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tr anslator’s note

English translations of! material quoted in the text are those of! the 

translator unless otherwise att ributed. Numerous historical fi gures 

are referred to in the text, some of! whose names are likely to be un-

familiar to American readers. Many of! these are briefl y identifi ed in 

the glossary of! proper names at the back of! the book. Of! the “three 

impostors” who are the book’s subject, two—Moses and Jesus—are 

referred to by those names. The third, following the author’s varied 

usage, is referred to as Muhammad, Mahomet, or the Prophet; his 

followers are referred to as Muslims or Mahometans; the religion he 

founded is referred to as Islam or Mahometanism. His sacred book 

is given its correct Arabic spelling, Qur�ān. The treatise on the three 

impostors is discussed in both its Latin and its French versions. The 

English title Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors or On the Th ree Impostors is 

used to refer to the work generally; the Latin title De tribus impostori-
bus and the French title Traité des trois imposteurs refer specifi cally to 

the Latin and French versions, respectively.





pr eface to the 
english-language 
edition (2012)

The Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors was an international production, 

born in the early eighteenth century in European antireligious cir-

cles, aft er a long gestation begun in the Middle Ages. As early as 1796 

an American edition appeared, published in Philadelphia. But this 

was only an additional imposture, as shown two centuries later, in 

1996, by Heather Blair of! the University of! Chicago.1 The edition was 

the work of! a French publisher, Mercier de Compiègne, who, during 

the French Revolution, wanted to give the work greater prominence 

by making people believe that it had reached the New World. The 

fi rst English translations were published in 1844, in Amsterdam and 

Dundee, and 1846, in New York.

Although the Treatise for a long time enjoyed greater success in 

Europe than in America, today it resonates more in the Anglophone 

world. There the question of! atheism is debated more freely than 

in Europe, where the subject still meets with reticence and timid-

ity. While authors like Richard Dawkins, the late Christopher Hitch-

ens, Sam Harris, A. C. Grayling, Daniel C. Dennett , and many others 

directly confront religious beliefs in works writt en for the general 

public, European authors and publishers take a more hands-off ! ap-

proach, practicing self-censorship rather than risking controversy. 

In Old World Europe, these questions are subject to a consensus, 

which affi  rms that all beliefs deserve respect, even when they defy 

the most basic level of! rational thought.

You might say that Europe has forgott en the spirit of! the Enlight-

enment, of! Voltaire, Rousseau, Baron d’Holbach, Diderot, and Hume. 

It still views the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors as a testament of! athe-

ist fundamentalism, on the same level with religious fundamental-

isms. This refusal to envision a rational critique of! the three great 

monotheistic religions, or even to allow the debate, favors intellec-
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tual stagnation, even regression, by abandoning the search for truth. 

In this context, we may note the striking contrast between European 

bookstores, where the shelf! labeled “Religion” is overly full and rela-

tively homogeneous, and those of! the English-speaking world, where 

books of! militant atheism hold an important place alongside reli-

gious works, symbolic of! a healthy debate.

The Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors is an aggressive work, a frontal 

att ack upon religion. Ironically, three centuries aft er its appearance, 

it is still viewed in Europe as a dangerous and hard-to-fi nd work. Its 

combative spirit fi nds more favorable ground in the more open in-

tellectual environment of! the English-speaking world. Developed in 

Europe, in opposition to the religions whose impostures and totali-

tarianism it denounces, it has by now lost its impact on a society that 

prefers social consensus to the search for truth. It is a bett er fi t for 

the Anglophone intellectual climate, both culturally freer and intel-

lectually more combative. In a Europe that today prizes tranquility 

more than truth, and doublespeak over clarity, the Treatise has only 

historical value. In an America where Christian fundamentalisms 

have free play, the vigorous antireligious att acks on the “three im-

postors,” Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet, regain their full sociological 

and cultural interest.



pr eface (2009)

The Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors is what one might call a mythical 

work. It’s all right there in the title—the supreme provocation, an ab-

solute blasphemy, a direct challenge to the three great monotheistic 

religions. To call Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad impostors is to as-

sault the faith of! billions of! people, devout believers. That is precisely 

why the work’s title—a bogeyman, named only in a whisper, whose 

mere mention evoked fear—was suffi  cient unto itself! for centuries. 

From the thirteenth to the seventeenth century, this book circulated 

as a virtual work: nobody had seen it, nobody had read it, but almost 

everybody believed in its existence. In some ways, its story resembles 

that of! the god it fi ghts against: arising out of! human imagination, 

it became such an obsession that it ended up by existing. There it 

was, hot off ! the presses in the Netherlands in 1719, aft er which time 

it multiplied, circulating in clandestine fashion throughout Europe, 

where freethinkers bought up copies at the price of! gold.

Its scandalous reputation was ensured by the fact that it not only 

att acked the founders of! the three great religions, and at the same 

time their respective gods, but, even worse, put all three on the same 

level, in the same basket—the one full of! hoaxes, trickery, and illu-

sions that knock out critical thinking and cause senseless massacres. 

Yahweh, the Christian God, Allah—these are only words, hot air, and 

their prophets, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, are mere impostors. 

Their imposture, upheld by rabbis, priests, and imams, has brought 

about the violent deaths of! millions of! people, who literally died for 

nothing. This is the claim of! the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors. You 

don’t need to read it to guess the contents, which is precisely why 

the book was able to circulate for such a long time without ever ex-

isting. Anyone could fi ll it out with his own fantasies. And without 

ever having seen it, people pointed to its supposed authors, from 
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the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II to the philosopher Baruch 

Spinoza, not to mention all those other heterodox, heretics, atheists, 

or skeptics. In many ways, we might, in our day, call it a psychosis. 

Without ever having seen the book, people off ered large rewards to 

anyone who would fi nd them a copy. Then one day the notorious 

treatise materialized.

In the chapters that follow, we shall retrace the story of! this mys-

terious work. Scholars and contemporary historians have managed 

to reconstruct the broad outline of! the tale, although there remain 

some shady areas, some sources of! disagreement among specialists. 

The story is extremely complex; in the interest of! clarity, we have 

had to do some pruning and simplifying. Citations in the notes will 

allow interested readers to pursue various aspects of! the story in 

greater depth. It all began in the thirteenth century, much like a his-

torical detective novel, but the crucial episodes took place between 

the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries.

The story of! the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors is inextricably linked 

with that of! atheism and the general theme of! religious imposture. 

Scholars still argue over whether the treatise itself! is deist, pantheist, 

or atheist in inspiration. To us, atheist seems the right word to des-

ignate a work that denies absolutely the existence of! a personal god, 

a free intellect, the creator of! the world, who intervenes in human 

aff airs and assigns punishments and rewards aft er death. The book 

is undeniably antireligious, and this is why we have placed its story 

in a larger context, indispensable for a clear understanding of! its 

origins—that of! atheistic thought.



c h a p t e r on e

The Origin of� a Mythical Theme:
The Prehistory of� the Th ree Impostors 
(Up to the Thirteenth Century)

On 1 July 1239, Pope Gregory IX addressed to the monarchs and 

ecclesiastical dignitaries of� all Christendom an encyclical lett er ac-

cusing the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II of� being “a scorpion 

spitt ing out poison from the stinger on its tail.” “This pestilent king,” 

he continued,

has notably and openly stated that—in his own words—the whole 

world has been fooled by three impostors, Jesus Christ, Moses, and Mu-

hammad, two of� whom died honorably, while Jesus himself� died on 

the Cross. Moreover, he has dared to affi  rm, or rather, he has fraudu-

lently claimed, that all those who believed that a virgin could give 

birth to the God who created nature, and all the rest, were fools. And 

Frederick has aggravated the heresy by this insane assertion, accord-

ing to which no one can be born without having been conceived 

by the prior intercourse of� a man and a woman; he also claims 

that people ought to believe nothing that cannot be proven by the 

strength and reason of� nature.1

Thus the theme of� the three impostors was launched. At the start, 

it consisted of� a gratuitous accusation, immediately denied by the 

emperor, who responded by calling the pope himself� a heretic. The 

tension between the two men continued to mount, in the context of� 

what we now call the quarrel of� the papacy and the empire, or the In-

vestiture Controversy. Ever since 1075, when Pope Gregory VII pro-

claimed himself� the supreme leader of� Christendom and claimed 

that the emperor held power only through him, the war of� the lead-

ers had raged, reaching its heights under Emperor Frederick I Bar-

barossa (c. 1122–1190) and Pope Innocent III (1160–1216). Between 

deposition of� the pope, on the one side, and excommunication of� 

the emperor, on the other, the spiritual and temporal powers fought 
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each other for 150 years to decide which of� the two would exercise 

supreme power.

On 19 March 1227, Cardinal Hugolin, the comte de Segni, nephew 

of� Innocent III, was elected pope at the age of� fi ft y-seven, and took 

the name Gregory IX. Austere, stubborn, and energetic, an expert in 

canon law, and a personal friend of� Francis of� Assisi, the new pope 

dreamed of� solidifying the supreme domination of� the Holy See over 

Europe and the Holy Land. To achieve this, he needed the submission 

and collaboration of� the Holy Roman Emperor, head of� the premier 

temporal power of� Christendom. The problem was, the reigning em-

peror was one of� the strongest and most distinctive personalities of� 

the Middle Ages, and was determined to affi  rm his independence with 

respect to the pope. This exceptional emperor was Frederick II, of� the 

Hohenstaufen family. He had ruled since 1215; his states held those 

of� the pope in a vise because, in addition to ruling Germany, he was 

king of� Sicily (which is to say, of� all of� southern Italy). In the north-

ern part of� the peninsula, he imposed his authority on Lombardy by 

force, intervening frequently in Lombard aff airs. In 1227, he led a cru-

sade, which he had to interrupt right at the start due to a sudden ill-

ness. The pope excommunicated him. The following year he set out 

again, and in February 1229, an agreement with the Sultan al-Malik 

al-Kāmil restored to the Christians Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Nazareth, 

and a coastal strip from Jaff a to Acre. Frederick II proclaimed himself� 

King of� Jerusalem, yet maintained friendly relations with the Mus-

lims, an att itude that cost him dearly when the pope confi rmed his 

excommunication. The excommunication was lift ed on 28 August 

1230, and a fragile reconciliation took place at Anagni. Nine years 

later, there was another break: in February 1239, the confrontation 

in Lombardy polarized, as Frederick led a pitiless campaign, while 

Gregory federated all the anti-imperial towns and once again excom-

municated the emperor. Frederick then directly threatened the papal 

city. This was the context in which the pope launched his accusation: 

Frederick was a heretic and a blasphemer who had called the three 

great founders of� the monotheistic religions impostors.

Th e First to Be Accused: Frederick II and Pierre des Vignes (1239)

Gregory’s accusation was likely to be believed, as the emperor already 

had a demonic reputation.2 He surrounded himself� with suspect 
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characters of� heterodox tendencies who did not hesitate to cross re-

ligious boundaries. For example, Master Theodore, the court philos-

opher, was close to Arab circles, and made an extract for the emperor 

from the Secretum secretorum, a work att ributed to Aristotle. Michael 

Scot, a Scott ish philosopher, astrologer, diviner, and mathematician, 

was a member of� Frederick’s court from 1227 to 1235. While in To-

ledo, Spain, in 1217, he had translated from the Arabic several works 

of� Aristotle, such as On the Heavens and On the Soul, and also trans-

lated into Latin some works of� the Arabic philosopher Ibn Rushd 

(Averroes). Both of� these were rationalist authors; both were consid-

ered dangerous. Worst of� all, there was Pierre des Vignes, whom the 

church viewed as Frederick’s evil twin. Son of� a Capuan judge, he 

studied civil and canon law at Bologna and became prothonotary of� 

the kingdom of� Sicily, and then logothete (literally, “he who puts into 

words”; that is to say, the head of� the justice system and the draft er 

of� legislation). It was he who established the writt en protocol of� the 

court, using ambiguous expressions that referred to the emperor 

as an emanation of� divinity and compared him to Christ. Playing 

on his own name, Pierre was at once Peter, prince of� the apostles of� 

the new savior Frederick, “a new Moses who came down from Sinai 

bearing the Law,” and master “of� the vineyard of� the Lord.” A prel-

ate of� the day wrote that “[Pierre] des Vignes is the rock [pierre] on 

which the Church of� the Emperor is built when the emperor relaxes 

at a banquet in the company of� his disciples.” Mingling the profane 

and the sacred, and borrowing extensively from ancient Rome, des 

Vignes masterminded the eff ective deifi cation of� the emperor, as 

revealed in monumental statuary inspired by the late Roman Em-

pire. Although he was the alter ego of� Frederick II, Pierre des Vignes 

ended up abusing his high offi  ce, granting favors for money, and be-

traying the commands of� the emperor. He was arrested in 1249 and 

imprisoned at San Miniato, where he killed himself� by striking his 

head against the wall. Even his death did not restore his reputation 

in the eyes of� the church, though it did gain him a place of� honor 

in Dante’s Inferno, in the circle of� those who had done violence to 

themselves—not far from Michael Scot, likewise damned to hell by 

the Italian poet as a seer and fortune-teller.

Pierre des Vignes, in his capacity as logothete, was responsible for 

answering the pope’s accusation, making the emperor’s case, and 

denying the charge concerning the three impostors.3 His response, 
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however, only served to reinforce the suspicions, and gave rise to a 

persistent rumor whose repercussions echoed from century to cen-

tury: Pierre des Vignes was said to have writt en, in collaboration with 

Frederick II, a Latin treatise entitled De tribus impostoribus [On the 
Th ree Impostors], denouncing the religious imposture of� the three 

prophets of� the religions of� the Book: Moses, Jesus, and Muham-

mad. For hundreds of� years, scholars, seekers, collectors, and heretics 

searched for the notorious accursed manuscript whose title became 

a damaging label used to stigmatize the heterodox.

No one knew the precise contents of� the treatise, of� course, but 

the title was held to summarize the whole work: it was a proclama-

tion and a provocation, the supreme blasphemy, because it not only 

grouped Muhammad, Moses, and Jesus, but also accused all three of� 

being liars, fabulists, and in short, impostors. At the same time, it was 

a double-edged blade: on the one hand, each religion hated to see 

its own founder treated as an impostor; yet on the other hand, each 

rejoiced to see the other two founders accused of� the same crime. No 

work could have been bett er calculated to reveal at once the mutual 

hatred and the solidarity among religions, to the benefi t of� atheism. 

Because the work was known only by its title, Christians, Muslims, 

and Jews could all fantasize about the contents. This helped ensure 

the continuing notoriety of� the work, enriched by the inventions of� 

its enemies and its partisans alike—one of� the properties of� myth. 

Everyone interpreted the work in their own fashion, imagining its 

contents and developing its themes, thus building up this book, 

whose very existence was uncertain, into a sort of� antireligious bible 

that collected all the arguments hostile to faith. This work, which no 

one had ever seen, became a powerful weapon for believers of� all 

sorts—one that was timeless because, contrary to logic, people at-

tributed it in succession to any strong mind whom they wanted to 

bring down. “Author of� On the Th ree Impostors” quickly became the 

ultimate defamatory slogan.

It’s no accident that the accusation was fi rst brought against Fred-

erick II. The intent was to blacken the image of� this public fi gure 

who, in the eyes of� the Catholic hierarchy, was guilty of� crime piled 

upon crime: intellectual curiosity, rationalism, syncretism, eclecti-

cism. And in fact there is ample evidence of� his wide-ranging in-

terests. Consider the list of� philosophical questions he submitt ed to 

Michael Scot: Is hell located beneath the earth? Is there something 
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that holds up the earth? How many heavenly spheres are there? 

What moves them? In which sphere does God have his substance? 

In what manner do the angels and saints make a crown for him? 

What is the diff erence between the spirits that approach God and 

those that have been cast out of� heaven? Can a soul return in this 

life to speak or show itself? How would the propagation of� the hu-

man species, which God willed, be possible without original sin?!4 

Here was impertinence indeed. For the church, simply posing such 

questions was the sign of� a rash mind, busying itself� with secrets 

that God had not revealed. Even worse, Frederick looked for answers 

not in the Bible but in Aristotle, and to that end he freely consulted 

with infi dels. During the crusade of� 1228–1229, he gave his ambas-

sadors the assignment of� asking certain “learned questions” of� the 

Muslim sages; he personally interviewed the Spanish Jew Judah ben 

Salomon ha-Cohen Matqa, author of� the Inquisitio sapientiae [Inves-
tigation of� Knowledge]. To the Muslim philosopher from Andalusia, 

�Abd al-Ḥak>k> ibn Sab�īn, himself� somewhat unorthodox, he sent a 

list of� leading questions, known as the Sicilian Questions. Ibn Sab�īn 

himself� summarized the list:

A document containing these questions had been sent by the Em-

peror to the East, that is, to Egypt, Syria, Iraq . . . and Yemen, but the 

responses of� the Muslim philosophers of� these countries failed to 

fulfi ll the prince’s intent. . . . O prince worthy of� being loved, you 

have said: “Wise Aristotle, in all his writings, clearly states that the 

world exists ab aeterno; no doubt he held that opinion, however, if� 

he proved it, what are his arguments?” . . . O king, you have asked: 

“What is the goal of� theology and what are the indispensable pre-

liminary theories of� this science, if� indeed it has preliminary theo-

ries?” . . . O prince . . . , you have asked about the soul, without speci-

fying what species of� soul you were talking about. . . . Moreover, you 

added: “What is the indication of� the immortality of� the soul . . . 

and if� it is immortal?” . . . You have requested a material explanation 

of� these words of� Mahomet, upon whom be peace: “The heart of� the 

believer is between two fi ngers of� the Merciful One.”!5

These questions reveal the recurring central themes in anti-

religious controversies: the eternity of� the world, the immortality of� 

the soul, the role of� reason in theological speculation. Frederick II 

was one of� those people whose curiosity seems insatiable; he never 
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ceased asking the one question guaranteed to irritate all the clerics of� 

the world: “Why?” This is the question that pushes the theologians’ 

backs against the wall and forces them to pull out their weapon of� 

last resort, the unanswerable argument that reduces such question-

ers to silence: God’s intentions are impenetrable. But Frederick II 

was not to be placated with an answer that was no answer. He wanted 

to know, and to know everything, the how as well as the why. Thus, the 

Franciscan friar Salimbene, in his chronicle composed in the 1260s, 

accused him of� devoting himself� to abominable experiments: mak-

ing a man die in a barrel in order to watch his soul leave the body, 

disemboweling another to study the workings of� the human diges-

tive system, sacrifi cing divers to explore the gulf� of� Messina, raising 

children in total isolation in order to see what language they would 

speak. For Salimbene, Frederick II showed evidence of� “wicked pre-

sumption and madness; . . . he was an atheist.”

With that, the word was out, the curse, the ultimate accusation. Its 

indiscriminate use has continued to cause confusion right up to our 

day, when zealous philosophers try to restore its etymological purity. 

Some get worked up over how one can class as “atheists” all those 

who are simply heterodox, pantheists, theists, agnostics, libertines, 

and freethinkers.6 In fact, in the history of� religious controversy, an 

atheist is one who does not believe in the existence of� the god(s) of� 

his adversary’s religion. Use of� the term is justifi ed to the extent that, 

for the accuser, his is the only god; thus, to believe in another god is 

to believe in nothing—that is, a-theism.

Frederick II, however, was viewed as an atheist by all religions. 

“He was a materialist,” wrote Sibṭ Ibn al-Djawzī. Christians could not 

stand the good relations he maintained with Muslims and Jews, even 

though this practice followed the tradition of� the Norman kingdom 

of� Sicily. The emperor took an interest in the philosophy of� Mai-

monides, as explained to him by Moses ben Solomon of� Salerno. At 

court, the Jew Jacob ben Abba Mari ben Samson Anatoli was a friend 

of� Michael Scot, and the Muslim Ibn Wāṣil described the sovereign 

as a “distinguished and cultivated man, a friend of� philosophy, of� 

logic, and of� medicine, and favorable to the Muslims.” The story was 

told that in Palestine he had been in contact with the “Old Man of� 

the Mountain,” the chief� of� the sect of� Assassins, who in Frederick’s 

day was painted as a master of� imposture—a long-lived myth. He was 

rumored to recruit young men, who were forced to lead a very hard 
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life for years. Then, they were given a big dose of� hashish and left  in 

an enchanting place surrounded by fountains, greenery, and plenty 

of� (willing) virgins. They were told that this was paradise, something 

they had no trouble believing. Upon their return to “earth,” they were 

ready to take all kinds of� risks, including suicide att acks, in order to 

return to “paradise” as quickly as possible.

In the emperor’s eyes, Aristotle, Averroes, and Maimonides were 

more worthy of� belief� than Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad, and he 

had nothing but sarcasm for Christian miracles, such as the Immac-

ulate Conception. “How much longer can such a deception last?” he 

is said to have remarked at the sight of� a priest on his way to admin-

ister the last rites. Likewise, he is supposed to have confi ded to his 

circle that “the soul dissipates like a breath and rots like an apple, 

given that fruit, like man, is made up of� four essences.”

This notorious reputation, in which it is impossible to distin-

guish reality from fable, was constructed within the emperor’s own 

lifetime by chroniclers, all of� whom were clerics, and who repeated 

the pope’s accusations: a man like that, who had no respect for Yah-

weh, or God, or Allah, could only have seen Moses, Jesus, and Mu-

hammad as impostors. This was repeated in unison by Alberic of� 

Trois- Fontaines, Matt hew Paris, and the authors of� the Chronicle of� 
Augsburg and the Life of� Gregory  IX. According to the last of� these, 

Frederick became convinced of� this blasphemy “through traffi  cking 

with Greeks and Arabs, who promised him universal rule through 

knowledge of� the stars and made him so infatuated that he believed 

himself� to be a god . . . and said aloud that three impostors had come 

to seduce mankind. He added that his own task was to destroy a 

fourth imposture tolerated by the simple folk, which is the authority 

of� the pope.”!7 In 1245, at the Council of� Lyons, the papal representa-

tive, Albert Behaim, called Frederick II a “new Lucifer. He has waged 

an assault upon heaven, to elevate his own throne above the stars, 

to become superior to the Vicar of� God. . . . He has wished to usurp 

divine rights, alter the eternal alliance established by the Gospel, 

change the laws and the living conditions of� men. . . . This so-called 

emperor is no more than a Herod, an enemy of� the Christian reli-

gion, of� the Catholic faith, and of� the liberty of� the Church.”!8

Excommunicated once again by Innocent IV, toward the end of� 

his reign Frederick took on the dimensions of� a veritable Antichrist, 

whose horrifi c exploits were magnifi ed by the chroniclers of� the 
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thirteenth through fi ft eenth centuries: William of� Nangis, Bernard 

le Trésorier, Philip of� Novara, Vincent of� Beauvais, and Giovanni Vil-

lani. The last of� these adds an Epicurean dimension to the portrait: 

“He was dissolute in the pursuit of� pleasure; he had many concu-

bines, according to the custom of� the Saracens; he gave himself� up to 

all the pleasures of� the senses and led an Epicurean life, calculating 

that there would be no other life aft er this one. . . . And this was the 

main reason why he became the enemy of� Holy Church.” The athe-

ist, having no fear of� hell, can only become a degenerate brute.

Frederick II also took on an eschatological dimension, as he was 

integrated into the millenarian predictions of� the late Middle Ages. 

Some saw in him the emperor of� the last days, whose return would 

mark the beginning of� the third era of� the world, aft er those of� Adam 

and of� Christ. An odd posthumous destiny for a man who had con-

demned religious imposture: to fi nd himself� incorporated into a re-

ligious mythology.

As for his being the author, or the silent partner, of� a treatise called 

De tribus impostoribus, that remains in the realm of� pure conjecture. 

Voltaire, in his Essay on Morals [Essai sur les moeurs], was skeptical, 

stating that belief� in the book’s existence was based on the word of� 

Gregory IX. “Men have searched for that book over the centuries, 

but no one has ever found it.” In fact, people claimed to have found 

it, several times, but without ever proving that it came from Freder-

ick or from Pierre des Vignes. However, some continued to believe 

in its existence, like Count Mazzuchelli, who in 1741, in his Life of� 
Pietro Aretino, att ributed the “shameful book De tribus impostoribus 

very plausibly to Pierre des Vignes, secretary to Emperor Freder-

ick II, by whose order it was composed,” and stated that copies were 

“to be found in several German libraries, printed in Holland, with 

no indication of� city or printer or year, from an ancient manuscript 

that was stolen from the library in Munich.”!9 In fact, these copies of� 

the Th ree Impostors appear to be impostures themselves. That is what 

makes this search so fascinating: seeing the ways that people try to 

tear down, or to justify, imposture by means of� imposture, trickery 

by means of� trickery, in a complex game of� deception.

The game began in the mid-thirteenth century with the pope’s 

accusation, which gave birth to what eventually became more than 

a rumor—the myth of� the existence of� a blasphemous Latin treatise, 

the work of� Frederick II and Pierre des Vignes, accusing Moses, Jesus, 
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and Muhammad of� being liars: De tribus impostoribus. The excite-

ment was considerable, because such a treatise tackled all three of� 

the great monotheistic religions. And if� its existence was considered 

at the time to be altogether likely, it is because the idea of� religious 

imposture was already very old. Frederick was by no means the fi rst 

to suggest that religions, all religions, resting as they do upon un-

proven affi  rmations and unwarranted testimony, and thus constitut-

ing frauds, allow some people to wield power over a society by play-

ing upon the ignorance, fears, hopes, and imaginations of� men.

Th e Precursors of� Imposture: Zalmoxis and Numa Pompilius

As early as the fi ft h century BCE, Herodotus related how, according 

to the Greeks, a certain Zalmoxis, a Thracian who had been a slave 

in the house of� Pythagoras, was freed and returned to his country, 

where he hoaxed his fellow countrymen by passing himself� off � as 

immortal, thus creating his very own cult while profi ting from the 

naivete of� men:

Aft er being freed and gaining great wealth, he returned to his own 

country. Now the Thracians were a meanly-living and simple-witt ed 

folk, but this Zalmoxis knew Ionian usages and a fuller way of� life 

than the Thracian; for he had consorted with Greeks, and moreover 

with one of� the greatest Greek teachers, Pythagoras; wherefore he 

made himself� a hall, where he entertained and feasted the chief� 

among his countrymen, and taught them that neither he nor his 

guests nor any of� their descendants should ever die, but that they 

should go to a place where they would live for ever and have all good 

things. While he was doing as I have said and teaching this doctrine, 

he was all the while making him an underground chamber. When 

this was fi nished, he vanished from the sight of� the Thracians, and 

descended into the underground chamber, where he lived for three 

years, the Thracians wishing him back and mourning him for dead; 

then in the fourth year he appeared to the Thracians, and thus they 

came to believe what Zalmoxis had told them.10

Thereaft er, says Herodotus, the Thracians believed in immortal-

ity, and when they died, they believed they were going to rejoin 

Zalmoxis.

Here we have the prototype of� the impostor who founds a reli-
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gion. All the elements are there: a credulous people, a skilled char-

latan who promises eternal happiness in a future life to the faithful, 

whom he subdues by a fake miracle, which permits him to control 

their minds through the intermediary of� his clergy. This anecdote 

was not forgott en: Zalmoxis would be incorporated into the arsenal 

of� the adversaries of� Christianity as the precursor of� religious im-

posture. Replace the three years by three days, followed by a resurrec-

tion, with the promise of� eternal salvation, and we have, so they said, 

the model for the Christian imposture. Zalmoxis was a skilled orator, 

just like Jesus, and it is not surprising that we fi nd mention of� him in 

all the texts denouncing religious imposture.

If� Zalmoxis prefi gures Jesus, to the extent that he presents him-

self� as a god, Numa Pompilius, in contrast, is the precursor of� the 

founder-legislators, like Moses or Muhammad, in claiming to re-

ceive signs directly from the divinity, and in making use of� them 

to give out the law. The episode occurs in Livy’s History  of� Rome, and 

takes place about 710 BCE. According to the Roman historian, King 

Numa Pompilius made use of� a subterfuge that gave a sacred char-

acter to his legislation:

And fearing lest relief� from anxiety on the score of� foreign perils 

might lead men who had hitherto been held back by fear of� their en-

emies and by military discipline into extravagance and idleness, he 

thought the very fi rst thing to do, as being the most effi  cacious with 

a populace which was ignorant and, in those early days, uncivilized, 

was to imbue them with the fear of� Heaven. As he could not instil 

this into their hearts without inventing some marvellous story, he 

pretended to have nocturnal meetings with the goddess Egeria, and 

that hers was the advice which guided him in the establishment of� 

rites most approved by the gods, and in the appointment of� special 

priests for the service of� each.11

Numa Pompilius became a textbook case in antireligious argument.

With the ancient historians having reported on these two fa-

mous impostors, it was up to the philosophers to develop a theory 

of� religious imposture and to study its workings. The Greek soph-

ists were the fi rst to come up with an explanation—those thinkers, 

like Protagoras, who believed that “man is the measure of� all things.” 

Moreover, according to Epiphanius, Protagoras used to say that nei-

ther the gods, nor any individual god, existed. Most were skeptics 
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or agnostics, and Critias held that the gods were invented by a “very 

skilled” man—that is, an impostor—in order to guarantee the vir-

tue of� individuals through fear of� punishment. For others, the gods 

were simply famous men of� the past who had been deifi ed. It was the 

sophist and mythographer Euhemerus (fourth–third century BCE) 

who, in his Sacred Narrative, pushed farthest the theory that now 

bears his name (euhemerism).

Epicurus (341–270 BCE) and his disciple Lucretius (c. 94–55 or 

51 BCE) elaborated the most radical critique of� religion, so that for 

future Christian theologians, atheism and Epicureanism would be 

closely linked. Epicurus affi  rmed that “the gods exist; the knowledge 

that we have of� this is clear and evident,” but this affi  rmation was 

purely formal. In his view, the gods, composed of� subtle atoms, are 

absolutely indiff erent to what happens in this world, which they did 

not create. They make no promises of� either reward or punishment 

to men, whose soul, being material, ceases to exist at the moment 

of� the body’s death. There is no diff erence between this and athe-

ism. For Epicurus, religious belief� was based on fear. By playing on 

this feeling, priests maintained their imposture. Fear and ignorance, 

added Lucretius who, in his De natura rerum [On the Nature of� Th ings], 

furnished the fi rst global explanation of� the origin of� religions: “Be-

sides, whose mind does not shrink up with fear of� the gods, whose 

limbs do not crawl with terror, when the scorched earth quakes with 

the shivering shock of� a thunderbolt and rumblings run through the 

mighty sky? Do not nations and peoples tremble . . . ?!”!12

The Greco-Roman world thus elaborated a theory of� religious 

imposture that contained all the classical elements of� debunking: 

religions are human inventions that some skillful individuals use 

to manipulate the people by playing on their fear and ignorance. 

An authentic atheism was propagated at the heart of� this society, 

denouncing every form of� religion. Men like Theodorus of� Cyrene 

and Diagoras the Atheist, in the fi ft h century BCE, openly expressed 

their lack of� belief. Others would only admit it privately—like Bion 

of� Borysthenes, who, when someone asked him if� the gods existed, 

responded: “First, get rid of� the crowd,” or Stilpon, a friend of� Dio-

genes, who chided: “Don’t ask me that on a public street, you idiot, 

wait until we’re alone.”!13 As early as this, the authorities were already 

vigilant: religion was an essential pillar of� the social order and of� 

patriotism. There was fear that open disbelief� might lead to chaos, 
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and the organized repression of� atheism began. Thus, at Athens, the 

decree of� Diopeithes in 432 BCE provided for action against those 

who did not believe in the gods recognized by the city. The philoso-

pher Anaxagoras became the fi rst victim, for having dared to off er a 

scientifi c explanation of� supposedly supernatural phenomena.

What was important was that the common people should believe. 

Greco-Roman intellectuals had greater freedom of� opinion with re-

gard to religion. Most were not duped. Cicero, in his De natura deorum 
[On the Nature of� the Gods], revealed the variety of� opinions on this 

subject, and this multiplicity was itself� cause for skepticism: “Surely 

such wide diversity of� opinion among men of� the greatest learning 

on a matt er of� the highest moment must aff ect even those who think 

that they possess certain knowledge with a feeling of� doubt.”!14

Celsus: Moses the Impostor

The Christian apologists were confi dent that pagan religions were 

impostures, and they glorifi ed Theodorus of� Cyrene for having re-

jected such fables. To Clement of� Alexandria, for example, a devout 

pagan was an atheist twice over: both because he did not know the 

true God, and because he worshiped false ones. But for a long time 

suspicion weighed heavily on Moses as well. In his work Against 
Apion, writt en in the fi rst century of� our era, the historian Flavius Jo-

sephus related Hellenistic stories that spread the tradition of� impos-

ture of� the famous founder of� the Jewish religion. Supposedly, Moses 

had been initiated into the secrets of� Egyptian magic, which enabled 

him to fool the people. According to the Egyptian priest Manetho, 

the pharaoh Amenhotep once wanted to see the gods; the priests al-

legedly told him that would only be possible aft er the expulsion of� 

the lepers and all those who were impure. The pharaoh accordingly 

forced the lepers to work in the quarries, before establishing them 

at Avaris. With the aid of� strangers, called “shepherds,” they revolted 

under the command of� a priest of� Heliopolis, Osarsiph, who, aft er 

changing his name to Moses, used magic to impose a cruel religion, 

with a mighty god enacting terrible vengeance.15

The reputation of� Moses as a magician-impostor was born in Hel-

lenistic circles, possibly in reaction to the sectarian character of� the 

Jewish communities of� the Diaspora. These traditions were picked 

up in the second century by the philosopher Celsus, whose work 
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Th e True Doctrine, composed between 176 and 180, was an authentic 

treatise of� religious imposture, aimed mainly at Moses and Jesus. 

The fanatical zeal of� the Christians having succeeded in destroying 

all copies of� his book, we know it only through the work of� Origen, 

Against Celsus, compiled in 248, seventy years aft er Th e True Doctrine. 

This in itself� tells us that Celsus’ book was well enough known by 

that time to constitute a danger for Christians. Origen undertook to 

refute it, and to that end he cited entire passages, thereby making 

himself, despite himself, the propagator of� the ideas he condemned.

Celsus presented Moses as the great impostor who borrowed 

all his knowledge from the pagans and who invented monothe-

ism, which he taught to his ignorant compatriots: “The goatherds 

and shepherds who followed Moses as their leader were deluded by 

clumsy deceits into thinking that there was only one God.” “They 

worship angels and are addicted to sorcery of� which Moses was their 

teacher.”!16 He made fanatics of� them, and caused them to “swallow” 

old wives’ tales: “that a man was formed by the hands of� God and 

given breath, that a woman was formed out of� his side, that God gave 

commands, and that a serpent opposed them and even proved supe-

rior to the ordinances of� God—a legend which they expound to old 

women.”!17

Celsus and the Talmud: Jesus the Impostor

As for Jesus, Celsus made him a bastard, the son of� a Roman soldier 

named Panther who applied to himself� the prophecies of� the Old 

Testament. Anyone so “inspired,” he said, might have had the same 

pretensions. Here Celsus takes up in his turn the accusations that 

circulated among the Jews. This Jesus, “because of� his simplicity and 

his utt er and complete lack of� culture, conquered only the simple.” 

In fact, his “miracles” were only magic tricks learned in Egypt, and 

the Egyptian magicians were capable of� doing just as much: “Since 

these men do these wonders, ought we to think them sons of� God? 

Or ought we to say that they are the practices of� wicked men pos-

sessed by an evil daemon?!”!18

“Jesus told great lies” and utt ered many stupidities. “These were 

the actions of� one hated by God and of� a wicked sorcerer.”!19 Chris-

tians characterized the Greek myths as impostures, but affi  rmed 

that their own myths were true. Why should anyone believe them? 
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“Many others of� the same type as Jesus have appeared to people 

who are willing to be deceived.” If� the imposture of� Jesus succeeded 

so well, it was because he addressed himself� to the most ignorant: 

“Their injunctions are like this: ‘Let no one educated, no one wise, 

no one sensible draw near. For these abilities are thought by us to be 

evils. But as for anyone ignorant, anyone stupid, anyone uneducated, 

anyone who is a child, let him come boldly.’”

The height of� the imposture was this tale of� resurrection: “While 

he was alive he did not help himself, but aft er death he rose again and 

showed the marks of� his punishment and how his hands had been 

pierced. But who saw this? A hysterical female, as you say, and per-

haps some other one of� those who were deluded by the same sorcery, 

who either dreamed in a certain state of� mind and through wishful 

thinking had a hallucination due to some mistaken notion (an ex-

perience which has happened to thousands), or, which is more likely, 

wanted to impress the others by telling this fantastic tale, and so by 

this cock-and-bull story to provide a chance for other beggars.”!20

Celsus was a redoubtable debater. If� Jesus was not an impostor, 

said he, why this ambiguous att itude, these sibylline remarks, these 

aff ectations of� mystery? “If� he wanted to be unnoticed, why was the 

voice from heaven heard, proclaiming him as Son of� God? Yet if� he 

did not want to be unnoticed, why was he punished or why did he 

die?” Before being arrested, he preached publicly, without great suc-

cess; and aft er his “resurrection,” although such an exploit might 

have convinced the whole world, he hid himself, and “appeared 

secretly to just one woman and to those of� his own confraternity.” 

“If� Jesus really wanted to show forth divine power, he ought to have 

appeared to the very men who treated him despitefully and to the 

man who condemned him and to everyone everywhere.”!21 “But what 

messenger that has been sent ever hid himself� when he ought to be 

delivering the message that he had been commanded to proclaim?!”!22 

“Aft er his resurrection from the dead he ought to have called all men 

clearly to the light and taught them why he came down.”!23 Instead of� 

which, he hid himself� and disappeared! This surely seems like a trap: 

“Or was his purpose in coming down that we might disbelieve?!”!24 

If� he was really the son of� God, he had every means to convince all 

men, instead of� covering his tracks and speaking in riddles, as if� he 

wanted men to damn themselves by not believing in him. Why work 

miracles publicly, and then hide the greatest miracle of� all? At least, 
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wrote Celsus, we fi nd among the priests of� Cybele, Mithra, Sabazios, 

and others an internal logic, while here they ask us to believe some-

thing absurd and then brag about it. “For just as among them scoun-

drels frequently take advantage of� the lack of� education of� gullible 

people and lead them wherever they wish, so also . . . this happens 

among the Christians. . . . Some do not even want to give or to re-

ceive a reason for what they believe, and use such expressions as 

‘Do not ask questions; just believe,’ and ‘Thy faith will save thee.’!”!25 

And Origen agreed: it’s true, we ask people to believe without under-

standing, which does a real service to those who don’t have the time 

to seek to understand. “I have to reply that we accept it as useful for 

the multitude, and that we admitt edly teach those who cannot aban-

don everything and pursue a study of� rational argument to believe 

without thinking out their reasons.”!26 For Celsus, in contrast, one 

must “follow reason and a rational guide in accepting doctrines . . . 

anyone who believes people without so doing is certain to be de-

ceived.”!27 In this case, “people” meant Moses and, above all, Jesus, 

clearly presented as impostors.

The same sentiments were expressed in the same period, the sec-

ond half� of� the second century, by Lucian of� Samosata, who laughed 

at all charlatans, false prophets, and their gods. His laughter was rue-

ful, set off � by the lamentable spectacle of� “the immense stupidity of� 

men,” who let themselves be convinced by the fi rst dreamer to come 

along. In his works Sects at Auction, Hermotimus or the Sects, Th e Assem-
bly of� the Gods, Dialogues of� the Gods, and Dionysus, he ridiculed all the 

founders of� philosophical schools and myths, starting with Homer, 

“that blind man, that charlatan who relates in detail what happens 

in heaven while he couldn’t even see what was happening on earth.” 

Christians received special treatment in his treatise Th e Death of� Per-
egrinus, where Jesus was presented as “the man who was crucifi ed in 

Palestine for introducing this new cult into the world,” an impostor 

who seduced a band of� naive folk and persuaded them “that they 

are immortal and will live forever.” “Moreover, their fi rst lawgiver 

taught them that they are all brothers of� one another, when once 

they have sinned by denying the Greek gods, and by worshipping 

that crucifi ed sophist himself� and living according to his laws. . . . 

Accordingly, if� any quack or trickster who can press his advantage 

comes among them, he can acquire great wealth in a very short time 

by imposing on simple-minded people” (Death of� Peregrinus, 11–13; 
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English translation by C. D. N. Costa, Lucian: Selected Dialogues, Oxford 

World’s Classics [New York: Oxford University Press, 2005], 76–77).

Jesus the impostor is similarly the central theme of� the work of� 

Julian the Apostate, Against the Galileans, composed in 362–363. This 

emperor, who had been a Christian before returning to paganism, 

believed that Christianity was actually atheism, because the disciples 

of� Christ betrayed the religion of� Moses, which itself� had betrayed 

polytheism to spread fables of� intolerance. Jesus knew how to ex-

ploit the att raction of� the human mind for the irrational: “I allowed 

myself� to be convinced that the hoax of� the Galileans is a human 

fi ction, motivated by malice; that it contains nothing divine, but has 

turned to advantage the penchant for fables, the childish and non-

sensical side of� the mind, in order to transform a fantastic tale into 

a truthful testimony.”!28

Like Celsus’ True Doctrine, Julian’s Against the Galileans has totally 

disappeared. But his treatise was suffi  ciently noteworthy that seventy 

years later one of� the fathers of� the church, Cyril of� Alexandria, felt 

it necessary to compose a work Against Julian, in which he gave long 

quotations from Julian’s own treatise, thus helping to make known 

Julian’s ideas, just as Origen had done with those of� Celsus.

The character of� Jesus as an impostor was fashioned from the start 

by rational, skeptical minds, as well as by the adherents of� paganism. 

It was equally diff used under the name of� the defenders of� another 

religion, Judaism. For the Jews, in eff ect, this Jesus was a hateful mys-

tifi er who betrayed the religion of� Moses. While Christians venerate 

Moses as a great prophet, the Jews reject Jesus as an impostor, a false 

messiah. This accusation was formulated in the Talmud,29 an ency-

clopedia of� rabbinical knowledge compiled by the fi ft h century CE.

The Talmud avoids calling impieties by their name, so it is dif-

fi cult to determine which passages really target Jesus. A number of� 

false messiahs and impostors are mentioned in passing, such as a 

Ben Pantera and a Ben Stada, but the chronological and geographi-

cal indications one can glean from the text only rarely agree with the 

texts of� the Evangelists. For the Talmud itself, compiled in a Persian 

cultural environment, Jesus is only one impostor among many, and 

the most precise accusations are aimed at those among the Jews who 

follow him. Only later, in the context of� medieval Europe, were these 

passages reinterpreted in an anti-Christian sense, especially by Jews 

converted to Christianity, who manipulated talmudic citations in 
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order to persecute their former brothers. These accusations, which 

presented the Talmud as a blasphemous book and as the principal 

obstacle to the conversion of� the Jews, gave rise to condemnations. 

In Paris in 1242, for example, “Saint” Louis (King Louis IX) caused 

cartloads of� copies of� the Talmud to be burned. When the papacy au-

thorized (always on an exceptional basis) the printing of� the Talmud, 

it did so on the explicit condition that all expressions that could be 

read, even distantly, as allusions to Jesus or to Christians be sup-

pressed. Not until the end of� the twentieth century did uncensored 

editions of� the Talmud see the light of� day.

The spectacle of� the church’s intolerance confi rmed the Jewish 

communities in their vision of� Jesus as a corrupting infl uence to 

be avoided. The allusions in the Talmud, along with a good dose of� 

popular imaginings and borrowings from Celsus, were quickly as-

sembled into a collection called Sefer Toledot Yeshu [Book of� the Life of� 
Jesus]. This text never became part of� the canon of� rabbinical writ-

ings, as it emerged from popular literature, with the whiff � of� scandal 

and secrecy appropriate to its theme, given the very real danger of� 

condemnation by the ecclesiastical authorities. In the sixteenth cen-

tury, Martin Luther amused himself� by translating the Toledot Yeshu 

into German, in order to off er up the Jews to the vindictive Christian 

population.

In this work, Jesus was presented as the illegitimate son of� the 

hairdresser Miriam of� Bethlehem and the legionary Joseph Pandira, 

or Panthera. Ambitious, jealous, and violent, he made use of� the sor-

cery he learned in Egypt to penetrate into the Temple of� Jerusalem 

and gain access to its secrets, which permitt ed him to perform fake 

miracles and to fool the crowd. At his death, his body was stolen by 

the gardener, who buried it in his garden.30

But it was undoubtedly the philosopher and rabbi Maimonides, 

in the twelft h century, who expressed most clearly the theme of� 

Christian imposture and its eschatological function:31

Jesus of� Nazareth who aspired to be the Mashiach and was executed 

by the court was also alluded to in Daniel’s prophecies, as ibid. 11:14 

states: “The vulgar among your people shall exalt themselves in an 

att empt to fulfi ll the vision, but they shall stumble.”

Can there be a greater stumbling block than Christianity? All 

the prophets spoke of� Mashiach as the redeemer of� Israel and their 
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savior who would gather their dispersed and strengthen their obser-

vance of� the mitzvot. In contrast, Christianity caused the Jews to be 

slain by the sword, their remnants to be scatt ered and humbled, the 

Torah to be altered, and the majority of� the world to err and serve a 

god other than the Lord.

Nevertheless, the intent of� the Creator of� the world is not within 

the power of� man to comprehend. . . . Ultimately, all the deeds of� 

Jesus of� Nazareth and that Ishmaelite who arose aft er him will 

only serve to prepare the way for Mashiach’s coming and the im-

provement of� the entire world, motivating the nations to serve God 

together. . . . 

How will this come about? The entire world has already become 

fi lled with the mention of� Mashiach, Torah, and mitzvot. These mat-

ters have been spread to the furthermost islands to many stubborn-

hearted nations. They discuss these matt ers and the mitzvot of� the 

Torah, saying: “These mitzvot were true, but were already negated in 

the present age and are not applicable for all time.”

Others say: “Implied in the mitzvot are hidden concepts that can 

not be understood simply. The Mashiach has already come and re-

vealed those hidden truths.”

When the true Messianic king will arise and prove successful, 

his position becoming exalted and uplift ed, they will all return and 

realize that their ancestors endowed them with a false heritage and 

their prophets and ancestors caused them to err.

From the birth of� Christianity, and consistently thereaft er, it is 

evident that for the Jews, Jesus was an impostor, a dissident who used 

magic and sorcery to pass himself� off � as the long-awaited messiah. 

This interpretation was well known at the time of� Frederick II in the 

heterodox circles of� the emperor’s entourage.32

Mahomet the Impostor in Christian Literature 
(Ninth to Twelft h Centuries)

At the beginning of� the seventh century, there arose out of� the Ara-

bian deserts another founder of� a religion: Muhammad, or Ma-

homet.33 The origins of� Islam are much bett er known than those of� 

Christianity, and, of� course, than those of� Judaism, which are lost in 
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the mythical mists of� antiquity. With Mahomet, the historical ele-

ment of� the character increases, although unfortunately there is still 

enough of� the unknown for irrationality to rush in, especially be-

cause we have no independent source of� information. The fi rst biog-

raphies, those of� Ibn Hishām, who died at Bassorah (modern Basra) 

in 834, and of� Al-Bukhārī, who died in 870, were composed long af-

ter the events they recount, and are really works of� hagiography.

From the start, many Arabs viewed Mahomet as an impostor. 

The Qur�ān alludes discreetly to the Prophet’s credibility problems. 

Surah 53 fi nds a need to reaffi  rm: “Your companion [Muhammad] 

has not erred and has not gone astray; nor does he speak from de-

sire. It is just an inspiration with which he is inspired: one strong 

in power taught him, one full of� intelligence. . . . His mind did not 

imagine what he saw; and yet you argue with him over what he sees?” 

(English translation by Thomas Cleary, Th e Qur�an: A New Translation 

[Starlatch Press, 2004], 260–61).

For the Qur�ān, the impostors are evidently the adherents of� the 

old polytheistic religion, while Moses and Jesus are considered au-

thentic prophets. Moses, who receives divine revelations, is a guide 

and a legislator for the people, is cast out and sometimes misunder-

stood, and prefi gures Mahomet’s destiny. As for Jesus, the Qur�ān 

accords him a miraculous birth, an inimitable life, miracles—while 

Mahomet is not credited with any—but he remains a man. He is not 

considered as an impostor insofar as he did not present himself� as 

the son of� God, this blasphemy being, for the Qur�ān, the invention 

of� the Christians.

For Christians, in return, Mahomet is the impostor par excel-

lence. From the ninth century, theologians present an image of� him 

whose extreme negativity mirrors the hagiography of� the Muslim 

accounts. The West and the East were mutually ignorant of� each 

other, with rumor, calumny, and malevolent imagination fi lling in 

for the absence of� objective information. The Prophet was presented, 

in an ambiguous fashion, as at once a dangerous impostor and (from 

an apocalyptic perspective) an instrument of� God to punish the sins 

of� men. He was the Beast of� the Book of� Daniel, the precursor of� the 

Antichrist.34 Scandalized by his polygamy, Christian authors por-

trayed him as someone lewd and lustful whose doctrine was seduc-

tive because of� the sexual license it permitt ed. The oldest Christian 
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writings about Mahomet come from regions in contact with Muslim 

countries, but this proximity did not prevent them from demon-

strating the extent of� their ignorance about the Prophet.

The Crusades, beginning in the late eleventh century, contributed 

to blackening Mahomet’s image in the West. In 1109 Guibert of� No-

gent wrote in his Dei gesta per Francos [Th e Deeds of� God through the 
Franks]:

Popular opinion has it that there was once a man whose name, if� I 

formulate it correctly, was “Mahomet.” He had completely turned 

the Orientals away from belief� in the Son and the Holy Spirit; he 

taught that only the Father was God, the only and the creator; he 

used to say that Jesus Christ was a human being. To sum up his doc-

trine, aft er having instituted the practice of� circumcision, he gave 

rein to all the shamelessness of� men. In my opinion, this impious 

being lived not too long ago, but I have no other reason to believe it 

than the fact that I have never found anyone, among the doctors of� 

the Church, who has writt en against his infamy. Since I have never 

seen a text to inform me about his ways or his life, no one should 

be surprised if� I limit myself� to reporting what I have heard tell of� 

here or there by well-informed men. . . . One runs no risk of� malign-

ing a man whose wickedness far surpasses any evil one might speak 

of� him.35

This is an astonishing text, which reveals the unbelievable ig-

norance of� the Christians with regard to Mahomet, aft er a half-

 millennium of� Islam! And it was writt en by a learned man. We can 

only imagine what must have been the awareness level of� the average 

Crusader. However, the accusations of� Guibert of� Nogent correctly 

circumscribe the essential doctrinal diff erences: the Muslim rejects 

the Trinity and the divinity of� Christ, and he permits greater sexual 

license for men. Guibert admits his ignorance concerning Mahomet, 

who, he says, can only be a heretic.

This image was refi ned over the course of� the twelft h century, in 

a series of� texts issuing from the Mozarabic environment of� Toledo. 

