

SO HIS CHOICE DID SURPRISE ME A BIT.

THEY DIDN’T EVEN GO TO THE SHORAISM, THOSE COURSES 
THAT HELP CHILDREN OF NONPRACTICING FAMILIES TO 
REDISCOVER THEIR JEWISH ROOTS (“SHORASHIM” IN 

HEBREW MEANS “ROOTS”).

BUT IT’S FINE . . . 

MY WIFE AND I TELL EACH OTHER OUT SON’S NEED, HIS 
URGENCY, STEMS FROM A PRIMAL NEED FOR IDENTITY, 
AN ANCIENT NEED, IN THIS CASE BASED ON A TRADITION 

THAT AROSE IN THE LATE BRONZE AGE.

SO IT’S HAD A FEW YEARS TO SETTLE 

DOWN, HASN’T IT?

WE DEFINITELY DON’T GET IN HIS 
WAY . . .
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BUT I DID REALLY WANT HIM 
TO UNDERSTAND THAT THE 
RELATIONSHIP TO JUDA-

ISM IS SOMETHING
DIFFERENT FOR ME . . .

IT IS MAINLY CONNECTED 
TO THE IDEA OF AN EGALI-
TARIAN DREAM THAT HAS 

LITTLE TO DO WITH
RELIGION.

TO EXPLAIN THIS, I TAKE HIM FOR A WALK.

BUT WHERE ARE 
WE? IN TEL AVIV

AND HOW DID WE GET HERE?

WITH VOLITION

DO YOU WANT SOME-
THING TO DRINK?

MMM . . . AN 
ALCOHOL-FREE 

MOJITO . . .
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I DON’T KNOW IF THEY 
HAVE THAT . . .

WE AREN’T IN MILAN

GET A “LEMONANA” 
. . . IT’S GOOD, IT’S 

KOSHER
(I KNOW HIS WEAKNESSES)

OK

TODA RABA

I’LL EXPLAIN 
. . .

. . . YOU HAVE TO DISTINGUISH THE 
PRESENT WORLD FROM THE MESSI-

ANIC ONE . . .
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IN MY TIME, THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL HAD TO SUBMIT 
QUIETLY TO THE VARIOUS NATIONS, BUT THE 

MESSIAH’S COMING WILL CHANGE EVERYTHING.

YOU SEE . . . LISTEN, 
MEDIEVAL IDEAS, AS 

I ALWAYS SAY . . .

JUDAISM IS A SICKNESS THAT YOU WOULDN’T 
WISH ON YOUR WORST ENEMY . . . AND THIS 
HERZL AND HIS FRIENDS ACTUALLY WANT 

TO CREATE A COUNTRY FOR JEWS . . . WHICH 
MEANS PRESERVING AND PROPAGATING SAID 

SICKNESS . . .

BUT WHO ARE 
THEY?

THE ONE WITH THE TURBAN IS MAAI-
MONIDE . . . DOCTOR, RABBI, AND 

PHILOSOPHER OF THE 12TH
CENTURY . . . A GREAT SCHOLAR.

THE OTHER ONE, THE 
BIG-HAIRED GUY, IS 

HEINRICH HEINE, BOTH A 
POET AND PHILOSOPHER 
. . . THE GREATEST OF THE 
GERMANS IN THE GENER-
ATION THAT CAME AFTER 

GOETHE . . .

HEINE, YOU ARE A WICKED MODERNIST 
BUT DEFINITELY LESS CRAZY THAN THIS 
HERZL WHO WANTS TO DESTROY EVERY-
THING WITH HIS IDEA OF THE SECULAR 

JEW . . .

LET’S FOLLOW THEM . . . THAT’S 
MORITZ STEINSCHNEIDER

AREN’T THEY 
HOT . . . DRESSED 

LIKE THAT?

HAS THIS MESSIAH 
ARRIVED? IT DOESN’T 

SEEM LIKE IT TO ME . . .



Giorgio Albertini 149

WHEN HE CAME TO ME TO DEFEND HIS 
IDEA, I CALLED HIM “A KILLER.”

I EXPLICITLY TOLD HIM THAT IF 
I SUBSCRIBED TO HIS IDEAS, WE 

WOULD HAVE JUST NEEDED TO 
PREPARE A WORTHY BURIAL FOR 

THESE TREASURES . . .

YOU ARE INSUFFERABLE, WITH YOUR MIDDLE 
CLASS SENTIMENT AND YOUR NEED TO 

PRESERVE YOUR IDENTITY . . . THE ONLY IDEN-
TITY I SEE HERE IS THAT OF CLASS . . .

AND WE WANT A CLASSLESS SOCIETY WITH-
OUT CLASS, A STATE WITHOUT CLASSES, 
WHERE NO RELIGIOUS SPECIFICITY WILL 
HAVE SPECIAL RIGHTS OR PRIVILEGES. IF HERZL AND HIS PEOPLE ARE INTER-

ESTED IN A NEW MAN THAT CAN JOIN 
OUR UNIVERSAL MOVEMENT . . .

THERE CANNOT BE A NEW KIND 
OF JEW WITHOUT COMPLETE 
OSMOSIS WITH THE REST OF 

HUMANITY.

THAT’S TROTSKY, A FRIEND, 
WELL, A FOLLOWER . . .

YOU SETTLE IT LIKE THIS . . . THE 
STROKE OF A BRUSH AND WE HAVE THE 

NEW MAN. AS FOR THE JEWISH QUES-
TION, OR ANY OTHER ETHNIC ISSUE, 

YOU CAN’T RESOLVE THEM BY START-
ING A REVOLUTION . . .