In that Spanish city, cohabitation among Christians, Muslims, and 

Jews favored a bett er knowledge of� rival faiths. This did not at all sig-

nify a spirit of� goodwill and tolerance, as an idyllic view of� the past 

might make one believe. The three communities lived separately, 

were suspicious of� each other, and got along with some diffi  culty. 
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It was here, around 1109, that Petrus Alfonsi composed his Dialogue 
against the Jews, which included a chapter against Muslims. The Jew 

asks the Christian why he doesn’t believe in Islam. He replies that 

it is because Mahomet “pretended to be a prophet, by a shameless 

imposture,” in order to spread a “foolish doctrine.”

The writings of� Petrus Alfonsi were widely read in the West, where 

they contributed to the spread of� the image of� Mahomet the impos-

tor. Up to the present, seventy manuscripts of� the Dialogue against the 
Jews have been found. Humbert of� Romans, in his Treatise on Preach-
ing the Crusade, strongly recommended reading Petrus Alfonsi’s work 

in order to bett er understand Islam.

From Peter the Venerable, the respected abbot of� the famous 

French monastery of� Cluny, one might have expected more reserve. 

Not so. Aft er having read the treatises of� Petrus Alfonsi, he went to 

Spain in 1142–1143 with a team of� translators and then wrote two 

treatises against Islam: Summa totius haeresis Saracenorum [Summa-
tion of� the Entire Heresy of� the Saracens] and Contra sectam sive haeresim 
Saracenorum [Against the Sect or Heresy of� the Saracens]. In these works 

he presented Mahomet as a poor illiterate manipulated by the devil, 

who made use of� greed and violence to spread his foolishness. For 

him, Mahomet was above all a heretic, in the lineage of� Arius, who 

denied the divinity of� Christ.

The image of� Mahomet in the medieval Christian imagination 

was thus multiform: a magician, a heretic, a morally corrupt person, 

an instrument of� God or the devil, the Beast of� the Apocalypse—in 

any case, an impostor who seduces the naive masses and leads them 

to hell.

Politico-Religious Imposture in the Middle Ages

In a general way, medieval Christians understood the idea of� im-

posture. From the beginning of� the Middle Ages, false messiahs had 

been periodically heralded and pitilessly executed. As early as the 

sixth century, Gregory of� Tours mentioned several in his Historia 
francorum [History  of� the Franks].

In his classic study of� the phenomenon of� false messiahs and 

false prophets, Norman Cohn outlined the general traits that ex-

plain their proliferation:36 a time of� frequent catastrophes, famines, 

and epidemics, which could appear to be divine punishments, exac-
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erbating the apocalyptic expectations spread by some intellectuals, 

who interpret in their own way the twists and turns of� the Book of� 

Daniel or the Book of� the Apocalypse. The excitement is brought to 

its peak by the start of� the Crusades at the end of� the eleventh cen-

tury. The false messiahs have a minimum of� culture and a great deal 

of� charisma, which allows them to seduce the ignorant masses, liv-

ing in an atmosphere full of� superstition where profane and sacred, 

natural and supernatural currents mingle. Most of� these characters 

are not, properly speaking, impostors, to the extent that they them-

selves believe in their role—rather, they are unbalanced individuals. 

But the clergy do not distinguish. People are all the more willing to 

believe because the phenomenon was announced by the scriptures: 

according to 1 Timothy 4:1–2 (RSV), “Now the Spirit expressly says 

that in later times some will depart from the faith by giving heed to 

deceitful spirits and doctrines of� demons, through the pretensions 

of� liars whose consciences are seared.” The false messiahs, presented 

as agents of� the devil, use the same texts to get back at the clergy, 

whom they accuse of� betraying their mission. Thus everybody co-

operates in accusing each other of� imposture and maintaining a cli-

mate of� generalized suspicion.

To religious imposture is added political imposture, which as-

sumes new proportions in this same period,37 facilitated by the so-

called Prophecy of� the Last Emperor. This prophecy originated in 

Greece, then passed to the West in the eighth century. It predicted 

the return of� an emperor—Roman? Eastern? Western?—who would 

seize Jerusalem, banish the Antichrist, and inaugurate an era of� 

prosperity. Some bold individuals were greatly tempted to insinu-

ate themselves into the role of� this character, especially in a climate 

of� struggle between the emperor and the pope, starting in the elev-

enth century. For some, it would be Charlemagne, who would only 

be sleeping, not dead, in his tomb at Aix-la-Chapelle. But there were 

numerous interpretations of� this myth. In the twelft h century, Em-

merich, count of� Leiningen, in the Rhine Valley, claimed to have 

received divine revelations and presented himself� as the heralded 

“last emperor.” He was killed in 1117. In 1224, the aff air was more se-

rious: a hermit from the area around Tournai claimed to be Emperor 

Baldwin IX, whom the Crusaders had set on the throne of� Constan-

tinople aft er the Crusade of� 1204, and who had been killed by the 
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Bulgarians at Tsarevets. The impostor claimed that he had spent sev-

eral years in the East. Some members of� the nobility of� Flanders and 

Hainaut granted him recognition. Supported by the textile workers, 

who were going through a diffi  cult time, he was crowned at Valenci-

ennes as emperor of� Constantinople and Thessalonica, and Count 

of� Flanders and Hainaut. Soon undone, he was arrested and hanged 

at Lille that October. But for seven months, the pseudo-Baldwin had 

managed to keep the north of� France in suspense and to sow trouble 

in people’s minds. In this case, the imposture was obvious. The fake 

emperor was a serf� from Burgundy, Bertrand de Ray, who had taken 

part in the Fourth Crusade as the minstrel of� a lord, and put to good 

use his exceptional gift s as an impersonator and a charlatan.

The myth of� the last emperor did not die with Bertrand/Baldwin. 

In 1251, a defrocked monk named Jacob presented himself, bearing 

a lett er from the Virgin Mary calling all shepherds to come together 

to help the king of� France, Louis IX, to take Jerusalem. He was said to 

have come from Hungary, and soon he was venerated as a special en-

voy of� God. The queen mother, Blanche of� Castile, treated him with 

respect and off ered him gift s. The troop of� shepherds and herdsmen 

committ ed so many crimes that it was necessary to wipe them out; 

Jacob was drowned at Bordeaux, and his imposture was revealed. Ac-

cording to rumor, he was an agent of� the sultan, sent to Europe to 

bring back to the East young people who would then have been re-

duced to slavery.

In the mid-thirteenth century, Christianity seems to have gone 

through a sort of� psychosis of� politico-religious imposture. This 

psychosis was fed by the proliferation of� prophets announcing the 

coming of� an extraordinary personage, who would accomplish God’s 

plan as laid out, however enigmatically, in the Book of� Apocalypse. 

These prophecies, extravagant and contradictory, opened the door to 

all those, enlightened or charlatans, who imagined themselves to be 

the long-awaited personage, or who took up the role consciously, in 

the knowledge that the public would be predisposed to follow them. 

The prophecies of� Joachim of� Fiore, the Calabrian hermit who died 

c. 1202, were especially prized. Claiming to have discovered the key 

to reading the Book of� Apocalypse, he announced the approaching 

advent of� the Age of� the Holy Spirit, an era of� happiness and love, 

succeeding the Age of� the Father and the Age of� the Son. A divine 
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guide would initiate this happy period, but fi rst, for three and a half� 

years, the Antichrist would rule. Now there were two roles to fi ll: that 

of� the good and that of� the evil.38

In the fi rst half� of� the thirteenth century, among members of� the 

more excitable spiritual movements, the predictions of� Joachim of� 

Fiore began to mingle with those that concerned the last emperor. 

Everything now focused on the character of� Frederick II. Some saw 

in him the emperor of� the last days, the reincarnation of� Barbarossa; 

for others, he was the guide, the herald of� the Age of� the Spirit; for 

still others, he was the Antichrist. The events of� his reign nourished 

all these hypotheses: he recaptured Jerusalem; he was excommuni-

cated as a blasphemer; he scolded corrupt priests and fought against 

the pope, who had betrayed his mission; he was cruel and pitiless. 

Was he good or evil? Who was the Beast, the Antichrist—the pope or 

the emperor? For German Joachimites, Frederick II was the savior; 

for Italian Joachimites, he was the Antichrist. And when he died bru-

tally in 1250, rumors circulated: he had left  secretly on pilgrimage, or 

he was merely sleeping; he would return, he would awaken. As early 

as 1262, a false Frederick att racted crowds on the slopes of� Mount 

Etna. Other impostors appeared in the 1280s, at Worms, at Lübeck, 

in the Rhine Valley. Each time, it was the poor who were the faithful 

supporters of� the pseudo-Frederick, in the hope of� seeing the arrival 

of� an era of� abundance. Despite setbacks and executions, hope was 

renewed, as new impostors tried their chances.

In some sense, medieval civilization can be called a civilization 

of� imposture, to the extent that the general belief� in the permanent 

intervention of� supernatural forces of� good and evil made the world 

a shadow theater where everyone and everything could be suspected 

of� being a diabolical illusion. Satan is the master of� deceit, and his 

agents try to seduce men by presenting themselves under false iden-

tities. Any event even slightly out of� the ordinary is susceptible of� two 

contradictory interpretations: diabolical or divine. Every man who 

is too knowledgeable, too good-looking, too strong, too persuasive—

or too evil, too cruel, or too ugly—has to be something other than 

what he appears to be. And since the criteria for deciphering were 

themselves enigmatic, opinions varied, oscillating from utt er credu-

lity to extreme mistrust. It was this coexistence of� two diametrically 

opposed att itudes that allowed imposture to proliferate.

This cultural situation was graft ed onto a receptive combination 
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of� social circumstances. Social unrest in the urban environments 

that were undergoing change in the thirteenth century, along with 

the periodic return of� crises that plunged the lower classes into mis-

ery, favored the emergence of� charismatic leaders who claimed to 

have been inspired directly by heaven to reestablish justice. These 

bold individuals, in a world that did not separate the profane and the 

sacred, were at one and the same time political revolutionaries and 

messianic founders of� sects. To challenge the established social or-

der was simultaneously to challenge established religion, the church 

being the sole guarantor of� an order commanded by God. In the 

eyes of� the authorities, every political impostor was also a religious 

impostor.

Th e Arabic Origins of� the Th eme of� the Th ree Impostors 
(Tenth Century )

The novelty, in any case, is that the idea of� imposture began to con-

taminate the very origins of� religion. The drift  was inevitable. In the 

context of� a civilization that has reached an equilibrium and has 

achieved a broad consensus with regard to its fundamental values 

and beliefs, innovators and heretics are branded as impostors, just 

like the founders, whether mythical or historical, of� the competing 

great religions. For the Christian intellectual of� the thirteenth cen-

tury, it was evident that Zalmoxis, Numa Pompilius, and Mahomet 

were impostors; for the Jew, Jesus was an impostor. The Muslim was 

less categorical, because he considered Moses and Jesus as proph-

ets, preferring to accuse Christians and Jews of� having falsifi ed 

the scriptures and betrayed the message of� the prophets—which is 

another form of� imposture, this one collective. If� Moses was thus 

relatively spared, because all three religions venerated him, Jesus 

and Mahomet, in contrast, were each the object of� accusations of� 

imposture on the part of� the other two groups. Mahomet was the 

most oft en targeted, since Jesus had gained a special intermediate 

status among the Muslims. But these controversies and anathemas 

inevitably led some individuals to cast doubt on all the founders of� 

religions, speaking in terms of� religious imposture in general. This 

blasphemous extremism was still in the process of� gestation among 

some particularly bold thinkers. But the idea saw the light of� day, 

and the accusation made by Pope Gregory IX in 1239 was the proof: 
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for some, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet were three impostors, and if� 

these three were impostors, then it was evident that all founders of� 

religions were impostors. To reject this “trinity of� lies” was to reject 

all religion—that is, to establish atheism.

Was this still a specter that existed only in the minds of� horri-

fi ed believers, or were there truly men willing to uphold this blas-

phemy, as the pope believed? The origins of� the idea of� radical reli-

gious imposture are obscure. Obviously, its defenders, if� any existed 

in the Middle Ages, could not proclaim it openly, no matt er what 

their environment—Jewish, Christian, or Muslim. They expressed 

themselves only by the indirect means of� the dialogue, the absurd 

hypothesis, or fi ction—which makes the interpretation of� their per-

sonal thoughts very problematic.

We seem to uncover the fi rst traces of� it in the Arab-Muslim mi-

lieu. Arabic philosophy, from its origins, was strongly infl uenced by 

Neoplatonism and by a current of� thought, widespread in the East, 

called “the metaphysics of� light,”!39 which envisioned the presence of� 

the divine spirit in the world as the radiation of� a light that, in travel-

ing farther from its source, grows dimmer litt le by litt le. This was a 

form of� pantheism: God is present in all things, and each person can 

know him through meditation; there is no need for the prophet or 

messiah who would come to reveal the word of� God to man. God is 

far away and diff use, beyond reach of� any intermediary. For Islam, in 

contrast, divine revelation was concentrated on a few historical char-

acters, of� whom the last and greatest was Mahomet, the indispens-

able intermediary. Philosophers were thus regarded with mistrust in 

the Muslim world as early as the ninth century, and closely reasoned 

discussions took place at Baghdad in this period and the next cen-

tury, between Christians, Jews, Arab philosophers, and Muslims—

“a kind of� philosophical conference, in which even atheists partici-

pated,”!40 according to one of� the most knowledgeable scholars of� 

medieval philosophy, Émile Bréhier. To deny prophets their capac-

ity as privileged intermediaries with God is to make them, in some 

sense, impostors.

Some even say it explicitly. This is the case with the Karmate 

movement and its principal representative, Abū Ṭāhir al-Djannābī, 

born in 907. The Karmates were a dissident sect, an outgrowth of� the 

Ismaelians, themselves an esoteric branch of� Shi’ism. Their beliefs 

were a mixture of� Manichaeism, Neoplatonism, gnosticism, esoter-
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ism, and savage opposition to existing religions. They preached the 

doctrine of� communally held goods and the subversion of� Muslim 

society, and rejected the founders of� the great religions as impostors. 

An initiatory text, sent toward the middle of� the tenth century to 

Abū Ṭ�āhir, and published in 1920 by Louis Massignon, showed how 

to refute Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet by making use of� their contra-

dictions.41 Some think that on this point the Karmates were inspired 

by Mandaeism—another sect, this one deriving from Judaism and 

Christianity, that considered Jesus as a false prophet. A second text, 

likewise published by Massignon, is even more explicit. Composed 

around 1070, it reports the following proposition, att ributed to Abū 

Ṭ�āhir: “In this world three individuals have corrupted men: a shep-

herd [Moses], a doctor [Jesus], and a camel-driver [Mahomet]. And 

this camel-driver was the worst conjuror, the worst magician of� the 

three.” Here we have, chronologically, the fi rst expression of� the 

theme of� the three impostors. And this is indeed how Massignon 

interprets it: “This is the very basis of� the legend of� the three impos-

tors, fi xed in place toward 1080 at the latest, at least one hundred 

fi ft y years before its appearance in Western Christianity.” In fact, if� 

this is indeed a statement of� Abū Ṭ�āhir, then the idea goes back to 

around 950.

Certain Arab-Muslim philosophers show evidence of� an absolute 

relativism, which is not far from invoking the idea of� the triple im-

posture, such as Abu �l-�Alā� al-Ma�arrī, who wrote: “The Christians 

take a wrong turn here and there, and the Muslims have lost their 

way altogether; the Jews are no more than mummies, and the Persian 

wise men are dreamers.” Or again: “Jesus came, and abolished the 

law of� Moses; Mahomet followed him, and introduced the fi ve daily 

prayers. Tell me now, since you live under one of� these laws, do you 

enjoy more or less of� the sun and the moon?!”!42

The historian Ibn al-Athir (1160–1233) told how the founder of� 

the Almohad dynasty, Ibn Tūmart, had men hidden in a well, pre-

tending that they were divine spirits whom he consulted and who 

sanctioned his deeds. Later, he had the well covered over, burying 

the men alive, in order that no one might discover his subterfuge.43 

This story, which exists in several versions, was put down to the black 

legend of� Mahomet, who was said to have had recourse to the same 

procedure, as we shall see abundantly in what follows.

But the name that comes up most oft en in research on the origin 
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of� the three impostors is that of� Ibn Rushd (Averroes, 1126–1198), the 

Muslim philosopher of� Córdoba, translator, commentator, and dis-

ciple of� Aristotle: “This great man, who had no religion, used to say 

that he preferred that his soul should be with the philosophers than 

with the Christians. Averroes called the Christian religion impossi-

ble because of� the mystery of� the Eucharist. He called that of� the Jews 

a religion of� children, because of� the various precepts and legal ob-

ligations. He admitt ed that the religion of� the Muslims, which looks 

only to the satisfaction of� the senses, was a religion of� swine.”!44 Thus 

spoke Giles of� Rome, in the thirteenth century. In reality, as Ernest 

Renan showed in 1852, we need to distinguish Averroes from Aver-

roism. The philosopher Averroes, a savage defender of� Aristotle, un-

dertook to justify the philosophers, such as Al-Farabi and Avicenna, 

in the face of� the att acks of� the theologians, such as Al-Ghazali. This 

led him to uphold, following Aristotle, the eternity of� the world, the 

impossibility of� God knowing the particular, and the improbabil-

ity of� the resurrection of� the body—all this with many nuances of� 

meaning.45 This suffi  ced to carve out for him a reputation for dis-

belief, and to make him a convenient scarecrow to whom one might 

att ribute the origin of� the most subversive ideas: “Each one glossed 

in his own manner, and att ributed to Averroes what he did not dare 

to say in his own name,” wrote Renan. Notably, they put on his shoul-

ders the thesis of� the “double truth,” which consisted of� saying “that 

certain things are true according to philosophy, which are not true 

according to the Catholic faith, as if� there were two contrary truths, 

as if� the truth of� the Holy Scriptures could be contradicted by the 

truth of� the texts of� those pagans whom God had damned,” wrote the 

bishop of� Paris, Étienne Tempier, in 1277. Averroes had said nothing 

of� the sort, but rather had att empted to reconcile faith and reason. 

This was a dangerous exercise that permitt ed him to be interpreted 

in two diff erent directions. Reformist Muslims saw in him the de-

fender of� a rational Islamic religion, an agent of� social emancipa-

tion; the materialist thinkers made him a champion of� rationalism, 

of� freethinking, against the fanaticism of� the religious. This was the 

case with the Syrian Marxist Tayyib Tizini.46

Averroes had writt en that “the revealed religions, Jewish, Chris-

tian, Islamic, contain no truth unprovable by philosophical reason-

ing, but only the symbols of� the highest truths,” a statement that, 
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far from separating faith and reason, instead associates them. But 

Averroism is a construction of� the thirteenth century, the work of� 

Christian theologians who found in Averroes an ideal scapegoat: the 

infi del Muslim could freely be charged with all sorts of� crimes, and 

notably with the paternity of� the three impostors. Giles of� Rome was 

the one mainly responsible for this reputation, writing that Aver-

roes “criticizes the law of� the Christians and that of� the Saracens, 

because they allow for creation ex nihilo . . . and what is worse, he calls 

us—us and all those who advocate for a religion—talkers, chatt er-

ers, people deprived of� reason. In the eighth book of� the Physics, he 

again criticizes religions and calls the opinions of� the theologians 

fantasies, as they conceived them by caprice and not through rea-

son.”!47 Raymond Lull, Duns Scotus, and Nicolás Eymeric drove the 

nail in further. Jean Gerson, toward 1400, openly att ributed the idea 

of� the three impostors to “this cursed man, this mad dog, this most 

bitt er enemy of� the Christians.”!48 Benvenuto da Imola, comment-

ing on the fourth canto of� Dante’s Inferno, was surprised that Dante 

showed himself� so indulgent in his regard, because Averroes was a 

notoriously impious man who not only treated Moses, Jesus, and 

Mahomet as impostors, but moreover said that Jesus was the low-

est of� the three, because he died on the cross. Petrarch has no words 

harsh enough to stigmatize the Latin Averroists, those atheists who 

“despise everything that conforms to the Catholic religion.” They 

are libertines, hypocrites who “when there is no threat of� punish-

ment, and there are no witnesses, . . . att ack the truth and piety, and in 

their private dens they secretly mock Christ. They worship Aristotle, 

whom they don’t understand.”!49 Even painters got into the act: at the 

Campo Santo in Pisa, in 1335, Andrea Orcagna placed Averroes in 

hell with Mahomet and the Antichrist. Francesco Traini and Agnolo 

Gaddi followed suit.

In the Jewish world, one philosopher was equally suspect: Mo-

ses Maimonides, a contemporary and compatriot of� Averroes, who 

was born at Córdoba in 1135 and died in Egypt in 1204. He also used 

philosophy in the service of� faith: “The science of� the law is some-

thing apart, and philosophy is something apart; the latt er consists of� 

confi rming the truths of� the law by means of� true speculation.” This 

approach had some major problems, such as that of� the eternity of� 

the world, presupposed by the philosophers contrary to the teaching 
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of� Genesis. Maimonides was rather embarrassed by this question, 

and his rabbinic contemporaries were distrustful of� him. His name 

has occasionally been advanced, although completely erroneously, 

as one of� the upholders of� the triple imposture.

Th e First Mention in Christianity  (Twelft h Century )

In Christianity, until the thirteenth century, we fi nd few traces of� 

this blasphemy. However, slightly unorthodox echoes reach us from 

the twelft h century, despite the eff orts of� the church to wipe out all 

trace of� blasphemous propositions. These rumors came from stu-

dent circles, especially the famous Goliards, which historiography 

has had diffi  culty pinning down: wanderers, no doubt, cultivated 

or semicultivated, using Latin, sometimes also described as min-

strels, buff oons, dissolutes, or vagabonds. They formed gangs, they 

were troublemakers; their name comes from the Latin gula, “throat,” 

meaning “noisy.” In their songs, collected under the title Carmina 
burana, they att acked the religious authorities, castigating their 

vices, their greed, their incontinence, in an openly obscene way, and 

they espoused blasphemous propositions that, if� taken literally, re-

veal a true atheism: “The soul is mortal, I care only for my body!” I 

am “more greedy for passion than for eternal salvation.” “I want to 

die in a tavern, where wine is close to the mouth of� the dying man.” 

Are these no more than the words of� drunkards? There is no way to 

know. The multitude of� condemnations concerning them shows in 

any case that they were considered a dangerous element that could 

not be ignored. Honorious of� Autun called them “ministers of� Sa-

tan” and denied them any hope of� salvation.50 For these young chal-

lengers of� the status quo, all religions were impostures.

The professors, however, could not allow themselves such devia-

tions. This did not prevent them from showing considerable intellec-

tual audacity, in the course of� the exercises in formal argumentation 

and rhetoric called disputationes. The disputatio involved presenting 

both the pros and the cons of� an idea or a hypothesis, before off ering 

the solution. Certain professors, like Peter Abelard, excelled in these 

highly esteemed exercises in which dialectic ruled. To be sure, the 

orthodox, offi  cial truth always won, but the search for contrary argu-

ments and their public airing could lead on the unsure, and might 

give rise to doubt, because the subjects of� debate included the thorn-
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iest propositions, such as “the world is eternal,” “the soul is mortal,” 

or even “God does not exist.” Some professors made use of� this in 

order to adopt an ambiguous att itude, which led, in the thirteenth 

century, to what has been called the “double truth.” This in turn led 

to nominalism, the separation of� reason and faith, whereby it was 

legitimate to uphold according to reason a proposition that was in-

supportable according to faith.

These propositions were diffi  cult to condemn, because they were 

presented purely as exercises in dialectic. In the twelft h century, a 

professor in Paris suggested disputing the following thesis: Moses, 

Jesus, and Mahomet are three impostors, each of� whom seduced the 

people. This professor was Simon of� Tournai, born c. 1130, who taught 

at Paris from 1165. He was well known for the dialectical virtuosity of� 

his disputationes,51 which had earned him a sulfurous reputation. The 

chronicler Matt hew Paris, in the thirteenth century, reported that he 

fl att ered himself� that he, like the sophists, was capable of� proving 

everything and its contrary. Aft er a beautiful discourse on the truth 

of� the Christian religion, he is supposed to have said, “O litt le Jesus, 

litt le Jesus, how I have lift ed up your law! If� I wanted to, I could tear 

it down even bett er.” His contemporary Thomas of� Cantimpré re-

ported the episode concerning the three impostors: “Master Simon 

of� Tournai was a regent of� theology at Paris, and was excellent in 

his time; but—something very inappropriate to his offi  ce—he was 

intemperate and proud. And because he had more students than 

all the other doctors of� Paris, and having made a disputation in the 

school, he publicly addressed the question of� the humility of� the 

very high doctrine of� Christ, and fi nally, going beyond the bounds 

of� acceptability, he began to presumptuously utt er hateful blasphe-

mies against Jesus Christ. . . . Those who have subjugated the world 

by their sects and teaching are, he said, three: that is, Moses, Jesus 

Christ, and Mahomet. First Moses made the Jewish people mad; sec-

ond, Jesus Christ with the Christians; third, Mahomet with the gen-

tile people.”!52

Here we have the fi rst mention in the West of� the theme of� the 

three impostors, which had already been circulating in the Muslim 

world for two centuries. From this point on, it would appear as the 

prototypical blasphemy, a total negation of� all divine revelation. To 

put the three prophets on the same level, and to envelop them in the 

same condemnation as a lie, a deception, and an imposture, was in 
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fact to denounce the religious phenomenon in itself. If� one rejected 

the Old Testament, the New Testament, and the Qur�ān, the three 

sacred books of� the three monotheistic religions, what faith could 

one fall back on? Pagan polytheisms had long since been reduced 

to the status of� improbable stories; all that remained was pantheism 

and atheism. But didn’t both simply affi  rm that only the world of� the 

senses exists? Whether or not it is inhabited by some divine spirit 

that in any case does not communicate with man was not a funda-

mental diff erence. The world is eternal, the death of� individuals is 

total, and there is no hell or paradise: such were the implications of� 

the thesis of� the three impostors. This radical challenge to the three 

great religions of� the Book could rightly be called atheistic. And it 

was so called, by Jews, by Christians, and by Muslims. Their position 

was uncomfortable, for while each religion admitt ed the imposture 

of� the two others, it refused to acknowledge it for itself, which made 

them the sport of� atheists.

The accusation of� the triple imposture thus was known from the 

twelft h century. It was in the Christian world that it would achieve 

the greatest success. There are two basic reasons for this. One con-

cerns the nature of� the dominant religion. Offi  cial Christianity had 

always proclaimed the necessary alliance of� reason and faith, despite 

the existence of� fundamentalist currents. Thus it had a need to con-

solidate faith through proofs, or at least convincing signs. This made 

it more vulnerable than Judaism or Islam, which considered the ex-

istence of� God as evident, something that went without saying and 

which it was not even useful to discuss or seek to prove. In these 

conditions, there was no need at all to try to refute the accusation of� 

imposture; it was considered a gratuitous insult, arising from insane 

or demonic provocation. Thus they did not allow themselves to be 

drawn into the controversy. Christians, in contrast, wanted to prove 

something.

There is another reason for the diff usion of� this theme in Chris-

tianity: it is manipulated by the adversaries, as well as the defenders, 

of� the church. On both sides, it is an off ensive weapon. The former 

use it to att ack religion, and the latt er to att ack the heterodox by ac-

cusing them of� upholding the idea of� the three impostors, or even 

of� being the authors of� a treatise bearing this title. The accusation 

of� Gregory IX against Frederick II in 1239 marked the beginning of� 

the trial. It was indeed the pope who started it, and it was he who 



The Origin of� a Mythical Theme�33

let loose the idea of� the three impostors. If� he had not mentioned 

this theme in his att ack on the emperor, perhaps it would never have 

known the diff usion that it achieved. From 1239 on, the accusation 

became ritual: as soon as a thinker became dangerous, he was sus-

pected of� having writt en a treatise of� the three impostors. The rumor 

was circulated in order to discredit him, and thus the church itself� 

maintained the myth and nourished a serpent. The church made use 

of� the specter, until the day when it would become fl esh. Until the 

beginning of� the eighteenth century, the Treatise of� the Th ree Impos-
tors was a phantom treatise that escaped all eff orts to research it. Did 

it really exist? Repeatedly, people would think they were on the point 

of� uncovering it, of� knowing who was the author, and each time it 

was only an illusion. It was an eff ective scarecrow, because its title 

alone created fear. One did not have to read it to be horrifi ed; merely 

mentioning it suffi  ced. De tribus impostoribus—because, of� course, 

it was supposed to be in Latin, like all philosophical and religious 

literature. But even if� the title carried the full ideological weight, 

people were curious to know the contents: what revelation would it 

contain? what arguments might it develop? The church tracked it 

to destroy it, while heretics and atheists chased aft er it to read and 

make use of� it, and still others sought it out of� simple curiosity. Every 

time hope was dashed, curiosity grew.

In the mid-thirteenth century, the hunt for De tribus impostoribus 

began.
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The Hunt for the Author of� a 
Mythical Treatise (Fourteenth to 
Sixteenth Centuries)

The last centuries of� the Middle Ages, from 1300 to around 1500, were 

a period of� intense religious fermentation. In addition to repeated 

catastrophes, including famine, the Black Death, and the Hundred 

Years’ War, there were the internal problems of� the church—the 

Great Schism, conciliary crises, and the growing Turkish threat. 

Everything combined to create an apocalyptic climate that favored 

prophetic ravings and the appearance of� saviors, messiahs, Anti-

christs, and false prophets of� every stripe. In the general confusion, 

the boundary between true and false, divine and diabolical, became 

blurred. Superstitions, irrational fears, and credulity encouraged de-

ceptions of� all kinds, to the point that one might speak of� these two 

centuries as a veritable “culture of� imposture.”!1

A Culture of� Imposture

Impostors were everywhere: a false Baldwin IX, a false Alfonso I, a 

false Frederick II, a false Henry V, a false Conradin, a false Edward 

II, a false Richard II, a false Valdemar II, a false Warwick, a false York, 

a false Joan of� Arc, false popes, and even a false female Pope Joan. 

It was in the fourteenth century that the word impostor, used in the 

chronicles of� the Continuation of� Martin of� Cologne and of� the Con-
tinuation of� Guillaume de Nangis, came into use at the expense of� its 

less infl ammatory predecessors: trufator (faker), falsidicus (liar), tri-
cator (trickster), seductor (seducer). This is an indication both of� the 

growing diabolization of� the idea of� imposture, and of� the growth of� 

belief� in sorcery. All these impostors were agents of� the devil, sent to 

sow chaos and confusion in the world.

At the same time, imposture became a political weapon, inten-

tionally manipulated by certain parties. “The ranks of� active or pas-
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sive partisans of� factitious kings are composed essentially of� hard-

ened cynics or victims of� a shared illusion,” writes Gilles Lecuppre.2 

This fact is of� capital importance, because it helped spread the idea 

of� the association of� political and religious imposture, with found-

ers of� religious movements being viewed as calculating men whose 

teachings were rooted in a divine “revelation” in order to confer 

upon them the force and prestige of� the sacred. The great politico-

religious impostures multiplied and made the notion of� the impos-

tor commonplace. Thus, the number of� false Frederick IIs increased. 

In 1368, Konrad Schmid, in Thuringia, claiming to be the resusci-

tated emperor, found enough credulous folk to form a community 

of� fl agellants, inspired by a millenarian spirit. Others came along in 

the fi ft eenth century. Among the most successful impostures were 

those of� Hans Böhm, in 1476, at Niklashausen, near Würzburg. Ma-

nipulated by a hermit, this young shepherd, armed with a drum, be-

gan to preach: the Virgin Mary appeared to him and told him that 

Niklashausen would be the New Jerusalem, and that it was neces-

sary to come there on pilgrimage, if� possible with off erings. Later 

he conceived a hatred of� the wealth of� the clergy and announced an 

egalitarian society. The faithful fl ocked toward the “holy boy” right 

up to the moment when the bishop of� Würzburg had him arrested 

and burned.

This was only one example among dozens. False messiahs and 

false prophets rose up almost everywhere; some were unbalanced, 

some inspired and convinced of� their mission, others authentic 

charlatans profi ting from the credulity of� the people and the climate 

of� eschatological suspense; still others were instruments manipu-

lated by the politicians, such as the shepherd of� Gévaudan used by 

the lieutenants of� Charles VII as a substitute for Joan of� Arc. Joan 

herself, classed among the impostors by the ecclesiastical tribunal 

that condemned her, had imitators of� her own, such as Pierrone la 

Bretonne or Jeanne des Armoises. Pseudo-Antichrists roamed the 

countryside; in the 1490s Savonarola, an especially erratic monk, 

announced the coming of� an “angelic pastor” to Florence, before 

he ended up on the stake. In the sixteenth century, the movement 

was particularly active in Germany and the Low Countries. In 1524–

1525, Thomas Müntzer and the “prophets of� Zwickau” stirred up 

Saxony, Thuringia, and Bohemia with their talk of� an Edenic com-

munism, before being slaughtered. In 1530, the messiah Hans Hut 
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was beheaded at Stutt gart; according to him, his predecessor Jesus 

was only an ordinary man. The same year, Augustin Bader and his 

band were arrested. Bader in some ways played the role of� Joseph; 

his son, born in 1529, was the Christ who would rule for a thousand 

years. In prison, he demanded that they not execute him before Pen-

tecost, the day when the truth would be made clear. The authorities 

did not grant him this favor, and he was put to death on March 30. 

Another fanatic, a furrier of� Schwäbisch Hall, Melchior Hofmann, 

announced the return of� Christ for 1533, then for 1535, then 1539, and 

fi nally died in prison in 1543. At Münster, at the same time, Bernard 

Rothmann foretold the imminent coming of� God and worked out an 

extravagant psychodrama mingling David, Goliath, Abel, Cain, Gog, 

and Magog. In the same city, Jean de Leyde and Jean Matt hys in 1534 

presented themselves as Enoch and Elias. Jean de Leyde, a tailor’s 

apprentice, a smooth talker, an excellent actor, a megalomaniac, and 

a schizophrenic, proclaimed himself� prophet and king over all the 

earth. Seated on a throne, adorned with jewels, wearing two crowns, 

holding a globe with two swords, the king of� the entire world im-

posed his law at Münster, before ending up like the others, captured, 

tortured, and executed.3

The multiplication of� impostors tended to generalize the idea of� 

imposture, to make it commonplace, and to make people’s minds 

receptive to rumors of� trickery. If� Jean de Leyde and the others were 

impostors, why not Jesus, Moses, and Mahomet also? The message of� 

Jesus was the same as that of� his imitators, and he ended up like them, 

executed. Historians are beginning to discover, in the surviving ju-

dicial archives of� the late Middle Ages, numerous traces of� popular 

skepticism, carefully hidden by the offi  cial history controlled for a 

long time by the clergy. Thus, the British historian John Thomson 

cites several cases in the fi ft eenth century: in September 1422, a man 

was tried at Worcester for having denied the resurrection of� the 

dead. In the same city, in 1448, a certain Thomas Semer denied the 

divinity of� Christ, the existence of� heaven and hell, the immortality 

of� the soul, the Trinity, and the divine character of� scripture. In 1491, 

a fuller was tried at Newbury for thinking that the soul dies at the 

same time as the body, as a fl ame is extinguished when blown out. In 

1499, at Salisbury, four men and one woman admitt ed that they went 

to Mass only out of� fear of� others and to escape the dangers that 

would threaten them if� they failed to do like others. How many may 
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have done the same? In 1502, authorities tried a man at Windsor who 

did not believe in the resurrection, and in 1508, a woman of� Alder-

manbury for the same reason. In 1493, a woman of� London declared 

that she had her paradise in this life, and that she had nothing to do 

with a paradise in the other world.4

The importance of� popular skepticism in England at the end 

of� the Middle Ages was confi rmed by G. G. Coulton5 and by Keith 

Thomas, who stated in his now classic work, Religion and the Decline 
of� Magic: “A wide range of� popular scepticism was uncovered by the 

fi ft eenth century church courts. Much of� it has been wrongly brack-

eted by historians under the general title of� ‘Lollardy.’ But it was not 

Wycliffi  te or proto-Protestant theology which underlay this reluc-

tance to accept some of� the most elementary doctrines of� Christian-

ity. . . . [T]he actual volume of� disbelief� may have been much greater 

than that which the surviving evidence indicates.”!6

The same fi nding could be made in France, where sermons de-

nounced the presence among the people of� several categories of� 

strong-minded and argumentative individuals. In 1486, at Troyes, 

a preacher distinguished four categories of� “believers,” the last of� 

which seems very close to atheism in practice: they “believe not by 

reason nor by experience nor by sentiment but by custom, and they 

do not think or understand anything with regard to the things pre-

sented to them. And they are very far from the faith of� the Chris-

tians.”!7 Around the same time, a preacher of� Auxerre mentioned the 

presence of� skeptics whose doubts appeared to go very far indeed:

They wish to experience their faith and do not want to rest content 

with the word of� God. And when you speak to them of� God and of� 

his Paradise and of� his judgments, they respond: “And who was it 

who returned from the dead? And who was it who came down from 

Heaven? There is only being. One knows very well where one is, 

but one does not know where one is going and what will become 

of� one.” . . . They wish to have signs and miracles from God, neither 

his passion nor his resurrection suffi  ces for them, and they have no 

more faith than devils.8

The preacher also noted that the conformity of� many people served 

to conceal unbelief� and atheism: “There are plenty who, whatever 

foolishness they commit, have not a drop of� faith in them and all 
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of� whom are depraved and outcasts.” The same observations were 

made by a preacher of� Bayeux. “We want proof”: this demand sums 

up the recriminations of� these skeptics. In short, the troubled times 

gave rise to a growing number of� doubters whose minds were recep-

tive to the thesis of� the three impostors.

Th e Rumors of� the Late Middle Ages

From this point on, the thesis of� the three impostors was openly 

spread by a few daring intellectuals, while others were accused of� 

this blasphemy for having adopted positions that were suspect. All 

of� this contributed to the spread of� the theme. In 1335, the theolo-

gian Alvaro Pelayo, in his Collyrium fi dei adversus haereses [Dose of� 
Faith against Heresies], an inventory of� known heresies, mentioned 

a certain Thomas Scoto, a Dominican and then Franciscan friar 

teaching in the school of� the decretalists in Lisbon at the beginning 

of� the fourteenth century; Scoto was said to have taught that three 

impostors had fooled the world, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet. To this 

he added that souls are mortal, that the Virgin was not a virgin, that 

there were men before Adam, that Jesus had lived with prostitutes 

and been hanged for his sins, that his miracles were magic tricks, 

that Aristotle was worth more than Moses, and other blasphemies. 

The inquisitor Pelayo had Scoto arrested, and no doubt he ended up 

being burned to death.9 In 1459, still in Lisbon, Alphonso de Spina, 

in his Fortalitium fi dei [Armor of� Faith], declared that the doctor Alva-

rao Fernandez had denounced to the Inquisition one Diego Gomez, 

a young unmarried man, who “had spoken to him of� a Hebrew book, 

in which, among other libertine and impious matt ers, we fi nd that 

the three principal religions are no more than vagaries of� the hu-

man spirit; they teach only fables so puerile and ridiculous that it 

was surprising that people should believe such foolishness; that a 

saturnine spirit, evoked by the eff usion of� his blood that Abraham 

had caused in his circumcision, presided over the Mosaic religion, 

just as Mercury presided over the Christian religion, and Mars over 

the Mahometan religion.”!10 The same year, at Rome, a doctor in 

canon law, one Javinus de Solcia, was condemned by the pope for 

having declared that “Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet had governed the 

world according to their fantasy.”!11

Some folk did not hesitate to own the theme of� the three impos-
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tors. Others were suspected, and the religious authorities sometimes 

att ributed to them the paternity of� the De tribus. Among the suspects 

was Giovanni Boccaccio, of� whom Prosper Marchand wrote in his 

Dictionnaire historique [Historical Dictionary ] of� 1758: “As for religion, 

I believe that Boccaccio had none, and that he was a perfect athe-

ist, which can be demonstrated by some chapters of� his Decameron, 

especially that in which there is mention of� a diamond that a father 

of� a family left  to his three sons.”!12 Marchand is speaking of� the fa-

mous story of� the three rings, which Boccaccio relates in the third 

story of� the fi rst day of� the Decameron: Saladin, representing Islam, 

asks the Jew Melchisedech: “I would gladly know of� thee, which of� 

the three laws thou reputest the true law, the law of� the Jews, the law 

of� the Saracens, or the law of� the Christians?” The Jew responds with 

a parable, that of� the father who had three sons, of� equal merit, and 

who declared that his heir would be the one to whom he gave a very 

beautiful family ring that had been handed down from father to son. 

But because he loved his three children equally, he had two copies 

made, and he secretly gave a ring to each one. That way, no one could 

judge among them. The conclusion is quite daring: “And so, my lord, 

to your question, touching the three laws given to the three peoples 

by God the Father, I answer: Each of� these peoples deems itself� to 

have the true inheritance, the true law, the true commandments of� 

God; but which of� them is justifi ed in so believing, is a question 

which, like that of� the rings, remains pendent” (English translation 

by J. M. Rigg, 1903). This puts all three religions on the same plane. 

Not to know which holds the truth is to suspect each of� the three of� 

imposture. The story is all the more suspect because it comes from 

Il novellino, a work compiled in the thirteenth century at the court of� 

Emperor Frederick II.

But that’s not all. In his De genealogia deorum [Genealogies of� the 
Gods] (about 1360), Boccaccio, taking up once again the idea of� Eu-

hemerus, showed how the ancient gods were only the result of� the 

deifi cation of� heroes or the personifi cation of� physical phenomena. 

He pushed his audacity so far as to suggest that the fi rst Christians 

had begun to do the same thing with Paul and Barnabas. His Decam-
eron presented an image of� Christian society that was scarcely fl at-

tering, characterized by breathtaking credulity, for example, in mat-

ters of� the cult of� saints and their relics. In the tenth tale of� the sixth 

day, a friar convinces “the simple folk that were in the church” that 
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he is going to show them a feather of� the archangel Gabriel, and in 

another case he has the coals on which Saint Lawrence was roasted, 

not to mention a fi nger of� the Holy Spirit, a fi ngernail of� one of� the 

cherubim, or a phial of� the sweat of� Saint Michael.

In the fi ft eenth century another suspect, according to Prosper 

Marchand, was Poggio Bracciolini (1380–1459). A Florentine hu-

manist, apostolic secretary, and a churchman who fathered fourteen 

children, he mistreated monks in his Facetiae, translated Lucian, 

made fun of� the credulity of� believers, and praised Pierre des Vignes 

as a “man full of� knowledge and skill.” This was enough for him to 

be suspected, if� not of� having writt en De tribus, at least of� having 

spread its ideas.

The church was quick to mistrust any hint of� relations among 

religions. Simply to compare religions was suspect: one does not 

compare incomparables. To compare is to bring together, to suggest 

points in common, and that was intolerable. This is why all ecumen-

ical or peace-loving people who dreamed of� a reconciliation or at 

least a simple rapprochement among the three monotheistic reli-

gions were looked on with suspicion, even cardinals of� the church 

such as Pierre d’Ailly, the fi ft eenth-century author of� the treatise 

On the Th ree Sects, or Nicholas of� Cusa, whose De pace fi dei [On the 
Peace of� Faith] of� 1453 evoked a concord among the three religions 

under the aegis of� Abraham, the common ancestor. In his De criba-
tione Alcorani [Sift ing the Qur�ān], he listed common points between 

Islam and Christianity. Before him, Raymond Lull (c. 1232–1315) had 

crisscrossed the Muslim world in the hope of� converting it. These 

were misguided att empts, severely criticized, just like the att itude of� 

the King of� Castile Alfonso X the Wise (1221–1284), who surrounded 

himself� with Arab, Christian, and Jewish scholars, with whose help 

he produced his famous astronomical treatise, the Alfonsine Tables. 

Sett led at Toledo, he nicknamed himself� the “emperor of� the three 

religions,” which unfortunately recalled the cosmopolitanism of� 

Frederick II and gave rise to rumors concerning his relations with 

the idea of� the three impostors. A famous anecdote, reported by 

Sanctius, illustrated the bad reputation of� the sovereign: “The king 

oft en repeated the blasphemy that, if� he had been present with God 

at the creation of� man, some things would have been bett er ordered 

than they were.”

Among the Christians, the tendency was rather toward the grow-
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ing diabolization of� Mahomet, the Qur�ān, and Islam. Ricoldo Pen-

nini composed a new Confutatio alcorani [Refutation of� the Qur�ān], 

while Dante placed Mahomet in the depths of� his hell, the body 

open “from the neck to the ass” with all the organs hanging out, in-

testines and excrement between the legs. He is there in his role as a 

schismatic—that is, as the divider of� the unity of� believers, inspired 

by Satan.13 In the sixteenth century, Luis de Camões (c. 1524–1580), 

in his Lusiads, presented Mahomet as the incarnation of� the devil, 

who manifests himself� to an imam to push him against the Portu-

guese; he then assimilates him to Bacchus. The German Salomon 

Schweigger, a Lutheran who stayed in Constantinople from 1578 to 

1581, was the fi rst translator into German of� the Qur�ān, under the 

title Al-Koranum Mahumedanum: Das Ist, Der Türcken Religion, Gesetz, 
und Gott eslästerliche Lehr [Th e Muslim Qur�ān, Or, Th e Turks, Th eir Reli-
gion and Superstition]. For Schweigger, Mahomet was an agent of� the 

devil.14

Any att empt at rapprochement between Mahomet and Jesus was 

considered an unspeakable blasphemy, and responsibility for the 

theme of� the three impostors was thrown back on the Muslim world, 

particularly on Averroes, as Renan showed in his 1852 study:

It is not without reason that opinion charged Averroes with the 

term “the three impostors.” It was by their claimed impossibilities, 

and not by their common divine origin, that one brought together 

the various cults in this period. This thought, which haunted the 

thirteenth century like a bad dream, was the fruit of� Arabic stud-

ies and the result of� the spirit of� the court of� the Hohenstaufen. It 

hatched in anonymity, with no one daring to admit to it; it was like 

a temptation, like Satan hidden deep in the heart of� the century. 

Adopted by some as a blasphemy, gathered by others as a calumny, 

the term “the three impostors” . . . became a book. . . . One arrived 

at the result that there were three religions in the world, founded 

on similar principles, and all three mixed up with fables. It was this 

thought that betrayed itself� in popular opinion by the blasphemy of� 

the three impostors.15

Thus, for Renan, the Latin book De tribus impostoribus was a me-

dieval chimera, born in the minds of� theologians who were scandal-

ized by the cohabitation of� the three worlds in the courts of� Palermo 

and Toledo. They att ributed its paternity either to Frederick II and 
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Pierre des Vignes or else to Averroes, and accused any intellectuals 

who were too original or heterodox of� spreading the central theme. 

During the last two centuries of� the Middle Ages, it was a question 

only of� confused rumors. The few cases of� individuals who were di-

rectly accused of� having defended the idea of� the triple imposture 

all centered on southern Europe, in the zones at the border of� the 

Christian and Muslim worlds: Sicily, Spain, Portugal.

As for the manuscript itself, it remained a myth. No one claimed 

even to have seen it.

Th e Renaissance: A Receptive Context for the Idea of� Imposture

The mystery rebounded in the Renaissance; it solidifi ed and took 

shape. For the fi rst time, some people claimed to have seen the fa-

mous treatise. But the more its existence was sworn to, the less sure 

they became of� its author. The multiplication of� cases of� heterodoxy, 

the religious confl icts within Christianity, the resurgence of� esoteric 

and astrological currents of� thought, as well as of� the rationalists 

of� classical antiquity, served to spread confusion. The De tribus, a 

curse for some, a standard-bearer for others, acquired the status of� 

myth, exacerbated by the failure of� all eff orts to lay hands on the 

manuscript. It became a sort of� grail for atheism, and the quest for it 

spread from Italy toward Switzerland, France, the United Provinces, 

northern Germany, and England. Most of� the sixteenth-century hu-

manists were involved with it.

The cultural context of� the Renaissance and the Reformation 

largely explains the interest taken in the phantom treatise. The re-

discovery of� ancient philosophical currents, such as Epicureanism; 

the rereading of� Greek and Roman histories that revealed pagan re-

ligious impostures; the controversies between Catholics and Protes-

tants, which gave rise at one and the same time to fanaticism and 

to relativism in matt ers of� faith; the humanists’ passion for ancient 

texts, classical works as well as alchemical manuals or kabbalistic or 

esoteric works; and fi nally, the longing felt by many original thinkers 

for greater freedom of� mores as well as of� thought: all these formed 

a strange ensemble stimulating interest in a book with a sulfurous 

reputation, which had the att raction of� both the mysterious and the 

forbidden.

The critical att itude with respect to religion—a notable trait of� 
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the Renaissance—was accompanied by a loosening of� mores, tied 

to the resurgence of� a distorted form of� Epicureanism that retained 

above all the desire for the enjoyment of� life. For example, consider 

Pietro Aretino (1492–1556), whose obscene Sonett i were both a public 

scandal and the private delight of� the cardinals and great men of� 

the day, including King Francis I of� France, Emperor Charles V, and 

even the pope. In his comedies, Aretino showed himself� to be dis-

respectful toward religion, miracles, and Jesus; he scarcely seemed 

to believe in the immortality of� the soul. We die in our nests, “like 

spiders,” in the words of� one of� the characters in his Th e Courtesan, a 

play in which “Master Andrew” explains that to be an accomplished 

gentleman, one must fool around, blaspheme, act like a whore, be a 

heretic, and make fun of� Lent by giving up baptism. Of� course, he 

claimed that all this was intended to unmask hypocrites, and some 

churchmen believed him, such as one Gnatio de Fossembrune, who 

wrote: “Aretino unites the morality of� Gregory the Great, the pro-

fundity of� Jerome, the subtlety of� Augustine, and the writt en style 

of� Ambrose. You are a new John the Baptist, discovering, taking up, 

and courageously correcting malice and hypocrisy.”!16 The majority, 

however, were not fooled, and the commentators of� the seventeenth 

century did not hesitate to att ribute the De tribus to him. This was the 

opinion of� Marin Mersenne, W. E. Tentzel, and T. G. Spitzel.

The accusation was unfounded, but it revealed how the De tribus 

was by then commonly used to stigmatize the overly free spirits whose 

numbers were proliferating. This period saw the multiplication of� 

suspect works, arriving by cartloads in a clandestine commerce that 

fl ooded the great cities of� Europe and submerged the offi  cial cen-

sors.17 Blasphemy became a current practice and veered more and 

more toward a direct att ack on faith, a denial and negation of� God. 

The renewed outbreak of� blasphemy is att ested by too many sources 

for us to doubt it. The printer Henri Estienne, in mid-century, in his 

Apology for Herodotus, evoked “the blasphemies that contain state-

ments showing great impiety, even . . . true atheism.” Bernard Palissy 

testifi ed: “All I heard was blasphemies, assaults, threats, tumult, and 

they did not content themselves with mocking men, but also made 

game of� God.” Ambroise Paré spoke of� “soldiers who were blasphem-

ers and deniers of� God.” It was necessary to strengthen repression: 

fi nes for the fi rst four infractions, being put in the pillory for the 

fi ft h, and having both lips cut off � for the sixth were the penalties 
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specifi ed in the laws of� 1510 and 1514 against those who “shall deny, 

curse, and blaspheme the sweet name of� God.” But sanctions were 

in vain. In 1544, the Parlement of� Paris declared that “several grave 

and hateful blasphemies . . . have begun once again to swarm about 

this kingdom.” The litany of� complaints continued under Henri II, 

Charles IX, Henri III, and Henri IV. Innumerable cases of� blasphemy 

were reported in contemporary memoirs, the decisions of� the sov-

ereign courts, and in judicial archives.18 In addition, there were in-

stances of� sacrilege, profaning of� the Host, and destruction of� holy 

images, especially the crucifi x. These deeds can oft en be traced to 

Calvinist propaganda, but they contributed to the devaluation of� the 

holy in the eyes of� the faithful, who were horrifi ed and disoriented, 

astounded by the lack of� divine reaction: “Where is your God? . . . let 

him save you, if� he can!”!19 the hoodlums of� Orléans taunted their 

victims. In a play performed at the beginning of� the century, the Mo-
rality  of� the Blasphemers of� God, which placed on stage the Insulter, 

the Blasphemer, and the Denier of� God, we hear responses that must 

have made devout hearers’ skin crawl. “I deny God the creator, and 

also his litany.” The Blasphemer insults the church: “You fi ll our ass 

with abuses.” The Insulter accuses the clergy of� using religion “in or-

der to have goods and honors.” All of� them, of� course, are punished 

at the end, but such remarks bear witness to the circulation of� these 

ideas and also helped propagate them. They made people’s minds 

receptive to the idea of� religious imposture.

There is another contributing factor as well: the growth of� pan-

theistic naturalism inspired by antiquity. Nature has a soul; she acts 

purposefully and watches over man like a providence. The God of� 

Moses, of� Jesus, and of� Mahomet is replaced by the god Pan. Even 

the greatest minds were seduced, including Leonardo da Vinci, who, 

according to Vasari, “arrived at such a heretical conception of� these 

matt ers that he would not subject himself� to any religion, consider-

ing himself� to be much more a philosopher than a Christian.” It’s 

true that Renaissance pantheism espoused the irrational as much as 

classical religions, because it led to magical and animist practices, 

but since it rejected any notion of� revelation, it relegated even the 

prophets to the rank of� impostors. Christ is “the supreme impostor,” 

a resident of� Orléans confi ded to Gabriel Dupréau, who wrote in 

1559: “Some years back, when I was on my way to Poitiers for my stud-

ies, I passed through Orléans. A resident of� that city, a well-known 
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Latinist and Hellenist . . . told me in confi dence that numerous ad-

epts of� that sect [the atheists] had reached such a degree of� madness, 

that not only did they have bad feelings for Christ, but they went so 

far as to doubt the existence of� God and his Providence.”!20

“Fables and impostures”: such are the messages and gospels of� 

all these founders of� religions, say the impious of� today, reported 

François de Foix in 1579. The diversifi cation of� vocabulary that oc-

curred in the mid-sixteenth century reveals the refi nement of� anti-

religious criticism and the importance of� the movement of� unbelief. 

It is striking to note that the French word athée, or atheist, fi rst began 

to fl ourish during the fi rst half� of� the sixteenth century. This cannot 

have been a matt er of� chance. At the very beginning of� the century, 

the term appeared only in Greek and in Latin, in glossaries like that 

of� Ambrogio Calepino (1502), in the context of� ancient doctrines: 

“Atheos, he who does not believe in any god, Atheus and Atheos, he 

who has neither god nor religion (atheista).” Similarly, Rabelais used 

the Greek word in 1532 concerning Julius Caesar Scaliger. In 1552, 

Guillaume Postel used it in Latin, and Joachim Du Bellay in French 

in 1549.

Everyone agrees that atheists were numerous. In 1570, the theolo-

gian Melchior de Flavin, in his treatise De l’estat des ames trepassees, 

declared that there had never before been so many atheists in Eu-

rope, among wise men as well as “brutes.” In 1563, the Lutheran his-

torian Jean Sleidan wrote that in Germany “some are becoming athe-

ists at present,” and that “many refuse to worry about things and do 

not believe in anything at all.”!21 They were also referred to as “strong 

minds” (esprits forts), a term that appeared in Latin around this time, 

and that Abbé Cotin would defi ne this way in 1629: “They profess to 

believe nothing except that which they can see and touch.” And then 

there were the “libertines” (libertins), a term that had been used since 

the Middle Ages to refer to the adherents of� free thought. Geoff roy 

Vallée, author of� La Béatitude des chrétiens ou Le Fléau de la foy [Th e 
Beatitude of� Christians, Or, Th e Scourge of� Faith], who was burned at 

the stake at Paris in 1574, was undoubtedly one of� them. This odd 

character, born at Orléans to a well-to-do family, was an Epicurean. 

His litt le work, also known under the signifi cant alternate title of� 

Th e Art of� Believing in Nothing, was a deist pamphlet, which brought 

its author to be executed at the age of� twenty-four. With Pierre Viret, 

Nicolas de Nancel, and François de La Noue, the term libertine took 
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on its meaning of� unbelief. In any case, for Henri Busson, if� much of� 

the vocabulary concerning unbelief� grew and achieved brutal preci-

sion around 1540, it was a sign that this state of� mind had hardened 

into a conscious system. He concluded: “Not only do we not accept 

this paradox that unbelief� is impossible in the sixteenth century; we 

would say, rather, that it has always existed.”!22

Moses the Machiavellian

Moses, who had been relatively spared until this point, was placed 

in the fi rst rank of� impostors by numerous humanists in the six-

teenth century, thanks to a phenomenon unrelated to religion: the 

evolution of� political thought. Paradoxically, what was a compliment 

in political matt ers became a reproach in religious matt ers. Moses 

was praised for his political skill, as a liberator and organizer of� the 

Hebrew people, but this political ability rested on a religious decep-

tion. Like Numa Pompilius, he based his law on a claimed revelation, 

which made it sacred and rendered it untouchable. It evidently was 

up to Machiavelli to give this ambiguous homage. He thereby estab-

lished one of� the bases of� the theory of� religious imposture as an 

instrument for the manipulation of� people.

By the seventeenth century, Machiavelli’s reputation was such 

that some people did not hesitate to att ribute the De tribus to him. 

This was stated in 1688 by Nicolas Lefèvre.23 This text, known to the 

Florentine, would tend to justify these suspicions. Let us pass over 

his Epicureanism and the fatalism of� his moral tales. The most dar-

ing of� these, Th e Golden Ass, took up an idea of� Lucretius and Celsus: 

that animals are superior to men in their physical capacity; and that 

human beings, who spend their time tormenting themselves with 

vain questions and killing each other over chimeras, have need of� 

religion to maintain order. One must leave people to their illusions 

and their prayers: “Prayers are no doubt necessary, and anyone would 

be mad who would prevent the people from following their ceremo-

nies and carrying out their devotions” (canto 5). His lett ers confi rm 

his naturalism and his fatalism, but it is his historical and political 

works that clearly develop, on a factual basis, his theory of� religion 

as a necessary imposture. In Th e Prince, he states that it is essential 

for rulers to maintain “the appearance” of� piety and religion, and he 

gives Moses as an example to follow for having known how to com-
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bine religion and the use of� force. He places Moses on the same level 

as Cyrus, Romulus, and Theseus. Some two centuries later, an att en-

tive reader of� Machiavelli who was also his best student, Frederick II 

of� Prussia, saw clearly the sense of� this statement: for Machiavelli, 

Moses is “an impostor who made use of� God.”!24

In his Discourses on the First Decade of� Titus Livius (1516), Machia-

velli built up this mode of� conduct into a model to be imitated: “As 

the observance of� the divine cult is the cause of� the greatness of� re-

publics, so disdain for it is the cause of� their ruin. For where the fear 

of� God fails, it must be either that the kingdom comes to ruin or 

that it is sustained by the fear of� a prince, which supplies the defects 

of� religion.” This is why “wise men who wish to take away this dif-

fi culty have recourse to God. So did Lycurgus; so did Solon; so did 

many others who have had the same end as they.” “And truly there 

was never any orderer of� extraordinary laws for a people who did 

not have recourse to God, because otherwise they would not have 

been accepted.”!25

The ancients understood this principle perfectly, and made skill-

ful use of� religion:

For every religion has the foundation of� its life on some principal 

order of� its own. The life of� the Gentile religion was founded on the 

responses of� the oracles and on the sect of� the diviners and augurs. 

All their other ceremonies, sacrifi ces, and rites depended on them; 

for they easily believed that that god who could predict your future 

good or your future ill for you could also grant it to you. From these 

arose the temples, from these the sacrifi ces, from these the supplica-

tions and every other ceremony to venerate them. . . . As these latt er 

began to speak in the mode of� the powerful, and as that falsity was 

exposed among peoples, men became incredulous and apt to dis-

turb every good order.26

For Machiavelli, it is really a question of� a “fraud,” that is, an im-

posture. When pagan religion lost its credibility, it was replaced by 

another, which fi lled the same function:

Thus, princes of� a republic or of� a kingdom should maintain the 

foundations of� the religion they hold; and if� this is done, it will be 

an easy thing for them to keep their republic religious and, in con-

sequence, good and united. All things that arise in favor of� that re-
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ligion they should favor and magnify, even though they judge them 

false; and they should do it so much the more as they are more pru-

dent and more knowing of� natural things. Because this mode has 

been observed by wise men, the belief� has arisen in miracles, which 

are celebrated even in false religions; for the prudent enlarge upon 

them from whatever beginning they arise, and their authority then 

gives them credit with anyone whatever.27

The question, then, is not the truth of� religion, but its usefulness. 

And it is essential to complete it with an army: this is the theory of� the 

sword and the aspergillum. The two are complementary: “For where 

there is religion, arms can easily be introduced, and where there are 

arms and not religion, the latt er can be introduced only with dif-

fi culty.”!28 Moses was a master of� this game of� combining force and 

faith: “And whoever reads the Bible judiciously will see that since he 

wished his laws and his orders to go forward, Moses was forced to kill 

an infi nite number of� men who, moved by nothing other than envy, 

were opposed to his plans.”!29 Similarly, he did not hesitate to “en-

ter with violence into the countries of� others, kill the inhabitants, 

take possession of� their goods, make a new kingdom, and change the 

province’s name” (book 2, chap. 8; p. 144). In that respect, he is no dif-

ferent than Mahomet, whose success Machiavelli admires, praising 

“that Saracen sect . . . which did so many great things” (book 2, pref.; 

p. 124). In contrast, Jesus failed miserably. Of� the three impostors, he 

was the least clever, because his religion made men weaker. Christi-

anity became the religion of� submission, because of� the “cowardice” 

of� the men who interpreted the religion. In any case, all religions are 

mortal, which is proof� of� their imposture:

It is a very true thing that all worldly things have a limit to their life. . . . 

I am speaking of� mixed bodies, such as republics and sects. . . . And 

it is a thing clearer than light that these bodies do not last if� they do 

not renew themselves. (Book 3, chap. 1; p. 209)

Machiavelli was not alone among his contemporaries in thinking 

that Moses was an impostor. But for him, this was a compliment—

imposture is justifi ed by its success—while for others, it was a stain. 

Many denounced the supposed founder of� Judaism. Calvin testifi ed 

to this in his Institution of� the Christian Religion. Doubters of� his day, 

he said, demanded to have it proven to them “by reason, that Moses 
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and the prophets were inspired by God to speak.” They referred to 

the content of� Mosaic law as “a jumble of� childish games,” accus-

ing it of� inhumanity and “falsity.” Some even doubted the histori-

cal existence of� Moses, contesting the notion that “there ever was a 

Moses.”

The same complaint came up in the Catechism of� the Protestant 

writer John Brenz, which was translated into French in 1563. This 

work also testifi ed to the denunciation of� Moses and the conception 

of� religion as an imposture. We hear the same in the Anti-Machiavelli 
of� Innocent Gentillet (1576): Moses was “a robber and usurper . . . 

who took over the country of� Judea just like the Goths and the Van-

dals” in France. He was a military chief, who ruled by means of� his 

virtù (a natural quality that had nothing to do with providence), and 

he forged a “vigorous, well-designed” religion, “disguised with beau-

tiful ceremonies,” in order to keep bett er hold of� his people.30 Mo-

ses? He was a spinner of� tales, or at least that’s what one hears every 

day, wrote Florimond de Raemond at the end of� the sixteenth cen-

tury in his Histoire de l’hérésie [History  of� Heresy]. He also testifi ed to 

the progress of� unbelief� all over Europe, from the Palatinate, which 

spat out “mockers of� religion, . . . lost souls who hold holy books as 

fables,” to Poland, where some said that “aft er death, the soul is no 

more,” while passing by Switzerland and Bohemia. Raemond recog-

nized that the multiplicity of� religions was a factor in skepticism 

and unbelief, and held that for this reason one must ban them all, 

except for the true one, his own. This Catholic magistrate, who was a 

friend of� Montluc, successor to Montaigne in the Parlement of� Bor-

deaux, and an admirer of� the sweet sonnets of� Ronsard, preached by 

example in his zealous pursuit of� Protestants.31

Moses was only a magician, and his prophecies only an illusion. 

These tales were also heard by Duplessis-Mornay, who in 1581 pub-

lished a long apologetic work, De la vérité de la religion chrétienne con-
tre les athées, épicuriens, payens, juifs, mahumédistes et autres infi dels [On 
the Truth of� the Christian Religion against Atheists, Epicureans, Pagans, 
Jews, Mahometans, and Other Infi dels]. That men should have found it 

necessary to compose apologetic works to defend Christianity aft er 

fi ft een hundred years of� existence (just as they had done in the third 

century) is revealing in itself. Duplessis-Mornay’s book recounted 

the arguments of� the strong minds of� his time, who contested every 

revelation: How can these vulgar texts, about which the classical au-
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thors say nothing, be the word of� God? Can we believe that men used 

to live for seven hundred years, or even nine hundred? That from 

seventy Hebrews who came into Egypt, there came a hundred thou-

sand? That these primitive men could have undertaken such colos-

sal works as Noah’s Ark or the Tower of� Babel? That a serpent could 

speak, and other such fables? Moses was no more than a magician, 

and prophecies are only illusions. As for Christ, “what did he do in 

his whole life that was worthy of� being remembered?” What is he 

next to the great men of� antiquity, he who “left  us no writt en record, 

neither of� his life, nor of� his doctrine”? Born from a virgin?—that’s 

really “strange”! And as for being the son of� God, that is inconceiv-

able, and people can’t understand “why God sent his dear son to 

earth at one time rather than another, and why not earlier or later.” 

As for the resurrection, it’s likely that “someone stole the body.”

Appeals to the Holy Union of� Religions

Att acks against religious imposture multiplied to such an extent 

that certain Christian intellectuals began to suggest the necessity 

for a holy union among religions: Moses, Jesus, Mahomet—the fi ght 

was the same. The danger had to be very pressing to arrive at such a 

step. Pierre Le Loyer, a friend of� the poet Ronsard, felt that in the face 

of� accusations made by atheists, one had to defend even Mahomet 

against those who, in his own camp, called him an impostor. One 

such was that “mad dog” Averroes, who denied the supernatural and 

the immortality of� the soul, thereby placing himself� in the lineage 

of� Epicurus, Lucretius, Celsus, or Porphyry, and in the same category 

as Pomponazzi or Cardano.

Another theologian, Melchior de Flavin, who traveled to Pales-

tine in 1570 (where he had the opportunity to converse with “Chris-

tians, Jews, or Muslims”), felt that in order to face up to the “stinking 

and pernicious cesspit of� atheism,” or to “the swine of� Epicurus,” 

or to the materialists, one had to make use of� all religious forces, 

even those “of� the Jews and Mahometans.” Atheists, he wrote, “deny 

God against common sense,” they “call into question whether there 

even is a God.” Thus, all three religions are concerned, and need to 

make a common front, calling in as reinforcements such auxiliaries 

as “the philosophers whom they hold to be the wisest,” such as Plato, 

Hermes Trismegistus, Plutarch, Orpheus, and Pythagoras. This is a 
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strange coalition of� spiritual forces, which reveals the disquiet of� the 

defenders of� religion.32

The feelers put out by Pierre Le Loyer and Melchior de Flavin in 

the direction of� the Muslims were too discreet, and they themselves 

were too insignifi cant to be heard. Instead one had to simultaneously 

make a defense against atheists and att ack Mahomet in the name 

of� Jesus (Moses remaining neutral in this bout). The accusations of� 

imposture in Christianity, while they did not spare the Jew or the 

Muslim, focused principally on Jesus and Christianity. But through 

this, they were aimed at the entire religious phenomenon.

Italy and the Specter of� the Th ree Impostors

At the start of� the century, the idea of� religious imposture still circu-

lated mainly in southern Europe, and especially in Italy. In 1506, Vi-

valdo de Mondovi related that some people dared to put Moses, Jesus, 

and Mahomet on the same level and in competition, and would dis-

cuss which of� them had had the greatest success.33 On 22 June 1534, 

Fausto da Longiano wrote to his friend Aretino: “I have begun an-

other work entitled ‘The Temple of� Truth,’ a strange undertaking that 

perhaps I shall divide into thirty parts: it will show the destruction 

of� all the sects, the Jewish, the Christian, the Muslim, and the other 

religions.”!34 This project’s aim was very close to that of� the three im-

postors. Unfortunately, no further trace of� it has been found.

Still in Italy, the Sienese Bernardino Ochino made such a reputa-

tion for himself� through his writings between 1550 and 1560 that in 

the following century Thomas Browne launched this famous accusa-

tion against him: “That villain and secretary of� hell that composed 

that miscreant piece of� the three impostors, though divided from 

all religions and was neither Jew, Turk, nor Christian, was not a posi-

tive atheist.”!35 This accusation was taken up in 1640 by Sir Kenelm 

Digby: “Bernardinus Ochinus was a developed and manifest athe-

ist who, having been the founder and patriarch of� the Capuchin or-

der, of� a zealous and ardent spirit, became a heretic, and then a Jew, 

and fi nally a Turk. Aft er all that, he showed a vindictive spirit and 

wrote against all three, whom he called the greatest impostors of� the 

world, among whom he counted Christ our savior, Moses, and also 

Mahomet.”!36

Why these accusations? What shocked Ochino’s readers was the 
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great freedom of� tone in his writings, notably in his Disputa intorno 

(published at Basel in 1561), where he dared to say that all religions 

could be mistaken, and that it was best for each person to keep to his 

own faith, even if� it was found to contain errors. This was his own 

case: he expressed great reservations concerning the Eucharist, and 

raised the question of� the Trinity, affi  rming that the Father is clearly 

superior to the Son. From this arose the rumors of� his conversion to 

each of� the three religions, then of� his denial. Such rumors were ab-

surd, like the accusation of� his having writt en a work called De tribus 
impostoribus, when he wrote only in Italian, not in Latin. For Bayle, 

on the other hand, “Some have wrongly concluded that he was the 

author of� the book De tribus impostoribus.”

Ochino, however, opened himself� to criticism, not only for his 

eventful life, but also by reason of� his Dialogi triginta [Th irty  Dia-
logues] of� 1563. This ex-Capuchin, who “carried with him a lovely 

young Italian girl, whom he had seduced under hopes of� marriage” 

(according to Florimond de Raemond, writing toward 1600 in his 

Histoire de la naissance . . . de l’hérésie), had actually held some highly 

suspect opinions. In his Th irty  Dialogues,

he caused a Jew to speak in debate, blaspheming against the doctrine 

of� Jesus Christ, and he refuted only weakly the arguments made by 

this Jew. . . . He collected all the heresies against the Holy Trinity and 

against the divinity of� Jesus Christ on pretext of� countering them 

and then, far from condemning them, he appeared to favor them 

while watering down the passages of� Scripture that prove the divin-

ity of� the son of� God. . . . The goal of� these thirty dialogues was to call 

Christian doctrine into question, to provoke quarrels, and to cause 

scandal.

Thus spoke the censors who, on 21 November 1563, examined the 

Th irty  Dialogues, the original Italian text of� which had been translated 

into Latin by Sébastien Chateillon (Castellion). They denounced his 

classical procedure of� expounding with forceful and vigorous argu-

mentation the thesis that one claims to oppose, while countering it 

with a “refutation” that is scarcely convincing. The subterfuge did 

not fool the theologians. Here, Ochino was att empting to establish 

whether Jesus was indeed the messiah announced by the prophets, 

and he used the arguments of� Jews and Muslims to deny it. Yet again, 

we are not far from the thesis of� the three impostors.
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If� it is in Italy that, in the sixteenth century, the rumors concern-

ing the De tribus were the most insistent, it was due in large part to 

the University of� Padua. In this center of� studies that escaped the 

Roman Inquisition daring speculation fl ourished, in the tradition 

of� Latin Averroism. Its scholars upheld theses denying the exis-

tence of� miracles and the immortality of� the soul, and separating 

faith and reason; many suspect intellectuals spent some time there, 

as students or as instructors. One of� the most famous was Pietro 

Pomponazzi (1462–1525). His famous Treatise on the Immortality  of� 
the Soul—published in 1516, duly burned, and later put on the Index 

librorum prohibitorum [List of� Forbidden Books]—upheld one of� the 

central theses of� the three impostors: the three religions, being put 

on the same level, all affi  rmed the immortality of� the soul, with the 

sole aim of� keeping the people obedient by making them fear the 

pains of� hell and hope for the rewards of� paradise. This idea, accord-

ing to Pomponazzi, was a betrayal of� Aristotle, the guiding light of� 

the Paduans. In his lifetime, his book found its place in the tradi-

tion of� the double truth: the natural light of� reason oft en teaches 

us the contrary of� faith, but still we must subject ourselves to faith. 

The work caused a scandal. To defend it, Pomponazzi composed 

two anonymous treatises in which he returned to the same idea: 

the greatest ancient sages—Simonides, Homer, Hippocrates, Galen, 

Pliny, Seneca, Alexander of� Aphrodisias, and Al-Farabi—all denied 

the immortality of� the soul, and the concept was only a means used 

by lawmakers to keep the people under control. He also manifested 

great skepticism with regard to miracles, recalled that Moses had 

been labeled as a magician, and thought, like Ochino, that the best 

way to live was for people to remain faithful to their religion, even 

if� they thought it contained a lie, since this pious lie was what guar-

anteed the social order. Pomponazzi covered his traces so well that 

historians, even today, can’t decide for certain if� he was an atheist or 

a Christian. Protected by Cardinals Bembo and Giulio de’ Medici, he 

died peacefully, still holding his chair at the university. At the very 

least, his insinuations contributed to keeping up doubt.

One could say as much of� Girolamo Cardano (Jerome Cardan, 

1501–1576), the mathematician, physicist, doctor, and philosopher, 

who was born at Pavia and died at Rome, and whose baffl  ing theo-

ries closely approached the thesis of� the three impostors. In his De 
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subtilitate (1550), a kind of� encyclopedia of� the “subtle sciences,” he 

put on stage a representative of� each of� the three monotheistic re-

ligions and a defender of� ancient polytheism, and had them com-

pare “the laws of� the idolators, of� the Christians, of� the Jews and 

the Mahometans.” This comparison initially highlights the hatreds 

among religions: “The worshippers of� Mahomet have no esteem for 

Christians, and the Jew has no more regard for either of� them than 

for a mad dog,” and all three detest the rational philosophers. The 

Muslim accuses the Christian of� polytheism and a cult of� images, 

while praising the piety of� his coreligionists, along with their moral 

sense, the chastity of� their women, and the victories of� their armies 

(a sign of� divine protection). The Jew accuses the Christian of� hypoc-

risy, since he has assimilated “the fables contained in Mosaic law”; 

the pagan defends the use of� reason; and the Christian makes but a 

pale fi gure in the discussion. So, which of� them holds the truth? “Let 

chance decide the victory!”—a barely disguised way of� treating all 

four as impostors.

Cardano’s compatriot Francesco Pucci, of� Florence (whose work 

was also placed on the Index) got no bett er press. Pucci was known 

for his religious nomadism—a sign of� skepticism. First a Catholic, 

he became a Calvinist, then returned to Catholicism. The censors of� 

the seventeenth century accused him of� upholding the thesis of� the 

three impostors because he had writt en that redemption would be 

universal, gathering together those faithful to Moses, Jesus, and Ma-

homet in the same paradise.37

The century came to an end in Italy with the resounding execu-

tion of� Giordano Bruno at Rome, in 1600. Born at Nola, near Naples, 

in 1548, this Dominican friar and doctor of� theology was an original 

spirit, thus baffl  ing, for his thinking lay outside all established reli-

gions. It is not surprising that he should have been accused of� com-

posing the De tribus, but these accusations came late and were es-

sentially groundless. More than a century aft er Bruno’s death, John 

Toland wrote in the Spectator: “The work known for so long under 

the title of� De tribus impostoribus is nothing other than the Lo Spac-
cio de la Besta trionfante,” one of� Bruno’s works. A litt le later, Prosper 

Marchand, referring to Toland’s article, took up the accusation in his 

turn: “Aft er having taken the opportunity . . . to compare the dogmas 

of� paganism to those of� Judaism, Christianity, and Mahometism, 
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[Bruno] readily reviled the latt er as childishness and foolishness, 

and their respective founders as notorious impostors, all under the 

pretense of� combating vice and commending virtue.”!38

Bruno had never held such opinions, even if� for him, necessar-

ily and implicitly, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet were ordinary men, 

whose message, however important, contained only a small part of� 

the truth. The Dominican’s vision went far beyond debates on im-

posture. Affi  rming the infi nity and eternity of� the world, he could 

be considered a pantheist. The world is an infi nite Whole. Two in-

fi nities could not exist with one outside the other, or one next to the 

other. God thus is not separate from the world, but rather exists in 

it: He is immanent. Bruno’s writings allow us to understand some of� 

the nuances of� his pantheism. In Th e Infi nite Universe, he suggested a 

separation of� a logical order between God and the world, which do 

not coincide absolutely.39

As for the founders of� religions, Bruno is reported to have said 

some harsh things in the course of� his interrogation before the In-

quisition. He called Moses a magician who pretended to speak with 

God on Sinai in order to justify his law; pressed by the inquisitors, he 

corrected himself� to say that Moses, who knew the magical secrets 

of� the Egyptians, could have made use of� that knowledge.40 As for 

Jesus, he was probably a liar, adored by ignorant believers, who died a 

miserable death.41 According to Caspar Schoppe, writing in the wake 

of� Bruno’s execution, Bruno held that “Moses worked his miracles 

by magic. . . . The holy Epistles are a fable. . . . Jesus Christ is not a god, 

but a notorious magician.”!!42

In 1661, Jean Henri Ursin repeated how Bruno used to say that 

“all of� Moses’ miracles were the result of� magic, and that they were 

superior to those of� other magicians only because he had made 

more progress than they in the art of� magic; that he himself� had 

forged the laws that he gave to the Israelites; that Holy Scripture was 

no more than a fantasy.”!43

Then, in 1711, Veyssière de La Croze hammered home the nail, 

making a clear link to the three impostors. “In Lo Spaccio, abomi-

nable comparisons are made between the fables of� the poets and the 

stories that are believed in the religions that succeeded paganism. 

The Gospel is turned to ridicule. The term impostor is repeated sev-

eral times, and applied to the three legislators, that of� the Jews, that 

of� the Mahometans, and even to our Savior.”!44
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As François Berriot has shown, these authors appear not to have 

really known the works of� Giordano Bruno, and merely to have re-

peated each other. Infl uenced by the idea of� the three impostors, 

they applied it artifi cially to Bruno, which testifi es to the obsession 

with this theme among the defenders of� religious orthodoxy.

If� Italy was a particular focus, we may att ribute it to, among other 

factors, the popularity at that time of� systematic doubt in exercises 

of� formal argument, which kept alive the medieval method of� the 

twelft h-century Sic et non. This practice was studied as early as 1939 

by Delio Cantimori45 and more recently by Silvana Seidel Menchi: 

“The inquisitorial archives serve to prove the penetration of� doubt 

in the most diverse milieux of� dissidence, and of� its tendency to be-

come much more than an instrument of� communication, a habit of� 

the mind.”!46

Typical of� the damage the method could cause is this deposition, 

taken in 1559, of� an Augustinian friar of� Catania, Andrea Ursio, who 

was summoned to explain himself� on the subject of� heterodox opin-

ions he had expressed on the real presence of� the Eucharist. Accord-

ing to him, these opinions dated to the time “when I was a tutor, and 

every morning I had to argue against the truth in the disputations 

that we held in the monastery, as an exercise.”!47 In some monaster-

ies there were colloquia, in the course of� which two speakers would 

compete in upholding opposite theses on passages of� scripture and 

even on items of� dogma. In this way doubt insinuated itself� and was 

archived in inquisitorial records: doubt over diff erences in ritual, 

doubt over the aft erlife, doubt about the sacraments, doubt about 

the authenticity and sincerity of� the founders of� religions. Thus, the 

monk Giulio Basalù confessed in 1555: “I have read some of� the com-

mentary of� Erasmus, and I admired him for denying, as it seemed to 

me, the divinity of� Christ.” He arrived at the idea that with the death 

of� the body, the soul died as well, that God did not exist, and that all 

religions were a human invention to get people to lead an honest 

life.48

Th e Obsession Spreads

So founders of� religions were impostors. From Italy, the idea spread 

rapidly into other parts of� Europe, by means of� wandering monks 

such as Tommaso Campanella (1568–1639) and Lucilio Vanini (1584–
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1619), whom we shall meet again later. We hear echoes even in the 

works of� Erasmus, who wrote in his Praise of� Folly that “the Turks 

and that whole horde of� barbarians pride themselves on their re-

ligion and ridicule Christians as superstitious. The Jews are even 

more happily deluded between constant expectation of� their Mes-

siah and a tenacious hold on their Moses.”!49 This is a rant on his 

part, of� course, since it is Folly who speaks, but for the guardians 

of� the faith, it amounted to a declaration of� atheism. Many of� his 

propositions were indeed adjudged “scandalous, blasphemous, and 

heretical” by the Sorbonne in 1526–1527. The Jesuit Francis Garasse 

called him a falcon of� atheism, and Étienne Dolet called him “Lu-

cian” and “without God.”

This same Dolet was burned alive at Paris in 1546 as a “relapsed 

atheist,” an “Epicurean and a Sadducee.” This shows yet again the dif-

fi culty of� discerning the real religious opinions of� these audacious 

intellectuals who were constrained to a continual dissimulation, al-

ternating between provocation and recantation, false front and am-

biguity. Dolet, born at Orléans in 1509, studied at Padua, which was 

scarcely the best school for piety. Arrested several times, at Toulouse 

and then at Lyon, he escaped only by royal grace, but at the age of� 

twenty-six, he smelled of� sulfur.

Dolet was a publisher in Paris—a genuinely suspect profession, 

which put him in contact with dangerous authors and manuscripts. 

Rumor had it that another Parisian printer, Christian Wechel, had, 

around 1550, published the De tribus. The famous treatise that no-

body had yet seen gave rise to a veritable psychosis among theo-

logians, who made use of� it to accuse the heterodox. While this 

phantom book had initially been supposed to have been writt en by 

Emperor Frederick II and Pierre des Vignes, theologians now att rib-

uted it, in an incoherent fashion, to all the unbelievers of� whom they 

wished to rid themselves. These included the Dutchman Herman 

Ristwyk, burned in 1512 at The Hague for having mocked the Jewish 

and Christian religions; the German Thomas Salzmann, executed at 

Strasbourg in 1540 for having called Christ an impostor; and the hu-

manist Muret, another Ciceronian, run out of� Paris for homosexual-

ity and unbelief, then condemned to the stake at Toulouse in 1554 

as a Huguenot and sodomite (he fl ed to save his life), suspected of� 

heresy and of� “crime against nature” at Venice and Padua, before be-

ing ordained as a priest. A winding path if� ever there was one! At 
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the beginning of� the eighteenth century, Bernard de La Monnoye 

told how the jurist Henri Erntius had said in 1636 that Campanella 

had told him that Muret had writt en the De tribus impostoribus—a 

vague att ribution, even if� one adds to it Joseph Scaliger’s assessment: 

“Muret would be the best Christian in the world, if� he believed in 

God as well as he persuaded people of� the necessity of� believing.” 

Muret was an admirer of� Aristotle, Cicero, and Pliny, but his greatest 

fault, in the eyes of� the theologians, was sodomy. The De tribus was 

only added on for good measure. The amalgamated notion of� un-

belief� and homosexuality was almost systematic at the time. Inter-

rogations for heresy were routinely accompanied by investigations 

into the sexual preferences of� the accused, and conversely, sodomites 

were automatically suspected of� heresy. Muret, Gruet, Vallée, Dolet, 

Servetus, Bruno, Vanini, La Chalade, Des Barreaux were all victims 

of� this double accusation, and were all suspected of� having writt en a 

De tribus, or at least of� having had the idea. It was even att ributed to 

“someone named Merula, a false Mahometan,” wrote La Monnoye, 

no doubt recalling a certain Ange Merula, who was burned in 1557 

at Mons.50

Geneva, Birthplace of� the Th ree Impostors?

In the mid-sixteenth century, it was at Geneva that one found the 

most serious candidates for the paternity of� the De tribus. Calvin 

thought he had identifi ed the author in the person of� one Jacques 

Gruet, whom he consigned to the fl ames in 1547. Gruet, a clerk, was 

known for his dubious morals, his dangerous opinions, and his spirit 

of� opposition in politics. He was arrested following the discovery of� a 

poster att acking the Reform ministers of� the town, especially Calvin. 

The basis for his condemnation was mainly the content of� his pri-

vate conversations, but two years aft er his execution, a brief� memoir, 

handwritt en in Latin, was discovered in his house. This manifesto 

of� absolute unbelief� was authenticated, by request of� the Council of� 

Geneva and of� his own friends, as the product of� Gruet’s own hand. 

Calvin caused it to be burned in a public bonfi re, which served as 

a warning to other unbelievers in the town. This memoir has not 

survived, but a summary was given in the register of� the Council of� 

Geneva in order to justify the condemnation and, in the eighteenth 

century, a clerk recopied the contents of� a lett er entitled “Clarissime 
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lector” (“Most Illustrious Reader”) att ributed to Gruet, who had de-

nied its authorship while admitt ing that he had it in his possession.

These two documents, if� authentic, allow us to glimpse Gruet’s 

thinking. François Berriot examined this point at length:51

It is thus altogether reasonable to affi  rm that there was at Geneva, 

in the fi rst half� of� the sixteenth century, an odd character named 

Jacques Gruet, who . . . said to himself� that “whatever Moses wrote 

and taught was only done to bring order among humans,” “that 

there was one law of� nature by which one was to be guided,” and that 

“concerning the mysteries of� the universe, if� we referred to Plato 

and Aristotle, we would see a bit of� the truth.”!52

The fragments of� the two documents cited by Berriot are elo-

quent. Christianity was rejected with remarkable fi nality; the proph-

ets were “lunatics, dreamers, crazy people”; the apostles were “rogues 

and rascals, apostates, louts, harebrains”; the Virgin, “a wench.” 

“The Gospel is nothing but lies; all of� Scripture is false and wicked, 

and has less sense than Aesop’s fables; it is a false, mad doctrine.” As 

for Christ,

Jesus was a beggar, a liar, a madman, a seducer, a wicked and miser-

able man, unfortunate, crazy, a vainglorious lout who deserved to 

be crucifi ed. . . . He played the hypocrite, having been hanged as he 

deserved, and having died miserably in his folly, a crazy man, out 

of� his senses, a notorious drunkard, a wicked and detestable traitor, 

whose coming brought to the world nothing but misfortune, . . . and 

all sorts of� disgrace and outrage that it is possible to invent.53

The att ack was not limited to Christianity. “God is nothing,” “men 

resemble beasts,” we read in the memoir, while the lett er to the “Most 

illustrious reader” is as explicit as it can possibly be.

I don’t know what men have said and writt en, but I believe that ev-

erything that has been writt en about divine power is falsity, dream, 

and fantasy. . . . Truly, I believe that the world is without beginning or 

end. Who was it who described truthfully the circumstances of� the 

beginning of� the world? None other than Moses, who described the 

fi rst generation, and this same Moses wrote about things that had 

happened two thousand years before his time; and for everything 

that he wrote, he wrote out of� his own head, lacking any author-
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ity other than his own for what he said, and claiming that it had 

been revealed to him. As for me, I deny his authority because many 

men have contested it. . . . The same Moses affi  rmed, as I have said, 

that the stories he told had been revealed by God, something that 

I am ignorant of. Aft er him came other men, who invented even 

more and added other fables and wrote them down, such as Job, 

Isaiah, and the other ancients. Then the moderns, such as Jerome, 

Ambrose, Bede, Scotus, Aquinas, and other barbarians who invented 

other falsehoods. . . . As for me, I believe that when a man is dead, 

there is no hope of� life.54

Six years later, they burned another heterodox at Geneva: Michael 

Servetus, likewise accused of� having authored the De tribus. In his De 
orbis terrae concordia [On the Harmony of� the World] (1543), Guillaume 

Postel—himself� under suspicion—wrote that “there is a general ten-

dency to convince men that they must live in impiety and, like brute 

beasts, let themselves go to whatever is forbidden. Some even make 

a profession of� their impiety. I need no other proof� than the hate-

ful Traité des trois prophètes of� Villeneuve, the Cymbalum mundi, the 

Pantagruel and the Nouvelles Indes, whose authors were once leaders 

of� the Lutheran party.”!!55 The Traité des trois prophètes is surely the 

Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors, and “Villeneuve” is the other name 

of� Michael Servetus. This Spanish doctor and theologian certainly 

was no atheist, but his thought was suffi  ciently baffl  ing that neither 

Catholics nor Protestants would accept it, and consequently, he was 

seen as having rejected all religion. They could not forgive him for 

being antitrinitarian, which caused him to be suspected of� favoring 

Moses and Mahomet over Jesus. Aft er all, had he not writt en, in his 

Christianismi restitutio [Restoration of� Christianity ], that the doctrine 

of� the Trinity was a “degenerate theism, a thousand times inferior 

to that of� Mosaism and the Talmud, and even to the theology of� 

the Qur�ān”!?!!56 Even worse, he had visited Africa and had read the 

Qur�ān. For Florimond de Raemond, this unbeliever was capable 

of� upholding the thesis of� the three impostors: he considered Jesus 

to be only a prophet; he supported several heresies, as well as Ma-

hometism; and he had lived in Africa with the Mahometans.57 What 

else would he have done down there, if� not fraternize? According to 

Moréri, he traveled to Africa to gain a more perfect understanding 

of� the Qur�ān, and at his trial the Genevan judges dwelled on this 
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point, asking him if� he had studied the Qur�ān, which he admitt ed. 

But “didn’t he know that the Qur�ān was an evil book full of� blasphe-

mies? Why should he cite passages from it to support his own doc-

trine and excuse the Turks?—He answers that he confesses that the 

aforesaid Qur�ān is wicked, but that he only took from it what was 

good, and that, in a wicked book, one can fi nd things that are good; 

he alleges that the Qur�ān is full of� good for Jesus Christ and makes 

him greater than Mahomet.”!!58

Th ree Impostors or Th ree Prophets? (Guillaume Postel)

The case of� Michael Servetus illustrates that, for the religious author-

ities, both Protestant and Catholic, the search for the author of� the 

De tribus impostoribus involved everyone who, in one way or another, 

touched on the question of� the three religions, whether to approve 

or to criticize them. Taking up the defense of� Moses, Jesus, and Ma-

homet was no bett er than accusing all three of� them of� lying. What 

could not be permitt ed was to place all three on the same level. To 

make them into three authentic, divinely inspired individuals was 

as serious as making them a trio of� charlatans, because in either case 

the Son of� God was worth no more than the Arab camel-driver.

And to add to the confusion, the suspects themselves accused 

each other. To be sure, they did this partly out of� a desire to turn the 

att ention of� the censors away from themselves, because they were 

each risking their lives, but also, oft en, out of� a sincere conviction 

that they were defending what they believed to be the truth. Far from 

being all potential atheists, many were themselves mystics ready to 

see revelation everywhere, even in Mahomet.

The case of� Guillaume Postel off ers a blatant illustration. As we 

have just seen, Postel accused Servetus of� being the author of� the De 
tribus, yet he himself� was accused of� the same thing by Henri Esti-

enne and by Petrus Ramus, who was himself� implicated. Any origi-

nal or far-out thinker (of� the sort that abounded in the Renaissance) 

was a potential suspect, and Guillaume Postel was fi rst in line. This 

Frenchman from Normandy, born in 1510, was a notable oriental-

ist who mastered not only Latin but also Greek, Hebrew, and Arabic, 

and who seemed destined to interest himself� in the three religions. 

Sent to the East by Francis I to look for manuscripts, on his return in 

1539 he was named professor at the Collège de France. He translated 
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the New Testament into Arabic, with the goal of� converting Muslims. 

At Rome, he sought to become a Jesuit, but Ignatius of� Loyola found 

him too peculiar and somewhat too ecumenical. In 1547, at Venice, 

he met Mother Jeanne, a mystic who believed she had been sent by 

the Holy Spirit to help regenerate humanity. He was astounded by 

the “new Eve,” this “new Joan of� Arc,” this “Mother of� the world,” 

this “spouse of� Jesus Christ,” and when she died, he declared that 

“the substance of� her spiritual body” descended into him, and he 

began to prophesy in her name. Pastor Lambertus Danaeus, writ-

ing in 1562, had a more prosaic explanation: Postel forged a “female 

messiah from a certain prostitute named Jeanne, whom he inces-

tuously called his mother.”!!59 In any case, from this time on, Postel 

wandered about Europe, was imprisoned by the Inquisition at Rome 

for some time, then was cloistered in the monastery of� Saint-Martin-

des-Champs at Paris, where he died in 1581.

Guillaume Postel was a prolifi c writer, but his style and his ideas 

were both so unusual that his work is diffi  cult to interpret. His work is 

not terribly orthodox and is open to accusation concerning the three 

impostors, in the positive sense, to the extent that he pleads for� re-

uniting the three monotheistic religions. Thus, in Absconditorum clavis 
[Key to Hidden Th ings], which appeared at Basel in 1547, Postel affi  rmed 

that “neither nature, nor Moses, nor Mohammed” represents the 

complete truth, but that each has part of� the divine spirit as revealed 

in Jesus. All will be saved, “the good Christians, the Jews, the Muslims 

who want to be called successors to the law of� nature in observing the 

law of� Abraham.”!!60 He pays ambiguous homage to Mahomet because 

“although he is the second Antichrist . . . while we remained inactive . . . 

he purged almost the entire universe of� idolatry,” and he received from 

God “a great blessing and a great power.”!!61 As for Moses, he brought 

the law, which permitt ed the world to pass from the age of� polytheism 

to monotheism; Jesus inaugurated the adult stage of� humanity.

In his Orientales histoires (1560) Postel advocated for “human rec-

onciliation,” by bringing together Christians and Muslims, which 

would happen through a rehabilitation of� Mahomet, who came to 

complete the work of� the other two. Moses brought the tables of� the 

law, Jesus the gospel of� peace and love, while Mahomet was charged 

with eliminating the infi dels. “God gave men, through Moses, a 

law mingling good and evil, but they had no wish to observe it, and 

they engaged in idol worship. Then he sent another by Issa or Jesus 
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Christ, fi lled only with kindness, and they did not observe that one 

any bett er. So he sent Mahomet with a sword to make people believe 

in God by force or else to kill them.”!!62 Finally, they will all go to para-

dise: “Paradise is like Paris: people enter by diff erent gates, Judaism, 

Christianity, Mahometanism.” Only atheists have no right of� entry.

We can imagine that such an open mind must have horrifi ed the 

theologians. Not only were Postel’s works placed on the Index, but 

both Catholics and Protestants accused him of� having composed 

the De tribus impostoribus. According to La Monnoye, Ramus, an-

other suspect, att ributed the work to Postel, as did Erntius and Henri 

Estienne. Estienne reproached this “madman” for having made “a 

mixture of� the Mahometic religion and the Judaic religion, if� they 

can be called religions, with that of� the Christians,” and for having 

“publicly preached and upheld heresies that were not only full of� 

blasphemy, but repugnant to natural honesty, even of� pagans.” Esti-

enne also recalled “the propositions that [Postel] upheld one time 

at Venice to several people, myself� among them, in the Rialto, that 

to make a good religion, it would have to be made up of� three reli-

gions, Christianity, Judaism, and Turkish religion, and that the re-

ligion of� the Turks had good points if� one considered it closely.”!!63 

Theodore Beza went in the same direction, while Du Verdier, in his 

Bibliothèque françoise of� 1585, declared that “[Postel’s] brain was not 

well put together,” a statement that may have some truth. Postel was 

oft en accused of� having studied, and even practiced, Kabbalah, and 

Moréri wrote that he paid too much att ention to the imaginings of� 

the rabbis. Campanella accused him formally of� being the author of� 

the De tribus, and an anonymous monk even claimed to have seen 

the work—or at least so it was reported by Prosper Marchand, who 

did not believe it. “To come back to Postel, Campanella clearly att ri-

butes to him the Book of� the Th ree Impostors, and a lying monk swore 

to Nicolas de Bourbon that Postel was the book’s author; that the 

work had been printed; that he had seen it in the library of� Bux-

torf� at Basel; that it was writt en in Latin; and that the Latin style re-

sembled that of� Postel, all things that Bourbon denies and rejects in 

his Borboniana.”!64 Florimond de Raemond likewise gave no credit 

to this story. For him, Postel’s mind had been disturbed by religious 

confl icts, so that “he no longer knew what to believe. He therefore 

went wandering all over the place, sounding out Turks, Jews, Greek 

Christians, German Christians, and others, and att entively reading 
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their books.” His opinion was shared, at the end of� the eighteenth 

century, by Sabatier de Castres, who stated that Postel’s “goal was to 

gather together all the peoples in the world into the Christian reli-

gion, an idea as chimerical as the projects of� the good abbot of� Saint-

Pierre (Charles-Irénée Castel), but one that ought to clear Postel of� 

the accusation of� having authored the De tribus impostoribus.”!65 In 

any case, Postel never made use of� the term imposture when referring 

to the three men. For him, they were prophets, and this is the word 

he used when he himself� turned the accusation toward others. We 

have already seen him targeting Servetus, but he also put François 

Rabelais and the author of� the Cymbalum mundi into the sights.

As for Rabelais, accusations of� atheism were oft en made against 

him, and his books achieved the honor of� the Index, but it is hard to 

see the author of� Pantagruel writing a Latin pamphlet stigmatizing 

Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet. The Cymbalum mundi, which appeared 

anonymously in 1537 but whose author was quickly identifi ed, made 

a bett er target. The author was one Bonaventure Des Périers, a valet 

of� Marguerite of� Navarre and a skeptic who decided that human rea-

son was incapable of� att aining truth, and who held a grudge against 

all those who, since antiquity, had claimed to have penetrated the 

secrets of� the universe, whether by means of� religion or of� astrology 

or alchemy. He denounced as impostures miracles, the immortal-

ity of� the soul, the existence of� providence, and the idea of� creation. 

All these gospels were in reality only fables, tricks, and deceptions 

that served the purposes of� the rich and powerful. His att acks against 

Christianity were barely masked. Anyone who claimed to decide the 

truth of� things, such as the heavens, the Elysian fi elds, vice or virtue, 

life or death, peace or war, the past or the future, was either a madman 

or an impostor. Placed on the Index, condemned by the Sorbonne, 

the Cymbalum nearly disappeared; today only two original copies 

remain. The author himself� committ ed suicide in 1544. Clearly, for 

him our trio were impostors, but there is nothing to prove that he set 

this down in a treatise.

Who Actually Saw the Treatise?

So, did this notorious treatise actually exist? Everyone seemed to be-

lieve that it did. At least no one expressed the slightest doubt on the 

subject during the sixteenth century. But curiously no one seemed 
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to be in a hurry to fi nd it. They looked for the author without ever 

having seen the object itself; they sought the criminal without hav-

ing ascertained that a crime had taken place. The theologians had 

no need to see in order to believe. Nor were they disturbed by the 

thought that they were accusing sixteenth-century men of� having 

writt en a phantom work that supposedly dated from the thirteenth 

century. They probably did not even wish for the work to be discov-

ered, for, like the devil, it was more useful while remaining invisible, 

so that they could make use of� it as an appropriate accusation to dis-

credit heterodox individuals.

Toward the end of� the century, for the fi rst time, some voices were 

raised to say, “I’ve seen it!” But the witnesses had about as much cred-

ibility as those who later claimed to have seen the Loch Ness mon-

ster. Let us pass over Guillaume Postel, who in 1543 mentioned the 

treatise with no further qualifi cation, as if� its existence were taken 

for granted. Likewise, let us pass over the gratuitous affi  rmation of� 

Campanella, who, in order to exculpate himself, wrote in the preface 

of� his Atheismus triumphatus that the book had been writt en around 

1538, thirty years before his birth. Instead, let us reread what Flori-

mond de Raemond wrote at the end of� the century:

Jacques Curio in his chronology of� the year 1556 says that the Pa-

latinate was fi lled with mockers of� religion, called Lucianists, lost 

souls, who called the holy books fables, especially those of� the great 

lawgiver of� God, Moses. And did we not see a hateful book, forged 

in Germany, though printed elsewhere, at the same time that heresy 

was fl ourishing, which spread this doctrine and carried the hor-

rible title On the Th ree Impostors, mocking the three ruling religions 

which alone recognize the true God—Jewish, Christian and Maho-

metan? The title revealed its hellish origins, and what century gave 

it birth, which could produce such a monster. I wouldn’t have men-

tioned it if� Hosius and Genebrard before me had not spoken of� it. I 

remember that as a child I saw a copy of� it in the Collège de Presles 

in the hands of� Ramus, a man noteworthy for his great knowledge, 

but who mixed himself� up in researches into the secrets of� religion, 

which he mixed with philosophy. They passed the book from hand 

to hand among the most learned, who all desired to see it.66

The testimony is categorical. Florimond de Raemond, a historian 

of� heresy, died in 1601. His Histoire de la naissance, progrez et décadence 
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de l’hérésie de ce siècle . . . was published in Paris in 1610, but had been 

writt en at the end of� the sixteenth century. The author was a serious 

man, and he made reference to a specifi c episode. While a student at 

the Collège de Presles, he saw one of� his teachers—the famous Pierre 

de la Ramée, or Petrus Ramus, who was assassinated during the 

St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in 1572—holding the De tribus in 

his hands. This must have been around 1570. The testimony, however, 

requires caution. Can we trust a fl eeting childhood memory going 

back thirty years? Moreover, La Monnoye, who cited the passage in 

his Menagiana at the beginning of� the eighteenth century, simultane-

ously discredited it in recalling that “Florimond de Raemond” was 

the frequently used pseudonym of� Father Richeome, a Jesuit, in his 

writings against the Protestants. Richeome was more an orator than 

a historian, and he might well have made up the story with the goal 

of� discrediting Ramus. This interpretation is hardly more convinc-

ing than the testimony itself, and yet most historians accept it, using 

the argument that Ramus, an original yet sincere Christian, would 

not have risked att racting att ention to himself� by walking around 

in front of� his students carrying the infamous treatise, reading it 

secretly, and passing it surreptitiously to his colleagues.