HEY! I KNOW THIS ONE . . . HE’S MARX
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AFTER ALL, WE SAW HOW IT WENT 
. . . THE MASSES OF EX-PARIAHS YOU WANT 
TO GIVE POLITICAL AWARENESS AND 
UNIONISATION TO HAVE TO PRESERVE 
WHAT MAKES THEM WHO THEY ARE, I.E., 

JEWS.
I’M COMPLETELY LOST 

. . . AND I’VE FINISHED THE 
“LIMONANA”.

WHAT I CAN SAY IS THAT I LOVE JEWS, ALL 
JEWS, WITH ONE EXCEPTION: ZIONISTS. 

WHAT IRRITATES ME THE MOST IN THESE 
SCOUNDRELS IS THAT THEY BELIEVE IN 

THE SEARCH FOR HAPPINESS . . .
WHAT? 

I DIDN’T GET IT . . .

GOOD 
EVENING!

AT THE END OF THE 19TH CENTURY, VLADI-
MIR MEDEM FOUNDED THE BUND, THE GENERAL 

FEDERATION OF JEWISH WORKERS.

THERE . . . YOU HEARD IT . . . THAT’S THE POINT!
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I WOULD LIKE TO RECTIFY SOME OF YOUR STATEMENTS 
AND DEMONSTRATE THAT YOUR CRITICISM

DOESN’T HAVE A FACTUAL BASIS . . . THIS IS ALL DUE TO 
A SMALL JEWISH FLAW, WHICH CONSISTS IN BELIEVING 

THAT QUESTIONS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN ANSWERS. 
THIS IS ESSENTIALLY WHAT I WANTED TO TELL YOU . . .

AS IN ...? I DIDN’T UNDERSTAND ANYTHING 
OF WHAT THESE PEOPLE WERE 

TALKING ABOUT . . .
OF COURSE . . . THE ISSUE IS SO COMPLI-

CATED THAT COMMENTS ALWAYS 
COME OUT AS TOO SUBTLE AND 

CONTRADICTORY.

AND SO, EVERYTHING IS MORE 
OBSCURE AND MYSTERIOUS THAN 

WHAT WE THINK . . .
LET ALONE EXPLICABLE 

IT IN A FEW SHORT COMIC 
PAGES . . .

NONETHELESS, THAT MAN’S 
THOUGHT, HIS ABILITY TO WEAVE 
TOGETHER VARIOUS IDEAS, IS 
STILL A BEACON FOR UNDER-

STANDING TODAY’S JUDAISM . . .

I HEARD YOU COMMENTING 
AND EXCHANGING OPINIONS, 
WHICH I FOUND FASCINATING. 
PLEASE ALLOW ME TO INTRO-
DUCE MYSELF: DR. THEODOR 
HERZL, PLAYWRIGHT, PARIS 
CORRESPONDENT OF THE 
NEUE FREE PRESSE, AND PRES-
IDENT OF THE ZIONIST EXECU-

TIVE COMMITTEE.
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FOR MILLENNIA, THE JEWISH TRADI-
TION HAS KEPT ALIVE A FEELING 

THAT HAS UNITED THE EXPERIENCE 
OF MANY PEOPLE, A TRANS-ETHNICAL 

EXPERIENCE.

SEPHARDIM, ASHKENAZIS, MIZRAHIM, GREEK ROMANI-
OTES, ITALIAN JEWS, YEMENITE TEMANIM, BETA ISRAEL 

OF THE HORN OF AFRICA, BENE ISRAEL AND COCHIN JEWS 
OF INDIA, CHINESE JEWS, AND OTHERS THAT I SURELY 

FORGET . . .

“IF YOU WISH FOR IT, THEN IT WON’T BE ONLY A 
DREAM.”

ZIONISM WAS BORN IN OPPOSI-
TION TO THE JEWISH RELIGION 
PRECISELY BECAUSE IT DEALS 
WITH THE SAME ISSUE, THAT OF 

DREAMS . . .

DID YOU 
UNDERSTAND?

DID YOU UNDERSTAND, 
OR DIDN’T YOU?

YEAH, 
YEAH

UHUH . . . LISTEN, I BOUGHT A MEZUZAH

CAN YOU HELP ME PUT IT BY 
MY BEDROOM DOOR?

“MODERN ISRAEL IS NOT HERTZL’S UTOPIA, NOR THE IDEAL AS ESTABLISHED BY THE DECLARATION OF INDE-
PENDENCE. ISRAEL HAS MADE SOME MISTAKES; IN PARTICULAR, THE OCCUPATION OF ANOTHER PEOPLE, FOR 
55 YEARS. YET ISRAEL HAS CREATED SOMETHING UNIQUE, FLOURISHING, WITH ITS OWN CHARACTER . . . EVEN 
THOUGH IT APPEARS TO HAVE BEEN ON A RAZOR’S EDGE FOR 75 YEARS.                                                                              

                                                                             DAVID GROSSMAN, APRIL 1ST, 2023

Part of this text is inspired by the introduction to “The imaginary voyage with Theodor Herzl in Israel” by Simon Peres

AS HETEROGENEOUS AS THEIR HISTORICAL EXPERIENCES 
HAVE BEEN, AT A CERTAIN POINT THEY FIND, MORE OR 

LESS CONSCIOUSLY, A UNIFYING KEY IN ONE OF HERZL’S 
SENTENCES:
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