Some lines of� Genebrard, writt en in 1581 in a lett er to Lambertus 

Danaeus, also allude to the “wicked author” of� the “litt le book of� the 

three impostors,”!!67 but do not prove that he had seen it. Similarly, 

Claude Beauregard, who was a professor of� philosophy at Paris, Pisa, 

and Padua, cited in his Circulus pisanus a passage from the De tri-
bus where the miracles of� Moses were att ributed to his demon. For 

La Monnoye, that did not seem probable; if� Beauregard had truly 

had the book before his eyes, he said, he would have described it in 

detail.

Rare were the theologians, polemicists, and apologists of� the six-

teenth century who doubted the existence of� the treatise, whose cen-

tral thesis appeared more and more credible to the most rational au-

thors. For Montaigne, the imposture of� Mahomet had not a shadow 

of� doubt: “When Mahomet promised his followers a paradise decked 

out with tapestries and carpets, with ornaments of� gold and precious 

stones, furnished with voluptuous nymphs of� outstanding beauty, 

with wines and choice foods to eat: I realized that . . . [he was] laugh-

ing at us, stooping low to tempt our brutish stupidity with sweet al-

lurements, enticing us with notions and hopes appropriate to our 
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mortal appetites.”!!68 A prudent man, the author of� the Essays spared 

Moses and Jesus, which did not prevent him from affi  rming that “re-

ligion” is an instrument in the service of� our passions: “It is evident 

to me that we only willingly carry out those religious duties which 

fl att er our passions. Christians excel at hating enemies. Our zeal 

works wonders when it strengthens our tendency toward hatred, en-

mity, ambition, avarice, evil-speaking . . . and rebellion. On the other 

hand, zeal never makes anyone go fl ying toward goodness, kindness, 

or temperance, unless he is miraculously predisposed to them by 

some rare complexion. Our religion was made to root out vices: now 

it cloaks them, nurses them, stimulates them.” He concluded from 

this that men manipulate faith to satisfy their passions, and they 

make use of� religion when matt ers ought to be otherwise.69

From there to saying that all the founders of� religions are impos-

tors requires only a step, yet it is a step that Montaigne did not take. 

A diff erent case is that of� his contemporary Jean Bodin (1529/30–

1596), who made use of� the classic subterfuge, the dialogue form. 

The famous jurist embodied all the ambiguities of� the religious 

controversies of� his century: he was an economist and savvy politi-

cal theorist, and simultaneously a committ ed partisan of� the witch 

hunt, a rational skeptic preaching tolerance and at the same time an 

adversary of� atheism. In his Méthode de l’histoire [Historical Method] 

he made a comparative study of� religions, underlining the role of� 

climate in explaining the diff erences among them, and suggesting 

in a relativist spirit that someone should write a history of� impiety. 

Yet in his La République he wrote that “litt le by litt le, out of� contempt 

for religion, there has grown up a hateful sect of� atheists . . . , from 

which there follows an infi nite number of� murders, parricides, and 

poisonings.”

Bodin expounded his religious ideas most fully in his Colloquium 
heptaplomeres, composed around 1590. This curious book, which lib-

ertines came to admire very much, made use of� seven sages repre-

senting seven religious att itudes: a Catholic, a Lutheran, a Calvinist, 

a Jew, a Muslim, a deist, and an agnostic. They are all on good terms 

and debate the merits of� their respective positions, unanimously 

condemning atheism, which entails immorality and reduces man 

to a bestial state. They are equally hostile to religious discussions, 

which weaken faith and lead to doubt. Their own conversation is an 

illustration, because no criticism is spared against the diff erent re-
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ligions, especially Christianity, which is att acked with extraordinary 

vehemence by the Jew, the Muslim, the deist, and the agnostic. The 

character of� Jesus is bitt erly contested: his immaculate conception, 

his divine nature, his miracles, his temptation by Satan, his tardy 

vocation, and his resurrection are all denied with arguments drawn 

largely from Celsus and Julian. The Trinity, the Holy Spirit, and origi-

nal sin are considered as defying both reason and the laws of� nature. 

Anthropomorphism, the sacraments, the ceremonies, the mournful 

character of� this religion; all are passed through the crucible of� a 

pitiless critique.

Salomon, the Jew, is the most bitt er with regard to Jesus, in whom 

he clearly sees an impostor comparable to Apollonius of� Tyana and 

Simon the Magician. The deist Toralba dwells on the improbability of� 

his conduct and on his weakness on the Mount of� Olives. “By that,” 

he says, “does he not show suffi  cient evidence of� a low soul, whereby 

he himself� recognizes that he is nothing like a god?” In any case, 

Toralba continues, why should we believe all this nonsense? “Where 

are the suffi  cient witnesses and the authorities who will go bail for 

them, and who will post bond that they will give them a fi rm and 

assured credence that will leave no uncertainty?!”!70 The response 

of� the Catholic Coroni is pathetically weak, which only serves to re-

inforce the skepticism.

Mahomet is no bett er treated, having imposed his “fables” by 

“violence and force of� arms” aft er being unable to win “by force 

of� reasoning.” By comparison, Moses is somewhat spared, but in 

any event all messiahs and prophets are characterized as “impos-

tors” who “promise more than they can deliver,” and all the found-

ers of� religions are dismissed: “What need of� Jupiter, of� Christ, of� 

Mahomet?” Religion is “a doubtful opinion suspended between the 

true and the false.” Each person holds to his own: “The Jews root for 

theirs, the Mahometans on the contrary, the Christians award it to 

themselves, and the pagans of� all the Indies want to win by sheer an-

tiquity.” Senamy, who plays the role of� the agnostic in the discussion, 

puts all the credos on the same level: “I think that all the religions of� 

the world, whether the natural religion that Toralba follows, or that 

of� Jupiter, or the gods of� the Gentiles that the Eastern Indians and 

Tartars worship, or that of� Moses, of� Christ, and of� Mahomet . . . are 

all agreeable to God.”

The conclusion is that the best way is for each to keep to his own 
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religion while tolerating the others, because reason, which ought to 

be our sole guide, cannot determine which is the true one. Senamy 

expresses his skepticism by a sibylline formula: “Amid so great a 

number of� religions, it may be one of� two things: either that it is 

nothing, or that one is no more the true religion than another.”!!71 We 

might translate this as: Either religions are all false, or else they are 

all false.

This is of� course the implicit message of� the De tribus, which Jean 

Bodin himself� might well have writt en. Thus, the sixteenth century 

produced a plethora of� potential authors of� a book that probably 

didn’t exist, but that visibly haunted their spirits. Until the dawn of� 

the seventeenth century, the Traité des trois imposteurs was above all 

a scarecrow, used by religious apologists to discredit unbelievers, 

skeptics, and atheists, whose numbers increased greatly with the 

interconfessional confl icts. Atheist, pederast, and author of� the De 
tribus: the amalgamated insult was practically a matt er of� ritual. This 

reinforced the general certainty that the notorious, blasphemous 

treatise existed, even if� no one had seen it. Because so many people 

were supposed to have writt en it, it had to exist. There was no need 

to go and search for it.

What changed in the seventeenth century was the transition from 

the search for the author to the search for the treatise. This reversal of� 

priorities was gradual, and it formed part of� a global intellectual evo-

lution. The age of� Descartes required writt en documents for proof. 

Fontenelle and the gold tooth72 are not far off : fi rst let us prove that 

the treatise exists, before we look for its author; let us put the horse 

ahead of� the cart. The new spirit was accompanied by a geographi-

cal displacement: while the sixteenth century had sought the author 

mainly in Italy and Switzerland, the seventeenth century searched 

for the manuscript farther north, because the center of� gravity of� 

disbelief� had also become displaced.
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The European Elites and Religious 
Imposture (Seventeenth Century)

Right from the start of� the seventeenth century, att ention turned to-

ward Germany. In 1610, a Spanish Carmelite monk, Geronimo de la 

Madre de Dios, stated in his Miserable estado de los ateista [Th e Miser-
able State of� Atheists] (published in Brussels) that manuscripts of� the 

De tribus impostoribus were circulating in Germany.1

On the Trail of� De tribus around the Baltic Sea

Two years later, in 1612, an anonymous pamphlet, the Magot gene-
vois, découvert es arrests du Synode national des ministres reformez tenu 
à Privas l’an 1612 [Th e Genevan Hoard, discovered in the decrees of� the 
National Synod of� Reformed Ministers held at Privas in the year 1612], 

accused a doctor from the Dauphiné, Nicolas Barnaud, of� having 

“made an abominable book, whose title alone causes one’s hair to 

stand on end, titling it De tribus impostoribus, Moses, Christ and Mu-
hammad.” Barnaud was a friend of� the heretic Faustus Socinus. The 

name Barnaud appeared at the same time in Holland, at Gouda 

and Middelburg, where a Ferdinand Barnaud was said to have of-

fered to make copies of� the notorious treatise.2 There is no doubt 

that Ferdinand and Nicolas were one and the same person, who also 

made an appearance at Prague. In 1614, still in Holland, a certain 

J. C. Nachtegael was banished for having distributed copies of� the De 
tribus to Alkmaar. He confessed that he was encouraged in this by a 

Frenchman who claimed to be an illegitimate son of� King Henri IV, 

a type that proliferated at the time. Here again, it was a question of� a 

Nicolas Barnaud. This obscure individual, offi  cially a Huguenot, was 

in reality a distinctive heterodox like so many others. In 1583, he had 

dedicated to Henri IV a deist work, the Trois perles dans le cabinet du 
Roy de France [Th ree Pearls in the French King’s Cabinet]; in 1592, he had 
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translated the Livret de l’authorité de la Sainte Écriture [Booklet on the 
Authority  of� Holy Scripture], by Faustus Socinus. The latt er, a nephew 

of� Laelius Socinus, was the source of� the antitrinitarian heresy, and 

“Socinianism” was spreading throughout the United Provinces at 

just this time.

The aff air remains murky, because the accusations date to 1612, 

while Barnaud died around 1605. François Berriot thought there 

might be some confusion with the Pastor Bansillon who was con-

demned by the synod of� 1612.3 In any case, starting in the 1610s, 

rumors of� the existence of� the treatise De tribus increased and be-

came focused on northern Europe. In 1621, Jacques Severt men-

tioned it several times in his De atheismo et haeresibus [On Atheism 
and Heresies],4 as did Marin Mersenne in 1621–1624 in his L’Impiété 
des déistes [Th e Impiety  of� Deists] and his Quaestiones celeberrimae in 
Genesim [Famous Questions on Genesis]. It was taken up again by an 

Englishman, Robert Burton, who in his Anatomy of� Melancholy (1621) 

mentioned “that pestilent booke de tribus mundi impostoribus, quem 
sine horrore (inquit) non legas [which, he says, you could not read without 
being horrifi ed].”!5 Burton did not claim to have read it, or even to have 

seen it, but, citing Mersenne, he listed the names of� all those who, 

since Frederick II, had been accused of� having been its authors. As 

for Mersenne, he affi  rmed that one of� his friends had recited pas-

sages of� the work to him, and he summarized the contents: an impi-

ous book, which turned “Moses, Christ, and Mahomet into impos-

tors” who had sought to impose their own law.6 Some years later, the 

Italian Tommaso Campanella was more categorical and more pre-

cise. In his De gentilismo non retinendo [Concerning Gentilism Not to Be 
Retained] (1631), he stated: “There came from Germany the book De 
tribus impostoribus, conforming to the doctrine of� Aristotle and Aver-

roes, according to whom all lawgivers were impostors, principally Je-

sus Christ, Moses, and Mahomet according to Averroes.”!7 Germany 

was clearly designated as the country of� origin of� the treatise. Flori-

mond de Raemond had already said so. Campanella repeated it in 

the 1636 edition of� his Atheismus triumphatus [Atheism Conquered] 

and added that he himself� had read a copy of� it belonging to a Flo-

rentine heretic, Francesco Pucci.8

In 1643 the Englishman Thomas Browne of� Norwich, in his Re-
ligio medici [A Doctor’s Religion], spoke of� “that villain and secretary 

of� hell that composed that miscreant piece of� the three impostors.”!9 
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In the same year, Beauregard alluded to the treatise in his Circulus 
pisanus, already mentioned. It seems that by this time manuscripts 

of� the De tribus were circulating in Europe. The basic idea of� the trea-

tise had become commonplace among unbelievers, as the Parisian 

clergyman Paul Beurrier testifi ed. In his Memoirs covering the years 

1650–1670, this clergyman, who had been curé of� Saint-Étienne-du-

Mont for more than twenty years, told how he had oft en had deal-

ings with unbelievers, such as a lawyer for the council, who had told 

him, outside of� confession, that religion was a collection of� fables 

and “that God, if� he exists, does not meddle in human aff airs, and 

many other blasphemies that he utt ered against Jesus Christ, whom 

he believed to be an impostor, just like Moses and Mahomet.”!10 

There was no need to mention Moses and Mahomet in this context; 

their intrusion can only be explained by the spread of� the idea of� the 

three impostors. The lawyer had added: “I am not the only one hold-

ing these views, for there are a good twenty thousand of� us in Paris 

who feel this way. We all know each other, we meet secretly, and we 

strengthen each other in our opposition to religion, believing that 

religion is only a political strategy invented to keep people under 

the yoke of� the rulers through fear of� imaginary hellfi re. For in good 

faith, we don’t believe in it, any more than we believe in paradise. We 

believe that when we die, everything is over for us.” Beurrier likewise 

cited a homosexual unbeliever colleague, for whom “the Christian 

religion was only a fable and only litt le minds believed its teachings, 

because it taught things that were impossible and ridiculous.” Or 

again, there was the doctor, Basin, who, in good scientifi c style, had 

experimented with all three religions, converting in turn to Judaism, 

to Christianity (Protestantism), and to Islam, and who eventually 

“convinced himself� that all religions were only fantasies and po-

litical institutions set up by the rulers to keep their subjects in line 

through the lure of� religion and the fear of� God.” He categorically 

rejected all revelation: “Your Bible is a real novel, in which there are a 

thousand stories to put you to sleep, contradictions and foolishness, 

impossible things, imaginary notions that are poorly conceived, 

poorly digested, and even more poorly writt en.” His credo can be 

summed up as: “I believe the three articles of� my religion of� philoso-

phy: fi rst, that the biggest fable of� all is the Christian religion; the 

second, that the oldest novel is the Bible; third, that the greatest of� all 

cheats and impostors is Jesus Christ.”!11
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This brings us to the middle of� the seventeenth century. It is clear 

that at this precise moment the De tribus impostoribus is in the pro-

cess of� becoming a reality. Several people claimed to have seen it, and 

some even claimed to have read it. Even bett er: in Witt enberg there 

is the earliest printed copy that has so far been found, and scholars 

date it to around 1650.12 Of� course, the printed book must have been 

preceded by a manuscript, but that seems to have disappeared. Re-

search has been directed primarily along the Baltic, as well as toward 

Hamburg, in connection with the aff airs of� a Swedish diplomat, Jo-

han Adler Salvius. At this time, Sweden was at the center of� European 

aff airs. The military genius of� King Gustavus Adolphus had allowed 

him to rule the Swedish Empire until his death in 1632 at the batt le of� 

Lützen. In the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) Sweden, allied to France, 

extended its conquests around the Baltic. In 1648, through the Peace 

of� Westphalia, Sweden obtained western Pomerania, the bishoprics 

of� Bremen and Verden, and the city of� Wismar. On the home front, 

Gustavus Adolphus’s daughter Christina was one of� the most strik-

ing individuals of� the century. Free in her behavior, she had a skep-

tical and inquiring mind, reminiscent of� Frederick II. Surrounded 

by unbelievers, she showed complete independence with regard to 

religion. Her teacher and librarian, Isaac Vossius, was a strong mind 

who died an atheist. Christina also had with her, for two years, Pierre 

Bourdelot, Condé’s doctor and a notorious atheist. He was the author 

of� a Catéchisme de l’athée [An Atheist’s Catechism], which he sent to the 

head pastor of� Stockholm, and in which he maintained that heaven 

was empty, and that in Italy as well as in France no intelligent man 

believed in God.

In 1654, at the age of� twenty-eight, Christina abdicated and began 

to crisscross Europe in a search for artworks and manuscripts, espe-

cially heterodox works, such as the Colloquium heptaplomeres and the 

De tribus impostoribus. Courted by the philosopher Descartes as well 

as by literary fi gures like Pascal and La Rochefoucauld, she traveled 

in the Low Countries, in France, and then sett led in Rome. She of-

fered a large reward to anyone who could fi nd her a copy of� the Th ree 
Impostors. In 1653, a French courtier at Stockholm, Philippe Bourdon 

de La Salle, wrote that he had heard the queen talking for three or 

four hours about providence and the divine essence, treating the In-

carnation as a fable. He added that she was looking for “a manuscript 

that no one has ever seen, the De tribus impostoribus.”!13
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The following year, Christina wrote to the widow of� the Protestant 

pastor Saumaise, to reproach her for having burned her husband’s 

papers at his death. According to Andreas Colvius, Saumaise was 

said to have owned a manuscript of� the treatise.14 She had no bett er 

luck upon the death of� her diplomat, Salvius, in 1652. It is extremely 

likely that he had possessed a copy, as we shall see, but Christina 

knew he would refuse to give it to her. So she waited until his death, 

on 23 August 1652, then sent Bourdelot to ask the widow for the pre-

cious document. She was too late, however: on the eve of� his death, 

seized by remorse, Salvius was said to have burned the book in his 

bedchamber. La Monnoye, who reported the aff air, did not believe 

the story. Again in 1661, Christina went to Hamburg, and asked fi rst 

a Dominican monk and then a certain Giulio Cesi to obtain for her, 

at any price, a German “manuscript book,” which might have been 

the De tribus.

In vain did Christina rummage through all the libraries of� Europe 

to fi nd her manuscript. Her envoys were recognized, but sometimes 

lacked diplomacy; for example Alexander Cecconi, who in 1652 went 

to the Biblioteca Laurenziana in Florence and calmly demanded to 

see the manuscript, reputed lost, of� the fi ft een books of� the Kata 
christianon of� Porphyry, in order to make a copy of� it. Porphyry, who 

died in 304, was supposed to have mentioned “three chatt erboxes” 

who “had att racted the world”—Moses, Jesus, Simon the Magician, or 

Apollonius of� Tyana. The library’s curators refused the request.

But if� Christina’s hopes were frustrated, her diplomat Salvius may 

have had bett er luck. Johan Adler Salvius, the queen’s personal advi-

sor, was a cultivated man who took an interest in the diff erent as-

pects of� power. His rhetorical studies at Rostock, in 1612, convinced 

him of� the importance of� communication for those who rule—the 

image one presents of� oneself� is more important than what one 

really is. He composed an erudite doctoral dissertation in law, Scia-
graphia universi iuris feudalis, and in 1620 he married a rich widow 

of� Gothenburg. He participated in the war in Poland, where he was 

taken prisoner by the Cossacks in 1625. Ennobled in 1629, he soon 

sett led in Hamburg. In 1635, he led the negotiations in Germany 

concerning trade with Persia. His diplomatic role became domi-

nant by 1637, when he att empted to persuade the northern German 

states to enter the Thirty Years’ War. He then went to Paris to discuss 

a French alliance. He was one of� the principal negotiators at the con-
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ferences held at Osnabruck in 1645–1648 that resulted in the Peace 

of� Westphalia. During this whole period, he stayed in close contact 

with Queen Christina and made use of� the many meetings involved 

in international conferences in order to search out rare books and 

manuscripts. Thus in 1645 he promised Per Brahe that he would fi nd 

him a copy of� the very rare European atlas of� Joan Blaeu, Atlantem 
majorem. Ambassadors were wealthy aristocrats, many of� whom were 

collectors and men of� culture; in the intervals between diplomatic 

sessions, they traded art objects and valuable books. International 

conferences and congresses were especially favorable for these con-

tacts, especially when they went on for a long time, as was the case at 

Münster and Osnabruck and later at Utrecht.15

In his search for the De tribus, Salvius (in 1635) approached a Jew of� 

Hamburg, Bendito (Baruch) de Castro (who later became Christina’s 

physician). He was a strange character, with a strong interest in the 

esoteric, in Platonism, and in the Kabbalah. A supporter of� the mys-

tical messiah Shabbetai Ẓevi, de Castro fi nanced publications such 

as the Fin de los dias [Th e End of� Days], a messianic treatise of� Moses 

Gideon Abudiente. Hamburg at that time was a center for heterodoxy, 

especially among the powerful Jewish community. There one could 

fi nd representatives of� all the European religious outgrowths, from 

the wildest to the most serious. De Castro, who in 1629 had published 

a Tratado de calumnia, a defense of� Jewish medical practices, was in 

touch with an atheist, Uriel da Costa (1583/4–1640), who eventually 

committ ed suicide. De Castro took an interest in the Arabic and He-

brew sources of� the imposture theme.16 Salvius wrote to him three 

times in 1635, asking him to obtain for him, at any price, a copy of� 

the De tribus maximis mundi impostoribus, as well as other dangerous 

works, such as the De fato of� Cremonini, or the Amphitheatrum aeternae 
providentiae [Amphitheater of Eternal Providence] of� Lucilio Vanini.

This eff ort apparently failed, because three years later, Salvius 

wrote to Johannes Müller, still at Hamburg, to say he was sure that 

in 1616, when he was traveling in the Low Countries, he had seen 

a copy of� the De tribus printed in Dutch. He stated that many peo-

ple att ributed the treatise to Cardano, but that he himself� tended to 

think that it was of� Arab origin. It was likely the work of� Merula, an 

apostate Muslim, later known as Joannes Andreae. This man, who 

had rejected Islam in 1487, had writt en a work entitled Confusio sectae 
mahometanae.
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It appears that Salvius eventually succeeded in obtaining the 

copy he sought, perhaps at the very end of� his life. On 6 July 1652, 

Bourdelot, who was then at the Swedish court in Stockholm, wrote: 

“There came here a Jewish doctor from Hamburg.” This was proba-

bly de Castro, bringing with him the De tribus.17 In any case, Salvius’s 

confessor, Johann Balthasar Schuppe, declared later, in 1674, that the 

diplomat had the book in his library and that, gnawed by remorse, he 

had burned it just before his death, 23 August 1652. According to his 

secretary, his death was due to excessive sexual activity.18 Later on, 

rumors began to circulate that Salvius had given a copy of� De tribus 

to a Swedish captain, who had sold it in Germany, which contributed 

to its diff usion; in 1706, a German soldier was said to have recovered 

a copy while ransacking Munich.

These ulterior developments cannot be verifi ed, but what appears 

certain is that in the mid-seventeenth century the De tribus was a big 

issue in the Baltic region. On 12 July 1647, Johann Georg Dorsche 

(1597–1659) wrote from Rostock to Abraham Calow at Witt enberg 

that “the book De tribus magnis mundi impostoribus has been distrib-

uted by a great lord” in the region. The historian Gericke sees this as a 

reference to Salvius, since the title as given corresponds to the word-

ing used by the diplomat in his lett er to de Castro. But did Salvius 

have the treatise in his possession at that time? In any case, there are 

other candidates, because there were several aristocratic circles in 

the region where people discussed heterodox ideas, and even athe-

ism: At Königsberg with the syncretic theologians Drejer, Behm, and 

Laterman; in the circle of� the Duke of� Mecklenburg; in that of� Prince 

Christian Ludwig of� Brunswick-Luneburg; or at Lübeck with the 

hermetic Joachim Morsius; and at Hamburg with Joachim Jungius, a 

neighbor of� Salvius. Johann Christoph Harenberg has even suggested 

that the interest in the theory of� the three impostors in this region 

may have been due to the infl uence of� the Teutonic Knights, who 

brought back with them, on their return from the Crusades, ideas 

on political imposture infl uenced by Averroes. This would reinforce 

the theory of� an Arabic origin of� the three impostors, which would 

have blended with a Jewish tradition derived from Maimonides.19 

Queen Christina’s collections actually contain a chart of� the rules of� 

the Teutonic order. If� this were the case, we would have a syncretism 

of� unbelief, coming from the heterodox among three religions, each 

presenting its own impostor. In any event, Swedish Pomerania, in the 
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mid-seventeenth century, at least had a version of� the De tribus circu-

lating, and was a center for its diff usion.

Holland and England: Heterodox Contexts

Another region of� northern Europe that had close relations with 

Germany and Sweden was rocked at the same time by similar de-

bates and became a hotbed of� heterodoxy: the United Provinces. 

Born from a desire for liberty and a rejection of� absolutism and Ca-

tholicism, by the end of� the sixteenth century this republic was a 

place of� comparative tolerance that att racted immigrants from all 

over Europe who had been persecuted for religious or political rea-

sons. By the beginning of� the seventeenth century, Amsterdam was 

celebrated as a place of� refuge for the various strains of� heterodoxy, 

Jewish as well as Calvinist. A progressive tradition grew, character-

ized by intellectual audacity and reinforced by the Thirty Years’ War, 

in which the United Provinces was one of� the principal partners of� 

France and Sweden against the Catholic forces of� the Holy Roman 

emperor and the king of� Spain. Political life was tense, however, and 

freedom of� expression had its limits. Still, in an absolutist Europe, 

this country was a liberal exception.

In 1673, a Swiss Protestant offi  cer in the service of� Louis XIV of� 

France, one J.-B. Stouppe, expressed his astonishment and disap-

proval in La Religion des Hollandais [Th e Dutch Religion]. They have 

three main groups, he wrote: the reformed, the Catholics, and the 

“sectarians.” Among the sectarians he included Mennonites, Quak-

ers, Lutherans, Remonstrants, Collegians, spiritualists, Jews, Socin-

ians, and Spinozans. And they do nothing, he added, to prevent the 

propagation of� these sects.

Stouppe exaggerated. Orthodox Calvinists, under the leadership 

of� Gijsbert Voet, exerted pressure to eliminate both Cartesianism and 

Socinianism. They accused the Cartesians of� crypto-atheism, wreck-

ing the authority of� the scriptures by emphasizing their historical 

context; the Socinians they accused of� antitrinitarianism. The latt er 

was a major heresy in the eyes of� Christians, because by reducing 

God to one person, it destroyed the divinity of� the Son. Jesus was a 

great prophet, but he was not God: this was exactly what the Muslims 

claimed. The Arminians, who were called Remonstrants, were also 

persecuted for their belief� that Jesus had died for all men and not only 
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for the elect, and that he did not wish for sinners to be damned. The 

synods’ fi ght against these currents of� thought intensifi ed from the 

mid-1650s. But there was also—confi rming Stouppe’s assessment—

a liberal Calvinist current, led by Johannes Koch (Cocceius, 1603–

1669), a professor of� theology at Leiden and a distinguished philolo-

gist, who had a more fl exible conception of� scripture. In his view, 

as expressed in his Summa doctrinae of� 1648, scripture was not to be 

interpreted literally. He took a more tolerant position with regard to 

dissident movements, which Voet considered as encouraging athe-

ism. The judgment is extreme, but it is true that the revival of� such 

debates, in a climate of� semi-tolerance, contributed to the growth of� 

skepticism with regard to religions.

And then there were the Jews, whose numbers increased through 

immigration: about six thousand at Amsterdam, and sizable commu-

nities at Rott erdam, Middelburg, Amersfoort, Maarssen, The Hague, 

and Nijkerk. Most were German Jews, but there was a signifi cant mi-

nority of� Sephardic Jews from Portugal. At the heart of� this group 

existed, if� not currents of� heterodoxy, at least heterodox personali-

ties, some of� whom were as good as atheists. Thus, Uriel da Costa 

published his Examination of� the Traditions of� the Pharisees, a work 

that denied the immortality of� the soul, in 1624 at Amsterdam. The 

book was condemned by the Sephardic authorities, and was burned 

by order of� the city magistrates of� Amsterdam. Da Costa, thus per-

secuted, killed himself� in 1640. His thought survived him, however, 

and the publication of� his autobiography helped revive his memory. 

This is the same Uriel da Costa who studied the Hebrew and Arabic 

sources of� the thesis of� religious imposture, and who was in contact 

with Baruch de Castro, who sought a copy of� the De tribus for Salvius, 

as we have seen.

The Dutch environment was thus favorable to the reception of� 

the thesis of� the three impostors by the mid-seventeenth century. It 

was here that it would assume its defi nitive form, toward the end of� 

the century, in the aft ermath of� two key events with a combined ef-

fect: the work of� Spinoza and the immigration of� French Huguenots 

aft er the revocation of� the Edict of� Nantes in 1685.

Before turning to these major developments of� the second half� of� 

the seventeenth century, however, we must examine the case of� En-

gland, where it appears that manuscripts of� the De tribus circulated 

during the reign of� Elizabeth I. In 1593, Gabriel Harvey complained 
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in a lett er about the “monster of� iniquity” who had engendered the 

“hateful Blackebooke de tribus impostoribus mundi.”!20 Is this simply 

an allusion to the phantom book that people had been talking about 

since the thirteenth century, or had Harvey actually seen a manu-

script bearing the title? If� so, this would have been its fi rst physical 

appearance, chronologically. It is impossible to say for sure, but sev-

eral historians favor the latt er hypothesis. One is Jan W. Wojcik, who 

wrote: “It is possible (and in my opinion likely) that an early manu-

script version of� Th e Th ree Impostors was circulating in England in 

the late 1590s. . . . What is certain, however, is that the specifi c thesis 

expressed in Th e Th ree Impostors was known in England at this early 

date and that this thesis was associated with a treatise entitled De tri-
bus impostoribus mundi.”!21

And what is this thesis? That “Her Majesty need neither believe 

nor defend the Scriptures with regard to doctrine, faith, and salva-

tion, but solely for politics and civil government.” In March 1594, 

a commission in Dorset sought out individuals who upheld this 

point of� view—in other words, those who affi  rmed that religion had 

a purely political origin, that it was simply an instrument invented 

in order to bett er control the minds of� subjects.22 In 1597, the theo-

logian Richard Hooker wrote that, for the atheists of� his day, the fear 

of� God was

nothing els but a kinde of� harmeles error, bredd and confi rmed in 

them by the slightes of� wiser men. For a politique use of� religion 

they see there is, and by it they would also gather, that religion it 

selfe is a meere politique devise, forged purposelie to serve for that 

use. Men fearinge God are thereby a greate deale more eff ectually 

then by positive lawes restrayned from doinge evell, in as much as 

those lawes have no farder power then over our outwarde actions 

onlie, whereas unto mens inward cogitations, unto the privie in-

tentes and motions of� theire hartes religion serveth for a bridle.23

This discourse recalls Machiavelli and prefi gures Hobbes. It is also 

typical of� the English version of� the three impostors: religion is an 

imposture with a pragmatic goal, an instrument of� politics.

The troubled history of� religion in England in the sixteenth cen-

tury abett ed this point of� view. The country changed religion fi ve 

times in the course of� the century, as sovereigns imposed their per-
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sonal affi  liation upon their subjects by force. With the defi nitive 

establishment of� Anglicanism under Elizabeth I, religion was inti-

mately linked to the state, to nationalism, and to patriotism, and it 

appeared to be truly an instrument of� government. It required only 

an external conformity, in the form of� att endance at services and use 

of� the offi  cial Prayer Book. Beyond that, no offi  cial notice was taken; 

it was the politics of� “don’t ask, don’t tell.” Government, having aban-

doned the notion of� proving the truth of� one doctrine in relation to 

another, no longer sought to examine people’s hearts; it was up to 

the individual to set himself� straight with God.

The result, if� we can believe the lamentations of� the clergy, was 

that the churches fi lled up with hypocrites. The importance of� athe-

ism in England at this time is no doubt obscured by the fact that 

many unbelievers were now able to hide behind an uncomplicated 

external practice. But recent studies show that unbelief� was in fact 

widespread by the end of� the reign of� Henry VIII. British historians 

agree on the amazing degree of� indiff erence to religion that char-

acterized the reign of� Elizabeth I, behind the superfi cial disputes 

between Puritans and Anglicans, which concerned only a small mi-

nority. One of� them calls this period the most indiff erent to religion 

until the twentieth century.24

The example came from above. The Earl of� Oxford declared that 

the Bible served only to “hold men in obedience, and [was] man’s 

device”; he himself� “could make a bett er and more orderly Scrip-

ture in six days.” For him, “the blessed virgin made a fault . . . [and] 

Joseph was a witt ol [cuckold].” “Aft er this life, we should be as we had 

never been and that the rest was devised but to make us afraid like 

babes and children of� our shadows.” “More plain reasons and ex-

amples may be vouched out of� Scripture for defence of� bawdry than 

out of� all the books of� Aretinus.”!25 The Earl of� Oxford was at the cen-

ter of� a circle of� libertines that included the poet Thomas Watson. 

Many other courtiers shared this reputation, such as the Earl of� Es-

sex, whose unbelief� is well known. The famous navigator, explorer, 

and courtier Sir Walter Raleigh thought that human beings die like 

beasts, and that when people are gone, nothing of� them remains.26 

One of� his men, Thomas Harriot, who took part in the administra-

tion of� Virginia’s Roanoke colony, experimented with the use of� reli-

gion as a means of� domination. In his Brief� and True Report of� the New 
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Found Land of� Virginia (1588) he explained how he used Christian 

beliefs and symbolism to subject the credulous natives, thus doing 

even bett er than Moses—a practical use of� religious imposture.

The halls of� government were widely contaminated. According to 

the spy Richard Cholmeley, the noblest peers and honorable coun-

cilors were atheists who turned scripture to ridicule. According to 

the Jesuit Robert Persons, who sent an Advertisement Writt en to a Sec-
retary  of� My Lord Treasurer in 1592, Lord Burghley, the queen’s prin-

cipal councilor, and other councilors were unbelievers who lived as 

out-and-out atheists, mocking the credulity of� others. For Persons, 

Sir Walter Raleigh kept a veritable “school of� atheism,” where Mo-

ses and Jesus, the Old and the New Testaments, were all turned to 

ridicule.

Signifi cant testimony about the spread of� atheism in England be-

tween 1590 and 1610 comes from the philosopher, scientist, states-

man, and future chancellor Francis Bacon. A man of� enormous 

learning, he had read a French edition of� Montaigne’s Essays, as well 

as Charron’s Wisdom. Like Montaigne, Bacon also wrote a book of� 

Essays, published in 1612, in which he devoted a chapter to atheism. 

He found it hard to understand how someone could be an atheist: “I 

had rather believe in all the fables in the legend, and the Talmud, and 

the Alcoran, than that this universal frame is without a mind; and, 

therefore, God never wrought miracle to convince atheism, because 

his ordinary works convince it.”!27

In this light, how are we to interpret this passage in his Religious 
Meditations? “Amongst states men and politikes, those which have 

been of� greatest depths, and compasse, and of� largest and most uni-

versall understanding, have not onely in cunning made their profi t 

in seeming religious to the people, but in truth have been toucht 

with an inwarde sence of� the knowledge of� Dyetie.”!28 “Not onely”? 

There is, then, a certain element of� calculation in these men’s con-

duct. We are approaching the notion of� imposture, which Bacon had 

addressed in the two preceding chapters, distinguishing several cat-

egories, such as those who “doe make and devise all variety of� tales, 

stories, and examples, whereby they may leade mens mindes to a 

beliefe, from whence did growe the Legendes and infi nite fabulous 

inventions and dreames of� the ancient heretikes” or those who “fi ll 

mens ears with misteries, high parables, Allegories, and illusions: 
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which misticall and profound forme many of� the hereticks have also 

made choyce of.” Men’s minds are “inveigled,” “astonished and en-

chanted,” but at the same time “seduced and abused.”!29 Clearly, he is 

speaking only of� heretics, but the element of� imposture is there.

Bacon applied the notion openly to Mahomet, recalling the leg-

end of� his abortive miracle, when the Prophet commanded a moun-

tain to come to him, and it failed to move. “If� the mountain will 

not come to Mahomet, then Mahomet will go to the mountain,” he 

supposedly said, and for Bacon, this was evidently the proof� of� his 

imposture.30

Some years later, in 1621, another Englishman, Robert Burton, 

treated religious imposture at greater length. This great melan-

cholic, born in 1577, spent his life at Oxford, surrounded by books, 

building up a colossal amount of� learning on all subjects and all pe-

riods, which allowed him to write an immense treatise of� two thou-

sand pages, stuff ed with citations, called Th e Anatomy of� Melancholy. 

For Burton, one of� the causes of� the sickness of� living that aff ected 

society was religion, or rather excess in matt ers of� religion. This in 

turn led him to consider religious imposture in general. Like a good 

Anglican, he spared Jesus, but he harshly criticized all other proph-

ets and mystics, and made no secret of� his belief� that religion had 

always been used to manipulate the common people and hold them 

in subjection.

The three monotheistic religions were placed at the same level of� 

ridicule, and Burton did not hesitate to produce the arguments by 

which each religion mocked the others:

But for the rest I will not justifi e that pontifi cial consubstantiation, 

that which Mahometans & Jewes justly except at, as Campanella confes-

seth, Atheismi triumphat. cap. 12. fol. 125. . . . They hold it impossible, . . . 

and besides they scoff e at it. . . . But he that shall read the Turks Al-

coran, the Jewes Talmud, and Papists Golden Legend, in the meane time 

will sweare that such grosse fi ctions, fables, vaine traditions, pro-

digious paradoxes and ceremonies, could never proceed from any 

other spirit, then that of� the divell himselfe, which is the Author 

of� confusion and lies, and wonder withall how such wise men as 

have bin of� the Jewes, such learned understanding men as Averroes, 

Avicenna, or those heathen Philosophers, could ever be perswaded to 
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beleeve, or to subscribe to the least part of� them: . . . but that as Vani-

nus answeres, . . . they durst not speake, for feare of� the law.31

The use of� Lucilio Vanini, cited as an authority, is at the very least 

ambiguous, given that Vanini had just been burned as a heretic in 

1619. In another passage, Burton cited him again, approvingly, in 

support of� the argument that religion in general is a politically mo-

tivated imposture. Everything said by the inventors of� a creed is only 

fable. Only the common people, whom it is easy to fool, believed in it 

(says Vanini in speaking of� religion). It was all only fables, “but they 

were still silent for feare of� lawes.”!32

Thus Burton seems close to espousing the thesis of� the three im-

postors. Of� course, for him there was a true religion, the Church of� 

England, but aft er all that he had said, the reader would fi nd it hard 

not to put Jesus into the same category with Moses and Mahomet, 

since Catholics, with all their superstitions, laid claim to him. Bur-

ton, however, stated that only atheists accepted the thesis: “for their 

parts they esteeme them as so many Poets tales, Bugbeares, Lucians 
Alexander, Moses, Mahomet and Christ are all as one in their creed” 

(3:396). But aren’t the atheists right to do so? the disoriented reader 

might ask. Isn’t that just what you have made us understand? Burton 

had at least heard talk of� the treatise De tribus impostoribus, which 

he condemned categorically as the work of� an atheist, all the while 

maintaining notions that were very close to those of� the book’s 

thesis. He did not hesitate to state that the founders of� religions all 

profi t by the ignorance and foolishness of� the people:

Their owne feare, folly, stupidity, to be deplored Lethargy, is that 

which gives occasion to the other, and puylls these miseries on their 

own heads. For in all these Religions and superstitions, amongst our 

Idolaters, you shall still fi nde, that the parties fi rst aff ected, are silly, 

rude, ignorant people, old folkes, that are naturally prone to super-

stition, weake women, or some poore rude illiterate persons, that 

are apt to be wrought upon, and gulled in this kinde, prone without 

either examination or due consideration (for they take up religion 

a trust as at Mercers they doe their wares) to beleeve any thing.  And 

the best meanes they have to broach fi rst, or to maintaine it when 

they have done, is to keepe them still in ignorance: for Ignorance is 

the mother of� devotion, as all the world knows, and these times can 

amply witnesse.33
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Would Lucian and Julian have said anything diff erent?

Thus Robert Burton, who called himself� a good Christian, unin-

tentionally contributed to discrediting Christianity and accrediting 

the thesis of� the three impostors. How, and in what name, would one 

distinguish between Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet aft er the denuncia-

tion of� religious imposture in general that Th e Anatomy of� Melancholy 

indulged in? The work was either ambiguous or tactless, and in ei-

ther case it furnished arguments to the atheists and deists whom it 

claimed to challenge. Burton knew, however, how to maintain the 

respectable and inoff ensive image of� an Oxford don, a solitary li-

brary rat whose enormous and tiresome work would only reach a 

very small number of� people.

Very diff erent was the case of� a man like Christopher Marlowe, 

whose provocative and blasphemous energy seemed to seek out 

trouble. His life was short, cut off � by murder at the age of� twenty-

nine, in 1593, and punctuated by dark stories of� killings, espionage, 

counterfeiting, pederasty, and atheism. All of� which made this dra-

matist, a contemporary of� Shakespeare, into a sort of� poète maudit, 
proclaiming the revolt of� the mind and the senses against religious 

oppression. But while the bard of� Avon became a national icon, Mar-

lowe as a disreputable character was discreetly made to disappear 

from the English collective memory. Recent studies, however, have 

shown that this creator of� the myth of� Faust represented an impor-

tant current of� irreligion,34 daring to say out loud what many people 

were thinking in private—especially the notion that Moses, Jesus, 

and Mahomet were a trio of� impostors.

Marlowe’s unbelief� shows through in his works as well as in his 

life. His fi rst big theatrical success, Tamburlaine the Great, performed 

in 1587 by the troupe of� Admiral Charles Howard, takes place in the 

Islamic world. We see the hero, a Scythian chieft ain, burn the Qur�ān 

and defy Mahomet to do something about it. To be sure, he is struck 

down shortly thereaft er by a bad fever, but the explanation for it is 

strictly natural, and he recovers. Fear of� the gods rests on illusions.

In his Doctor Faustus, Christopher Marlowe took up a myth that 

appeared around the beginning of� the Renaissance: that of� George, 

a reincarnation of� Simon the Magician, who makes a pact with the 

devil. Marlowe, however, transformed the myth into an accusation 

against religion, att acking the Calvinist god, who predestines some 

people to hell and others to paradise, no matt er what they may do:
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Ay, we must die an everlasting death.

What doctrine call you this? Che serà, serà,

What will be, shall be? Divinity, adieu!35

But it was mainly Marlowe’s conduct and opinions that made his 

reputation. Unlike the learned libertines in France, he was not a dis-

creet atheist. He proselytized, and was accused of� having converted 

some colleagues at Cambridge. According to Simon Aldrich, Mar-

lowe had a friend whom he converted to atheism and who stated that 

the soul died with the body, and that just as we remember nothing 

that happened before our birth, we will remember nothing aft er our 

death.36 Likewise, Marlowe was said to have defended atheism before 

Sir Walter Raleigh, who was himself� more than a litt le bit suspect.

What we know about Marlowe’s private opinions comes mainly 

from the proceedings of� his trial. The playwright’s life was quite 

troubled. In 1589, he was mixed up in a killing; arrested and im-

prisoned at Newgate, he was quickly freed, which told some people 

that he had secret links to the government. Two years before, he was 

said to have been living in Reims at a seminary that trained Catho-

lic priests who were then secretly sent as missionaries to England. 

Marlowe was suspected of� having been sent there as a spy of� Queen 

Elizabeth I’s government. But the man was a liability; insistent ru-

mors accused him of� murder, of� counterfeiting, of� atheism. He was 

arrested. His main accuser was his one-time companion at Reims, 

another Cambridge product, Richard Baines. According to Baines, 

Marlowe maintained that the primary goal of� religion was to control 

men through fear; that Christ was a bastard and his mother a whore; 

that if� he were going to create a new religion, he would use a bett er 

method; that Saint John the Evangelist lay with Christ and rested on 

his breast, and that he sodomized him. He spread atheism on the 

grounds that he did not want men to be frightened by scarecrows 

and bogeymen. According to another of� Marlowe’s Cambridge com-

panions, Thomas Kyd, the author was in the habit of� mocking divine 

scriptures and ridiculing prayers. Still another, Richard Cholmeley, 

stated that Marlowe was capable of� giving bett er reasons in favor of� 

atheism than any priest could give in proof� of� divinity, and that he 

had given an atheist lecture before Sir Walter Raleigh and others. He 

used to say in jest that Jesus Christ was a bastard, Saint Mary a whore, 

the angel Gabriel a toyboy of� the Holy Spirit, that the Jews were right 
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to persecute Christ because of� his madness, and that Moses was a 

mountebank.

These charges, assembled in a note in seventeen articles, included 

openly accusing Moses and Jesus of� imposture, and applying to 

them the statements of� Livy, Polybius, and Machiavelli on the ori-

gin of� religions. Thus, it was easy for Moses, who had been trained 

in Egyptian magic, to fool the Jews, a simple and primitive people. 

Moreover, Moses was only a mountebank, and a certain Harriot, one 

of� Raleigh’s men, could do much bett er. He proved it by subjugating 

the Indians through his Christian fables. As for Jesus, the Jews did 

well to condemn him and to pardon Barabbas.

That Marlowe should have been released aft er all, and then assas-

sinated shortly aft erward in a tavern brawl, deepens the mystery sur-

rounding this sulfurous individual. It reinforces the thesis that he 

was a government agent who became a liability because of� his rowdy 

atheism, and who was eliminated under cover of� a quarrel that got 

out of� hand. For the defenders of� religion, this miserable death was 

obviously divine judgment against the blasphemer, the man whom 

some people accused of� being the author of� a treatise of� the three 

impostors. Although Marlowe certainly never troubled himself� to 

write such a treatise, his plays and his opinions contained its essen-

tial idea.

The idea in question circulated widely in England in the fi rst half� 

of� the seventeenth century, where the political-religious context of� 

the civil war served—as always in such cases—to harden religious fa-

naticism, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, to bring religion 

into disrepute. As early as 1616 Henry Wright, in a book dedicated 

to the mayor of� London, hinted that all religions have a political 

origin. He did so in posing a series of� rhetorical questions: Why do 

the wisest lawgivers place religion under the power of� a prince? Is it 

because they consider that it is a subject that should depend only on 

our bett ers? Or because they believe that those who fear God will be 

more subservient? Or because they think that God will favor princes 

whose subjects serve him? “Or to conclude, was it for the generall 

good of� a Common-wealth, as a certaine Diuine plainely protested, 

who held that Religion, and the Feare of� God, were the surest bands for 

conseruing of� Humane Society?!”!37

During the civil war and under Cromwell, numerous pamphlets 

developed this theme, such as those of� Gerrard Winstanley, who 
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stated that the clergy had fi rst used the threat of� punishment in this 

life—that is, a sort of� immanent justice—to subject the people, and 

that when the people found out their “hypocrisy,” they cast the threat 

of� punishment into a future life. Thus, the “sly big brother” cheated 

his “naive litt le brother” out of� all the freedoms of� this life.38 It is the 

whole story of� the impostors.

Th e French Trail: Learned Libertines and Religious Imposture

The same patt ern can be found in France, where the fi rst half� of� the 

seventeenth century was the time of� “learned libertines” who dis-

creetly developed the themes that we fi nd in the three impostors. 

The term learned libertines was coined by René Pintard, who in 1943 

published a well-known study focusing on this particular milieu.39 

More recently, Françoise Charles-Daubert presented a broader view 

of� the subject, which is now relatively well known.40

The learned libertines were libertines in the sense of� free spirits 

and learned insofar as they were authentic intellectuals, teachers, 

and librarians to princes. Mastering a wide culture, they referred to 

themselves as “wisened up” or “illuminated,” in the sense of� hav-

ing been enlightened and cured of� the errors of� the people. As great 

lords, wealthy, and enjoying the protection of� the powerful, they in-

habited the corridors of� power and profoundly despised a credulous 

people and their religious beliefs. They themselves were skeptics, 

agnostics, deists, or frank atheists. Their reading and their proxim-

ity to the powerful convinced them that power, whether religious or 

political, was based on imposture. In spite of� the protection they en-

joyed, they were unable to proclaim their ideas openly, and agreed 

in believing that a conformist façade was necessary for the mainte-

nance of� public order. They were men of� discretion, who spoke their 

thoughts only in private, in the cloistered atmosphere of� certain sa-

lons and libraries. Their writings were necessarily deceptive, since to 

fool the censors they resorted to contradictory dialogues, jest, deri-

sion, or false interrogation, all of� which left  unwary readers in a state 

of� confusion.

Their adversaries, the guardians of� orthodoxy, were not deceived, 

and reacted strongly, beginning in 1623. In that year appeared two 

enormously long antiskeptical works: the Quaestiones celeberrimae in 
Genesim [Famous Questions on Genesis] of� Father Marin Mersenne, 
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and the thousand-page La Doctrine curieuse des beaux esprits de ce 
temps [Th e Curious Doctrine of� the Wits of� the Day] by the Jesuit Fran-

cis Garasse. These works marked the beginning of� a fusillade of� 

apologetic works that reveal the discomfort of� the religious authori-

ties faced with a rising tide of� unbelief. Mersenne came back for a 

second round as early as 1624 with his L’Impiété des déistes, athées et 
libertins du temps [Th e Impiety  of� the Deists, Atheists, and Freethinkers of� 
the Day]; an additional thirty-one titles followed in the years leading 

up to 1640.

Among recent authors, the learned libertines owed a special debt 

to Charron and Vanini. A lawyer turned theologian, Pierre Charron 

(1541–1603) was acquainted with Montaigne. Charron was the very 

type of� the ambiguous writer just described: one whose writings 

claimed to defend religion, all the while providing weapons to its 

adversaries. This was why his book De la sagesse [On Wisdom, 1601] 

was att acked by Jesuits, the university, and the Parlement of� Bor-

deaux. In his Trois veritez [Th ree Truths] of� 1594, he began by deplor-

ing the progress that had been made by “atheists and the irreligious,” 

to whom he quickly paid homage supported with arguments: these 

were men who had to have “an extremely strong and hardy spirit” 

in order to maintain their atheism in a hostile world. The atheist, 

“alone and without support,” faced with “weariness and despair,” 

had a tragic grandeur. If� many men lost their faith, said Charron as 

he wept a crocodile tear, they had good excuses; taking account of� 

the multitude of� religions that vied with each other, they concluded 

that they were all impostures. “First of� all, it is a terrifying thing to 

consider the great diversity of� religions that have existed and still 

exist in the world, and even more to ponder the strangeness of� some 

of� them, so fantastic and excessive that it is a marvel that human 

understanding could have become so dulled and so intoxicated with 

impostures, for it seems that there is nothing in the upper or lower 

world that has not been deifi ed somewhere and has not found a 

place to be worshipped.”!41

For these strong minds, “all religions share the characteristic 

of� being strange and off ending common sense. They all mutually 

condemn and reject each other, and the newer one always builds on 

the older one, which it gradually destroys, enriching itself� with the 

spoils, as the Judaic religion did to the Gentile and Egyptian, Christi-

anity to Judaism, and Islam to Judaism and Christianity together.”!42 
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Who could fail to draw the conclusion that Moses, Jesus, and Ma-

homet were three impostors?

Charron defended himself� well against such a view, but his skep-

ticism is obvious. The reasonable man simply had to conform to 

outward respect for the cult: “One must not in any case despise or 

disdain the outward and public service, which one ought to att end 

and participate in with others . . . and always in the recognition that 

God wishes to be served with the mind, and that what happens out-

wardly is more for ourselves than for God, more for human unity 

and edifi cation than for divine truth.” What Garasse saw as hypoc-

risy, Charron called wisdom.

Charron was one of� the writers most read and cited by the learned 

libertines. They found in his work numerous arguments against 

religion and in favor of� the thesis of� imposture. With Vanini, they 

found a still more direct and aggressive expression of� such views, 

and an explicit formulation of� the idea of� the three impostors. Lu-

cilio Vanini (1584–1619) was a wandering monk, a teacher and phi-

losopher who was executed at Toulouse for atheism. Like Giordano 

Bruno, he was one of� the emblematic characters of� freethinking. His 

“philosopher’s death” made him a martyr: aft er he refused to recant, 

his tongue was torn out and he was burned alive, which gained him 

a place in the pantheon of� freethinkers.

He is a baffl  ing character, someone who throughout his life cul-

tivated paradox and contradiction. Thus, in Th e Amphitheater of� Eter-
nal Providence (1615), he announced that he was going to defend di-

vine providence against “ancient philosophers, atheists, Epicureans, 

Peripatetics, and Stoics.” A curious defense, in which he expounded 

clearly and in detail the arguments of� atheists against creation, and 

gave as his entire refutation this statement: “Let us leave to one side 

the innumerable objections that we might bring against a system so 

entirely opposed to reason.”!43 Elsewhere, he reported the opinions 

of� Machiavelli (“certainly the prince of� atheists”) and those of� an 

anonymous “German atheist” against miracles, and confi ned him-

self� to mentioning that he had already refuted all that in his works, 

something that one might search for in vain. Seeking to prove the re-

ality of� providence through oracles and miracles, he showed, to the 

contrary, that oracles are “tales” and that “miracles were invented 

and created by the rulers to tame their subjects, and by priests in or-

der to gain honors and respect.”!44 As for arguments drawn from the 
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Bible, why bother mentioning them, since “atheists place as much 

stock in Holy Scripture as I do in Aesop’s Fables”!?!45

Vanini’s Dialogues explicitly contain the thesis of� the three im-

postors. We see Moses, a cruel and wily military man, who once put 

to death eighty thousand idolators at one time, who used Egyptian 

magic to establish his laws, and—the supreme imposture—threw 

himself� alive into a chasm, so that the crowd, no longer seeing him, 

would believe him to have been carried up to heaven. (We must, in 

all fairness, point out that this last item was Vanini’s own vision; the 

biblical text and the rabbinic tradition maintain Moses’ strictly hu-

man character and emphasize that his death far from human sight 

was solely so that his tomb would not become a place of� worship.) 

Next, we see Jesus, an admirable sophist, answering questions with 

questions, making use of� obscure parables, and, in a remarkable ex-

ample of� deceit, declaring the everlastingness of� his religion and an-

nouncing in advance that those who oppose it are themselves part 

of� his plan: they are Antichrists, persecutors of� the Christians, her-

alding the fi nal victory. Moses is the magician impostor, Jesus the 

philosophical impostor, and Mahomet the military impostor who 

wipes out the infi del and takes his inspiration from the other two. 

He has a disciple put at the bott om of� a well and has him cry out: “I 

am God, and I swear to you that I have designated Mahomet to be my 

great prophet!” He then has the disciple buried alive by covering the 

well with stones. In one way, Vanini might be called the author of� the 

three impostors, even if� he never wrote the famous treatise.

The learned libertines took their inspiration from these authors. 

And as in England, the idea of� religious imposture was favored by 

the political context. Not that France suff ered the kind of� revolu-

tionary upheavals occasioned by the English Civil War—the French 

Fronde of� the mid-seventeenth century was only a shadow—but 

the realpolitik of� the cardinal-ministers Richelieu and Mazarin in 

many respects served as an illustration of� this imposture, with the 

triumph of� reasons of� state. The security of� the state, as the supreme 

value, justifi ed the manipulation of� individual conscience by means 

of� religion and the unscrupulous use of� assassination.

The great defender of� realpolitik was one of� the most represen-

tative learned libertines, Gabriel Naudé (1600–1653). A doctor by 

training, and a passionate bibliophile who collected thousands of� 

books in the course of� his travels in Europe, Naudé became librar-
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ian to Cardinal Mazarin. He corresponded with Peiresc and with the 

Dupuy brothers, and was a friend of� the physician Guy Patin. In his 

works, especially his Considérations politiques sur les coups d’état [Po-
litical Considerations on Regime Change], he developed a realist, even 

cynical, conception of� reasons of� state. Political power was based on 

an imposture that involved the use of� religion as a means of� control 

of� the populace, and this was a good thing: this was the gist of� his 

message, which was unquestionably an apology for imposture.

All political power, to the extent that it is the government of� the 

majority by a minority, necessarily supposes institutionalization of� 

inequality and exclusive use of� “legitimate” violence. The use of� phys-

ical force, which inspires fear of� earthly punishment, is a good match, 

in Naudé’s view, for the use of� religion, which inspires fear of� future 

punishment. Like a good disciple of� Machiavelli, Naudé shows how 

monarchy succeeded in establishing itself� by making use of� obvious 

tricks aimed at subjugating the people, that stupid wild animal—“a 

beast with many heads, unstable, mad, stupefi ed, lacking conduct, 

spirit, or judgment”—tricks like the sacrament of� coronation at 

 Reims, the holy ampoule miraculously brought by an angel, the heal-

ing power of� kings, or the mission of� Joan of� Arc. “He who does not 

know how to lie does not know how to rule”—and thanks to the coop-

eration of� the priests, royal power was able to establish itself, assisted 

by popular superstition. If� Peter the Hermit preaches the Crusade to 

the populace, he will bring with him relics consisting of� hairs from 

his donkey, writes Naudé. If� superstition alone does not suffi  ce, they 

complete the work by means of� repression, which must be pitiless: if� 

the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre46 was a mistake and a failure, in 

Naudé’s view, it was because it failed to wipe out all the Protestants.

The use of� religious imposture by political imposture was nec-

essary to avoid the chaos of� civil war. This type of� proposition was 

clearly not intended for the wider public. Naudé’s Political Consid-
erations was a confi dential work, intended only for those in charge; 

Naudé himself� printed only twelve copies.

Another of� the “enlightened” was François de La Mothe Le Vayer 

(1588–1672), who shared Naudé’s analysis of� politico-religious im-

posture but drew an opposite conclusion from it. Far from approv-

ing of� subterfuge, he despised it and made it the cause of� his retire-

ment from public aff airs. Finding that the world turned on the axis 

of� trickery, this philosopher saw himself� as a spectator of� the human 
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comedy. A royal prosecutor and friend of� Pierre Gassendi, Naudé, 

and Giovanni Diodati, La Mothe Le Vayer nonetheless placed his 

pen at the service of� Cardinal Richelieu and took up the post of� tu-

tor to the young Duke of� Anjou and the dauphin. He was the author 

of� a pious Petit discours chrétien de l’immortalité de l’âme [Short Chris-
tian Discourse on the Immortality  of� the Soul, 1637] and a treatise De la 
vertu des payens [On the Virtue of� Pagans, 1642]. He also wrote Solil-
oques sceptiques [Skeptical Soliloquies, 1670] and Quatre dialogues faits 
à l’imitation des Anciens [Four Dialogues in Imitation of� the Ancients, 

1606], a work inspired by Pyrrhonian skepticism. All this tells us 

that we have here a Janus whose public face was that of� a believer 

and his private face that of� an unbeliever.

The atheism or the skepticism of� the learned libertines had a 

philosophical and psychological basis. They saw in the unbelief� of� 

some the proof� of� their intellectual superiority, and in the credulity 

of� others, the manifest sign of� their ignorance. In his Apologie pour 
tous les grands personnages qui ont esté faussement soupçonnez de magie 

[Apology for Th ose Great Men Who Have Been Falsely Suspected of� Magic, 

1625], Naudé showed that those great men were in fact learned men, 

philosophers or mathematicians, who had been seen as magicians 

by the common people, who were incapable of� understanding the 

true powers of� reason. “I pray you to refl ect but a litt le, not only on 

the errors, stupidities, and impertinence of� vulgar opinion . . . but 

also on the tyrannical authority of� the times and customs that gave 

rise to them, and on the invincible stubbornness with which they 

were so blindly upheld. I am sure you will be forced to admit that 

an honest and truth-loving man would not know how to distance 

himself� far enough from all this.”!47 These are the words of� La Mothe 

Le Vayer, who added that any idea taken up by the people was guaran-

teed to be false: “The word plebiscite makes me take three steps back.” 

In Naudé’s words: “The common herd can be compared to a sea sub-

ject to all sorts of� winds and storms. . . . In brief, everything they think 

is only vanity, everything they say is false and absurd, what they dis-

approve is good, what they approve is bad, what they praise is infa-

mous, and everything that they do and undertake is pure folly.”
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Debates on the Origin of� Religions 
(Second Half� of� the Seventeenth Century)

One could say that the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors was the late fruit 

of� the “European crisis of� conscience” (to use Paul Hazard’s phrase) 

that characterized the years from 1680 to 1720. It was appropriate 

for this period, which saw the birth of� the modern critical spirit, to 

focus on this manifesto of� the demystifi cation of� religions. The most 

elaborate version of� the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors basically took 

up the complementary arguments of� the two great destroyers of� reli-

gion in the mid-seventeenth century: Hobbes and Spinoza.

Hobbes and Spinoza

Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679) was without doubt one of� the most 

powerful intellects of� the seventeenth century. The son of� an unpre-

tentious Anglican vicar from the neighborhood of� Malmesbury, he 

studied at Magdalen Hall, Oxford, and became tutor to the son of� 

the Duke of� Devonshire, William Cavendish. He accompanied his 

young charge on the Grand Tour of� the Continent. Between 1621 

and 1626, he was in close contact with Francis Bacon, who imparted 

to Hobbes his own passion for the sciences. Hobbes’s obsession can 

be described in two words: certainty and security. Throughout his 

long life of� ninety-one years, he sought serenity within and without, 

through intellectual knowledge and civil peace. He sought knowl-

edge by means of� a type of� mathematical logic; for him, geometry 

was the queen of� sciences because of� its reassuring rigor. As for civil 

peace, he envisaged it in the form of� an authoritarian state, directing 

the activities of� individuals who, ruled by their appetites for power 

and pleasure, are all wolves who devour each other. A liberal politi-

cal system can only give rise to civil war. Hobbes’s convictions were 

reinforced by the vagaries of� his personal life, which included his 
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friendship with Bacon; a second and then a third trip to France in the 

years between 1634 and 1637, in the course of� which he frequented 

the scientifi c circle of� Marin Mersenne and made an excursion to 

Florence to meet Galileo during his house arrest; and a return to 

England from 1637 to 1640, followed by a voluntary eleven-year exile 

in Paris, from 1640 to 1651, to escape the civil war that was ravaging 

his country. It was in France that he wrote his major work, Leviathan, 

published in London in 1651, the same year he returned to England 

at the age of� sixty-three. For the next twenty-eight years, he lived dis-

creetly in a country that regained civil peace, fi rst under the Puritan 

dictatorship of� Cromwell, then under the Restoration of� Charles II.

Historical opinion about Hobbes is divided, as it is for all the 

suspect authors of� the period. Was Hobbes an atheist? He himself� 

claimed to be a good Anglican, for obvious reasons of� prudence. But 

his philosophy is undeniably materialist: the soul is as material as 

the breath, and thought is aroused by the physical movements of� 

the body. The body is aff ected by sensations that arise through the 

action of� the environment upon it, and these sensations produce 

in the brain “phantasms” or “idols of� the brain.” Memory is the 

physical preservation of� the traces of� these phantasms, which the 

imagination makes use of. As for language, it is the means invented 

by men to preserve and communicate memories, obeying a certain 

number of� rules. Thus, discursive thought is nothing more than an 

assemblage of� words, which depend on the imagination, which itself� 

comes from the body. This is also why mankind’s existence is deter-

mined; freedom is an illusion that comes from the greater or lesser 

absence of� obstacles to the realization of� our desires. Man is moved 

solely by his anarchic, egoistic instincts, and social life thus requires 

a strong state capable of� reining in these instincts.

As for religion, its origin is purely psychological, something that 

Hobbes explains in chapter 12 of� the fi rst part of� Leviathan. For him, 

religious belief� has four sources, starting with man’s need or desire 

to know the causes of� what happens to him; the need to know the 

origins of� events; the fact that everything has a reason. Thus, “when 

he cannot assure himselfe of� the true causes of� things, . . . he sup-

poses causes of� them, either such as his own fancy suggesteth; or 

trusteth to the Authority of� other men, such as he thinks to be his 

friends, and wiser than himselfe.”

Ignorance of� the true causes of� events creates anxiety about the 
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future. This fear is the most important of� the four sources of� reli-

gious belief, because

that man, which looks too far before him, in the care of� future time, 

hath his heart all the day long, gnawed on by feare of� death, poverty, 

or other calamity; and has no repose, nor pause of� his anxiety, but 

in sleep.

This perpetuall feare, alwayes accompanying mankind in the ig-

norance of� causes, as it were in the Dark, must needs have for object 

something. And therefore when there is nothing to be seen, there 

is nothing to accuse, either of� their good, or evil fortune, but some 

Power, or Agent Invisible.

They suppose that this agent is incorporeal, of� the same substance 

as dreams. “Men not knowing that such apparitions are nothing 

else but creatures of� the Fancy, think to be reall, and externall Sub-

stances,” and because they do not understand them, they suppose 

them to be all-powerful and eternal, and set themselves to worship-

ing them, serving their cult.

This is where the founders of� religions come in. They are of� two 

sorts:

One sort have been they, that have nourished, and ordered them, 

according to their own invention. The other, have done it, by Gods 

commandement and direction: but both sorts have done it, with a 

purpose to make those men that relyed on them, the more apt to 

Obedience, Lawes, Peace, Charity, and civill Society. So that the Reli-

gion of� the former sort, is a part of� humane Politiques; and teacheth 

part of� the duty which Earthly Kings require of� their Subjects. And 

the Religion of� the later sort is Divine Politiques; and containeth 

Precepts to those that have yeelded thyemselves subjects in the King-

dome of� God. Of� the former sort, were all the founders of� Common-

 wealths, and the Law-givers of� the Gentiles: Of� the later sort, were 

Abraham, Moses, and our Blessed Saviour.

Here we see a face-saving device: only the fi rst kind are impostors, 

like Numa Pompilius or Mahomet, who “to set up his new Religion, 

pretended to have conferences with the Holy Ghost, in forme of� a 

Dove.” The distinction seems ambiguous, since all base their reli-

gion on the will to ensure the obedience of� believers. Admitt edly, 

the second type act on orders from God, but aft er what Hobbes has 
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said about the imaginary origin of� the gods, we may indeed feel 

perplexed.

Equally ambiguous are the criteria he proposes to distinguish 

good and bad religions: a bad and false religion is one that requires 

its adherents to believe impossible things, a religion whose clergy-

men conduct themselves in ways that violate its own precepts, or one 

that fails to produce miracles and true prophecies. This reference to 

a miracle as a criterion, from the pen of� an advocate of� determinism, 

is astounding. In chapter 37 of� the third part of� Leviathan, Hobbes 

reveals his thoughts on miracles. They are natural phenomena that 

amaze the ignorant, or else they are tricks of� entertainers or ven-

triloquists: “For example; if� a man pretend, that aft er certain words 

spoken over a peece of� bread, that presently God hath made it not 

bread, but a God, or a man, or both, and neverthelesse it looketh still 

as like bread as ever it did; there is no reason for any man to think it 

really done.”!1 But this was exactly what those superstitious Catholics 

believed. Hobbes was careful to safeguard Anglicanism in his words, 

but his formal precautions didn’t fool many, especially given that, if� 

there ever was a religion expressly created from political motives, 

this was it. Thus, Hobbes was clearly undermining the foundations 

of� all religion, and not just those of� one religion or another.

A similar and even more daring project is that of� Hobbes’s Dutch 

contemporary, Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677), whose life was much 

shorter than that of� Hobbes. Spinoza played a central role in the 

theme of� the three impostors, as it was under his name that there 

appeared in 1719 the fi rst printed version of� the treatise in French: 

La Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza [Th e Life and Th ought of� Spinoza]. Thus, we 

shall need to spend a bit more time with him.

Born in Amsterdam in 1632, to Portuguese Jewish parents, Baruch 

Spinoza studied at a Jewish religious school. He soon discovered an 

interest in the sciences and in the philosophy of� Descartes, learned 

Latin, and quickly distanced himself� from Jewish orthodoxy. For rea-

sons that scholars are still trying to penetrate, but which no doubt 

were linked to his denial that Moses had writt en down the Pen-

tateuch (as dictated by God), he was excommunicated by the Jew-

ish community and exiled from Amsterdam in 1656, at the age of� 

twenty-four. He ended up in The Hague, where he lived a modest 

and orderly life as a lens grinder. Over the course of� twenty years, in 

addition to thousands of� glass lenses, he produced such works as a 
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Short Treatise, Treatise on the Improvement of� Understanding, Principles 
of� Cartesian Philosophy, Metaphysical Th oughts, Ethica [Ethics], Trac-
tatus theologico-politicus, and a Treatise on Political Authority . In these 

works he developed an austere, complex system of� thought, in which 

God and nature were considered as two aspects of� a single, unique 

reality, something that immediately gained him a reputation for 

atheism and the undying hatred of� Christian intellectuals who saw 

in him the incarnation of� two supreme moral taints: he was a Jewish 

atheist.

It was not even necessary to read his books to know that they 

were bad, wrote Antoine Arnauld. “I have not read Spinoza’s books, 

but I know that they are wicked works. He is an avowed atheist, 

who believes in no other god than nature.” The Swiss writer Jean-

Baptiste Stouppe, in his Dutch Religion, wrote that Spinoza was “a 

wicked Jew, and no bett er as a Christian.” Nicolas Malebranche rose 

up against “this impious man of� our day who made the universe his 

god.” The theologian Musaeus, a professor at the university of� Jena, 

stated that “the devil has seduced many men; . . . among them, no 

one worked so hard and so eff ectively to ruin all human and divine 

law as this impostor, who had nothing else in view than the fall of� 

the state and of� all religion.” Aft er all, was he not the devil himself? 

“He was small, yellowish, with something black in his physiognomy, 

he wore on his face an unsavory character,” we may read in the 1695 

edition of� the Menagiana.

In the mid-seventeenth century, the Portuguese Jewish commu-

nity of� Amsterdam was roiled by strident debates and scandals re-

volving around the character of� Moses. In 1658, one of� its members, 

Daniel Ribeira, was accused of� having denied the existence of� prov-

idence, and of� having said that Moses was a magician who, in es-

tablishing his laws, had acted in his own interest and in that of� his 

brother Aaron.2 In fact, what Ribeira upheld was no more nor less 

than the thesis of� the three impostors. This became clear from the 

deposition of� Abraham Franco de Silvera, who told how one day, 

when he entered Ribeira’s room, Ribeira spoke so frankly as to state 

that what Moses said was as false as the speeches of� Mahomet and 

Christ, and that everything they said was deceitful or expedient.3 Ri-

beira was not the only Portuguese Jew in Amsterdam to hold these 

views. Juan de Prado, who arrived in 1655, posed the question of� why 

anyone should believe Moses more than the teachings of� other sects. 
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There ought to be a reason, he maintained, for choosing to believe 

Moses over Mahomet, “but that is pure imagination.”!4 The idea of� 

the imposture of� the founders of� revealed religions became such an 

important preoccupation that the great rabbi Saul Levi Morteira felt 

it necessary to publish an apologetic work to defend Moses, the Trat-
ado da verdade da Lei de Moisès [Treatise on the Truth of� Moses’ Law]. 

Not long aft er Spinoza’s excommunication, Juan de Prado was ex-

communicated. He had been in contact with Henry Oldenburg, who, 

from England, asked Adam Borel in Amsterdam to write a refutation 

of� the thesis of� the three impostors, a work that he fi nished in 1661, 

as we shall see. The idea of� the triple imposture clearly was an es-

sential preoccupation of� the Jews of� Amsterdam; historian Richard 

Popkin has even suggested that the Tractatus theologico-politicus was 

a response to the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors.5 An unlikely hypoth-

esis, to be sure, but it is certain that Spinoza was surrounded by the 

controversy over this theme, which fi lled the Jewish community.

Spinoza’s Tractatus dates from 1670. It was preceded by several 

bold works that also discussed the relations between politics and re-

ligion. In 1665, Franciscus Van den Enden, an ex-Jesuit from Anvers 

who took refuge in Amsterdam, and who incidentally had been Spi-

noza’s Latin teacher, had published a republican treatise writt en in 

Dutch, the Vrije politijke stellingen [Free Political Proposals] as a plea 

for democracy, religious freedom, and the rights of� atheism. The ex-

Jesuit would be hanged in 1674 at the Bastille for his participation 

in a plot against Louis XIV. In 1666, a friend of� Spinoza’s, Lodewijk 

Meijer, published a Latin work, the Philosophia S. Scripturae interpres 
[Philosophy as Interpreter of� Holy Scripture], which caused a scandal by 

applying the Cartesian method to biblical study. Putt ing aside any 

idea of� divine revelation, it examined the text of� the Bible in the 

sole light of� reason in order to retain only clear and evident ideas. 

With contradictions, errors, and absurdities eliminated, not much 

remained of� the sacred text. How could anyone claim that such a tis-

sue of� foolishness could be the word of� God? Such was the implicit 

lesson of� the book, which instantly came under att ack by conserva-

tive Calvinists of� Voet’s faction, and was sporadically banned in Hol-

land. Two years later, another friend of� Spinoza’s, Adriaan Koerbagh, 

went even further by publishing, under his own name and in Dutch, 

the Bloemhof� van allerley liefl ijkheid [Th e Flower Garden of� All Sorts of� 
Delights], accusing the Bible of� being a purely human source of� con-
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fusion. He demanded that the people should be informed of� this, 

in order to put an end to the imposture of� the ministers of� the cult. 

The people needed to hear the truth: that the Bible is only a pile of� 

myths and old folktales. He demanded that theology be subjected to 

the philosophical method, and openly took on the idea of� the Trin-

ity. Even in the United Provinces, there were limits that could not 

be transgressed: denial of� the Trinity, the divinity of� Christ, original 

sin, the immortality of� the soul, or the divine authority of� scripture. 

Koerbagh set off � all the alarms. He was arrested and sentenced to pay 

a heavy fi ne and serve ten years in prison. He died in his prison cell 

in October 1669.

At the same time a major anti-Socinian campaign was taking 

place in Holland, orchestrated by Voet and his supporters. The So-

cinians were accused of� being antitrinitarian, denying the divinity 

of� Christ, and denying original sin, positions that in Voet’s view 

were completely incompatible with a Christian society. In Septem-

ber 1653 the States-General of� Holland had prohibited Socinianism. 

In Amsterdam and Rott erdam, communities had been dispersed, but 

their former members regrouped in small private associations. The 

persecution went on into the 1670s and touched all the philosophi-

cal currents of� an “atheistic” tendency. The famous reputation for 

tolerance enjoyed by the United Provinces in the seventeenth cen-

tury had signifi cant limits.

It was in this climate and in the midst of� these debates that Spi-

noza composed his Tractatus theologico-politicus. In the 1660s, the 

philosopher/lens grinder seemed above all to be a Cartesian. In 

1663, he published an explanation of� the philosophy of� Descartes. 

But he had other ambitions. Let us not imagine him as a humble 

craft sman alone in his shop. He was already at the center of� a circle 

of� intellectuals with advanced ideas, who sought to liberate the work 

of� philosophy from the tutelage of� the theologians. Spinoza wanted 

to show that the alliance of� religious power and theological zeal, 

already responsible for the fall of� the liberal regime of� Oldenbar-

nevelt, similarly endangered the regime of� De Witt . Only tolerance 

and individual freedom could guarantee a legitimate government. 

On the other hand, he was aware that the thesis of� his book was con-

troversial. “I do not separate God from Nature,” he wrote to Henry 

Oldenburg. “I do not have any defi nite plan regarding publication. . . . 

I fear, of� course, that the theologians of� our time may be off ended 
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and with their usual hatred att ack me, who loathes quarrels.”!6 To 

which Oldenburg replied that he ought not to fear “arousing the 

pygmies of� our age.”

This was not Spinoza’s opinion, however. Instead, with a truly 

Cartesian prudence, he equivocated until 1670, perhaps shocked by 

the punishment suff ered by Koerbagh. He wanted his book to be a 

resounding success, and yet not cause trouble for him, which was 

a great deal to ask. He thus decided to publish it anonymously and 

in Latin, so as to avoid a condemnation that would ruin his reputa-

tion. When he learned in February 1671 that an unauthorized Dutch 

translation was in the works, he put a stop to it. Nonetheless, there 

was a scandal. The consistories of� Leiden and Haarlem protested 

loudly; the burgermeisters, when consulted, agreed that the book 

could not be tolerated and had it withdrawn from bookshops; the 

synod of� Southern Holland, at Schiedam, declared that the book was 

the worst of� the recent wave of� “execrable and blasphemous books.” 

Even a liberal such as the regent Van Velthuysen wrote that it “de-

stroys and absolutely ruins every cult and every religion, and intro-

duces atheism by the back door.” Stouppe opined that the Tractatus 

“had as its main goal the destruction of� all religions, especially Juda-

ism, and the introduction of� atheism, free thought, and freedom for 

all religions.” In 1674, the Tractatus was banned in Holland, at the 

same times as Hobbes’s Leviathan: the association of� the two works in 

the same condemnation is revealing. In 1675, Spinoza, whom every-

one had known from the start was the author of� the accursed work, 

had to give up the idea of� publishing his Ethics, which came out ten 

months aft er his death, in 1677, thanks to the eff orts of� Meijer. The 

book was banned by the Dutch States-General in 1678 as containing 

“very many profane, blasphemous, and atheistic propositions.”!7

Looking at the entirety of� Spinoza’s works, we see that what he 

calls God is the wholeness of� being, of� existing, of� the all; in philo-

sophical language, God is the unique substance, endowed with an 

infi nite number of� att ributes, of� which we can know only two: 

thought and extension. God is thus not a pure spirit, he is also the 

entirety of� the material world, which is one of� his manifestations, 

one of� his att ributes. He is not transcendent, he is nature, but nature 

is only one of� his manifestations. This God is a creator, but he does 

not create freely. Instead, he creates through the necessity of� his own 

nature, because to create by free choice would be to renounce other 
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possibilities, and thus to limit himself. The universe is a necessary 

manifestation of� God, under his att ribute of� materiality. Nature is 

not to be confused with God, of� whom it is only a manifestation. 

Spinozism is thus more than a type of� pantheism: it is, according 

to the universal reading of� his contemporaries, a form of� atheism, 

even if� it is a spiritual and not a materialist atheism. Although Spi-

noza denied free will, providence, divine reward, and punishment, 

he did not rule out the possibility for the soul to gain immortality by 

acquiring true ideas.

In the appendix to the fi rst part of� the Ethics, Spinoza develops the 

consequences of� these principles, a development that is especially 

important for the history of� the three impostors. “All men are born 

ignorant of� the causes of� things; . . . all have the desire to seek for 

what is useful to them, and that they are conscious of� such desire” 

(R. H. M. Elwes, ed. and trans., Th e Chief� Works of� Benedict de Spinoza 

[London: George Bell & Sons, 1909], 2:75). They believe themselves 

to be free, acting always with a goal in mind, and they think that God 

does the same, that he has made the universe with such and such a 

goal. They imagine that all sorts of� natural phenomena are intended 

either to reward them or to punish them. This view of� a fi nal cause 

is the consequence of� human ignorance; since we do not know the 

true causes of� events, we att ribute them to a superior will. The com-

plexity of� the human body or the beauty of� the universe can only be 

the work of� an infi nite intelligence acting with a deliberate intent. 

This is the common illusion of� men, who cannot resign themselves 

either to chance or to necessity. “They necessarily judge other na-

tures by their own,” and when they are ignorant of� the causes, they 

say that it is the will of� God, “the sanctuary of� ignorance” (ibid., 78).

The principal factor in the origin of� established religions is ig-

norance, and the second is fear, as Spinoza explains in the Tractatus 
theologico-politicus.

[Men] (especially when they are in danger, and cannot help them-

selves) are wont with prayers and womanish tears to implore help 

from God: upbraiding Reason as blind, because she cannot show 

a sure path to the shadows they pursue, and rejecting human wis-

dom as vain; but believing the phantoms of� imagination, dreams, 

and other childish absurdities, to be the very oracles of� Heaven. As 

though God had turned away from the wise, and writt en His decrees, 
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not in the mind of� man but in the entrails of� beasts, or left  them to 

be proclaimed by the inspiration and instinct of� fools, madmen, and 

birds. Such is the unreason to which terror can drive mankind!8

Thus, religions are “the vestiges of� an ancient servility of� the spirit.” 

They are perpetuated by the imposture of� priests, so that “faith has 

become a mere compound of� credulity and prejudices—aye, preju-

dices too, which degrade man from rational being to beast, which 

completely stifl e the power of� judgment between true and false, 

which seem, in fact, carefully fostered for the purpose of� extinguish-

ing the last spark of� reason! Piety, great God! and religion are become 

a tissue of� ridiculous mysteries; men, who fl atly despise reason, who 

reject and turn away from understanding as naturally corrupt, these, 

I say, these of� all men, are thought, O lie most horrible! to possess 

light from on High.”!9 Governments, especially monarchies, make 

use of� the imposture of� the priests: “In despotic statecraft , the su-

preme and essential mystery [is] to hoodwink the subjects, and to 

mask the fear, which keeps them down, with the specious garb of� 

religion.”!10

They endow religion with ceremonies and rites aimed at impress-

ing men and curbing reason—“a system which has been brought to 

great perfection by the Turks, for they consider even controversy 

impious, and so clog men’s minds with dogmatic formulas, that they 

leave no room for sound reason, not even enough to doubt with.”!11 

Christians and Jews are not spared.

I have oft en wondered that persons who make a boast of� profess-

ing the Christian religion, namely, love, joy, peace, temperance, and 

charity to all men, should quarrel with such rancorous animosity, 

and display daily toward one another such bitt er hatred, that this, 

rather than the virtues they claim, is the readiest criterion of� their 

faith. Matt ers have long since come to such a pass, that one can only 

pronounce a man Christian, Turk, Jew, or Heathen, by his general 

appearance and att ire, by his frequenting this or that place of� wor-

ship, or by his employing the phraseology of� a particular sect—as 

for manner of� life, it is in all cases the same.12

Judaism, Christianity, Islam: three impostures responsible, ac-

cording to Spinoza, for innumerable ills, and which men practice 
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by venerating texts that claim to be revealed and sacred, which they 

can interpret as they please, which allows them to avoid having to 

present any proof. Priests, rabbis, pastors, imams, and others “[lay] 

down beforehand, as a foundation for the study and true interpreta-

tion of� scripture, the principle that it is in every passage true and di-

vine. Such a doctrine should be reached only aft er strict scrutiny and 

thorough comprehension of� the Sacred Books . . . and not be set up 

on the threshold, as it were, of� inquiry.” These texts need to be ana-

lyzed using the tools of� philology, grammar, history, and archaeology, 

to make a serious study. Instead, “we see most people endeavouring 

to hawk about their own commentaries as the word of� God, and giv-

ing their best eff orts, under the guise of� religion, to compelling oth-

ers to think as they do.”!13

Religious imposture and political imposture mutually support 

each other. Only a democratic government, ensuring freedom of� 

thought and expression as well as tolerance, would permit men to 

free themselves from these illusions, thought Spinoza, no doubt with 

an overdose of� optimism. At the time, his thoughts commit a sort 

of� crime of� lèse-religion. “Not content with undermining the bases 

of� religion and a healthy theology, he goes so far as to overturn the 

political order and the notions of� common sense,” wrote Huet in 

his Demonstratio evangelica of� 1679. This was “systematic atheism,” 

with which even strong minds were afraid to compromise them-

selves. Those who adopted his ideas did so under cover of� criticizing 

them, such as Boulainvillier, who made the fi rst French translation 

of� the Ethics, which remained unpublished. His Essai de métaphysique 
dans les principes de B. de Spinoza [Metaphysical Essay on Spinoza’s Prin-
ciples] did not appear until 1731, in a collection entitled Refutation 
of� Spinoza. Similarly, F. Kuyper portrayed Spinozism sympathetically 

in the Arcana atheismi revelata [Atheism’s Secrets Revealed] of� 1676, as 

did Jarrig Jelles in his Profession de foi universelle et chrétienne [Pro-
fession of� Universal and Christian Faith]. Overt apologies were rare, 

and were either clandestine or condemned. The Vie de Spinoza by 

the physician Lucas of� The Hague was not published until 1719 with 

the Esprit de Spinoza, a French version of� the Th ree Impostors. In De-

cember 1697, a materialist disciple of� Spinoza, Johannes Duijkerius, 

published anonymously at Amsterdam 1,500 copies of� a sequel to a 

philosophical novel, Het leven van Philopater, in which he popular-
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ized Spinozism. The books were seized and burned in Holland and 

in Zeeland, and the publisher was sentenced to eight years in prison, 

followed by banishment and payment of� a heavy fi ne.

It was a holy union of� Protestants, Catholics, and Jews against im-

piety. Even Bayle, in his Dictionnaire historique et critique of� 1696, felt 

obliged to howl with the wolves, writing that the Tractatus was “a per-

nicious and hateful book where [Spinoza] slipped in all the seeds of� 

the atheism that showed itself� openly in his Opera posthuma.” Merely 

showing an interest in Spinoza was enough to make someone sus-

pect. The famous physician Hermann Boerhaave told how, as a pas-

senger on a barge in 1693, while he was a student, he overheard a 

discussion about the philosopher, in the course of� which the partici-

pants criticized Spinoza vehemently. He asked them if� they had read 

him. Immediately, someone asked him his name and made a note 

of� it; he thereby became suspected of� Spinozism and his hopes for 

a clerical career were dashed. Spinoza became the scapegoat, the au-

thor of� all intellectual evil, at once materialist, pantheist, atheist, and 

libertine. This was true especially aft er the publication of� Stouppe’s 

Dutch Religion in 1673, which held that, for Spinoza, “God is not a 

being endowed with intelligence, infi nitely perfect and happy, as we 

imagine [a revealing choice of� term!] him, but is nothing other than 

this virtue of� nature that is distributed among all creatures.” He was 

further accused of� ruining the authority of� scripture. For Leibniz, 

who knew him personally, corresponded with him, and met him 

in 1676, he was above all a Cartesian, an affi  liation that was rejected 

with horror by the disciples of� that French philosopher, including 

Malebranche, Fénelon, and Lamy, in his 1696 Athéisme renversé [Athe-
ism Overturned]. In short, he was an untouchable; his admirers hid 

themselves, especially if� they belonged to the offi  cial church, such as 

the pastor in the Lower Palatinate, J. C. Laukhard, who only aft er his 

death was discovered to have been a fervent Spinozan.

Holland and the Birth of� the Radical Enlightenment

In the arrival in Holland of� the radical Enlightenment,14 which gave 

rise to the French text of� the Th ree Impostors, one event played an 

essential role: the immigration of� Huguenot refugees aft er the revo-

cation of� the Edict of� Nantes in 1685. Of� course, there was a French 

presence before then, composed of� heterodox elements who had 



Debates on the Origin of Religions�107

come there in order to enjoy the relative freedom of� expression and 

of� publication in the Dutch Republic. Aft er 1685, an estimated thirty-

 fi ve thousand new arrivals established themselves. They formed 

communities and developed French-speaking networks. Among 

them were many artisans, but also intellectuals, publishers, and au-

thors, many of� whom did not speak Dutch and took litt le interest 

in local issues. The most famous of� these, Pierre Bayle (1647–1706), 

lived in Rott erdam for twenty-fi ve years without ever learning to 

speak Dutch; Prosper Marchand, who arrived in 1709, made no ef-

fort to learn Dutch in all his fi ft y years there. We might also mention 

Jacques Basnage (1653–1725); Jean Le Clerc (1657–1736), a Swiss Cal-

vinist; Jean-Frédéric Bernard (1683–1744), author of� a monumental 

treatise entitled Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples 
du monde [Religious Ceremonies and Customs of� All the Peoples of� the 
World], which relativized religions; Jean Rousset de Missy (1686–

1762), a former soldier who became a journalist at The Hague and 

Amsterdam; Jean-Maximilien Lucas (1646–1697), who was person-

ally acquainted with Spinoza and who wrote a biography of� him in 

French that was published anonymously in 1719. These circles of� ex-

iles were especially infl uenced by Spinozism, though their relation-

ship to it was ambiguous.

The case of� Pierre Bayle off ers a good illustration. A Huguenot 

trained as a Cartesian, he expressed his own intimate thoughts in a 

contorted and kaleidoscopic manner, so that even today they remain 

mysterious. He is known for his paradox of� the virtuous atheist, 

showing that the atheist is capable of� distinguishing good from evil 

and that a republic of� atheists could indeed exist. But does this mean 

that he himself� was an atheist, behind his believer’s façade? He al-

ways maintained the contrary, and expressed his hatred of� material-

ism: “Do we conceive of� laws that were not established by an intelli-

gent cause? Do we conceive of� such that could be regularly executed 

by a cause that does not know them and does not even know that 

it itself� exists in the world? You have there, metaphysically speak-

ing, the weakest point of� atheism. It is a rock upon which it cannot 

help but run aground; it is an insoluble objection,”!15 he wrote in his 

Continuation des Pensées diverses sur la comète [Continuation of� Various 
Th oughts on the Comet.] According to Bayle, this was the great weak-

ness of� ancient pagan thought, especially Epicureanism, of� which he 

admired the physical aspect (the theory of� atoms) but deplored the 
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metaphysical aspect, which delivered up these atoms to chance. This, 

he said, was an “error.” At the same time, he proclaimed the “right 

to error,” the basis of� tolerance: if� this right is not recognized, the 

world “becomes a cutt hroat.” All of� ancient thought leads to athe-

ism, including skepticism. Bayle was the inventor of� the “skeptical 

atheist,” as Gianni Paganini has shown.16 To suspend one’s judgment 

with respect to the existence of� God is in fact to deny his existence: 

in order to be an atheist, it is not necessary “to affi  rm that theism is 

false; it suffi  ces to regard it as a problem.”!17

From Spinoza, Bayle retained the principles of� biblical exegesis. 

He admitt ed, somewhat artifi cially, that scripture is an inspired text, 

but one whose study requires a method that respects the principles 

of� historical criticism. In this he followed Richard Simon, but he did 

not accept the systematic rationalism of� the Arminian Jean Le Clerc, 

whose Traité sur l’inspiration [Treatise on Inspiration] seemed to him 

to destroy the divine origin of� the text. He wrote to him: “Your en-

tire Treatise on the inspiration of� the prophets and apostles can only 

sow a thousand doubts and a thousand seeds of� atheism in people’s 

minds.”!18 With regard to Moses, for example, he did not go as far as 

Simon; he accepted him as the author of� Genesis, but admitt ed that 

his narrative did not conform to the rules of� historical science, and 

he made this the sign of� inspiration: if� the Bible expresses itself� in 

such an imprecise fashion when it could have done so in a more 

appropriate way, this is precisely the proof� that it is God who speaks 

through the intermediary of� Moses.

We must admit that the narrative of� Moses, however perfect it may 

be in relation to the degree of� understanding that God has granted 

us, is not exact with respect to the method that our masters prescribe 

for a good historian. . . . That alone must convince any reasonable 

person that Moses’ pen was guided by the Holy Spirit. If� Moses had 

been the master of� his expressions and his own thoughts, he would 

never have covered up such a story in such a way; he would have 

spoken of� it in a more human style and one more appropriate to 

teach posterity; but a stronger force, an infi nite wisdom guided him, 

so that he wrote not according to his own views, but according to the 

hidden workings of� Providence.19

Moses, thus inspired, is no impostor. No such restraint marked 

Bayle’s discussion of� Mahomet, whom one could accuse of� all the 
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evils of� Christian society. He devoted a very long article in his Dic-
tionnaire historique et critique [Historical and Critical Dictionary ] to this 

“impostor,” this “false prophet,” this “idol.” But read closely, this arti-

cle slings mud over all the founders of� religions. The most honest, in 

the end, are the ancient pagans, whose beliefs were not deliberately 

forged with the goal of� deception, but were only “intellectual games 

of� certain poets who did not dream of� canonizing their fi ctions and 

made them up only to amuse themselves.” Later these “games” were 

taken seriously; philosophers even att empted to explain them alle-

gorically. But, in all of� this, there was no deliberate imposture.

Mahomet, on the other hand, is the archetype of� the impostor. 

“Since he was subject to the falling sickness, and wanted to hide this 

weakness from his wife, he convinced her that he only fell into these 

fi ts because he could not stand up to the sight of� the angel Gabriel, 

who used to come tell him on God’s behalf� many things concerning 

religion.” Later he bribed people to spread the rumor that he was 

a prophet. Did he himself� genuinely believe this? Bayle treated the 

question seriously. Many people, he said, believe that Mahomet was 

deceived by the devil in the form of� the angel Gabriel, while others 

see him simply as a madman or a sick person. Thus, “the famous 

Gijsbert Voet had no doubt that Mahomet was an enthusiast and 

even a fanatic.” “As for me,” Bayle continued, “I prefer to believe, as 

is commonly said, that Mahomet was an impostor; because . . . his sly 

manner and his skill at manipulating� his friends testify that he only 

made use of� religion as an expedient for his own benefi t.”

How was Islam able to spread so fast? In brief, because it made 

use of� armed force. “How to resist conquering armies that require 

signatures? Ask the French dragoons, who played this role in the year 

1685, and they will tell you that they would undertake to make the 

whole world sign up for the Qur�ān, provided that you give them the 

time to make the most of� the maxim compelle intrare, force them to en-
ter.” Christians have done the same thing: look at Constantine, look 

at Charlemagne and the conversion of� the Saxons. Their case is even 

worse than that of� the Muslims: “Muslims, following the principles 

of� their faith, are obligated to use force to destroy other religions, 

and yet they have tolerated them for several centuries. The Chris-

tians are ordered only to preach and teach, and yet from time im-

memorial they have exterminated by fi re and sword those who were 

not of� their religion.”
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Somehow the “impostor” Mahomet ends up appearing almost re-

spectable. He led an austere life, based on a strict morality and fast-

ing. He was not responsible for all the stories that circulated about 

him: “It is not permissible to build an argument against Mahomet 

on the basis of� the tales that his sectarians tell about him.” It was his 

own faithful who passed on these fables: “I must say in favor of� the 

Christian authors that it was the sectarians of� this impostor who told 

the most ridiculous fables about him,” which Bayle takes pleasure in 

obligingly reporting.

It is the common fate of� all the founders of� religions, Bayle con-

cluded, to see extraordinary powers and actions att ributed to them, 

and also to give rise to false prophets. “For the rest, the religion of� 

this impostor was subject to the same problem that we noted at the 

birth of� Christianity and at that of� Luther’s Reformation, because no 

sooner was it prophesied than false prophets came along, and the 

faithful quickly divided themselves into camps.” All this is not ex-

actly innocent. Bayle was not obligated to repeat these bits of� gossip; 

in dismissing them as titt le-tatt le, he helped disseminate them and 

provided grist for the mill of� the enemies of� religion. The authors of� 

the Traité des trois imposteurs would make good use of� this material.

The idea of� composing such a treatise gradually took root in the 

mingled French and Dutch environment of� the late seventeenth cen-

tury. With the thought of� the learned libertines and the philosophies 

of� Hobbes and Spinoza, there was suffi  cient material to construct 

and illustrate a theory of� religious imposture, using—for reasons 

both commercial and ideological—the old and incendiary title De 
tribus impostoribus. The French immigrants were not the only ones to 

work at this. The Dutch, on their own initiative, also contributed.

Between 1680 and 1700, the debate over tolerance and freedom 

of� expression raged in the United Provinces. Valckenier, Ericus Wal-

ten, Gregorio Leti, Gerard Noodt, and Van Limborch all upheld the 

freedom of� the writt en word. Van Limborch demonstrated this by 

publishing in 1687, in Latin, the autobiography of� a heterodox Jew, 

Uriel da Costa (1583/4–1640), whose book had been burned by the 

magistrates of� Amsterdam. In the eyes of� the foreigners who came 

from absolute monarchies, the Dutch enjoyed a degree of� freedom 

that was extraordinary if� not scandalous. But everything is relative. 

Bayle noted in 1701 that those who denied the Trinity ran a great 

risk of� imprisonment. The most fertile aspect of� this atmosphere of� 
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relative freedom was the birth, in the United Provinces, of� literary 

magazines, which surveyed European publications and provided re-

views in French, a handy practice in a period when the knowledge of� 

living foreign languages was as yet quite limited. These magazines 

created a powerful intellectual ferment, contributing to the dawn of� 

the European Enlightenment. The pioneer in this project was Bayle, 

with the Nouvelles de la République des Lett res [News of� the Republic of� 
Lett ers], begun in 1684. Then came the Journal litt éraire [Literary  Jour-
nal], the Bibliothèque anglaise [English Library ], the Bibliothèque germa-
nique [German Library ]. The Journal litt éraire, published at The Hague, 

revealed the dominance of� the United Provinces in publishing at the 

start of� the eighteenth century: 55 percent of� books were issued by 

Dutch presses, 25 percent came from France, 8 percent from En-

gland, 7 percent from Germany. Dutch publications gave an impor-

tant place to the sciences, and contributed to the spread of� the model 

of� a mechanistic universe, thus providing nourishment for the de-

velopment of� an atheistic explanation of� the world. Christiaan Huy-

gens (1629–1695), with his telescopes, microscopes, and clocks, deci-

sively improved knowledge of� time and space; he collaborated with 

Spinoza on scientifi c matt ers and proposed a mathematical model 

of� the universe, in accordance with his deistic views. Leeuwenhoek, 

Swammerdam, Ruysch, and Vincent made progress in biology and 

medicine. The universities of� Leiden, Utrecht, and Franeker were live-

lier than their counterparts elsewhere in Europe and att racted many 

German Protestant students. However, scientifi c progress was also a 

tool in the hands of� the defenders of� established religion: Bernard 

Nieuwentyt (1654–1718), for example, developed an anti-Spinozan 

physical theology that foreshadowed Fénelon’s Démonstration de 
l’existence de Dieu par les merveilles de la nature [Demonstration of� God’s 
Existence through Marvels of� Nature] (1712).

In parallel to scientifi c progress, Dutch intellectual circles vi-

brated with controversies that were not only theological, but demon-

ological, such as the one that broke out in 1691 over a book writt en 

in Dutch by Balthasar Bekker, De Betoverde weereld [Th e World Be-
witched], denying the existence of� Satan and his demons. This also 

became one of� the themes discussed in the Th ree Impostors. For Bek-

ker, demons were originally ancient fables, then biblical allegories, 

ratifi ed by a superstitious imagination. Even though he was an anti-

Spinozan, Bekker was accused of� favoring atheism. There was a pub-
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lic scandal, and the country divided into opposing camps. Two edi-

tions (in 1691) of� De Betoverde weereld, totaling 5,000 copies, sold out 

in Amsterdam in a matt er of� weeks, as did the 750 copies printed in 

Frisia. Among the ardent supporters of� Bekker was Anton Van Dale 

(1638–1708) who, in his Latin work De oraculis [On Oracles] of� 1683, 

had affi  rmed that all oracles were based on the superstitious credu-

lity of� the people, exploited by the priests, who had spread belief� in 

demons and magical beings in order to solidify their own power. His 

book was translated into Dutch and French in 1687, and in 1696 he 

repeated its arguments in his De origine et progressu idolatriae et su-
perstitionis [On the Origin and Progress of� Idolatry  and Superstition]. The 

aff air of� the devil took on a political dimension when another great 

partisan of� tolerance, Ericus Walten, appealed to the Stathouder Wil-

liam of� Orange, who was also king of� England. But he was arrested in 

March 1694 and tried for blasphemy, as an enemy of� the church and 

a proponent of� atheism, for having declared that the episode in the 

gospels of� the temptation of� Christ by the devil was only a trifl e. He 

died in prison at The Hague in 1697. Under pressure from the synod, 

the municipal authorities in Amsterdam suspended Bekker, but re-

fused to ban his book. The aff air of� the devil divided Dutch society 

for several years and gave rise to a fl ood of� writings; 170 works for 

or against Bekker appeared in three years. The controversy reached 

Germany, where a defender of� religion, Friedrich Ernst Kett ner, 

published at Leipzig in 1694 a work entitled De duobus impostoribus, 
Benedicto Spinoza et Balthasare Bekkero dissertatio [Treatise on the Two 
Impostors, Benedict Spinoza and Balthasar Bekker], a hostile wink at the 

De tribus impostoribus.

These debates show the extent to which the religious question was 

discussed in Holland in the second half� of� the seventeenth century. 

It is not surprising that the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors should have 

issued from this environment. It was to some extent the end result of� 

the controversies around Spinozism, in which all the people we have 

just discussed took part, such as Jan Vroesen (1672–1725), the son of� a 

burgermeister of� Rott erdam, who mastered French to perfection.

Rumors of� the De tribus in England

In April 1656 Henry Oldenburg, of� Oxford, wrote to Adam Borel in 

Amsterdam asking him to compose a treatise proving the certainty 
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of� divine revelation, in response to the theory of� the three impos-

tors. This lett er has caused large quantities of� ink to fl ow,20 because 

its reference to the three impostors provides a fi rm point of� refer-

ence in an extraordinarily complex history.

Henry Oldenburg, born in Bremen, established himself� in En-

gland in Cromwell’s day, att ended Oxford University, and made his 

living from tutoring posts in the O’Bryen and Cavendish families. At 

the time he wrote this lett er, he was preparing to leave on a European 

tour with his pupil, the son of� Lady Ranelagh. Deeply religious, Old-

enburg was in touch with reformist circles such as those of� Dury and 

Hartlib. In 1664 he became secretary of� the Royal Society in Lon-

don. He died in 1677 at Charlton, near Greenwich. His correspon-

dent, Adam Borel, was a Dutch Arminian who, in the mid-1640s, 

founded a community around a college in Amsterdam, whence the 

name “Collegiants.” He was in close contact with the Portuguese 

Jewish community and made a Latin translation of� the Mishnah, the 

second-century rabbinic code that formed the basis for Talmud. He 

made several trips to England, notably in 1655, where he met Olden-

burg. His major work up to that time was the Ad legem et testimonium 
[On Law and Testament] of� 1645, in which he showed that Christ had 

established the church by authority of� the Holy Spirit, and that it 

had lost its legitimacy litt le by litt le through the admixture of� secu-

lar goals. He advocated the creation of� a small community to recover 

the original spirit—the Church of� Tolerance, which he founded in 

1646.

For Oldenburg, Borel was the man who seemed most capable, 

thanks to his biblical learning and his knowledge of� Hebrew, to re-

spond to the increasingly fi erce att acks that treated the mere idea of� 

divine inspiration as an imposture. It appears that Moses was the 

primary target: according to Oldenburg, some people said that Mo-

ses had invented the story of� the creation of� the world in seven days, 

with the goal of� institutionalizing the Sabbath; once people had ac-

cepted that, they could next be persuaded that all the liberator’s de-

mands were revealed to him directly from God. On the other hand, 

wrote Oldenburg,

Moses certainly encouraged and excited his people to obey him and 

to be brave in war by hopes and promises of� acquiring rich booty 

and ample possessions, and the man Christ, being more prudent 
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than Moses, enticed his people by the hope of� eternal life and hap-

piness though aware that the soul seriously contemplating eternity 

would scarcely savor what is vile and low. But Mohammed, cunning 

in all things, enlisted all men with the good things of� this world as 

well as of� the next, and so became their master, and extended the 

limits of� his empire much more widely than did any legislator be-

fore or aft er him.21

This is precisely the thesis of� the three impostors. Where had 

Oldenburg encountered this argument? According to him, he found 

it in a heretical work that was poisoned by “the love of� reasoning” 

and that destroyed “the certainty of� divine revelation.” He said noth-

ing more about it. Some scholars have deduced, perhaps too hastily, 

that he was referring to De tribus impostoribus. But if� this were the 

case, would not Oldenburg have explicitly cited the title? It seems 

more likely that he was referring to a theme then current in many 

antireligious works, and not to the notorious treatise itself, which 

remained a myth. The theme of� the triple imposture was circulating 

widely in England at that time. In 1672, a person of� the London par-

ish of� Saint-Giles-in-the-Fields was tried for “impious, blasphemous, 

and heretical words” for having declared that “Jesus Christ, Moses, 

and Mahomet were three great scoundrels.”!22

More troubling is the testimony of� the bibliophile Richard Smith, 

who, in the 1660s, wrote his “observations” on the report of� “a blas-

phemous treatise on the three great impostors that some say was re-

cently printed.”!23 Smith stated that the treatise was “a rumor” spread 

not only by illiterate common folk but also by their bett ers. Accord-

ing to him, it was a question of� the Latin work writt en by Simon of� 

Tournai, recopied and recently printed. There is nothing to prove 

that he had seen it, but evidently the subject was fashionable in En-

gland in the context of� the religious troubles of� the interregnum and 

the Restoration.

For the radical element, the great founders of� the monotheistic 

religions were in fact purely politicians and legislators. This position 

was defended notably by Henry Stubbs (1632–1676), a close friend 

of� Thomas Hobbes, linked to the republicans and independents. 

Stubbs was an underlibrarian at the Bodleian Library at Oxford and 

a man of� great learning, historical, political, and religious. Accord-

ing to one of� Oldenburg’s friends, John Beale, he formed part of� an 
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atheist sect, a group of� “Hobbesians, Stubbians, atheists, mockers, 

blasphemers.” Oldenburg himself� was somewhat wary of� him, and 

aft er the publication in 1659 of� his pamphlet on “Light Out of� Shad-

ows,” he spoke of� “an unstable and dissolute mind, tending more to 

libertinage and profane things than to the serious and conscientious 

search for truth.” In 1671 Stubbs wrote an “Account of� the Rise and 

Progress of� Mahometanism,” which remained in manuscript form 

for a long time.

If� Mahomet was the main subject, the book also had implications 

concerning Jesus. The founder of� Islam was more than ever viewed 

as an impostor, on both sides of� the Channel. In France, Jacques Bé-

nigne Bossuet made Mahomet the instrument of� that impostor of� 

impostors, the devil. Islam was a “monstrous religion”: “O Lord, how 

credulous humankind is regarding the impostures of� Satan! . . . this 

monstrous religion, which belies itself, has ignorance as its reason; 

violence and tyranny for persuasion; and for its miracles, armies, 

terrifying and victorious armies that cause the world to tremble and 

that reestablish by force the empire of� Satan over the universe.”!24 In 

England, Francis Osborne, in his Political Refl ections upon the Govern-
ment of� the Turks (1656) and Sir Paul Rycaut, in his Present State of� 
the Ott oman Empire (1668), were no more gentle in their treatment. 

Only the Socinians, by reason of� their rejection of� the Trinity, were 

more indulgent. Stubbs took a diff erent approach: for him, Mahomet 

should be seen as a legislator who succeeded in uniting the Arabs, 

who until then had been divided into rival sects. He proposed to 

them a new religion based on monotheism, but divine inspiration 

had nothing to do with the story. Rather, it was a purely political ques-

tion, and Mahomet, far from being a “vile impostor,” was “the wisest 

legislator who ever lived.” The “impostures” of� Mahomet, such as the 

story of� the pigeon that he passed off � as the Holy Spirit, or that of� 

the believer buried in the well, were Christian inventions. Christian 

theologians themselves were in the habit; Stubbs gave a whole list of� 

impostures of� the church fathers intended to blacken their enemies. 

He wrote that Mahomet is undoubtedly considered an impostor by 

Christians, but why? Not on the basis of� his own testimony, or that of� 

his friends, but on that of� his enemies.25

Certainly, the Qur�ān is not the divine word, but nor is the Bible. 

If� we are so strenuously critical of� the words of� the Qur�ān, then we 

ought to show the same critical severity with regard to the writings 
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of� Moses and the others. “I have oft en refl ected upon the exceptions 

made by the Christians against the Alcoran, and fi nd them to be no 

other than what may be urged with the same strength against our 

Bible; and what the Christians say for themselves will fully justify 

the Alcoran.”!26 The Qur�ān and the Bible should be treated in the 

same manner. Mahomet and Moses are two legislators, no more and 

no less. And Jesus enters into the same category: he is someone who 

perceived the messianic tendencies of� his people and skillfully slid 

into the role. Miraculous accidents, improbable eff usions with the 

Holy Spirit, and all the rest are illusions. Christ was a simple man, 

who adapted Mosaic law to the needs of� his own time; it was later, af-

ter the destruction of� the temple, that Christians, in order to defi ni-

tively distinguish themselves from Jews, made him into a god. Jesus 

assured his own secular power by using religion. And here again, he 

drew the parallel between the New Testament and the Qur�ān: “[I] 

do think that our Notions of� the Torments of� the Wicked in a lake of� 

fi re and brimstone somewhere underground, hath as much of� folly 

and absurdity in it as is in any fable of� Mahometans.” Besides, ac-

cording to Stubbs, the prophecy of� the Paraclete in John 16:7 is seen 

by the Muslims as the announcement of� the coming of� Mahomet.27

Moses, Jesus, Mahomet: three skillful legislators, all purely hu-

man. This thesis comes as close as possible to that of� the three im-

postors, and it was this menace that Oldenburg was reacting to. It was 

an urgent matt er to prove divine inspiration with regard to Jesus. 

The writings of� Stubbs, who died in 1676, circulated fairly widely af-

ter his death. They were taken up and developed by Charles Blount, 

a radical and a member of� the Green Ribbon Club. Blount translated 

into English passages of� Spinoza’s Tractatus and Philostratus’ Life of� 
Apollonius (1680). In 1693 he wrote Oracles of� Reason, a precursor of� 

English freethinking. He wrote that “supposing that there were but 

three laws, viz. that of� Moses, that of� Christ, and that of� Mahomet: 

either all are false, and so the whole world is deceived; or only two 

of� them, and so the greater part is deceived.” The three founders are 

exclusively legislators, for “we must know, as Plato and Aristotle well 

observe, that a Politician is a physician of� minds, and that his aim 

is rather to make men good than knowing: wherefore, according to 

the diversities of� men, he must make himself� agreeable to the diver-

sity of� humours, for the att ainment of� his end.”!28 Continuity and 
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solidarity between the three persons and the three religions was also 

upheld by the Unitarians.

It was to save Jesus that Humphrey Prideaux in 1697 published 

his True Nature of� Imposture, affi  rming that Christ had never pre-

sented himself� as a Jewish messiah, promising a temporal kingdom, 

but that he had always spoken of� a spiritual kingdom; his message 

had none of� the “marks, characteristics, and properties” of� impos-

ture, while Mahomet was the very type of� the impostor.

In his 1656 lett er to Borel, Oldenburg likewise pressed him to de-

fi nitively establish the truth of� Christianity by clearing Jesus of� the 

slightest suspicion of� imposture and by proving that he was indeed 

inspired by God. Several times he urged him, as if� Borel were the 

only man capable of� achieving this goal. In November 1657, from 

Saumur, he asked him to produce “powerful arguments” in favor 

of� “revealed truth,” and “to fi nally bring into the light of� day these 

things that I know you have thought about, concerning the necessity 

for religion in general, truth, and the excellence of� the Christian re-

ligion and above all, of� the legislator of� the world.”!29 At Paris, in 1659, 

Oldenburg took notice of� the Colloquium of� Jean Bodin, and he wrote 

to John Worthington that Borel ought to refute that work as well. But 

Borel had other things to do besides. He translated the Mishnah; he 

debated with the Quakers of� Amsterdam. He was also gett ing older, 

approaching his sixtieth year, and his health suff ered in the Dutch 

climate. In 1660 he fell ill. His friends felt that the great work was 

not advancing as quickly as they wished. In January 1660, Hartlib 

told Worthington that Borel “hath writt en a large Tr.[eatise] about 

the Divinity of� the N. Testament, as likewise a larger Work against all 

sorts of� Atheists. He is very much pressed to publish it, but I cannot 

tell yet, how soon it will be done.”!30 In the spring, Dury encountered 

Borel, and assured Oldenburg that he was still working on the great 

project. In August, Oldenburg recommended to Borel that he em-

phasize “the three great principles of� the religion: the existence of� a 

god, his providence, and the divine origin of� the revelation made in 

Holy Scripture.” In December, he wrote once more to Borel that the 

good Christians in England were impatient to see his work fi nished. 

The Restoration of� Charles II had just taken place, and the heterodox 

“do not hesitate to return to their vomit.” It was necessary to prove to 
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the Muslims that “the New Testament, as we profess it, is authentic, 

unaltered, and free of� all addition or reduction.”

The great work would never see the light of� day. Or we might say 

that Borel gave birth to an abortive text. As Rob Iliff e noted in his 

study of� this aff air, the unfi nished work was a jumble, but the machi-

nations of� Oldenburg and others show how highly Borel’s abilities 

were valued.31 In June 1665, Borel was dying. Time was up, and Ol-

denburg asked him to have the work copied in the state it was in. He 

agreed to pay six pounds for it, which he thought was a bit high, even 

for a work touted as clearing Jesus of� any accusation of� imposture. 

The manuscript, which was never published, is now in the library 

of� the Royal Society. It is quite a disappointment: titles of� chapters, 

notes, biblical citations, all grouped under the title Jesus Nazarenus 
legislator. Borel’s intention was to compose a great work of� apologet-

ics aimed at three types of� reader—what we might call the general 

public, nonspecialist intellectuals, and specialists—adapting the 

type of� proof� to each. This was an ambitious project that ended in 

a muddle and had no hope of� dissipating the rumors of� imposture. 

Jesus was presented as a legislator supported by divine inspiration. 

No new argument was advanced.

This aff air off ers an additional illustration of� the spread of� the 

theme of� the three impostors in Holland and England in the second 

half� of� the seventeenth century. It does not allow us to confi rm that 

Oldenburg had seen the notorious treatise, and even less, as Richard 

Popkin suggested, that Spinoza wrote his Tractatus as a response to 

it. Françoise Charles-Daubert made short work of� that hypothesis.32 

In the England of� the Restoration, between 1660 and 1671, the in-

terpretation of� the work of� Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet as that of� 

inspired legislators was exploited by three Anglican theologians: Ed-

ward Stillingfl eet (1635–1699), John Tillotson (1630–1694), and Sir 

Charles Wolseley (c. 1630–1714). Their point of� view was that of� the 

Erastians—that is, those who believed that religious matt ers belong 

to the state and not the church, an understandable position for dig-

nitaries of� a state church like the Anglican. Their thesis ran like this: 

yes, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet were legislators, using religion in the 

service of� politics, and that was part of� the divine plan. God wanted 

religion to help maintain order. Thus, they were not impostors.

Like any other apologetic work, the books of� Stillingfl eet, Tillot-

son, and Wolseley were two-edged weapons: in order to eff ectively 
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att ack the atheists’ arguments, they had fi rst to present them and 

thereby contribute to spreading them. Of� course, we fi nd the argu-

ments of� Celsus in Origen, and those of� Julian in Cyril of� Alexan-

dria. Similarly, Wolseley, forgett ing that silence is the best weapon 

to suppress a case, thought it helpful to add to his book an “atheist’s 

catechism,” in twenty-two questions and answers, which clearly ex-

poses the thesis of� imposture:

—What is that men call religion?

—A politick cheat put upon the world.

—Who were the fi rst contrivers of� this cheat?

—Some cunning men that designed to keep the world in subjection 

and awe.

—What was the fi rst ground of� it?

—Men were frightened, with Tales, that were told them, about invis-

ible nothings.

—When did this fright fi rst seize men?

—’Tis very long ago: and (for ought we can fi nd) ’tis as old as the 

world it self.

—Has this fright upon men been general?

—Yes: the whole world, in all ages of� it, have been possessed with a 

fear of� nothing.33

Stillingfl eet, Tillotson, and Wolseley diff er from Bayle in their belief� 

that it is impossible for an atheist to be virtuous. In this respect, they 

are closer to Hobbes: for a state, there must be religion or else chaos. 

The state ought to make use of� religion; this is not an imposture but 

rather a political necessity willed by God himself.

The theme of� religious imposture was more than ever at the center 

of� debates in the second half� of� the seventeenth century, especially 

in Holland and England, where politico-religious confrontations 

and a relative freedom of� expression permitt ed the controversy to 

develop. It was based both on historical examples, such as Apollo-

nius of� Tyana as exploited by Charles Blount, and on contemporary 

cases that illustrated the theory, such as that of� the English Quaker 

James Nayler, who claimed to be Christ.

Confusion was ensured by a proliferation of� works entitled Th ree 
Impostors, connected to various individuals. In 1654, in a case of� “the 

world turned upside down,” the astrologer Jean-Baptiste Morin pub-

lished a De tribus impostoribus targeting the trio of� Gassendi, Neuré, 
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and Bernier, who refused to accept his horoscopic calculations. Guy 

Patin mentioned a De tribus nebulonibus att acking Cromwell, Maza-

rin, and the Neopolitan Anicello; he himself� would have preferred, 

he said, the trio of� Cromwell, Mazarin, and the general of� the Society 

of� Jesus. In 1667 there appeared at London a book called History  of� 
the Th ree Late Famous Impostors, featuring Shabbetai Z>evi (a famous 

false messiah who mobilized Jewish communities worldwide be-

fore converting to Islam), Mahomet Bei, and Padre Ott omano. This 

work was published at Hamburg in 1669, and at Paris in 1673, and 

the three individuals reappeared in Imposteurs insignes [Famous Im-
postors], printed at Amsterdam in 1683. A famous De tribus magnis 
impostoribus by Christian Kortholt was published at Kiel in 1680, 

then at Hamburg in 1693. This work reversed the roles: the three im-

postors in question were Hobbes, Spinoza, and Edward Herbert of� 

Cherbury (the “father of� English deism”). Jean Dekker in turn gath-

ered under this rubric Hobbes, Spinoza, and Tommaso Campanella 

(a Dominican friar condemned for heresy for having denied the au-

thority of� Aristotle, and who later upheld Galileo). Jean Henri Ursin, 

in 1661, grouped Zoroaster, Hermes Trismegistus (mythical author 

of� esoteric texts in the Greco-Egyptian tradition), and Sanchoniatus 

Phaenicius. A Parisian engraver grouped Confucius, Mahomet, and 

Arius (an early medieval bishop who rejected the doctrine of� the di-

vinity of� Jesus). Adrian Beverland used the label tribus impostoribus 

for three English bishops who disapproved of� his writings. A French 

minister at London “united under the same title of� three impostors, 

the three persons of� Mahomet, Ignatius of� Loyola [founder of� the 

Jesuit Order], and George Fox [founder of� Quakerism].” Prosper 

Marchand wrote of� Loyola that

it seems to me that this did him an injury; that he deserved infi -

nitely more to be put in the number of� idiots and crazy people than 

among sharps and impostors. . . . Someone who today holds the fi rst 

rank in one of� the major Protestant churches associated him a bit 

more appropriately with a madman and a lunatic, because he shared 

these two characteristics about equally. Saint Dominic, said this fa-

mous fi gure, bragged of� being invulnerable; Saint Francis claimed 

to have been nourished on the bread of� the angels; and Saint Igna-

tius claimed to have been granted spiritual gift s much greater and 

more admirable than those of� all the other saints combined.34
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Marchand also cited L’Espion turc dans les cours des princes chrétiens 
[A Turkish Spy in the Courts of� Christian Princes], which associated Ma-

homet, Judas, and Luther, “calling them the most wicked, evil, and 

detestable men who ever lived.” He concluded his overview:

Finally, one could make a new work under this same title of� Th ree 

Impostors, on infi nitely bett er foundations than any of� its predeces-

sors, by grouping the Ismaelite Mahomet, the Jew Abdulla, and the 

Christian Sergius, if� it is true that they united to compose this bi-

zarre rhapsody of� paganism, Judaism, and Christianity, entitled the 

Qur�ān, and which holds the place of� a divine revelation for all the 

members of� the Mahometan sect. Jews and Christians have affi  rmed 

it for several centuries as a certain and incontestable truth, and the 

publisher of� the lett ers of� L’Espion turc was so far convinced of� it that 

he found no diffi  culty in representing them as such at the start of� 

the last volume of� the work and in calling them “three impostors.”

The world was full of� impostors, who oft en went in threes. There 

was nothing more common than this idea in the second half� of� the 

seventeenth century. And there was nothing surprising in the fact 

that rumors concerning the notorious blasphemous treatise De tri-
bus impostoribus became more insistent than ever. Debates around 

the idea of� religious imposture, nourished by the decisive support 

of� Hobbes and Spinoza, increased public interest in this mysterious 

work. Was it merely by chance, then, that in the course of� this “Eu-

ropean crisis of� conscience,” they fi nally “discovered” the devilish 

work? They even discovered two versions of� it at once, one Latin and 

one French!
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From the De tribus to the Trois imposteurs: 
Discovery or Invention of� the Treatise? 
(1680–1721)

Born in the thirteenth century, the myth of� the Treatise of� the Th ree 
Impostors circulated for centuries in Europe as a rumor before be-

coming a reality at the start of� the eighteenth century. The text 

appeared suddenly—or rather the texts, since there exist a great 

variety, in diverse languages, with multiple variations. This prolif-

erating presence poses as many problems as the absence over the 

fi ve previous centuries. Where did they come from, all these copies, 

in manuscript and print, that seemed to sprout up everywhere by 

a sort of� spontaneous generation? Scholars and historians of� ideas 

have brooded for a long time over this mystery, which is all the more 

diffi  cult to unravel as the treatise belongs to clandestine literature, a 

genre whose defi ning characteristic is to cherish secrets—of� origins, 

of� authors, of� circulation. The historian’s task is thus especially dif-

fi cult, and the results are extraordinarily complex. In the absence of� 

offi  cial sources, the researcher is reduced to exploring signs, some-

times enigmatic, of� doubtful reliability, and sometimes contradic-

tory. Even the contemporary authors, publishers, and collectors of� 

the eighteenth century disagreed among themselves on the origin 

of� the texts; added to their debates are those of� the historians who, 

especially since the 1970s, have att empted to untangle the skein. Hy-

potheses clash and only serve to deepen the mystery. We make no 

claim to bring new light to bear; rather, we shall sketch the outlines 

of� the question. Out of� concern for clarity, we shall limit ourselves 

to a simplifi ed presentation of� the main facts, as att ested, while at-

tempting to avoid caricature. But to simplify such a confusing his-

tory seems like an impossible challenge, and we ask our readers’ for-

giveness in advance if� clarity is not always apparent.

The fundamental problem is that we are dealing with the origin of� 

both a Latin text, De tribus impostoribus, and a French text, the Traité 
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des trois imposteurs. There are important diff erences between the two, 

but also distinct interrelations. Since the Latin text is chronologi-

cally the older, we shall begin with it.

Sources of� the De tribus: Kiel, 1688

The trail begins in 1662. In a lett er of� 3 February addressed to Huet, 

Jean Chapelain told how Claude Hardy, a mathematician and friend 

of� Descartes, had told him, in the presence of� Huygens and Thévenot, 

“that a foreigner had shown him this printed book,” that “the print-

ing resembled books printed at Vregovia [sic]in Silesia,” but that he 

had not read it.1 Att ention then turns to Germany, where the follow-

ing year, 1663, Théophile Spitzel, the fi rst historian of� atheism, in 

his Scrutinium atheismi historico-aetiologicum [Historical-Aetiological 
Investigation of� Atheism], mentioned “tractatus ille horrendus de Tri-

bus impostoribus [that horrifying treatise on the three impostors],” 

which he deemed worthy of� the eternal fl ames for its treatment of� 

Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet as impostors.2 In 1680, Christian Kort-

holt declared that he also had seen the De tribus, at a bookseller’s in 

Basel; in 1681, Jean Dekker wrote that “the detestable book is openly 

sold in France”;3 in 1682 a scholar, Martin Lipenius, affi  rmed that 

“the De tribus impostoribus had been printed in 1669 in octavo.”!4

However, all this was still rather vague. Matt ers began to get seri-

ous with the entrance onto the stage, still in the 1680s, of� famous in-

dividuals: Prince Eugen and his librarian Baron von Hohendorf, the 

philosopher Leibniz, the preacher Johan Friedrich Mayer, and some 

others. These developments also occurred in Germany.

On 3 April 1688 a disputatio took place at the University of� Kiel, in 

which Johan Friedrich Mayer presented a communication entitled 

Comitia taboritica a Christo, Mose et Elia celebrata, in which he dis-

cussed the episode of� the transfi guration of� Jesus, with the appari-

tion of� Moses and Elijah. Mayer (1650–1712), a Protestant minister 

and councilor to the Swedish King Charles XII, was obsessed with 

imposture. Active on the southern shores of� the Baltic Sea, in Swed-

ish Pomerania, he published several works at Hamburg, and forced 

the false prophet Olger Paulli to leave Hamburg for Amsterdam. At 

the end of� the session on 3 April, an assistant, Johann Joachim Mül-

ler, asked him questions, and several days later brought him a copy of� 

a manuscript, to which he had added a personal appendix contain-
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ing antibiblical criticism borrowed from Spinoza and the German 

atheist Matt hias Knutt el. Müller, born in Hamburg in 1661, was the 

grandson of� the Hamburg theologian Johannes Müller (1598–1672), 

author of� Atheismus devictus [Atheism Vanquished]. As a law student 

at Leipzig and then at Altdorf, Müller apparently gave Mayer a copy 

of� the notorious De tribus, augmented with a personal commentary. 

This is according to a colleague of� Mayer’s at the Swedish University 

of� Greifswald, J. H. V. Balthasar. Where did Müller’s manuscript come 

from? What connection did it have to the one that Salvius alluded 

to in his lett ers to de Castro in 1635? Or to the one at Witt enberg, 

said to date from 1645? What was Müller’s role in its composition? 

These are all questions that remain unanswered.5 The known pres-

ence of� forty-one manuscripts of� the De tribus in the Baltic region, 

as listed by historian Wolfgang Gericke, underlines the importance 

of� this region in the birth of� the treatise. Gericke studied these texts 

minutely and divided them into three groups, based on their diff er-

ences. According to him, the common ancestor actually came from 

Switzerland, around the middle of� the sixteenth century, in the cir-

cles opposed to Calvin. But he advanced no decisive argument.6

It is still true—and here we come back to fi rmer ground—that from 

1688 Johan Friedrich Mayer had in his library a copy of� De tribus 
impostoribus, whatever its origin. The manuscript excited envy and 

aroused curiosity. Many people asked to see it. Some privileged ones 

were even allowed to copy it: Christen Worm (1672–1737) had one of� 

these copies by 1695,7 through Palthenius as intermediary. One of� 

Worm’s friends, Peter Friedrich Arpe, also had one made. This man 

is an important link in the history of� the Th ree Impostors. Raised in 

Schleswig-Holstein, a personal possession of� the king of� Denmark, 

he studied at Kiel, then moved to Copenhagen, where he rubbed 

shoulders with historians and scholars such as Worm, all of� whom 

took an interest in heterodox literature. There, he att ached himself� 

to the diplomat Gerhard Ernst Franck von Frankenau (1676–1749), 

whose library he frequented and to whom he dedicated an Apologia 
pro Vanino, a brief� for Vanini, composed around 1705. Frankenau, of� 

Heidelberg, had been the secretary of� the Danish embassy in Spain. 

He took a great interest in the De tribus, having seen Worm’s copy, 

which he said had come from the one in Mayer’s library.8

Arpe had his own copy, which he att ributed—according to a pastor 

of� Hamburg, Nikolaus Staphorst—to Johann Joachim Müller. He did 
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not believe in the antiquity of� this text, as he himself� wrote: “Johann 

Müller having mentioned in his Atheismus devictus that infamous 

book on the three impostors in terms implying that he had read it 

and had access to a copy, Johan Friedrich Mayer, Th.D., a thorough 

polymath, enquired aft er that abominable but very rare production 

of� the human mind from Müller’s grandson, who did not utt erly re-

fuse a request from a man of� renown who at that time had power in 

the city.” He procured for him a text “received . . . under the title De 
tribus impostoribus.”!9

In 1712, Arpe accompanied the Danish diplomat Johann Heinrich 

von Ahlefeld to the United Provinces, where he was to participate in 

the negotiations for the Treaty of� Utrecht. He sett led in The Hague, 

bringing with him his copy of� De tribus. While there, he associated 

with many diplomats, intellectuals, exiled Huguenots, booksellers, 

and publishers. He took advantage of� these contacts to publish his 

Apologia pro Vanino at Rott erdam, with the publishers Fritsch & Böhm, 

to whom the Calvinist pastor Jacques Basnage had introduced him. 

At Rott erdam, he was in contact with the circle of� the Chevaliers de 

la Jubilation, a group to which Prosper Marchard belonged, as well 

as Levier, Fritsch, and Böhm. This group was preparing to publish 

L’Esprit de Spinoza—that is to say, a French version of� the Th ree Impos-
tors, of� which we shall speak later. They took an interest in Arpe’s 

Latin manuscript, which had nothing to do with their own text. But 

Arpe remained quite discreet about his Latin copy. He spoke a litt le 

about the De tribus in his Apologia, but in terms so vague that the 

Journal des savants, in commenting on the work, felt safe in affi  rming: 

“There are many indications that the book of� the three impostors is 

purely a chimera.”!10

Th e Intervention of� Leibniz and of� Baron von Hohendorf

In the United Provinces, Arpe, a good networker, also made the ac-

quaintance of� other interesting individuals, such as Pieter Neef� 

(Naevius) (1667–1731), a Dutchman who had married the niece of� 

Adrian Beverland. The latt er was the author of� a De tribus imposto-
ribus, something that caught Arpe’s att ention. He obtained a copy 

for himself, but the work turned out to be no more than a diatribe 

against three bishops. Much more interesting was the presence at 

The Hague of� Baron von Hohendorf.
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Hohendorf� had formed part of� the inner circle of� Prince Eu-

gen of� Savoy (1663–1736), a brilliant general and a great-nephew of� 

Cardinal Mazarin, who had recently distinguished himself� by his 

victories in the War of� the Spanish Succession. Beyond his military 

talents, Eugen of� Savoy was a knowledgeable bibliophile, and Ho-

hendorf, who had many qualities, was at the same time his aide-de-

camp and his supplier of� rare books. He was also a diplomat, “more 

of� a spy than a minister,” as Torcy wrote; “a knave more skilled than 

most,” according to Saint-Simon.11 A connoisseur of� men and manu-

scripts, he furnished the court at Vienna with valuable works, all the 

while keeping the best for himself, especially proscribed works. He 

collected “unexpurgated editions, works that had been suppressed 

or proscribed and of� which most copies had been burned,” accord-

ing to Albert-Henri de Sallengre in 1715.12 His library was one of� the 

richest in Europe. It held all the clandestine literature, invaluable 

and oft en unique works, such as the Th eophrastus redivivus of� 1659 

(an anthology of� ancient materialism), the works of� Giordano Bruno, 

and those of� Bonaventure Des Périers. Such a man owed it to himself� 

to possess a copy of� the De tribus.13 He had the fi nancial means and 

the connections necessary to obtain it. The negotiations at Utrecht 

in 1712–1713, like the earlier negotiations at Westphalia, off ered the 

opportunity to encounter the cream of� diplomats—collectors of� for-

bidden works. He was also in touch with all the notable freethinkers, 

such as the Englishman John Toland; he knew the publisher Prosper 

Marchand. Did Arpe actually meet him? There is no evidence to say 

so, but Hohendorf� had in his library the Apologia pro Vanino.

The baron was looking for the De tribus impostoribus, which be-

came a kind of� grail for freethinkers. Undeniably, copies existed, 

but the fortunate possessors did not proclaim their ownership from 

the rooft ops, and even in their private correspondence they aff ected 

great revulsion with regard to it: it was always a “pernicious,” “detest-

able,” “damned,” “abominable” book. To possess it, unless you were a 

great lord eff ectively above the law, was dangerous. The De tribus was 

sought by all the police forces of� Europe. Thus in Saxony in 1716, all 

the bookstores were ransacked, and all the books that had the words 

“three impostors” in their title were confi scated. Publishers were 

arrested, such as Johann Gott lieb Krause, who had mentioned the 

forbidden book in his Bücher-Historie.14 Prudence and dissimulation 

were necessary.
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Arpe was all the more aware of� this because his own name began 

to circulate, both as the owner of� a copy of� the De tribus and as the 

author of� a Réponse à la dissertation de Monsieur de La Monnoye sur le 
Traité des trois imposteurs [Response to the Discussion of� Monsieur de La 
Monnoye on the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors], an anonymous work 

published at Rott erdam in 1716 which affi  rmed that such a treatise 

existed. This Response aroused the curiosity of� someone else who 

took a close interest in the De tribus, the philosopher Gott fried Wil-

helm Leibniz, famous all over Europe, who was then seventy years 

old. At the time, Leibniz had just consulted the copy from Mayer’s 

library. This was a rare privilege, because Johan Friedrich Mayer kept 

a close eye on his treasure. He showed it only to friends he could 

trust, but would not permit even them to read it. In January 1709, a 

Leipzig journalist wrote:

While in Saxony, I saw the book of� the Th ree Impostors in the study of� 

M. . . . It is an octavo volume in Latin, with no mark, no publisher’s 

name, no publication date, but to judge by its appearance, it seems 

to have been produced in Germany. In vain did I make use of� all 

imaginable ploys to obtain permission to read it in its entirety, but 

the owner, a man of� delicate piety, would never give his permission, 

and I even knew that a famous professor of� Witt enberg had off ered 

him a large sum.15

Aft er Johan Friedrich Mayer died in 1712, his son, Doctor Mayer, 

decided to sell his books. Hohendorf� was interested, and it was prob-

ably at his request that Leibniz, whom he knew personally, sought 

to see the notorious book. Despite his fame, the philosopher found 

it diffi  cult to obtain permission. Under close watch, he was able to 

read the book in Mayer’s room, which did not take long, because it 

numbered only twenty-eight pages. On 13 March 1716, Leibniz wrote 

to Baron von Hohendorf:

Doctor Mayer fi nally permitt ed me to read, in his room and in his 

presence, the manuscript treatise De imposturis religionum. I will give 

you the most exact information possible. This work consisted of� 

14 leaves and 28 pages in a small folio, each page containing about 

25 lines. The fi rst period, which I shall report shortly, consists of� 

four and half� lines, the last of� six lines. The work appears to have 

been writt en more than sixty years ago by a very legible German 
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hand. . . . One could read nothing more execrable, more impious, or 

even more dangerous. . . . The style is full . . . of� aff ected gallicisms. 

The fourth page of� the work has been almost entirely eff aced with a 

pen, apparently because of� the blasphemies it contains.16

The manuscript, which thus was entitled De impostoribus religionum 
breve compendium, was immediately purchased and became part of� 

Prince Eugen’s library.

Leibniz’s att ention was next att racted by the Réponse, which pub-

lic rumor att ributed to Arpe. We shall return to these texts in the 

context of� the French copy of� the three impostors. La Monnoye (or 

La Monnoie) had writt en that the Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors had 

never existed, neither in Latin nor in French. In 1716 he drew an 

anonymous response that declared the contrary. At fi rst the author 

was thought to be Arpe. Leibniz, who knew that the treatise existed, 

since he had just read it, wrote on 31 March 1716 to a librarian of� 

Berlin, Mathurin Veyssière de La Croze: “I must thank you for the in-

formation that you give me concerning the book De imposturis. You 

know that Monsieur de La Monnoye had added to the Menagiana a 

discussion of� the book De tribus. A certain Mr. Arpe, to be found in 

Leiden, a German I believe, wanted to refute this dissertation by a let-

ter that he had printed, where he appeals to experience, saying that 

he had held the book in his hand, and reporting details.”!17 La Croze 

had never heard of� Arpe. He asked for information about him, on 

7 April, from his friend the theologian Johann Christoph Wolf, who 

responded on the 24th: “I know this Arpe about whom Leibniz wrote 

you. He lives in Kiel. . . . He did not miss the opportunity, elsewhere 

and above all at Copenhagen, to acquire an excellent knowledge of� 

literary questions; but he seemed to me to be drawn by a sort of� im-

pulse toward forbidden books, as one calls them, so much so that I 

was not surprised that he might have confi dential information on 

the Liber de tribus impostoribus.”!18 On 1 May, in another lett er to La 

Croze, Wolf� wrote further about Arpe’s bad reputation:

I have more than once lamented the fate of� this Arpe, a cultivated 

and refi ned man, who seems to me to waste his energy and his intel-

ligence. I was told that, in a certain society that gathers in Kiel on 

fi xed days each week to discuss recent publications, his contribu-

tions betrayed a mind that took the greatest interest in things that 

others considered of� the least value. He told me to my face, about ten 
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years ago, that he had read the notorious Colloquium heptaplomeres 

of� Jean Bodin, in which I myself� found no trace, several years later, 

of� I know not what knowledge and understanding that he claimed 

to have found there.19

On 19 May, Leibniz wrote to La Croze that Arpe “is a man who ap-

pears not to worry himself� about ‘what will people say,’ nor about the 

articles of� faith,” but he did not believe him to be the author of� the 

Réponse. Aft er Leibniz’s death in 1716, La Croze continued to take an 

interest in Arpe and in the three impostors in his correspondence 

with Johann Lorenz von Mosheim. He expressed his discomfort at 

seeing how Arpe defended Vanini, and his friend Krause got himself� 

arrested for having had in his shop, among other things, the notori-

ous Réponse. La Croze wrote to Mosheim: “If� you please, tell me if� it is 

true that a certain good and wise man [Leibniz] once said that Arpe 

was the author of� this work published in French, on the subject of� 

this wicked book, of� which rumor reports the existence, on the three 

impostors. You know that the reprinting of� this French pamphlet at 

Leipzig irremediably damaged the reputation and the fortune of� an 

excellent man, my great friend Johann Gott lieb Krause.”!20 Mosheim 

responded:

I can assure you on my word that he is absolutely not the author of� 

this pamphlet that has caused so much harm to my very honorable 

friend, as well as yours, Krause, whose misfortune I sincerely regret. 

It is true that he had in his possession, with many other things of� 

the same type, the wicked book [the De tribus] described in the pam-

phlet [the Réponse] by this phantom author, whoever he may be. . . . 

However, I don’t wish to hide from you either that he had the inten-

tion of� relating the content of� this book [De tribus] at greater length 

than he actually did, if� that other Frenchman had not intervened 

and the aff air had not made so much noise.21

La Croze was not entirely convinced. On 16 August 1718 he returned 

to the subject that Arpe had a copy of� the De tribus—where did it 

come from? He was not alone in posing the question.

I shall not prevent this opinion, already so widespread, from stick-

ing in the minds of� practically all those learned men. This conjec-

ture or judgment of� men is supported by your statement that Arpe 

possesses this litt le book. Some ask themselves how the author of� 
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the French pamphlet published by Krause knew it? Where do all the 

copies come from of� this book until now unknown to the learned 

world? Moreover, suspicion is increased by the fact that, for all those 

who understand French, it is evident on reading the pamphlet that 

it was writt en by a German and not by a Frenchman. But this should 

remain entre nous [in French in the original text].22

Arpe was not the author of� the Réponse. He defended himself� 

again in a text of� critical importance for our subject: a note that he 

composed for the second edition of� his Apologia pro Vanino, aft er 

1717. He stated:

I publicly deny being the author of� that lett er, as some people would 

like to believe, even if� I possess two copies of� two works that exist 

under this title [Th e Th ree Impostors]. One, from the library of� Johan 

Friedrich Mayer, is in Latin, the other in French, whose recension in 

the Umbständliche Bücher-Historie caused so much trouble for Krause. 

Concerning the leaves that came from Mayer’s museum, I can only 

add the report of� a man worthy of� trust: it was a recent concoction 

by Johann Joachim Müller, who wrote it to defend his intellectual 

position in a dispute; his grandfather had mentioned the book, and 

had not denied that he owned it; in consequence, Mayer, his close 

friend, demanded it from him repeatedly. . . . I admit readily and 

concede that it exists and that unfortunate papers of� that nature cir-

culate, but I am fi rmly persuaded that it is not as old as people say, 

nor of� those authors, and that it has never been printed.23

Arpe thus rejected any medieval origin of� the De tribus, any att ri-

bution to Frederick II and des Vignes. For him, it was the work of� 

Müller. Moreover, he added, the title exerted such a fascination that 

it was taken up by many, in order to att ract att ention and stimulate 

sales: “Any book of� an irreligious nature is generally sold under this 

name.”

Arpe also admitt ed that he had a copy in French, which today re-

sides in the Staatsbibliothek of� Berlin. It is a treatise in eight chap-

ters, in which Arpe wrote an important note, naming the authors; 

Jean Rousset de Missy and Vroesen: “P. M. [Prosper Marchand] re-

ported that M. Rousset, at The Hague, had taken upon himself� to de-

fend the fable of� the three impostors against M. de La Monnoye. This 

was the occasion for M. Vroesen, councilor at the court of� Brabant, 
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to print the work there, augmented under the above-mentioned title 

[L’Esprit de Spinoza] with the inclusion of� some chapters from De 
la sagesse of� Charron and some from the Coups d’État of� Naudé.”!24 

Prosper Marchand later confi rmed this.

Arpe thus had in his possession both versions, the Latin and the 

French, the latt er under the title of� L’Esprit de Spinoza. These were 

only two fl owers from his “remarkable collection of� rare and for-

bidden books,” as H. Schröder noted.25 Also to be found there were 

works of� Bruno, Beverland, Toland, Servetus, Knützen, and Lau. The 

last-named, Theodor Ludwig Lau, born at Königsberg, had stud-

ied philosophy and theology there. He then studied under Chris-

tian Thomasius at the University of� Halle before traveling around 

Europe—Holland in 1685, England in 1697, France in 1700—and es-

tablishing himself� as a jurist at Frankfurt-am-Main. In 1717 he pub-

lished Meditationes philosophicae de Deo, mundo, homine [Philosophical 
Meditations on God, the World, and Man], which was immediately con-

demned, confi scated, and burned. This should not have surprised 

him, since he himself� had writt en in the preface: “They will call me 

a heretic, an atheist, a Spinozist, and will revile me with even worse 

names and titles.” However, he found the sanction too hard to take, 

and declared that even if� his book was worse than the De tribus im-
postoribus, it deserved confi scation at most. He appealed in vain to 

the University of� Halle and to his old teacher Thomasius. His Medi-
tationes took up once again the idea that religion is the invention of� 

priests and politicians, and his list of� impostors included—besides 

Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet—Confucius, the Pope, Luther, and Cal-

vin. Later, an unknown person commercialized his book under the 

title De tribus impostoribus, thereby illustrating Arpe’s point: the no-

torious treatise exerted such a strong fascination that people made 

use of� the title to sell more copies at higher prices of� all sorts of� an-

tireligious works. In this particular case, there was fraud concerning 

the merchandise: Lau’s book, full of� hermetic refl ections, was not 

worth much.

Th e De tribus: A German Aff air

Arpe’s case illustrates perfectly the intellectual atmosphere of� north-

ern Germany at the start of� the Enlightenment, in the opening years 

of� the eighteenth century. It was an ambiguous atmosphere, where 
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dissimulation and distrust ruled, and where interest in religious 

criticism was evident but hidden under a pious, or even pietistic, 

exterior. The fascination with the De tribus impostoribus shows this 

quite well. People claimed to see the book everywhere; they confused 

it with other books; they fabricated fakes, which others bought at the 

price of� gold; and they did all this while cursing the work. Thus, in a 

lett er of� 12 August 1700, an anonymous correspondent of� W. E. Tent-

zel, author of� the Curieuse Bibliothec, wrote to him:

As far as the manuscript of� De tribus impostoribus is concerned, I 

hereby announce to you that I shall soon receive the same book 

translated from the Italian. Thus, the content of� the latt er [is] writ-

ten like W., whose title [would have been] snatched in Holland by 

the author (or rather the translator), because he did not want to have 

problems because of� it. The entire book consists of� eight notebooks, 

and the author discusses in the fi rst chapter the general ignorance of� 

men, who are full of� prejudices. In the following chapter, he deduces 

at length the causes that have pushed men to imagine an invisible 

being, whom they call God; from there, he goes on to the Bible and 

speaks of� it in a disorderly manner. In the third chapter, he proves 

exactly what religion is and that it was created by ambitious men. 

From there, he takes the occasion to focus on Moses and Christ, of� 

whom he speaks great blasphemies that I recoil from transcribing; 

and aft er that he goes on to Mahomet. Finally, he speaks in a very 

subtle manner of� Hell, the Devil, and other things.26

Tentzel immediately made the connection to a copy of� the De tri-
bus that he thought he could pinpoint to the library of� Wolfenbütt el. 

In January 1689, another of� his friends apparently said, “I remember 

having read in an evangelical theologian whose name escapes me at 

present, that the book De tribus impostoribus had been obtained by 

the library of� Wolfenbütt el, at great expense, by its noble founder. I 

almost regret not having asked for it at that time, when I was there. 

But I was so taken up with pious thoughts that it never crossed my 

mind to dream of� these wicked deviltries. Let us leave that research 

to someone else.”!27

Thus, there is alleged to have been a copy of� the De tribus in Ital-

ian, translated from Latin at latest in 1688. Tentzel’s correspondent 

apparently testifi ed to having the work in his possession. His friend 

B. G. Struve evidently tried in vain to see it, writing: “I myself� can 
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testify about this friend, who claimed to possess the book in Italian, 

which I did not succeed in seeing in spite of� my urgent solicita-

tions.”!28 Tentzel’s luck was no bett er. In a loan exchange for another 

rare book, his correspondent promised to send him a translation of� 

the Italian copy of� De tribus, but he postponed the date repeatedly, 

writing to Tentzel on 10 January 1701: “I would also have sent you, 

as promised, the book De tribus impostoribus, but the friend of� W. has 

not yet sent it to me, and relates with many details that it truly ex-

ists in rerum natura, but that he hesitates to publish it or to pass it 

to someone by reason of� its great impiety, but he is quite willing to 

show it off .”!29

Miguel Benitez, who has studied this episode, concluded that the 

Italian text never existed, and that Tentzel’s correspondent “was the 

victim of� a regrett able misunderstanding.”!30

Everything leads us to believe that he must have received a lett er 

from his friend, probably in Latin, containing the description of� a 

work on the three impostors, and that he confi ned himself� to tran-

scribing this passage in his fi rst lett er to Tentzel. But he never saw 

this work, and even less the supposed Italian original, because if� 

that had been the case, it would be diffi  cult to understand both his 

interest in the translation and the att itude of� his friend, who not 

only hesitates to send him a copy, but feels obliged to protest that 

the work really does exist. This friend surely would have alerted him 

that the treatise on the three impostors was—or claimed to be—a 

translation of� the De tribus impostoribus whose existence had long 

been debated. He must have thought that this translation had been 

made from the Italian—no doubt because, like Tentzel, he believed 

the original to have been the work of� Aretino.31

As for the Wolfenbütt el copy, it would simply be a copy of� the one 

belonging to Mayer, who never went to Wolfenbütt el. The librarian 

of� the Herzog August Bibliothek wrote on 25 July 1721 to Professor 

Cornelius Koch: “I can tell you squarely that the book you seek does 

not exist in the August library, although Tentzel affi  rms this on the 

report of� his friend.”!32

Mystery, jealousy, curiosity, and the coyness of� collectors all com-

bine to muddy the waters and create a sort of� psychosis of� the three 

impostors; the spirit of� the work seems to bleed into these scholars, 
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who vie with one another to commit imposture, to the point that no 

one knows any longer who is deceiving whom. Add to this the fact 

that many of� these individuals had a double life: respectable, ortho-

dox believers and conformists on the one side, working in offi  cial 

institutions, and skeptical freethinkers or atheists on the other, with 

no one knowing clearly which of� these two faces was the cover-up for 

the other. Professors like Thomasius at Halle or Reimarus at Ham-

burg are examples. They all revered Vanini, while at the same time 

vilifying him. Johann Lorenz von Mosheim, Arpe’s friend, had a good 

career as an academic theologian, all the while interesting himself� in 

anti-Christian clandestine literature. He admired John Toland, and 

wrote against him; as part of� a small group that included Arpe, the 

law professor Heubel, and the jurist and historian Westphalen, he 

projected writing a “history of� burned books,” which never saw the 

light of� day. Frontal att acks were a rare event, like that of� Matt hias 

Knützen, the son of� an organist of� Oldenmouth in Holstein, who 

became an atheist thanks to his theological studies at Königsberg, 

then enrolled at the University of� Copenhagen. He wrote incendiary 

pieces, which caused him to be pursued across Germany and Den-

mark in the 1670s. He was the self-proclaimed founder of� an atheist 

group, the Conscientiaries, and wrote in his pamphlet Amicus, Ami-
cis, Amica: “We deny God and we throw him down from his heights, 

rejecting the Temple with all its priests. What suffi  ces for us Consci-

entiaries is the knowledge not of� one but the greatest number . . . , 

this conscience that nature, the benevolent mother of� the meek, has 

granted to all men, in place of� Bibles.”

Another fi nding comes out of� the research on the confused ori-

gins of� the De tribus: the localization of� the controversies in northeast 

Germany and Denmark. Certain locations come up over and over 

again, such as Saxony, Brandenburg, Pomerania, Schleswig-Holstein, 

Berlin, Halle, Königsberg, Kiel, Hamburg, Leipzig, and Copenhagen. 

Everything points to a Germanic origin of� the text. The present-day 

locations of� the known copies, both manuscript and print, show a 

heavy concentration in German territory and its borders: Berlin, 

Celle, Constance, Krakow, Dresden, Gotha, Danzig, Gött ingen, Halle, 

Hamburg, Hanover, Kiel, Lübeck, Oldenburg, Tübingen, Weimar, 

Witt enberg, and Wolfenbütt el. In 1990 Miguel Benitez, who has pub-

lished a list of� known copies, sketched the variants of� these texts, 
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starting from what he called a “common trunk,” that is, the “theolog-

ical, moral, and political dissertations on the three notorious impos-

tors.”!33 The existing copies bear diff erent titles, in French or Latin:

Livre des trois imposteurs• 

Traité des trois imposteurs• 

Les trois imposteurs• 

De trois imposteurs• 

Traité des trois réformateurs c’est-à-dire Moïse, Messie et Mahomet• 

De tribus impostoribus• 

Liber de tribus impostoribus• 

Manuscriptum de tribus impostoribus gallico sermone• 

Manuscriptum de tribus impostoribus• 

De tribus impostoribus Moyse, Jésus-Christ et Mahomet• 

Damnatus liber de tribus impostoribus• 

Liber famosissimus de tribus impostoribus• 

Among these copies of� copies, there are variants, additions, and 

omissions. Since the treatise gained its status from its supposed dat-

ing to the thirteenth century, some anonymous contributor even 

saw fi t to add, between 1712 and 1716, a forged lett er from Frederick II 

to Ott o of� Bavaria, and to relate, in a Dissertation sur le livre des trois 
imposteurs, the circumstances in which he had learned of� the book. 

He claimed that a soldier had lift ed it in the course of� pillaging the 

library of� the Prince Elector of� Bavaria, at Munich, aft er the batt le 

of� Höchstädt in 1704. He added details, such as that the writing was 

so tiny, full of� abbreviations, and lacking in punctuation that it was 

almost illegible. According to him, the hand was that of� Pierre des 

Vignes, while the lett er came from the hand of� Frederick II himself. 

This improbable Dissertation immediately raised suspicions. Leib-

niz wrote on 30 April 1716: “The city of� Munich was not taken in 

disorder, but given up in a manner that kept the Elector’s belong-

ings sheltered from pillage by the soldiers, and I doubt that an of-

fi cer in the troops could have penetrated unseen into the library of� 

His Highness. His Great Library is not in his residence; one must be 

speaking of� a small personal library. Whatever, the thing deserves 

more precise research.”!34 Caspar Fritsch was much more blunt: “It is 

all a complete fabrication. I made inquiries about it once in Frank-

furt. . . . Everyone was in complete ignorance of� it,” he wrote in 1737 
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(lett er to Prosper Marchand, 7 September 1737; the lett er is given in 

English translation in Margaret C. Jacob, Th e Radical Enlightenment: 
Pantheists, Freemasons and Republicans, Early Modern Europe Today 

[London: George Allen & Unwin, 1981], 277–79).

Can we still speak of� an authentic original text of� the De tribus im-
postoribus? Such a notion scarcely makes sense in view of� the prolif-

eration of� copies, the multiplication of� variants, and the anonymity 

of� the scribes. All the copies are in some sense “authentic” in their 

originality—they are all authentic impostures. That said, the general 

sense can be traced across all the versions, and the variants rest on 

diff erences in inspiration and emphasis. If� one of� the texts can be 

chosen as a reference, the “standard” text, the vulgate of� the De tribus, 

that text is without doubt the one from Mayer’s library, purchased in 

1716 by Eugen of� Savoy, which bears the title De imposturis religionum 
breve compendium. In 1753, the manuscript was published by Straub, 

a bookseller of� Vienna, with the made-up date of� 1598—a mysteri-

ous choice, perhaps pure chance, perhaps recalling the birth date 

of� Johannes Müller, grandfather of� the “discoverer,” Johann Joachim 

Müller? Or was it an allusion to Frederick, whose name encoded 

numerologically is 1599? No one knows. The only certainty is that 

the Mayer copy is now held by the National Library of� Vienna.35 It 

bears all the distinctive traits described by Leibniz in his lett er to 

Hohendorf: octavo, twenty-eight pages, German-style writing, quite 

legible, page 4 eff aced. There is a copy in the University Library of� 

Strasbourg.36 We shall rely on this version, a translation of� which was 

published in 2002 by Raoul Vaneigem, to analyze the contents.37

Preliminary  Polemic: Does the Trois imposteurs Exist? (1715–1716)

But fi rst, we need to investigate the origin of� the French treatise 

of� the Trois imposteurs, whose text and context are quite diff erent 

from those of� the De tribus, even if� there was oft en interrelation and 

confusion between the two. The fi rst, imprecise trace of� such a text 

comes from the 1670s. A lawyer at Reims, Marc Antoine Oudinet, 

in a memoir writt en around 1672, spoke of� a Traité des trois impos-
teurs, which he claimed to have seen and read. He gave a summary 

of� it that corresponds to the content of� chapter 3 of� the defi nitive 

version. We fi nd there the argument of� Philo against Moses, that of� 



138�c h a p t e r  f i v e

Celsus against Jesus, and the history of� the “oracle pit” in connec-

tion with Mahomet, a story that Naudé had published in 1667 in his 

Considérations politiques.38

Then we move to 1694, with the publication of� a book entitled 

Menagiana, ou Les bons mots et remarques critiques, historiques, morales 
et d’érudition de Monsieur Ménage, recueillies par ses amis [Menagiana, 
or Th e Wit and the Critical, Historical, Moral, and Learned Observations 
of� Mr. Ménage, Collected by His Friends]. On page 332, we read:

They say that the poor man who was put to death some time ago 

had in his pocket an extract of� a book of� the Th ree Impostors. It was 

a small piece of� paper containing insults against J.-C. and against 

the Holy Virgin. M. Baudelot, who saw this paper, claimed that it 

was not an extract from the book of� the Th ree Impostors; he said 

that it was only a collection of� the worst calumnies against our re-

ligion that could be found in certain wicked works composed by 

Jews and printed in Germany under the title Tela ignea Satanae [Th e 

 Fiery  Weapons of� Satan] together with refutations. . . . We must ask of� 

M. l’abbé Drouyn if� he has discovered anything concerning the 

book of� the Th ree Impostors.

This short passage shows at least one thing: the treatise was already 

so well known that the slightest examples of� blasphemy were pre-

sumed to be extracts from it.

In reaction to this psychosis, in 1712 the learned Bernard de 

La Monnoye of� Dijon, a friend of� Bayle, wrote a Lett re à Monsieur 
Bouhier, Président au parlement de Dijon, sur le prétendu livre des trois 
imposteurs [Lett er to M. Bouhier, President of� the Parlement of� Dijon, on 
the So-called Book of� the Th ree Impostors]. The lett er was published in 

a greatly expanded edition of� the Menagiana (1715). In the lett er, La 

Monnoye was formal: the Traité des trois imposteurs was a purely leg-

endary work, a fi ction, a fable invented by the libertines “because 

they wanted it to be true.” If� this book “whose mere title evoked fear” 

existed, it would have been placed on the Index, condemned, burned, 

refuted; people would have quoted from it. But nothing! Not a trace, 

not a copy. It stank of� imposture. “Some years ago,” said La Monnoye, 

“one of� my friends read me a lett er from Bayle, in which he spoke 

of� a German scholar’s intention to publish a dissertation proving 

that there was indeed a printed book entitled De tribus impostoribus. I 

responded in a lett er proving the contrary, a copy of� which was sent 
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to Bayle. M. de Beauval quoted it in his Histoire des ouvrages des sa-
vants [History  of� Learned Works], in February 1694. At the request of� 

President Bouhier, I shall redo the proof� here.” There followed long 

sections recapitulating the rumors that for centuries had att ributed 

the mythical treatise to all the heterodox writers, without the slight-

est proof: “Stupid compilers, lacking any concept of� what we call 

criticism, fi xed on the fi rst likely prospect they could fi nd—whether 

Étienne Dolet of� Orléans, or Francesco Pucci of� Florence, John Mil-

ton of� London, or someone named Merula, a false Muslim—and en-

tangled them all in the net of� the same accusation.”!39 “And I am by 

no means the only one to deny the existence of� this treatise,” wrote 

La Monnoye. “Struvius has done so in his De doctis impostoribus, 

Kortholt in his De tribus impostoribus, Placius in his De anonymis et 
pseudonymis.”

Bourdelot, who was occupied with the editions of� the Menagiana, 

had writt en to the Abbé Nicaise: “I believe that M. de La Monnoye’s 

treatise will be very interesting, and that it will determine once and 

for all what we should think of� the notorious treatise De tribus im-
postoribus.”!40 On the contrary! La Monnoye’s Dissertation ignited a 

blaze. For in Germany and Holland, some knew quite well that the 

De tribus existed; they had a copy, as we have seen, even if� it was not 

very old. In 1715 there appeared an anonymous Réponse à la Disserta-
tion de Monsieur de La Monnoye, published in 1716 at The Hague by 

Henri Scheurleer; Albert-Henri de Sallengre reproduced extracts in 

his Mémoires de litt érature (1716). The message of� the Réponse was as 

blunt as that of� the Dissertation: the treatise exists, I have seen and 

read it, I have translated it, and here is a summary. 

This mysterious Réponse caused a lot of� ink to fl ow—fi rst of� all, 

concerning its author. We have seen that Arpe was wrongly sus-

pected at fi rst, but then consensus sett led on Jean Rousset de Missy 

(1686–1763), as we learn from a lett er of� 7 November 1737, from 

Fritsch to Marchand: “I am relieved to know that Sieur Rousset is the 

author of� the Réponse.”!41 Some were still skeptical on the subject, like 

B. E. Schwarzbach and A. W. Fairbairn, who recalled that the thirty-

year-old schoolmaster had always shown an altogether conventional 

piety.42 But in an era when playing a double game was practically 

the rule, this scarcely constituted a major objection. All indications 

seem, on the contrary, to point to Rousset de Missy as the author of� 

this Réponse. Beyond Fritsch’s lett er, the elaborate circumstances in-
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vented to explain how he came in contact with the Traité remind us 

that this radical journalist, a great enemy of� France, fought in the 

army of� Prince Eugen. He wrote Prince Eugen’s biography and also a 

description of� the batt le of� Höchstädt. In the preface of� his Réponse, 

he told how at Frankfurt-am-Main in 1706, in the company of� a the-

ology student named Frecht, he made the acquaintance of� a German 

offi  cer, Trawsendorff , who was looking to sell books and manuscripts 

that he had stolen during the pillage of� the library of� Munich fol-

lowing the batt le of� Höchstädt. Among these manuscripts was the 

De tribus impostoribus, whose history here crosses that of� the French 

Traité. Therefore, we must take a closer look at this episode to which 

we have already briefl y alluded.

The offi  cer refused to share his copy, for which he hoped to get 

a good price. Eventually, aft er having emptied several bott les, he 

agreed, but he made Rousset de Missy and his companion promise 

not to copy it. They promised, but with mental reservations: if� they 

didn’t exactly copy it, they nonetheless quickly made a French trans-

lation of� the work before giving it back to its owner, who not long af-

terward sold his bundle of� manuscripts for 50 thalers to a Frankfurt 

library that the Prince Elector of� Bavaria had charged with recover-

ing the valuable stolen volumes.

I thus have in my study the French translation of� the notorious De 
tribus, wrote the author of� the Réponse. Trawsendorff ’s manuscript 

was the original, unique, authentic, never-before-published version. 

The proof: it was preceded by a manuscript lett er from Emperor 

Frederick II to Ott o, duke of� Bavaria. Here is the text of� the lett er:

Frederick, emperor, to the very illustrious Ott o, my very faithful 

friend.

I took care to have a copy made of� the Traité, which has been 

composed about the three notorious impostors, by this learned man 

with whom you yourself� conversed on this subject in my study. Al-

though you may not have asked me for it, I am sending you shortly 

the manuscript, whose purity of� style equals the truth of� its content. 

For I know how eagerly you are hoping to read it. Also I am per-

suaded that nothing can give you more pleasure, unless it might be 

the news that I had squashed my cruel enemies and that I had my 

foot on the neck of� the hierarchy of� Rome, whose skin is not yet 

red enough from the blood of� so many thousands of� men, whom 
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its madness has sacrifi ced to its abominable pride. Please believe 

that you will one day hear that I have triumphed over them, or else 

I shall die of� the eff ort. For, whatever reverses may happen to me, 

never will they see me, like my predecessors, go bend my knee be-

fore her. I place my hope in my arms, and in the faithfulness of� the 

members of� the Empire; and your good wishes and help will con-

tribute no small amount. But nothing would contribute more than 

if� one could persuade all Germany of� the sentiments of� the learned 

author of� this book. This is much to be desired. But where are those 

who would be able to carry through such a project? I recommend to 

you our common interests. Live in happiness. I shall always be your 

friend. F.I.43

Then Rousset de Missy gave a resume of� his translation of� the 

De tribus. It was composed, he said, of� six chapters. The fi rst spoke 

of� God, or rather of� the false image that men make for themselves; 

the second, “of� the reasons that have led men to imagine a God”; 

the third, of� “what the word religion means, and how it slid into the 

world,” giving the examples of� Numa Pompilius, Moses, Jesus, and 

Mahomet; the fourth, of� the “sensible and evident truths”; the fi ft h, 

“of� the soul”; and the sixth, “of� the spirits who are called demons.”

What are we to make of� this Réponse? According to Françoise 

Charles-Daubert, one need only replace the names of� Trawsendorff � 

and Frecht, in this unbelievable story, with those of� Hohendorf� and 

Fritsch in order to understand what happened: Hohendorf� loaned to 

Rousset de Missy and Fritsch the copy of� the De tribus in the library 

of� Prince Eugen, along with two other clandestine books, the Th eo-
phrastus redivivus and the Spaccio della Bestia trionfante of� Giordano 

Bruno, and Rousset de Missy did the French translation. Perhaps.

A word now on the article called “Dissertation sur le livre des Trois 
imposteurs et Réponse à M. de La Monnoie,” also published in 1716 by 

Albert-Henri de Sallengre (1694–1723) at The Hague, in the Mémoires 
de litt érature. This young man, a precocious scholar, was a collabora-

tor on the Journal litt éraire of� The Hague. The editorial team of� this 

periodical formed a closed, even secret, circle, with links to freema-

sonry and a taste for radical ideas. It included men like Wilhem Ja-

cob’s Gravesande, Prosper Marchand, Thémiseul de Saint-Hyacinthe, 

and Justus van Eff en, who directed the eff ort from 1712 to 1723. The 

group’s specialty appeared to be muddying the waters, in the style of� 
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van Eff en, who could write equally that “our religion is not of� a kind 

to require us to sacrifi ce our good sense,” and that the enemies of� 

religion “make a show of� two of� the most monstrous opinions that 

have ever emerged from the bizarre recesses of� the human imagina-

tion”: those of� Epicurus and Spinoza.44 In his article, Sallengre is true 

to this spirit of� confusion. He takes up all the cases of� the authors 

cited by La Monnoye and dismissed by him as possible authors of� 

the De tribus, and he puts them forward, declaring that the De tribus 

exists, and that La Monnoye is in agreement, that he only wrote his 

Dissertation in order to disguise his own heterodoxy. Sallengre prof-

its by this to say that Ménage himself� had a very ambiguous att itude 

and that “the same thing can be said of� La Monnoye, except that La 

Monnoye was more open to the accusation of� atheism than Ménage 

himself.” La Monnoye, one might say, participated in the tradition 

and in the intellectual and moral games of� the learned libertines.45

What was Sallengre trying to do? His object is not clear. Up to 

this point, all the protagonists in this aff air seemed to be playing a 

double game, unless quite simply they were participating in a sort 

of� anachronistic public relations campaign, with the goal of� build-

ing public interest in the Traité des trois imposteurs just ahead of� its 

publication. Three years later, in 1719, it appeared in French under a 

double title: La Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza.

Th e Reference Edition: Th e Hague, 1719

This edition is the fi rst one of� which copies survive, four in all: one 

in Los Angeles,46 one in Brussels,47 one in Florence,48 and one in 

Frankfurt.49 It is possible that it may have been preceded by an ear-

lier edition, in 1712, of� which there is no known surviving example, 

but whose existence is mentioned in a manuscript notation at the 

front of� the copy in Los Angeles. An owner of� the book wrote: “No 

one yet knows the author of� this infamous production, which ought 

never to have seen the light of� day and copies of� which are already 

becoming scarce. It is att ributed, but with no certainty, to a medical 

doctor of� The Hague, called Lucas, who was a Spinozan. Bure Bibl. 

vol. 1, p. 494, no. 868, which cites an octavo edition of� 1712.” The 

note alludes to the work of� G.-F. De Bure, Bibliographie instructive, ou 
Traité de la connaissance des livres rares et singuliers [Instructive Bibli-
ography, or Treatise on the Knowledge of� Rare and Unique Books] (Paris, 
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1763), which does indeed mention that La Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza 

was “printed (in Holland) in 1712.” Silvia Berti, who has made a thor-

ough study of� all the existing copies, supplies two more indications, 

but nonetheless remains a skeptic: “We cannot exclude the possibil-

ity that Levier or some other of� his publisher friends might have 

released a ‘pre-edition’ in 1712 with a very limited print run. This hy-

pothesis receives support from the fact that the chapters drawn from 

Charron and Naudé seem to have been added by Levier in 1712, ac-

cording to what we learn from a manuscript of� the Esprit preserved 

at Munich. . . . Further research should confi rm or invalidate this 

hypothesis.”!50

In the absence of� new discoveries, we must consider the edition 

of� 1719 as the fi rst. So let us examine this work. Its exact title is La Vie 
et l’Esprit de Mr Benoît de Spinoza, a title that makes no allusion to the 

three impostors. It is followed by a quatrain:

Si faute d’un pinceau fi dèle

Du fameux Spinoza l’on n’a pas peint les traits,

La sagesse étant immortelle,

Ses écrits ne mourront jamais.

If� for lack of� a faithful brush

No one painted Spinoza’s face

Wisdom being immortal

His writings will never die.

The content is dual: a very laudatory biography of� Spinoza, the Vie, 

which everyone agrees in att ributing to Jean-Maximilien Lucas, 

a Huguenot who emigrated to Holland and who would have com-

posed it around 1678; and L’Esprit, which is in reality the text that 

would be republished many times under the title of� the Traité des 
trois imposteurs. Why not use this title, which had att ained the status 

of� myth and was the object of� so much research and controversy in 

that era—a title that would certainly be more evocative and more 

appealing than L’Esprit de Spinoza? No doubt because the authors, 

having borrowed liberally and in an easily identifi able way from 

the scandalous philosopher, could scarcely present their text un-

der a title that would suggest an ancient origin. Later editions, aft er 

1721, were less scrupulous and took the classic title of� Traité des trois 
imposteurs.
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The work of� 1719 bears no indication of� the place of� publication, 

nor the name of� the publisher, nor, of� course, that of� the author. If� the 

two fi rst mysteries are now resolved—the book was published at The 

Hague by Charles Levier in collaboration with Thomas Johnson—

the third continues to give rise to hypotheses. Only the Los Angeles 

copy includes a portrait, possibly that of� Spinoza (which would be 

logical), but which, in the absence of� the slightest resemblance, could 

also be that of� Charron or of� Naudé, since the work is based on a 

skillful collage of� passages from these authors, with the addition of� 

borrowings from Hobbes and Vanini. From Spinoza, the author took 

the appendix of� book 1 of� the Ethics, of� which this constitutes the 

fi rst French translation.

The book is preceded by an ironic “Advertisement,” very much in 

the spirit of� the times, specifying that the “monstrous work” that fol-

lows is only being published to give good Christians the opportunity 

to refute it, because

there is perhaps nothing that gives strong minds a more plausible 

pretext for insulting religion, than the manner of� behavior of� its de-

fenders. On the one hand, they treat their objections with contempt, 

and on the other hand, they zealously demand the suppression of� 

books that contain these objections that they fi nd so despicable. . . . 

It is to intelligent folk, capable of� refuting it, that we shall take care 

to distribute this small number of� copies. There is no doubt that 

they will keep the author of� this monstrous work on the run, and 

that they will upset from top to bott om the impious system of� Spi-

noza, upon which are founded the sophisms of� his disciple.

This is a good reason to sell dear. “So few copies of� this work were 

printed that the work will scarcely be less rare than if� it had remained 

in manuscript.” There follows a “Copyist’s Preface,” which hammers 

home the point: “The work is suffi  ciently rare to be worth examining 

by intelligent people.” It reports the ideas of� Spinoza, who “gained 

such a dishonorable reputation because of� his doctrine.” But “the 

author is unknown, in truth, although he who composed it was one 

of� his disciples.”

Scholars embarked on a search to discover the identity of� this 

bold writer. The publisher must of� necessity have used a manuscript 

as the basis for his edition: where did it come from? The text being a 

veritable puzzle, the study of� the origin of� the diff erent components 
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has made it possible to piece together the complex history of� this 

book. Even if� some points are still disputed, the explanation given 

as early as 1756 by Prosper Marchand in his Dictionnaire historique is 

generally accepted as the most probable.

Marchand was well positioned to have inside knowledge of� this 

publication. Born in 1675 at Guise, he belonged to a dynasty of� well-

known musicians. From 1698 to 1711, he was a bookseller-publisher 

at Paris, in the rue Saint-Jacques. As a Protestant, he chose exile in 

Holland in 1711, at Amsterdam and at The Hague. A bookseller-

 publisher at fi rst, he went on to devote himself� to learned works, 

with a special interest in heterodox works. We owe to him a repub-

lication of� the Cymbalum mundi. He collaborated on the Nouvelles de 
la République des Lett res, annotated the Satire Ménipée, and published 

the work of� Brantôme and Villon. His lifetime achievement was the 

Dictionnaire historique, or Mémoires critiques et litt éraires, concernant la 
vie et les ouvrages de divers personnages distingués, particulièrement dans 
la République des Lett res [Historical Dictionary , or Critical and Literary  
Memoirs, concerning the Life and Works of� Various Distinguished Persons, 
Particularly in the Republic of� Lett ers]. He lacked the time to fi nish it; it 

was his collaborator and successor Johannes Nicolaas Sebastiaan Al-

lamand who would publish it in 1758 at The Hague. Voltaire himself� 

complained of� being ill-treated in the work, as he noted in a lett er to 

Allamand of� 1 June 1758: “They tell me that this Prosper Marchand 

whom you have condescended to publish was formerly a bookseller 

who wrote worse than he printed. I have never heard tell of� this man 

except on the occasion of� the crude insults they say he clothes me 

with in his posthumous works.”!51 The great man, who could not 

stand criticism, sounded off � against “these vile impostures that to-

day are so despised, and scarcely read by lackeys in antechambers.”!52 

Prosper Marchand dared to scratch King Voltaire—clearly a crime 

of� lèse-majesté and one that illustrates the independent spirit of� 

Marchand. This remarkable scholar pretended, like everyone else, 

to be scandalized by the story of� the three impostors. But he fre-

quented all the social and publishing circles of� Holland, including 

the most radical, and was personally acquainted with the writers and 

printers who surrounded the publication of� La Vie et l’Esprit de Spi-
noza: Jean Rousset de Missy, whom we have already met; Jean Aymon 

(1661–1734), a Piedmontese who had been a priest, then converted to 

Protestantism at Geneva, before becoming an author at The Hague; 
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the publisher Johnson, and above all his colleague Charles Levier, a 

French Huguenot who sett led in Rott erdam in 1716 and was a mem-

ber of� the society of� the Chevaliers de la Jubilation, along with the 

bookseller-publishers Caspar Fritsch and Michael Böhm. Levier 

published some important works, such as those of� Jacques Basnage 

and Rapin de Thoyras. He was above all an ardent Spinozan, “a man 

extremely infatuated with the system of� Spinoza, although he was 

in no condition to read him in the original, and had not a jot of� 

the abstract knowledge required,” in the polite words of� his friend 

Marchand.53

Marchand himself� knew, bett er than anyone else, the circle of� 

French immigrants in Amsterdam and The Hague, where the mem-

ory of� Spinoza mixed with speculations on the three impostors.54 In 

his Dictionnaire historique, he devoted a long article to the question 

of� the “Impostoribus (Liber de tribus).” His opinion was categorical: 

the De tribus impostoribus never existed. It was a

chimerical work, one of� which everybody spoke but that nobody 

had actually seen, and which probably owed its existence—or, bett er, 

the noise that its title had made for so long—only to the libertine 

and impious thought of� Simon of� Tournai, a doctor of� philosophy 

and theology at the University of� Paris in the thirteenth century. . . . 

I do not believe that all those who brag boldly of� having seen and 

read this work have seen and read anything other than some evil 

rhapsody, answering more or less well to a title so well suited to 

dazzle the curious with its supposed rarity, and cobbled together in 

secret by some one of� those miserable compilers who hardly care 

what they put in a book; and who, seeking only to astonish fools 

with the seductive appeal of� an impressive and deceptive title, get 

them to buy as dearly as possible not only the loss of� their time and 

trouble but also oft en the corruption of� their mind and heart.

Th e Birth of� L’Esprit de Spinoza and of� the 
Trois imposteurs (1700–1721)

That said, there were many De tribus and Trois imposteurs treatises in 

circulation. But they were all recent. Marchand undertook to retrace 

the history of� the composition of� La Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza (1719). 

The base text would be a dissertation on the Spinozan conception 
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of� religion, which would necessarily date the text aft er 1677, the year 

of� publication of� the Ethics in the philosopher’s Posthumous Works. 

Chapter 2 of� L’Esprit was a quasi translation into French of� the ap-

pendix of� chapter 1 of� that book. The date of� composition of� the 

original text of� L’Esprit can be narrowed to between 1700 and 1710 

on the basis of� a statement by Marchand, writing in 1752: this work, 

he said, “which we saw making the rounds in manuscript for the 

past forty or fi ft y years . . .” As for the author, said Marchand, it was “a 

Mr. Vroese, councilor of� the court of� Brabant at The Hague”; this was 

what was writt en at the end of� a manuscript copy of� the Traité. There 

was indeed a Jan Vroese, or Vroesen, born at Rott erdam on 4 October 

1672, son of� a burgermeister of� Rott erdam named Adrian Vroesen. 

Jan studied law at Utrecht, carried out diplomatic duties in France in 

1701 and 1702, became a member of� the court of� Brabant, and died in 

1725. The man did indeed exist, and a document discovered by Silvia 

Berti has confi rmed in a decisive manner that he was the author of� 

the original treatise. It is an anonymous remark from 1737 concern-

ing a copy of� the Traité des trois imposteurs:

The author of� these last remarks (quite lengthy, on a thesis where the 

M.C. religion and M. are att ributed to three impostors), Mr. Aymon, 

well known by his rare knowledge and his change of� religion, could 

not be ignorant of� the true author of� the manuscript, known under 

the title of� the three notorious impostors, and of� which he published 

an edition under the title On the Th ought and the Life of� Spinoza, be-

cause Mr. Aymon himself� and Mr. Rousset were those who corrected 

the original of� Mr. Vroesen, councilor of� the Council of� Brabant at 

The Hague, the true author of� the above-mentioned manuscript. 

Mr. Rousset, to make his friend’s manuscript more valuable and 

sought-aft er and to amuse the public at the same time, added to it a 

dissertation on the three impostors which he had printed aft erward 

by Sr. Scheurleer, bookseller at The Hague.55

There are other indications as well. Arpe, who also had a copy of� 

L’Esprit, att ributed its paternity to Vroesen. And we should not be sur-

prised if, being a Dutchman, he wrote in French: his private journal 

was in French, and he belonged to the Walloon Church, which used 

French as its main language.

The next stage: L’Esprit was recopied in 1711 by the printer and 

publisher Charles Levier, an enthusiast for everything relating to 
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Spinoza, as we have seen. He made his copy from a manuscript of� 

Benjamin Furly, according to a lett er from Fritsch to Marchand dated 

7 November 1737: “La Vie de Spinoza was copied stroke for stroke 

from the copy that Levier made from the MS of� Mr. Furly: there is 

nothing new except some notes, the litt le advertisement, and the cat-

alog of� works: but L’Esprit de Spinoza was reworked and expanded. 

Are we permitt ed to know by whom? . . . Levier copied it in 1711; this 

type of� book was his hobby. If, since that time, he had dealings with 

Rousset, all the doubts about it turn into evidence.”!56 Fritsch even 

specifi es later that “Levier copied it in a hurry.”

And who is this Furly, who possessed the original or a copy of� 

Vroesen? He was an Englishman of� Essex, a Quaker, who emigrated 

to Holland. Born in 1636, he was quite old (he died just a few years 

later, in 1714) and was the owner of� an impressive library of� some 

fi ve thousand volumes. He was close to Vroesen, and knew many 

English deists.

So there is L’Esprit, in Levier’s hands. Fritsch’s lett er suggests that it 

was Rousset de Missy who made the project possible. He was already 

thinking about affi  rming, contrary to La Monnoye, the existence of� 

a Traité des trois imposteurs, and Vroesen’s text interested him for this 

reason. Together with Jean Aymon, they “reworked the language,” as 

Marchand wrote in his article. Nothing surprising in that: Vroesen’s 

French was somewhat rough.

Vroesen’s text was to undergo more than grammatical changes. 

Charles Levier and his associate Johnson added entire paragraphs 

borrowed from Charron and Naudé. Here is Marchand’s description 

of� the process:

Two other booksellers, men even more fi lled with irreligion than he 

of� Rott erdam was with stupidity, having recovered one of� these cop-

ies, revised and corrected it in numerous places; they made many 

additions, both impious and historical—one major one among oth-

ers dealing with Numa Pompilius, whose imposture they discussed 

at greater length—expanded it here and there with some notes of� 

the same character, divided up the chapters diff erently, and added 

six new ones, composed of� shreds torn from the Trois véritez and the 

Sagesse de Pierre Charron and the Considérations de Gabriel Naudé sur 

les coups d’État, and placed between chapters 3 and 4 of� their manu-

script. Finally, having placed their own Advertisement at the head of� 
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the compilation, they had it printed under this title: La Vie et l’Esprit 

de Mr Benoît de Spinoza.

What are the precise extent and tenor of� the modifi cations made 

by Levier and Johnson? Thomas Johnson was a publisher and book-

seller of� The Hague, who maintained contacts with English free-

thinkers. In 1709, he published a Latin work of� John Toland, Adeïsi-
daemon, and in 1719 he was associated with Levier. Both men took 

an interest in the works of� the learned libertines of� the fi rst half� of� 

the seventeenth century. Their contribution to L’Esprit consisted of� 

expanding the episode of� Numa Pompilius, as found in Machiavelli, 

and the theme of� political imposture, with reliance on Naudé. They 

deliberately accentuated the political side of� the manipulation of� 

religion by rulers, and borrowed from Charron some thoughts on 

superstition. They also drew on Vanini. The borrowings were not 

innocuous: taken out of� context, they were used in a clearly anti-

Christian sense. Thus, the borrowings from Charron were drawn 

from the fi rst edition (1601), the most extreme, and not from the ex-

purgated editions of� 1604 and 1607; all the passages making Christi-

anity a noble exception were suppressed. For example, in chapter 13, 

where they cited Charron’s diatribe against the cruelty of� religions, 

they left  out the end of� the paragraph, which read: “but all that was 

abolished by Christianity.” Similarly, when Charron posed the ques-

tion of� what is the “true” religion and wrote, “We have no doubt 

or diffi  culty in knowing which is true, with Christianity having so 

many advantages and such high and authentic privileges above the 

others,” that sentence disappeared. In short, Levier and Johnson took 

a harder stance: all religions are impostures. All the ambiguity of� the 

libertines disappeared.

L’Esprit, thus reworked and expanded with six new chapters, now 

contained twenty-one chapters in all. It is this edition that will serve 

as the basis for our study of� the text. Later editions may be carved 

up diff erently, but the content is practically identical. As for La Vie, 

which precedes L’Esprit, it was unanimously att ributed to Dr. Lucas. 

The two texts, joined, were then published in 1719 by Levier and 

Johnson at The Hague as La Vie et l’Esprit de Mr Benoît de Spinoza.

The story would be too simple if� it stopped there. In fact, an anon-

ymous lett er of� 1714, published in 1731 in the catalogue of� the library 

of� Jacob Friedrich Reimmann, already referred to a manuscript of� 
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L’Esprit de Spinoza, in eight chapters, whose titles correspond to those 

of� the classic version,57 and the lett er writer implied that the treatise 

was due to Dr. Lucas. And when, in 1719, La Vie de Mr Benoît de Spinoza 

was published in the Nouvelles litt éraires, it was accompanied by the 

following commentary: “However, we do not believe that we need 

to be mysterious about the fact that we copied this writing aft er the 

original, whose fi rst part treats the life of� this person, and the second 

gives an idea of� his mind. . . . You might say, perhaps with certainty, 

that the entire work is in fact that of� the late Sr. Lucas, so well known 

in these provinces for his Quintessentes but even more by his habits 

and manner of� living.”!58 Was Lucas, rather than Vroesen, the author 

of� the L’Esprit? Certain similarities between the style and content of� 

La Vie and L’Esprit, disclosed by Françoise Charles-Daubert, might 

make us think so. But the history of� Vroesen as set out by Rousset de 

Missy and Jean Aymon rests all the same on the solid base of� Mar-

chand’s testimony. Therefore, it seems more plausible to think that 

Levier and Johnson worked from two manuscripts—that of� Vroe-

sen and that of� Lucas, blended into one with the additions of� the 

editors.

The edition of� 1719 was very limited, as stated in the preface: “So 

few copies of� this work were printed that the work will scarcely be 

less rare than if� it had remained in manuscript.” Marchand con-

fi rmed this, adding that the few copies printed sold poorly because 

of� the exorbitant price being asked for them. When Levier died, 

there remained three hundred copies, which his heirs had burned. 

The rare copies that escaped were worth a fortune:

It was Charles Le Vier, bookseller/publisher in this city, who had the 

work printed; he sold only a few copies because he demanded a pis-

tole apiece; when dying he ordered that the rest be burned; and aft er 

that, they sold for as much as 50 fl orins. What is certain is that aft er 

the death of� one of� these booksellers, his heirs sent me 300 cop-

ies of� this edition, which, according to their wishes, were all put to 

the fl ames; reserving nonetheless the Vie de Spinoza, which could be 

kept, and to which a bookseller that we dealt with found it good to 

have a new title added: La Vie de Spinoza, par un de ses disciples; nouvelle 

édition non tronquée, augmentée de quelques notes, et du catalogue de ses 

écrits, par un autre de ses disciples. À Hambourg, chez Henry  Kunrath, 

M.DCC.XXXV. [Th e Life of� Spinoza, by One of� His Disciples: New Edition, 
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Unabridged, Augmented with Some Notes and a Catalogue of� His Works, 

by Another of� His Disciples. At Hamburg, by Henry  Kunrath, 1735].59

The decision by Levier and his heirs to destroy the stock was prob-

ably due to a bad conscience. In any case, La Vie and L’Esprit thereaf-

ter led separate lives. La Vie, the more respectable, was reprinted at 

Hamburg in 1735. As for L’Esprit, it became the Traité des trois impos-
teurs and was reprinted as early as 1721 under this title, in an edition 

of� only one hundred copies, of� which none has survived. This is how 

Marchand presents matt ers: one copy of� L’Esprit de Spinoza,

having landed in Rott erdam in the hands of� a crook, a German 

named Ferber, a self-described doctor by profession, a man ex-

tremely suspect and discredited, together with a bookseller/pub-

lisher of� that city, named Michel Böhm, a man as disorderly as 

himself, but very stupid and thus very ready to allow himself� to be 

seduced by a skillful and experienced rogue, they had it printed un-

der the following title: De tribus impostoribus, des trois imposteurs. À 

Francfort sur le Main, aux dépens du traducteur, M.DCC.XXI. It was a 

small quarto of� about seven and a half� leaves, or sixty pages; but 

they did not include the Préface historique et analytique which I have 

summarized here. This bookseller died shortly aft erward, and the so-

called doctor was so bold as to demand from his widow 200 ducats 

that he claimed to have loaned on the 100 copies that were printed 

of� this edition, and of� which he had command, as well as of� the copy 

and proofs. Some people thought they would take their complaints 

about this to the magistrate, but one of� the ministers of� the Walloon 

Church of� that city, considering the annoying consequences that 

might follow on this, said that it would be much bett er to suppress 

such an aff air, and this advice was followed. However, out of� fear that 

they might rethink that decision, this miserable man retreated at 

once from Rott erdam, with all his copies, of� which we have heard 

no more since.60

A Franco-Dutch Commercial Imposture?

For Marchand, it was a question of� a purely commercial operation. 

The text of� L’Esprit, reworked to reduce it to six chapters, and with 

a new title, circulated from this point on under the catchy name of� 

Traité des trois imposteurs.
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People imagined that this was actually the notorious treatise De tri-

bus impostoribus. However, it was not like that at all, for it was only a 

question of� a fairly new work, since this printed work was nothing 

other than L’Esprit de Spinoza, a writing that people had seen circu-

lating in manuscript for some forty or fi ft y years, preceded by the 

Life of� this philosopher—a work of� which several copies exist in the 

studies of� several interested parties, and of� which some impostor, 

aft er having reduced chapters 3, 4, and 5 into a single chapter, and 

thus reduced the whole work to six chapters instead of� eight, had 

decided to change the title, in order to sell it under more than one 

face and thus fool the same people more than once.61

The circumstances surrounding the birth of� the French Traité des 
trois imposteurs were troubled, to say the least. It was basically, as we 

have seen, a collage of� texts borrowed from Spinoza, Naudé, Charron, 

Vanini, and La Mothe Le Vayer. The borrowers were a small group of� 

scholars, libertines, journalists, and booksellers, with aims that were 

at once commercial and ideological, under the façade of� piety. The 

role of� Marchand himself� is not terribly clear. What goal was he pur-

suing in devoting such a long discussion to this litt le “red book,” as 

the 1719 edition was familiarly referred to? He displayed in his ar-

ticle his distaste for the purely commercial methods of� the booksell-

ers-publishers, whose practices he trashed in a lett er of� 1711, citing 

Guy Patin: “There is nobody more crooked than the booksellers.”!62 

Marchand himself� was a scholar and a good Christian, which did not 

prevent him from publishing the Cymbalum mundi. But he defended 

freedom of� expression and intellectual honesty, as was noted by the 

Calvinist scholar Jean Alphonse Turretini, who wrote to him in 1730: 

“The third way of� which you speak, which is to use equivocal terms, 

is very bad; . . . let us leave to each man the freedom to think what 

he wishes on particular questions.”!63 Marchand, in developing the 

notes for his article “Impostoribus,” wanted to denounce the com-

mercial practices that surrounded the release of� the Traité. The fact 

that he burned, apparently without emotion, the three hundred cop-

ies that had been confi ded to him, and which could have brought in 

a considerable sum, is a serious indication of� his sincerity.

The people who collaborated in the publication of� the three im-

postors included journalists, or, as they were called, gazetiers, nouvel-
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listes, publicistes. This profession was then in its beginning stages, 

if� we except the offi  cial press as Renaudot had practiced it under 

Richelieu. The magazines, mostly literary, that grew up at the start of� 

the eighteenth century in the climate of� relative freedom that then 

existed in Holland, were at the origin of� this new profession, which 

was still fi nding itself� and was already confronted with problems 

of� professional ethics. It is interesting to note that Marchand had 

among his papers an Essay on the Journalist’s Profession,64 in which 

he emphasized the inevitable temptation of� journalism: to create 

the event, if� necessary by twisting it, by deceiving, by exaggerating, 

by publishing articles that were genuine impostures: “What is a ga-

zett e? . . . a writing based on the relations that cheating, imposture, 

and interest dictate. Is it thus the master of� these events? or will it 

create them to feed the curiosity of� the public?” The journalist had 

to “examine the nature of� the news, the number, the good faith, and 

the sincerity of� his correspondents.” The Traité des trois imposteurs 

appeared to scoff � at all these rules: it was a fake that passed for a me-

dieval work while it was only a jumble of� borrowings from recent 

texts whose paternity was not always recognized. It was an imposture 

on top of� an imposture, which Marchand denounced.

Of� course, among those who took part in the preparation of� the 

Traité, some were sincere: freethinkers, libertines, radical thinkers 

such as Rousset de Missy. But for Marchand it was the commercial 

aspect that was paramount in its publication. For him, the bookseller-

publishers were the principal parties responsible. The Dissertation of� 

La Monnoye and the Réponse of� Rousset de Missy created suspense 

and aroused the interest of� a specialized public. The att raction of� 

the scandalous, the forbidden, the hidden, fanned by a provocative 

title, increased the passion of� the curious, of� collectors, as well as of� 

sincere atheists, and the very limited size of� the edition raised the 

stakes. We might suspect, as John Christian Laursen suggests, that 

Levier had kept the three hundred copies in order to create an ar-

tifi cial shortage to make prices go up.65 Aft er the destruction of� the 

stock, said Marchand, copies were selling for as much as 50 fl orins, 

for a small book of� barely a hundred pages, or nearly one month’s 

salary for a Calvinist minister. In comparison, the four enormous 

volumes of� Bayle’s Dictionnaire were selling for 60 fl orins, and ordi-

nary books for less than one fl orin.
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Françoise Charles-Daubert has shown that the publication of� La 
Vie et l’Esprit, as well as that of� the Traité, came about through com-

mercial rivalry between Fritsch, Böhm, and Levier. She concluded:

Fraud and imposture seem at every level to preside over the publica-

tion of� the two works, and it appears that commercial profi t played 

a nonnegligible role in the enterprise, more important no doubt 

than the hypothetical desire to spread the thought of� Spinoza. . . . 

This conclusion, less satisfying to the mind than the supposition of� 

an ideal of� spreading Spinozism, seems closer to the preoccupation 

of� the publishers, who thus made double use of� L’Esprit de Spinoza 

by publishing it, two years apart, under diff erent titles and in diff er-

ent versions. The two texts appeared with the same aura of� scandal 

and, in the end, the same lack of� profi t, due to commercial greed 

that was at once awkward and excessive, and, if� we can believe their 

contemporaries, to the lack of� judgment of� those who presided over 

such enterprises.66

Still, whatever the motivations of� the artisans of� the Trois impos-
teurs, the content is indeed there: aggressive, provocative, defying 

religions in the persons of� their founders. And for the history of� 

ideas, that is the essential thing. For if� the publishers took the risk to 

launch such a work—a risk that was not only fi nancial—they did so 

because it fi t the spirit of� a period and an environment; it responded 

to a demand, which the journalists only increased. The mystery that 

surrounded the publication gave rise to speculation concerning the 

possible author or authors. Among them, two names stand out, those 

of� Boulainvillier and of� John Toland.

Erroneous Att ributions: Henri de Boulainvillier (1658–1722) 
and John Toland (1670–1722)

Henri de Boulainvillier (or de Boulainviller, as he signed his name), 

comte de Saint-Saire, in Normandy, born in 1658, is a curious and 

confusing fi gure. A student of� the Oratorians at Juilly from 1669 to 

1674, he studied exegesis with Richard Simon, who awakened his crit-

ical intelligence concerning the Bible. His father’s premature death 

caused him to give up plans for a military career in order to devote 

himself� to restoring the family fortunes. His appetite for knowl-
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edge was insatiable: politics, history, religion, philosophy, science, 

ethics, and also, unfortunately, astrology. Everything excited him. 

Studying was his favorite occupation: “He gave it all his free time; 

he read thoughtfully, and oft en he put his remarks and his thoughts 

into writing.”!67 The memoirist Mathieu Marais said of� him: “He is 

an excellent genealogist, an exact chronologist, a great historian, a 

sublime metaphysician, and he took up for his own amusement the 

science of� astrology, which is popular at court . . . and which does 

less honor to him than all the other, admirable talents which he has 

brought to the highest degree of� enlightenment.”!68 His friend Saint-

Simon agreed: Boulainvillier “was the sweetest, most easygoing, and 

most agreeable man in the world, self-confi dent, and so modest that 

he seemed to know nothing, yet with the broadest and most exten-

sive knowledge of� history, and a great deal of� depth. . . . His great fault 

was to work on too many things at once, and to leave off � or interrupt 

a work that he had begun, oft en at an advanced stage, in order to ap-

ply himself� to a diff erent project. . . . Without ever seeking to teach 

others, he had the talent, when sought out, to do so with simplicity, 

clarity, and grace that gave enormous pleasure.”!69 Sadly, he practiced 

astrology: “It was a shame that such a learned man should have been 

infatuated with these forbidden curiosities” and with such irrational 

foolishness.

In addition, he had a strong interest in the work of� Spinoza. But 

it was an ambiguous interest, as it was for most of� the critical minds 

of� his day: he proclaimed his repulsion, yet set forth Spinozan phi-

losophy in detail under the pretext of� permitt ing someone more 

qualifi ed to refute it. But his presentation was so convincing that 

many contemporaries and some historians seriously thought that 

he could be the author of� L’Esprit.70

It was between 1704 and 1712 that Boulainvillier, aft er having read 

the Opera posthuma of� Spinoza, wrote his Essai de métaphysique and 

his Extrait du traité théologico-politique, which were in fact formal at-

tacks against all revealed religion: “People commonly rely on revela-

tion as a solid and unvarying foundation, without paying att ention 

to the fact that in the principles of� all religions, even Christianity, 

revelation is only credible in consequence of� common opinion. I 

would not believe in Scripture, said Saint Augustine, if� the Church 

had not ordained it,” wrote Boulainvillier, adding that “there is no 
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more absurd proposition than the one they make use of� to persuade 

us that we must believe provisionally everything that is said of� the 

other life.”!71

Boulainvillier, heir of� the learned libertines and of� Spinoza, 

placed himself� among the deists, which earned him the homage of� 

Voltaire, who made him the principal character of� his Dîner du comte 
de Boulainvilliers. His Essai de métaphysique became one of� the refer-

ence works of� the Enlightenment philosophers, and in 1788 Pierre-

Sylvain Maréchal inscribed his name with those of� Bruno, Spinoza, 

Collins, and Toland as liberators of� humankind. In many manu-

scripts of� the Trois imposteurs, he appears as the author.72 That he was 

not, we have already seen, but this mistaken att ribution illustrates 

in a certain fashion the prestige of� the Traité, which, or so people 

thought, had to be the work of� a celebrity.

It was much the same for John Toland, but with greater plausibil-

ity. If� he did not participate directly in the enterprise, the English 

freethinker frequented the Franco-Dutch heterodox circles from 

which the book emerged, and it is not out of� the question that his 

own works, notably concerning Moses, may have had a certain infl u-

ence on them. Toland, who was born in 1670 and died in 1722, lived 

precisely at the time of� the religious crisis in England around 1700. 

The internal confl icts of� Anglicanism, the zeal deployed to get one-

self� noticed by the religious authorities by demolishing real or sup-

posed unbelievers, the disputes over Socinianism, the relaxation of� 

censorship with the nonrenewal of� the Licensing Act in 1695: every-

thing combined to create a context for antireligious controversies. 

The debates descended into the streets—Atheists Lane, near the Lon-

don Stock Exchange, was the meeting place of� the unbelievers, who 

hung out at the King’s Head tavern.

Some prominent thinkers enriched the deist and antireligious 

literature. Even if� John Locke (1632–1704) was a good Anglican, his 

philosophy opened the door to materialism by affi  rming that all our 

knowledge comes from experience and sensation, and that reason 

cannot reach the essence of� things. The Earl of� Shaft esbury (1671–

1713), a deist, was a sunny optimist who thought that ridicule was the 

best test of� truth. Anthony Collins (1676–1729) can be considered 

the real founder of� freethinking. This gentleman of� the best society, 

educated at Eton and Cambridge, a man of� irreproachable morals, 

published A Discourse of� Free Th inking in 1713, which was translated 
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into French the following year under a longer title, Discours sur la 
liberté de penser, écrit a l’occasion d’une nouvelle secte d’esprits forts ou 
de gens qui pensent librement [Discourse on Free Th inking, Writt en on the 
Occasion of� a New Sect of� “Strong Minds” or Men Who Th ink Freely]. He 

established that freedom is the essence of� thought and is thus indis-

pensable to it; it is even a kind of� religious obligation and necessary 

for the perfection of� society.

John Toland was without doubt the boldest of� these intellectu-

als. He was a link between the English deists and the Franco-Dutch 

heterodox circles. He appeared in Holland as early as 1692, the date 

when he enrolled in the University of� Leiden. We fi nd him there 

again in 1699, and then he circulated constantly between France 

and Germany, sometimes accompanied by Anthony Collins, as was 

the case in 1707. From 1708 to 1711, he lived in the United Provinces, 

with a stay in Vienna; most oft en, he was at The Hague or Rott erdam. 

There, he knew all those who participated directly or indirectly in the 

birth of� the Trois imposteurs: Benjamin Furly, who possessed one of� 

the manuscripts, and at whose home he met John Locke and Jean Le 

Clerc; Jean Aymon, whom he helped to dispose of� manuscripts “bor-

rowed” from the royal library; Charles Levier, the publisher; Baron 

von Hohendorf� and his master Prince Eugen, whose library he vis-

ited at Vienna; the journalist Desmaizeaux; the publisher Henri du 

Sauzet, who published the Vie de Spinoza in his Nouvelles Litt éraires of� 

1719; the Scott ish publisher Thomas Johnson, an associate of� Levier, 

who published in 1706, in French, his Relation des cours de Prusse et 
de Hanovre, and in 1709, in Latin, his Adeïsidaemon. Johnson also pub-

lished the work of� Collins, of� Shaft esbury, of� Buckingham, and the 

Vie de Spinoza of� Colerus; it was through him as an intermediary that 

Toland corresponded with Leibniz in 1709. Toland also frequented 

the groups, clubs, and semi-clandestine associations such as the 

Chevaliers de la Jubilation, forums of� heterodox thought in which 

many clandestine pamphlets were composed. These bookseller-

 publishers took a great interest in the English deists, whose works 

they published. In 1714, Henri Scheurleer, at The Hague, published 

the Discours sur la liberté de penser of� Collins, the French translation 

of� which was partly due to Rousset de Missy. Levier would have liked 

to publish this work. In 1721, he published an adaptation of� the Tale 
of� a Tub of� Jonathan Swift , under the title Les trois justaucorps, which 

recalled the story of� the three rings of� Boccaccio, and of� which Pros-
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per Marchand wrote that it was almost as pernicious as the Trois im-
posteurs. In 1710, Scheurleer also published the Sensus communis: Es-
sai sur l’usage de la raillerie of� Shaft esbury, translated into French by 

Pierre Coste and dedicated to Jan Vroesen, one of� the presumed au-

thors of� L’Esprit de Spinoza. The same year an anonymous work, which 

contained a reference to the Tetradymus of� Toland, appeared at The 

Hague. It was the Voyages et aventures de Jacques Massé, whose theme 

resembled that of� the Histoire des Sévarambes of� Veiras (or Vairasse): 

the hero travels around the world, encountering representatives of� 

diff erent religions, has discussions with them, and recognizes that 

they are all impostures; he att empts to defend Christianity but his 

arguments are ridiculously weak. In the country of� Butroh, the king 

claims to be a descendant of� the Sun; he rules by religious deception; 

when the bees rebel, he sends his only son, who turns himself� into a 

bee, is tortured and put to death, comes back to life, mounts up next 

to his father, and intercedes with him: his suff erings have redeemed 

the sins of� the bees.73

How can we think that John Toland, who frequented all these peo-

ple, their libraries, their meetings, would not have been aware of� the 

development of� the Trois imposteurs? The Huguenot journalist Pierre 

Desmaizeaux, who in 1726 published Toland’s work and his biogra-

phy, portrayed him as very active, not hesitating to intervene in the 

debates, with an aplomb that was not to everyone’s taste.74

In his writings, John Toland developed a line of� thought that 

evoked L’Esprit de Spinoza. Religious imposture had a large place in 

his thought. As early as 1696, in his Christianity  Not Mysterious, he at-

tacked the idea of� mystery and challenged the notion of� revelation. 

All the articles of� faith can and should be interpreted by reason. In 

1704, Toland went even further, in his Lett ers to Serena, explaining 

that the immortality of� the soul was an ancient Egyptian invention, 

and that matt er, endowed with “force” or “action,” was at the origin 

of� movement and of� thought. Religions and superstitions were once 

linked to funerary rites and developed through their exploitation by 

the clergy and theologians, “holy impostors of� all religions, taking 

the trouble to lead the people by the nose while sharing the spoils.” 

Tyrants profi ted from it to control the masses and to claim divine 

powers. They then took up the habit of� interpreting events through 

the manifestation of� the divine will. On the contrary, science shows 

that there is no place in the universe for a god, a hell, or a paradise. In 
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1710, in his Origines judaïcae, Toland drew a parallel between Moses 

and Spinoza, declaring that the latt er was as inspired as the former. 

In his Nazarenus of� 1718, he denied the divinity of� Christ; and in the 

Pantheistikon of� 1720, he went to the limit of� his atomist materialism: 

the world is a mechanical apparatus; thought is a movement of� the 

brain; we are dependent on natural laws, which ought to free us from 

all disquiet, death and birth being the same thing.75

One of� Toland’s major themes was that all the great revealed reli-

gions were created in response to specifi c needs. In the Nazarenus, he 

suggested that the three monotheistic religions were adaptations of� 

the same base to diff erent political contexts. He did not deduce from 

this that it was necessary to do away with religion, but rather that it 

had to be transformed into a civil religion, based on reason. Reli-

gions were impostures that were necessary to upholding the social 

order. This desacralization of� faith brought down on him the light-

ning bolts of� the religious authorities, who accused him of� being 

“Mahomet’s lawyer,” of� passing off � the Qur�ān as a Christian book, 

and of� making people believe that the teachings of� an impostor or 

an enthusiast were good Christian doctrine.76

More relevant to our argument is that, through his conversation 

and his writings, Toland may have contributed to the development of� 

one of� the versions of� the Trois imposteurs. Françoise Charles-Daubert 

called att ention to the fact that “the sections devoted to Moses vary 

considerably from one copy to another, and constitute the mobile 

part of� the treatise.”!77 The version that emerged from the circle of� 

Prince Eugen and Hohendorf� has the most fully developed Mosaic 

section, and it is in this circle that Toland’s involvement was most 

notable. Moreover, he had always shown a special interest in the case 

of� Moses. At the National Library in Vienna, there is a packet of� “Di-

verse Dissertations” dedicated to Eugen and copied for Hohendorf, 

in which Toland discusses religious imposture and Moses.78

The case of� Moses was a frequent topic of� discussion at the begin-

ning of� the eighteenth century. Reacting against the interpretation 

of� Machiavelli, who saw in him only a skilled legislator, the defend-

ers of� the providentialist vision of� history produced treatises re-

establishing the divine aspect of� his mission. This was the case, for 

example, of� the Histoire des juifs of� Jacques Basnage in 1706. Toland, 

who considered Moses purely as a legislator, the prototype for Solon, 

Lycurgus, Numa, or Confucius, wrote to Prince Eugen: “You know 
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that I have already promised to the public La République de Moyse, 

which of� all forms of� government I deem to have been the most ex-

cellent and perfect. . . . I shall give a new face and a new twist (though 

sincere and natural) not only to the political system as a whole and 

to the majority of� the particular laws of� this incomparable legisla-

tor, but also to many historical circumstances and incidents that are 

found in the very defective and very abridged narrative of� the Pen-

tateuch.” The work was never completed, but fragments have been 

discovered, such as “Projet d’une dissertation sur la colonne de feu 

et de nuée des Israélites” [“Outline of� a dissertation on the column 

of� fi re and cloud of� the Israelites”], explaining the miracle by means 

of� a natural phenomenon. Another passage was incorporated into 

the Origines judicae, published in 1709 at The Hague. In this book, 

Toland emphasized that Strabo considered Moses to be “a panthe-

ist or, as we would say in our day, a Spinozist; and he presents him 

as maintaining that no divinity exists outside the universal order 

of� nature, and the universe is the supreme and unique god, whose 

parts can be called creatures, he himself� being the perfect creator of� 

all things.”!79

In Le Fameux Livre des trois imposteurs, we fi nd similar passages 

that are strongly reminiscent of� Toland:

There are more proofs and reasons than are needed to demonstrate 

that the most amazing actions of� Moses, and all those things that he 

passed off � as great miracles and signs of� divine power, as the works 

of� the Lord, were no more than pure impostures, which opened the 

door to other tricks and deceits, such as that of� the cloud that placed 

itself� at the door of� the tabernacle, that by which the sanctuary of� 

the First Temple of� Jerusalem was perpetually fi lled, to the great 

astonishment of� those who believed in a manifest sign of� the All-

 Powerful residing in that place, and which made a saint of� Moses, 

because of� this phenomenon, although it is evident that it was only a 

false proof, a fake miracle. However, it is upon these impostures that 

men have since established the greatest mysteries of� Christianity.

Rumors circulated, att ributing the Trois imposteurs to Toland. The 

bibliophile and antiquary John Bagford alluded to it in a lett er writ-

ten at Amsterdam in 1709. He did not believe it, but he noted that 

Toland, for his part, thought that the Spaccio of� Giordano Bruno was 

none other than the notorious De tribus.80 This was also what M. de 
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La Croze wrote in 1711, reporting a conversation he had had with 

Toland in 1702: “M. Toland, who has his reasons for making much of� 

this work [Spaccio], believes that it is the one that is so notorious in 

the world, under the title of� Traité des trois imposteurs.”!81

Thus, between 1688 and 1719, the De tribus impostoribus and the 

Traité des trois imposteurs were both born in obscure circumstances. 

They were collective works, developed mainly between northern 

Germany and Holland in cosmopolitan heterodox circles, moti-

vated by antireligious beliefs and by commercial motives. Manu-

script copies were made from these two basic works, constituting so 

many variants. But the basic contents remained stable, and that is 

what we must now examine.
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The Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors: 
The Contents of� a Blasphemy

In opening up a treatise with such an explosive title, a believer no 

doubt expected to fi nd within it outrages against what he held sa-

cred, as if� a crowd of� demons were to rise up and trample his idols. 

From this point of� view, he risked being deceived. By the time the 

treatise appeared and became semi-public, its contents had already 

lost their explosive charge. Its arguments were known, even trivial-

ized, in heterodox circles. It contained no shatt ering revelations or 

new ammunition against the three personages. Rather, it off ered a 

recapitulation of� antireligious arguments that had been developed 

from Celsus and Julian all the way to modern atheists, linked more 

or less coherently to form a sort of� handbook for the perfect villain, 

the Bible of� the unbeliever, the “litt le red book” of� irreligion.

Admitt edly, the direct and aggressive arguments, the polemical 

and deliberately blasphemous tone, gave it a considerable force of� 

impact at a time when such writings were absolutely forbidden. But 

it held nothing radically new. We might wonder why such a book was 

not immediately put on the Index of� Prohibited Books, since the works 

of� Nicolas Malebranche were already placed there as early as 1689 

(Traité de la nature et de la grâce), 1707 (De la recherche de la vérité), and 

1712 (Traité de morale). The Latin De tribus never received the honors 

of� the Index, and the Traité des trois imposteurs was not listed until 

28 August 1783—more than sixty years aft er the appearance of� La 
Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza. Everyone talked about the book, but without 

having seen it. Its rarity no doubt protected it for a long time. Its list-

ing in the Index crowned its success.
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Th e De tribus: A Slapdash Work?

That the Traité des trois imposteurs, as we have seen, comprised many 

versions is impossible to examine here. And in any case the variants 

involved questions of� nuance. Still, it is important to distinguish be-

tween the Latin treatise and the French, which diff er in signifi cant 

ways. The De tribus, the older of� the two, basically exploits the argu-

ments of� Celsus against Moses and Jesus. It emphasizes the philo-

sophical aspect, while the French treatise also makes political and 

social arguments. The De tribus, as it was published in 1753 in French 

translation, with the false date of� 1598, was a small work, wordy and 

confused, which operated on the level of� religions in general, show-

ing the extent to which they are all uncertain.1

The De tribus begins with one central notion—God. All religions 

speak of� God, without knowing what they mean by this; they give 

contradictory defi nitions, which display their ignorance. So “why 

not say right off � that we do not understand God, thus there is no 

God”!?!2 The pagans invented an array of� intermediate gods, mocked 

by people today, but the Jews, the Christians, and the Muslims are no 

less foolish. Their clergy are more at fault than the founders of� these 

religions, and accuse each other of� idolatry.

Their God, they say, is love. And at the same time they att ribute to 

him a greater degree of� perversity than that of� men, for “who, know-

ing perfectly the weakness of� human nature, would have placed hu-

man beings before this famous tree by which he would have been 

charged with the sin, as he knew, for their loss and (as certain peo-

ple would have it) that of� all their descendants? And yet, they are to 

owe a debt of� veneration and gratitude for a sublime blessing?!”!3 It 

amounts to placing a gun in the hands of� a small child, while asking 

that he not make use of� it, and knowing all the while that he is going 

to commit a massacre.

Take up, I say, a sword, you who are a father or a friend, and give it 

to your friend or your children, if� you are a true father or a faithful 

friend, warning them and telling them that they are not to fall upon 

it, even though you foresee that that is exactly what is going to hap-

pen or that it is going to lead to a terrible bloodbath among those 

closest to them, innocents above all! Refl ect! Could you, who are a 

father, act in such a way? What sort of� games would you forbid, if� not 
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this one? And yet it was necessary that God prescribe it. . . . What is 

this love that infl icts a sin without limit on innocent descendants, 

all because of� the sin of� a single man, which could certainly have 

been foreseen and thus also predetermined?!!4

Even bett er: to redeem man from the harmless sin of� the apple, 

God fi nds nothing bett er than to have his own son tortured, thus 

obligating men to commit a sin even worse than the fi rst one. “The 

father subjects his son to the most extreme suff ering in order to sub-

ject another to equally extreme torments in order to save the fi rst. 

This is something that not even barbarians would have done. Why 

then is God to be loved? Why is he to be honored? Because he created 

us. With what goal? In order for us to succumb to sin. For he surely 

foresaw that they would fall, and placed the forbidden apple there as 

a means without which they would not have fallen.”!5

Why should we honor such a God? Would a perfect God need to 

be honored? Would he need a cult? No. “It is above all in the inter-

est of� the powerful and the rich that men should observe religion 

in order to weaken the resistance of� the people. . . . These men who 

hold the rudder of� the state gain for themselves, on the back of� a 

credulous people, revenues that meet or exceed their luxury, while 

wielding the threat of� supreme power and punishment drawn from 

invisible powers, and feigning, from time to time, to have a relation-

ship or spiritual links with these powers.”!6

If� there is a God, he probably contented himself� with giving the 

initial fl ick of� the fi nger. “No one would believe that he would be 

incessantly examining all the fundamental matt er and parts of� the 

universe, as a doctor examines a patient.”!7

What about the argument of� the moral conscience inside every 

man? Is this not proof� that God placed in everyone some idea of� good 

and evil? This again, according to the De tribus, is a subterfuge of� the 

priests, in order to keep the people under their thumb. “Should we, 

just because litt le old ladies honor Saint Francis, Ignatius, Dominick, 

and others, should we really believe that it is a precept of� reason that 

it is necessary to honor at least one of� these saints and that these 

women realized it, through the grace of� an invisible supreme be-

ing? While all the time it is only an invention of� our luxury-loving 

priests who do it in order to richly embellish their lifestyle.”!8

Defi nitively, is there a God? According to De tribus, no one can 
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answer this question. We are asked to believe in God even while ad-

mitt ing that he is unknowable. But some people, all the same, claim 

to have had an intimate acquaintance with him. This is where the 

founders of� religions come in. For the De tribus, it is all “deception.” 

The deception of� Moses, who, trained in the arts of� the Egyptians, that 

is to say astrology and magic, later through force of� arms drove out 

the kings of� Palestine and fi nally, under the pretext of� a discussion—

aft er the example of� Pompilius—won the troops over to his proj-

ect and led them to resent what belonged to peaceful folk. All this, 

in order to become himself� a great commander and to make his 

brother a great priest, to become himself� prince and dictator of� a 

great people.”!9 Deception of� Mahomet, who “won over to his cause, 

by showing off � miracles, the warlike and savage peoples of� Asia who 

had been badly treated by Christian emperors, and by promising a 

great number of� blessings and victories, he gained the obedience of� 

princes who were either disunited or ready to make peace, and as-

sured the success of� his religion by the sword.”!10

As for Jesus, he is relatively spared. The author contents himself� 

with saying that each impostor made use of� the previous religion as 

his jumping-off � point. Thus, “Moses and paganism, the Messiah and 

Judaism, Mahomet and Christianity.” The name of� Jesus is not even 

used, while the Christian religion is the object of� critiques drawn 

from Celsus and Julian. “If� we held to the general reputation of� the 

Christian religion, and to the simple mention of� its name, it would 

be for good reason a thunderbolt for some and for others a subject 

of� mockery.”

To know if� the founder of� a religion is an impostor, we would 

need to have direct knowledge, which is impossible, or else have re-

course to testimony, where there is always a need for caution, or else 

turn to the writings of� these founders themselves. But “one might 

have doubt about what has come down to us from Moses.” Jesus 

wrote nothing, and as for the Qur�ān, “the friends and disciples of� 

Mahomet” were the real authors. “For this reason, the fi rsthand tes-

timony of� any of� them is too uncertain to be genuinely credible.” 

The author devotes long passages to the Bible, and in particular to 

Genesis, whose “fables” he sees as a tissue of� implausibilities and 

contradictions.

The diff erent versions of� the De tribus end rather abruptly, with-

out any real conclusion; some manuscripts end in a draft  form, re-
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vealing a text in a rough state, put together in a hurry and without 

careful composition, which corresponds to the circumstances of� the 

development of� the dissertation furnished by Müller to Mayer, as we 

have reported them.

Th e Atheism of� the Traité

The situation is diff erent with respect to the Traité des trois impos-
teurs, which we shall examine in its original print version, the 1719 

L’Esprit de Spinoza.11 Here we are dealing with an organized and ex-

panded treatise, which certainly borrows from diff erent authors—

Vanini, La Mothe Le Vayer, Naudé, Charron, Hobbes, and of� course 

Spinoza—but does not stop at stitching together the various bits. On 

the one hand, it gives them a more radical meaning by taking them 

out of� context, and on the other hand, it groups them in such a way 

as to build an original and percussive synthesis. “It is a question 

of� an explosive collage, a Molotov cocktail of� heterodox texts, also 

heterogeneous texts, but organized in a perfectly coherent fashion,” 

writes Jean-Pierre Cavaillé.12 The tone is particularly aggressive, in 

keeping with the title. The book achieves its own originality with re-

spect to its sources, especially by accentuating the political aspect 

of� religious imposture, and in turning the borrowings from Hobbes 

and Spinoza in a materialist direction.13 The author or authors, in 

the service of� their proof, make use of� all the arguments furnished 

by the learned libertines as well as Hobbes and Spinoza, but shape 

them so as to make a systematic and uncompromising antireligious 

demonstration, avoiding the usual ambiguities of� the “public” het-

erodox writings.

Like the De tribus, the Traité des trois imposteurs begins with con-

siderations on God. Men, it says, have a completely false notion of� 

God because they don’t want to take the trouble to use reason. They 

accept uncritically the opinions and prejudices with which they are 

raised. Thus, they are brought to believe that the prophets and apos-

tles were directly inspired by God, while they were really ignorant, 

vulgar men incapable of� expressing themselves correctly: “Most of� 

what they said is so obscure that no one can understand it, and in 

such poor order that it’s easy to see that they did not understand 

themselves and that they were extremely ignorant. What gave rise to 

the belief� that people have in them is that they bragged about having 
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straight from God everything they proclaimed to the people. A belief� 

that is absurd and ridiculous.”!14

Just “a litt le common sense” would suffi  ce, a litt le use of� reason to 

fi gure out that these men “were neither smarter nor bett er educated 

than other men.” Reason should be our only guide, and the Traité 

here displays a certain optimism: the people can be taught. “What 

is certain is that straightforward reason is the only light that man 

should follow, and that the people are not so incapable of� making 

use of� it as they are persuaded they are.”!15 This comment is impor-

tant, as it is one of� the points on which the treatise departs from its 

sources: from the learned libertines to Spinoza, all were convinced of� 

the incurable character of� popular stupidity. Were the authors of� the 

Traité ahead of� their time on the topic of� the possibility of� educating 

the common people? Actually, they appear to hesitate and to contra-

dict themselves. Chapter 15, “On the Superstitious, on Superstition, 

and on the Credulity of� the People,” is reminiscent of� Naudé and 

La Mothe Le Vayer: “The common people (and by this I mean the 

masses, the mob, the dregs of� the populace, men of� low, servile, and 

mechanical condition) are a beast of� many heads, vagabond, wan-

dering, mad, stupefi ed, lacking in proper conduct, lacking spirit or 

judgment.”!16 They can be made to believe anything: “Whether they 

tell them the fables of� Mélusine, or of� the Witches’ Sabbath,” they 

will swallow it all. Here the treatise takes up Naudé’s rant word for 

word. Above all, this credulity is irremediable, because the people are 

incapable of� learning the lessons of� the past: “If� you fool them today, 

they will still allow themselves to be surprised tomorrow, learning 

nothing from past events to guide them in present or future events; 

and these are the primary signs of� their great weakness and imbecil-

ity.”!17 This pessimism smothers the hopeful sketch of� the fi rst chap-

ter, and sets a general tone: the treatise reports the status of� things, 

it does not actually aim to change them. The common people have 

always thought that God was as pett y as men, whence all those su-

perstitions, which the rulers uphold. “The great and powerful, even 

though they know what it is, do not want to trouble it or prevent it, 

knowing that it is a very useful tool for leading a people.”

Men have thus forged for themselves a completely false idea of� 

God, one that is full of� contradictions, by following the teachings of� 

scripture: they say that he is a pure spirit, and they go on represent-

ing him in corporeal form, an old man clothed in white, fl ames, a 
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dove; he speaks, he sits and stands. He is infi nitely good, and at the 

same time formidable, never repents, and yet repents. The treatise 

has abundant choices to illustrate these contradictions through texts 

from the Bible, “a book where there is neither order nor method, that 

nobody understands, it is so confused and ill conceived, and which 

serves only to stir up discord,” because everyone takes from it what 

they wish. “What is even stranger is that, the more these pieces of� 

nonsense contradict each other and insult common sense, the more 

the common people venerate them.” They are only “impertinent and 

ridiculous fables, . . . childish tales, . . . a tissue of� fragments stitched 

together at diff erent times and given to the public at the whim of� the 

rabbis.”!18 It is upon this book, “which contains only supernatural 

things, that is to say, things that are impossible,” that men have based 

their beliefs concerning a purely imaginary future world, without 

fear of� contradiction, for “no one has ever returned from the other 

[world] to bring us news of� it.”

In chapter 2, which takes up almost word for word the appendix 

of� the fi rst part of� the Ethics of� Spinoza, the treatise develops the 

psychological and sociological origin of� religious beliefs. Ignorance 

of� physical causes gives rise to fear, and pushes the human spirit to 

imagine the existence of� invisible beings, with whom one can make 

contact to gain their favor. Men imagine these invisible beings nec-

essarily in their own image: anthropomorphic, subject to the same 

passions, and doing everything for a purpose. Every event is sup-

posed to correspond to a precise goal in the service of� men. This is 

fi nalism: “There is nothing in nature that is not made for them, and 

which they cannot dispose of.” To explain physical and moral evil, 

they imagine that it is the manifestation of� the anger of� the gods over 

the sins of� men, and when they do not manage to fi nd an explana-

tion, they say that the judgments of� God are impenetrable and that 

human reason cannot att ain truth. From there, one can believe any-

thing, and the believers wrap themselves up in their beliefs. “They 

never give up,” impermeable to reasoning. “Becoming infatuated 

with the ridiculous opinion that everything they see was made for 

them, men made a point of� religion to bring together all the things 

of� the world in their interest, and to evaluate their price by the profi t 

they could make from them. Whence they developed these notions, 

which served to explain to them the nature of� things—good, evil, or-

der, chaos, heat, cold, beauty, ugliness—which in reality are not what 
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they imagine. As from another angle they prided themselves on hav-

ing free will; they believed it was for them to decide on praise or 

shame, sin, and merit, calling everything good that could be turned 

to their profi t.”!19

For the treatise, “it is thus evident that all the reasons that the vul-

gar mind is used to using when it tries to explain nature are only 

ways of� imagining.” All our ideas come from our sensations. The 

beautiful and the good are simply whatever gives us pleasurable 

sensations; the ugly and the bad are whatever is disagreeable to us. 

Finalism is destroyed by logical reasoning: if� God acts with an end in 

view, then he desires something that he does not have, which is not 

realized, and therefore he is not perfect.

If� men imagine a God who rewards and who punishes, it is also, 

and perhaps above all, in order to console themselves for the griefs 

and injustices of� this life; this is what “prevents them from despair-

ing over the misery of� life.” The treatise anticipates the psychologi-

cal and sociological explanations of� Feuerbach, as well as of� Marx 

and Freud, of� the origins of� religion. Is it atheistic? The question is 

discussed. “God, that is to say nature, insofar as it is the principle of� 

movement,” it declares in chapter 3, “What God Is.” A pantheistic 

formula, appropriate to Spinozism, but a materialist pantheism. In 

eff ect, if� the treatise retains the name of� God, it defi nes it in a way 

that covers the material universe, space. God

is an absolutely infi nite being, one of� whose att ributes is to be of� an 

eternal and infi nite substance. The extension or the quantity being 

fi nite, or divisible, only when one imagines it as such. Matt er being 

everywhere the same, understanding cannot distinguish parts. . . . 

Thus, matt er and quantity have nothing that would be unworthy of� 

God. For if� everything is in God, and if� everything fl ows necessar-

ily from his essence, it is absolutely necessary that he be like what 

he contains; for it is contradictory that altogether material beings 

should be contained in a being that is not material.20

The treatise returns to the defi nition of� God in chapter 18, which 

sharpens the materialist orientation: “God is a simple being, or an 

infi nite extension, which resembles what it contains, that is to say, 

which is material, without being either just, or merciful, or jealous, 

or anything that we imagine, and who by consequence neither pun-

ishes nor rewards.”!21 This God makes “no more fuss over a man than 
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an ant, or over a lion than a stone.” There is “in his regard no beauty, 

no ugliness, no good, no evil, no perfection, no imperfection.” He 

is not moved by men’s deeds; he desires neither praise nor prayer. 

At this point, we might well ask why the treatise retains the name of� 

God and att empts to defi ne it. It would be much simpler to say that 

he does not exist, to erase the word from the vocabulary, like those 

of� heaven, hell, and the soul, all presented purely as products of� the 

imagination. “Any man who makes good use of� reason will not be-

lieve in heaven or hell, or the soul, or gods, or devils, in the way that 

we commonly speak of� them. All these big words were forged only to 

blind or to intimidate the people.”!22

Th e End of� Religions

Another question of� vocabulary: the word religion. “Before this word 

religion was introduced to the world, men were obliged to follow 

natural laws, that is to say to conform to straightforward reason. . . . 

But ever since fear made them [men] suspect that there were gods, 

and invisible powers, they raised altars to these imaginary beings. 

Renouncing the light of� nature and reason, which are the sources of� 

true life, they tied themselves to the phantoms of� their imagination 

by means of� vain ceremonies and a superstitious cult.”!23 Thus begins 

chapter 4, “What This Word Religion Signifi es,” which is directly in-

spired by chapter 12 of� Hobbes’s Leviathan.

Religions, the fruit of� fear and hope, are multiple. They make the 

fortune and power of� the clergy. And that is where imposture really 

begins, according to the treatise—with the deliberate exploitation 

of� a lie. “The honor and large revenues that people att ached to the 

priesthood, as they have since done for the ministry and for eccle-

siastical offi  ces, fl att ered the ambition and the avarice of� sly people, 

who profi ted by the stupidity of� the people, and provided so well in 

their weakness that they gradually made a weak habit of� censing the 

lie and hating the truth.”!24 The clergy then instituted an entire sys-

tem of� beliefs, rites, and ceremonies, and had sumptuous temples 

built to impress the masses and thus to make religious imposture 

take root in the countryside. They elaborated a theology, invented 

spirits, angels, demons, and prophecies—all that, “to bett er delude 

the people.” By these means, religions became so powerful, and so 

fi rmly anchored in the minds of� men, that thereaft er it seemed im-
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possible to make them disappear. “But even though there is litt le ap-

pearance of� success in this enterprise, we must not for all that aban-

don the cause of� truth.”!25

The treatise develops the question of� religions in chapters 12 

through 17, which owe much to Charron. It distinguishes fi ve great 

religions, in chronological order of� their appearance: natural reli-

gion, pagan religion, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Each has its 

variants, its subgroups, its heresies, and its sects that fi ght against 

one another. “Each claims its miracles, its saints, its victories; these 

are the common arms. In particular, each wants to prevail against the 

others by some right and prerogative.” The faithful of� each religion 

“hate each other, despise and disdain each other, with each calling 

the others blind, cursed, condemned, and lost, even pursuing each 

other like mad dogs.”!26

However, they are all alike. “All religions fi nd and furnish miracles, 

prodigies, oracles, mysteries, rites, prophets, feasts, certain articles of� 

faith and belief� that are necessary for salvation. All were small, weak, 

and humble at their origin and commencement, but litt le by litt le, 

by gaining a following and by the contagious acclamation of� the 

peoples, with fi ctions put forward, they have taken hold and become 

respectable, such that all are viewed with affi  rmation and devotion, 

even the most absurd.” Above all, they all affi  rm that God takes plea-

sure in the suff ering of� his faithful, that the best way to appease him 

is to infl ict upon oneself� “diffi  cult and painful tasks,” “very pain-

ful exercises,” “to give oneself� pain and torment”: this surely gives 

a very wretched notion of� their gods, whose “goodness” is repaid by 

our affl  iction.

Each religion claims that it is obviously bett er than the others, 

and each built itself� up by using the preceding one as its jumping-

off � point. A new religion never completely destroys its predecessor, 

or else no one would follow it. It retains certain elements and criti-

cizes the rest, which permits it to recover some part of� the adherents 

of� the old religion. “[The new religion] comes along to succeed and 

perfect [the old one], and thus ruins it litt le by litt le and grows rich 

from its spoils, as Judaism did to the gentile and to the Egyptian faith, 

Christianity to Judaism, Islam to Judaism and Christianity both. In 

return, the old religions totally condemn the young, and see them as 

deadly enemies.”!27 

To arouse veneration, religions deliberately place their creed out-
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side of� ordinary experience, whether in things that are “low, unwor-

thy” (like a God who becomes man and gets himself� crucifi ed), or 

in things that are “exalted, stunning, miraculous, and mysterious,” 

which permit them to amaze and to astonish people. And to bett er 

establish their prestige, they will claim “that they are brought and 

given by extraordinary heavenly revelation, taken and received by 

divine inspiration, and as if� they came from heaven. Thus all those 

who uphold, and believe, use this language, which comes neither 

from men nor any other creature, but from God.”!28 This allows 

them to place themselves beyond criticism: one does not debate the 

word of� God. But do the believers truly believe the stories they tell? 

“Would it be possible to believe in the truth, and hope for this happy 

immortality, and yet fear death, the necessary passage to this very 

condition? To fear and apprehend this infernal punishment, and yet 

to live as one does? These are tales, things that are more incompat-

ible than fi re and water. They say that they believe it; they make oth-

ers believe that they believe it, and they want to make others believe 

it, but it is nothing, and they do not know what it is to believe. These 

are mockers and challengers, as an ancient writer said.”!29

One of� the essential themes of� the treatise is its emphasis on the 

political exploitation of� religions, in the tradition of� Naudé. The be-

ginning of� chapter 16, “On the Origin of� Monarchies,” sets the tone. 

“If� we consider what the origins have been of� all monarchies, we 

shall always fi nd that they began by some inventions and deceptions, 

placing religion and miracles at the head of� a long train of� barba-

risms and acts of� cruelty.”!30 Take Semiramis, Cyrus, Alexander, Rom-

ulus: it is always the same story, an imposture accompanied by the 

use of� force. And all the legislators, the founders of� monarchies and 

empires, resort to religion to establish their domination. Religious 

imposture is the most eff ective ally of� political imposture. “There 

have only ever been two eff ective means of� keeping men to their 

duty, that is to say, the means of� torture . . . and fear of� the gods.”

Political leaders make use of� religion in fi ve diff erent ways. The 

fi rst is to make people believe that they are in direct communication 

with the divinity. This is what Savonarola did, and yet “the people of� 

Florence are not stupid.” But wait—one needs to combine this lie with 

the use of� force, “as Machiavelli says”; as proof, consider the failures 

of� Guillaume Postel, of� Campanella, and of� Savonarola himself.

The second subterfuge: “to fake miracles, fi nd dreams, invent vi-
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sions.” Take the examples, says the treatise, of� Clovis and the Holy 

Chrism that fell upon him from the sky, or Charles VII and Joan of� 

Arc. The third means involves “false rumors, revelations, and proph-

ecies that they spread intentionally to frighten the people, astonish 

them, stun them, or else to confi rm, embolden, and encourage them.” 

There is no shortage of� historical examples, according to the treatise. 

Beyond Mahomet, a case to which we shall return, Cortés, Pizarro, 

Charlemagne, and Mehmed II all had recourse to false prophecies 

to discourage their enemies; it is also by this means that the city of� 

Acosta was taken in 1613. “This is then a major road open to the poli-

ticians to deceive and seduce the stupid masses: using these predic-

tions to make people fear or hope, to receive or refuse everything 

that seems good to them.”!31

The fourth means: to use preachers and skilled orators, for “the 

force of� eloquence . . . fl ows so pleasingly into the ears that one would 

have to be deaf� or cleverer than Ulysses to not be charmed.” Illustra-

tions include the sermons of� Peter the Hermit or of� Saint Bernard, 

which att racted the masses to the Crusade; the speech of� Jean Petit 

in 1407 justifying the murder of� the Duke of� Orléans; the sermons of� 

Brother Richard, reported in the Journal of� a Bourgeois of� Paris in the 

fi ft eenth century, which persuaded the Parisians to give up games 

and luxuries.

Finally, “The fi ft h invention, which has always been the one most 

used and most skillfully practiced, is to undertake, on the pretext 

of� religion, what no other means could make valuable and legiti-

mate.”!!32 To illustrate this point, the treatise makes use of� the book of� 

the Spanish historian Mariana, from which it draws numerous ex-

amples. It concludes this section thus: “It is natural to most princes 

to make use of� religion as charlatans, and to use it like a drug, to 

uphold the credit and the reputation of� their drama.”

Th e Soul and Demons: Subtle Chimeras

Before we turn to the characters of� the impostors themselves, we 

must say a word about two topics the treatise brings up as an annex, in 

chapters 19 through 21. Chapters 19 and 20 are dedicated to the soul, 

which clearly poses an embarrassment to the authors. They begin by 

recalling the defi nitions given by the ancients. What comes out of� 

this is cacophony—as many opinions as there are philosophers.
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Some have said that the soul is a spirit or an immaterial substance, 

others [that it is] a part of� the divinity. Some, that it is a subtle vapor, 

others a hot wind, others a fi re, others a composite of� water and fi re. 

These [say it is] a chance assemblage of� atoms, and those, a com-

posite of� subtle parts, which evaporate and are exhaled when a man 

dies. There are some who would have it consist of� the harmony of� 

all the parts of� the body, and others, of� the subtlest part of� the blood, 

which separates itself� in the brain and is distributed through the 

nerves. So that the source of� the soul, according to these last, is the 

heart, where it is engendered, and the brain is the place where it 

has its noblest functions, because there it has been purifi ed of� the 

grosser parts of� the blood. Finally, there are some who have denied 

that there were souls.33

Pythagoras and Plato think that the soul is incorporeal, that it can 

survive outside the body, and that the souls of� animals are part of� the 

universal soul of� the world, the source of� all movement. The human 

soul exists in the body as in a prison. Aristotle admits a world soul 

but also a universal understanding; for him, the soul is “what makes 

us live, feel, conceive, and move,” but he does not explain what it 

is. For Dicaearchus, Asclepiades, and Galen, the soul consists of� har-

mony and equilibrium between all the parts of� the body, which “with 

proper guidance” means that it is corporeal, while others affi  rm, in 

contrast, that it is incorporeal. Others openly conceive it as material. 

For Diogenes, it is air; for Zeno, Leucippus, and Democritus, fi re; for 

Hippocrates, a composite of� water and fi re; for Empedocles, a com-

posite of� the four elements; for Aristoxenus, an agreement of� all the 

parts of� the body. All these philosophers, noting that the soul per-

ished with the body, concluded that it was mortal. Xenocrates and 

Dicaearchus, however, simply deny its existence: it is not even wind; 

it is a word. “Monsieur Descartes” pitifully maintains that the soul 

is immaterial. “I say pitifully, because no other philosopher ever 

reasoned so poorly on this subject as this great man.” The treatise 

highlights this absurd side of� the Cogito and of� methodical doubt. 

This is not an honest, authentic doubt, it says; it is a deception. To 

say that I think, all the while doubting my body, thus I am a think-

ing being, and to conclude from this that the soul is incorporeal, is 

a conjuror’s trick. In fact, at no moment do I doubt the existence of� 

my own body.
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What of� all this? “It is certain that there exists in the world a very 

subtle spirit, or a form of� matt er very detached and always in move-

ment, whose source is in the sun, and the rest is spread among all 

other bodies, more or less, according to their nature, or their con-

sistency. This is what that soul of� the world is, what governs it, what 

vivifi es it, and of� which some portion is distributed to all the parts 

that constitute it.”!34 We must acknowledge that the treatise is not 

very convincing on this subject. Its “very subtle spirit” could just as 

well be spiritual as corporeal, and we have scarcely advanced at all. 

For the author, however, “it is certain that this soul, being of� the same 

nature in all animals, is dissipated at the death of� a man, just as it is 

in animals. Whence it follows that what the poets and theologians 

tell us of� the other world is only a chimera they have created and 

sold for reasons it is easy to guess.”!35

The treatise is more comfortable with demons. We recall that this 

subject had given rise to lively debates in Holland around 1700. Here 

we fi nd their echoes. According to the treatise, it was the ancients 

who invented this foolishness, which Jews and Christians hastened 

to adopt—“an absurd belief, but ordinary to the ignorant people who 

imagine that what they do not understand is some infi nite power.” 

Spirits, made of� subtle matt er, which circulate rapidly and have the 

power to act upon us, are a godsend for the rulers. “This ridiculous 

opinion was no sooner divulged than the rulers made use of� it to but-

tress their authority, . . . in order that the fear that the people would 

feel for these invisible powers would hold them in subjection. And 

to do this with more force, they divided demons into good and bad, 

the former to incite men to obey their laws, and the latt er to restrain 

them and to prevent them from breaking them.”!36

The Greeks were the inventors of� this “foolish imagining.” The 

Jews borrowed it from them, and att ributed to the action of� demons 

the behavior of� “those whom we call lunatics, crazy, mad, epileptics, 

and also those who spoke an unknown language. A misshapen or 

unclean man was, to their mind, possessed by an unclean spirit; a 

mute, by a mute spirit.” Later, Christians adopted these pieces of� 

nonsense in their turn, since “Jesus Christ was Jewish, and as a con-

sequence, strongly imbued with these insipid opinions that his na-

tion had taken from the Greeks.”

The devil appears throughout the gospels; he defi es God, pro-

vokes him, incites men to evil, and God does nothing! He wiped out 
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humanity, his own creation, by drowning it in the Flood for some 

obscure sins, and then he let Satan walk about and commit all the 

evil that he can. This is indeed a history of� madmen, concludes the 

treatise.

How can we conceive that God maintains a creature who not only 

curses him unceasingly and bears him a mortal hatred, but who 

takes pains to seduce his friends, in order to have the pleasure of� 

cursing him through an infi nite number of� mouths? How, I say, can 

one understand that God maintains and preserves the devil and al-

lows him to survive in order to do the worst to him that he can, to 

dethrone him if� he could, and to turn aside to his service his chosen 

and his favorites? What is God’s goal in this? Or rather, what are they 

trying to tell us, in speaking to us of� devils and hell? If� God can do 

anything, and no one can do anything without him, how did it come 

about that the devil hates him, that he curses him, and takes away his 

friends? Either he is complicit, or not: if� he is complicit, it is certain 

that the devil, in cursing him, is doing only what he should, since 

he can only do what God wishes, and in consequence this is not the 

devil but God himself� who curses himself� through the mouth of� the 

devil, a thing that to my mind is very absurd. If� he is not complicit, 

it is not true that he is all-powerful, and if� he is not all-powerful, 

it would be necessary to admit, instead of� one sole principle of� all 

things, two, one for good and the other for evil, one who wants one 

thing, the other who wants and does exactly the contrary. Where 

does this reasoning lead? To admitt ing unconditionally that there 

is no God, no devil, no soul, no heaven, no hell in the manner that 

it is depicted, and that the theologians, that is to say those who sell 

fables as divinely revealed truths, are all, except for some ignorant 

ones, men of� bad faith, who maliciously abuse the credulity of� the 

people to insinuate what pleases them, as if� the masses were only 

capable of� seeing chimeras, or were to be nourished only by these 

past-dated foods, where they see only emptiness, nothingness, mad-

ness, and not one grain of� the salt of� truth and wisdom.37

Moses the Impostor: Magic and Persecution

Let us get to the heart of� the Traité des trois imposteurs: the case of� 

the three characters in question, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet. A 
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frontal att ack on these three icons is doubly blasphemous: on the 

one hand, by accusing each of� them of� imposture, and on the other 

hand, by placing them all on the same level. By insulting the three 

founders of� the three great monotheistic religions, the authors of� 

the treatise struck these religions at their most sacred spot. Each of� 

these characters was the object of� att acks on the part of� the faithful 

of� the other religions, who thereby defended their own champion. 

But to att ack all three at once was an incredibly bold undertaking for 

that era, when atheism, even if� it was not unknown, as we have seen, 

was generally considered a monstrosity in all public statements. To 

uphold the thesis of� the three impostors around 1700, even secretly, 

required remarkable strength of� character; not only were there 

legal risks, which could go as far as execution, but also the risk of� 

eternal punishment, if� by chance . . . Aft er all, one could never be 

100 percent sure, and to knowingly defy all the gods in an environ-

ment where they were omnipresent, where no one seemed to doubt 

their existence, was a deed beyond the reach of� the fi rst unbeliever 

to come along. Recall that for many theologians, the true atheist can-

not exist: this would be madness. Such a person might be a libertine, 

morally corrupt, or oblivious, but he could not truly believe his own 

claim. “Earth has few such monsters,” said Bossuet, “even idolators 

and infi dels regard them with horror.”!38 A treatise that argued coldly 

against the three “impostors” was thus the worst form of� defi ance 

imaginable, especially since the litt le book made no compromise.

Numa Pompilius was evidently no more than an appetizer. He 

could be shot down without fear: the unhappy man no longer had 

a defender. The treatise, however, treated him gently, acknowledging 

that this “wise man,” who “worked throughout a reign of� more than 

forty years to soft en the savage ways of� the Romans,” had done useful 

work. His story of� private conversation with the nymph Egeria was 

a pious lie that permitt ed him to establish Roman law. He was thus 

more or less a sympathetic character.

The tone changed when the subject turned to the case of� Moses. 

Of� the three impostors, he was the one whose status was most am-

biguous. He was venerated by the Jews, of� course, but Christians had 

ambivalent feelings about him: a great prophet, certainly, but a bit 

too Jewish to be really respectable, as one might say. Besides, before 

the appearance of� Christianity, accusations of� magical practices had 

already taken shape in the Hellenistic environment, as we have seen. 
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In the second half� of� the seventeenth century, the very authenticity 

of� his work began to be threatened, as well as its anteriority with re-

spect to ancient civilizations.

Some people began to ask themselves if, far from having been 

an innovator, Moses had not been a copier or an imitative genius. 

This was affi  rmed by the Englishmen John Marsham and, in 1685, 

John Spencer, of� Corpus Christi College, Cambridge. How was it pos-

sible that, aft er several centuries of� Egyptian domination, this rude 

people called the Hebrews had not come under the infl uence of� a 

stable, dominant civilization? Were the rites of� Leviticus not just 

imitations of� Egyptian practices? This thesis, though impious, still 

had a certain att raction, as Abbé Renaudet admitt ed regretfully in 

1702: the work of� John Marsham was

in its own particular line, . . . perfect; perfect in respect of� the order-

liness, the method, the precision, the conciseness and the profound 

scholarship which distinguish it throughout. At the same time, it 

is diffi  cult not to animadvert on an author, who, either because he 

has a special leaning towards Egypt, and its antiquities, or for some 

other reason best known to himself, has so att enuated everything 

that lends dignity to the Scriptures and their ancient origin, that he 

has provided the free-thinker with more food for scepticism than 

the majority of� the declared opponents of� religion ever did.39

The defenders of� the Bible who launched themselves into learned 

studies in order to respond to the att acks only furnished arms to 

their adversaries. Huet, in his Demonstratio evangelica (1678), which 

claimed to establish a proof� by the facts, in relying upon the prophe-

cies of� Moses, drew att ention in spite of� himself� to the incoheren-

cies of� the Pentateuch, which Richard Simon, that same year, showed 

could not be the work of� the great legislator. The Pentateuch con-

tained many citations, proverbs, turns of� phrase, and elements of� 

style of� a later period, without even mentioning that it gave a detailed 

account of� Moses’ funeral, which was somewhat suspect. Moreover, 

the redundancies, variants, contradictions, and chronological errors 

showed that it had several strata of� composition.

Huet was a theologian, Simon a philologist, and both were devout 

Christians, whose sincere work certainly gave more ammunition for 

doubt than the att acks of� Spinoza. One could say as much about the 

colossal work done by the Benedictine monks on Christian sources. 



180�c h a p t e r  s i x

They rummaged through libraries, going over them with a fi ne-tooth 

comb; manuscripts were brought to light, relieved of� the dust of� cen-

turies. It was obscure and thankless work, which restored the past of� 

the church: lives of� saints, history, polemics, linguistics, iconography, 

archaeology, and numismatics. Between 1680 and 1720 Benedictines 

and Bollandists, such as Mabillon, Du Cange, Muratori, Montfaucon, 

Bentley, Puff endorf, Rymer, Leibniz, and many others were all hard 

at work. The more editorial work they did and the more they piled 

up the folio volumes, the more people doubted, questioned, and sank 

into skepticism.

It was thus a weakened Moses whom the treatise att acked in chap-

ter 5. This “grandson of� a great magician, who became the chief� 

of� the Hebrews and got them to believe that God had appeared to 

him; that it was by his order that he had taken up their leadership; 

that God had chosen him to govern them; and that they themselves 

would be his chosen people, privileged, to the exclusion of� all other 

nations, provided that they believed and that they did what he would 

tell them. And to convince them of� his divine mission, he did some 

fancy tricks in their presence, which they took for miracles.”!40 His 

method: “He retired into solitude from time to time, on the pretext 

of� going out to confer privately with God; and by this pretence of� 

immediate converse with the divinity, he gained limitless respect 

and obedience.” But he also used force, because—according to the 

treatise, following Machiavelli in this—“deception without arms 

has rarely succeeded.” Moses eliminated his rivals without mercy; 

he “administered death without quarter to those strong minds and 

spared none of� those who found fault with his government. With 

these precautions, and by coloring these torments in the name of� 

divine vengeance, he lived as an absolute ruler.”

Jesus the Impostor: A Merchant of� Absurd Dreams

The case of� Jesus is obviously much more sensitive. This is the true 

center of� the treatise, which devotes lengthy discussions to it. For 

we are, aft er all, in the land of� Christianity: if� att acking Mahomet is 

a holy enterprise from the point of� view of� the church, and if� to de-

mystify Moses conforms to the beginnings of� modern exegesis, to la-

bel Jesus an impostor is a major crime. The character is untouchable, 
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erected as a champion of� love by theology and hagiography, killed 

by the blows of� Jewish fanaticism. Att acking him is a delicate matt er. 

Anti-Christian criticism att acked the clergy, accusing them of� hav-

ing betrayed the message of� the founder, who remained a venerated 

fi gure. To att ack Jesus himself� was a novelty of� stunning boldness.

However, he was an impostor like the others, according to the 

treatise. It was his method that was diff erent: he deliberately took 

the opposite tack from Moses.

[Moses] began by making himself� terrible and formidable to other 

nations. Jesus Christ, in contrast, drew men to him by their hope 

for the delights of� another life, which they would obtain, he said, 

by believing in him. While Moses promised only temporal goods 

to those who observed his law, Jesus Christ made them hope for 

eternal goods. The laws of� the one concerned only external matt ers; 

those of� the other concerned the interior. They allott ed praise or 

blame even for thoughts, and in every way were a counterpoise to 

those of� Moses. . . . But as it is very diffi  cult to get men to resolve to 

move from one law to another, and as most minds are extremely 

tenacious in matt ers of� religion, Jesus Christ, imitating other inno-

vators, resorted to miracles, which have always been the trap of� the 

ignorant and the refuge of� the ambitious.41

Against Jesus, the treatise uses Greco-Roman and Judaic argu-

ments, and especially Celsus. Spinoza provides the basis for the 

critique of� the notion of� incarnation. The basic accusation one can 

make against Jesus is to have spread a false message of� hope, to have 

deceived men by presenting his own wild imaginings as divine rev-

elations, to have been a merchant of� dreams, of� illusions, who de-

manded the submission of� bodies and spirits in exchange for a false 

hope of� eternal life without any guarantee.

The man was skillful: he presented himself� as the Messiah, and to 

make sure that no one else would come along later to supplant him, 

he prophesied that all those who would claim to be messiahs aft er 

him would be impostors and Antichrists. “Jesus Christ, more adept 

than the Mosaic prophets, in order to cut the ground out from under 

those who would rise up against him, predicted that any such man 

would be the great enemy of� God, the delight of� demons, the sewer 

of� all vices, and the desolation of� the world. Aft er these fi ne praises, 
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there was, in my opinion, no one who wanted to call himself� Anti-

christ; and I don’t see that anyone could fi nd a bett er secret than that 

one to eternalize a law.”!42

Another of� Jesus’ skills was to address his message to the igno-

rant and the poor in spirit, because he knew that those people were 

the most numerous and that they were resistant to all reasoning. By 

appealing to this category, Jesus assured himself� of� the permanence 

of� his doctrine. In addition, it provided, according to the treatise, a 

powerful argument to his sectarians: if� his religion founded on idi-

ots managed to triumph, they would say, this was proof� that it was 

divine, because how could idiots prevail without the aid of� God?

A religion that survives on such weak foundations, and whose 

preachers were men ignorant to the point of� stupidity, is a com-

pletely divine and supernatural religion; as if� one did not know that 

there was no one bett er suited to give currency to the most absurd 

opinions than women and idiots. It is thus nothing to marvel at, 

that Jesus Christ certainly did not choose wise men and philoso-

phers for his apostles. He knew that his law and common sense were 

diametrically opposed, and that is why he spoke out on so many 

occasions against the wise and excluded them from his kingdom, 

to which he admits only the poor in spirit, the simpleminded, and 

imbeciles.43

Jesus was sly: he claimed at the start to want to fulfi ll the law of� 

Moses, but as his troop of� followers grew, he excused himself� from 

observing it, excused his disciples likewise, and made their apolo-

gies when they violated it. “He avoided performing miracles in 

the presence of� unbelievers and enlightened folk,” knowing that 

the ignorant are easier to fool. Certainly, in contrast to Moses and 

Mahomet, Jesus failed on the personal level, since he was crucifi ed, 

which illustrates yet again that force is necessary to maintain decep-

tion. “When he had performed the miracles that are att ributed to 

him, lacking money or an army, he could not fail to perish. But with 

fi nances and troops, it is likely that he would have been no less suc-

cessful than Moses, Mahomet, and those who have had the ambition 

to raise themselves up above others. If� he was more unfortunate, he 

was no less adroit, and some parts of� his story show that the great 

weakness of� his strategy was to have neglected to provide suffi  ciently 

for his own safety.”!44 But his disciples, in spiriting away the body, 
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knew how to transform his failure into victory, by putt ing out the 

rumor of� a resurrection. Because the Jews were hostile, they turned 

to the pagans; for that, they needed to refi ne their doctrine some-

what, for the pagans were not as rustic as the Jews. Therefore, they 

recruited “a young man of� a bold and active spirit, a litt le bett er edu-

cated than the fi shermen, or a bigger babbler.” This was Saint Paul, 

who made Jesus pass for a God.

In fact, who was this Jesus? The treatise does not say. It avoids re-

peating the story of� Celsus, which had it that Christ was the adul-

terous son of� the soldier Panther and Mary. The author contents 

himself� with saying that Jesus had the aim of� imitating Moses and 

that “he gained a following of� some idiots, whom he persuaded to 

believe that the Holy Spirit was his father and that a virgin was his 

mother.” The idea of� divine incarnation “involves as big a contra-

diction as if� one were to say the circle had taken on the nature of� 

the square, or that the whole had become a part.” As for redemption 

through putt ing to death the son of� God, how could this grave crime 

in any way redeem lighter sins? How can we conceive that this all-

powerful God “should have debased himself� to the point of� avenging 

the bites he had received from these ants, these worms, and to take 

satisfaction as if� he could have been injured by them? . . . as if, sup-

posing he had really been off ended by them, he would not have been 

the master, either to give up his rights, or to reconcile these sinners 

with his  divinity in some other way, or fi nally to award them a free 

pardon?”!45

Jesus taught a moral doctrine that was utt erly impossible to fol-

low, contrary to nature, and would have given rise to the worst disor-

ders if� it had actually been applied: not to resist the wicked, to off er 

oneself� to their blows, to live at the expense of� others by begging. 

Moreover, the clergy exempted themselves from following these pre-

cepts: “These sellers of� air, of� wind, of� smoke . . . seem to have studied 

solely in order to gain a post that would provide them with bread. A 

post that they worship and for which they applaud themselves when 

they have obtained it. Believing that they have arrived at a state of� 

perfection, even though it is only, for those who obtain it, a state of� 

self-love, ease, pride, voluptuousness, where most observe nothing 

less than the maxims of� the religion they preach.”!46 The treatise op-

posed to these “hypocrites” the life of� the sages of� antiquity. No one 

was “more austere, more fi rm, more equal, and more detached from 
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passions” than Epictetus; Epicurus led a frugal life, and “this phi-

losopher, even though he was a pagan, used to say that it was bett er 

to be out of� luck and reasonable than rich and wealthy without hav-

ing right reason; adding that it was rare for fortune and wisdom to 

exist in the same person, and that we only know how to be happy 

or to live pleasurably when our happiness is accompanied by pru-

dence, justice, and honesty, which are the qualities of� true and last-

ing pleasure.”!47

Christians borrowed most of� their beliefs from pagans. “Saint 

Augustine acknowledges that he found the entire beginning of� the 

Gospel of� Saint John in some of� their writings.” The Old Testament, 

according to the treatise, is the result of� pillaging from Plato and 

Greek myth: Eve and the Androgyne, original sin and Pandora’s box, 

manna in the desert and the ambrosia of� the gods, the river of� Dan-

iel and the Pyriphlegeton, the sacrifi ces of� Isaac and of� Iphigenia, 

and so on.

From the beginning, the Christian world tore itself� apart, and “it 

is truly a strange thing that this Christian religion—which, being 

the only true religion in the world, the truth revealed by God, ought 

to be united in faith, since there is only one God and one truth—

should always be torn into so many parts and divided into so many 

contrary opinions and sects.”!48 And these divisions have provoked 

unheard-of� violence among people who all claim to follow the law of� 

love and of� pardoning off enses, “as if� the Christian religion taught 

people to hate and to persecute others.” “It is permitt ed only to 

Christians to be murderers, betrayers, traitors, and to set themselves 

against one another by all kinds of� inhumanities, against the living, 

the dead, honor, life, memory, spirit, tombs, and ashes, by means of� 

fi re, steel, vicious libels, curses, banishments from heaven and from 

earth, exhumations, breakings of� bones and monuments, provided 

that this was for the security or advancement of� one’s own party and 

the retreat of� the other.”!49

All of� this is explained, according to the treatise, by the fact that 

Christians “neither can nor should carry themselves calmly and 

moderately, without betraying God’s cause and their own.” But one 

of� the results of� these atrocious wars of� religion is that many people 

lose their faith: “Many, worn out and tired of� so many divisions and 

contrasts, not knowing what to att ach themselves to and uphold, 
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abandon everything, live blank, and come to despise and abandon 

religion. For we know only too well that apostasy, atheism, and irreli-

gion are the product and the off spring of� heresies.”!50

This is a specifi c characteristic of� Christianity, says the treatise, 

which is, typical of� its period, largely ignorant of� the heresies of� 

other religions: “In other false and bastard religions, gentile, pagan, 

Judaic, Mahometan, one does not fi nd such divisions and partiali-

ties. And if� there are divisions, they are few in number, light, and 

unimportant, as in the Judaic and Mahometan religions, or if� they 

have been numerous, as among gentiles, between philosophers, at 

least they have not produced major and shocking eff ects and distur-

bances in the world.”!51

Mahomet the Impostor: Th e Senses and the Sword

The third impostor is Mahomet. Apparently, the task was an easier 

one. For centuries, the Prophet was considered in Christian Europe 

as the prototype of� the impostor, the rascal, the deceiver, who owed 

his success only to the swords of� his soldiers. However, the case of� 

Mahomet was reexamined around 1700—with a desire, if� not of� reha-

bilitation, at least of� relativization—by heterodox intellectuals who 

thought that Islamic doctrine was probably no worse than Christian. 

As early as 1671, Henry Stubbs had emphasized the positive aspects 

of� the Prophet in his Account of� the Rise and Progress of� Mahometan-
ism. He especially appreciated the oneness of� Allah, for as a good So-

cinian he rejected the Trinity. Bayle, in the article “Mahomet” in his 

Dictionnaire, tried to take into account history and rumor and gos-

sip, favorable and hostile. Both the orientalist Ludovico Marracci, in 

his Prodromus ad refutationem Alcorani, published at Rome in 1691, 

and the learned Abraham Hinckelmann, in Alcoranus s[cilicet] lex 
islami[ti]ca Muhammedis . . . (Hamburg, 1697), abandoned an aggres-

sively polemical tone for a reasoned critique. In 1697, Humphrey 

Prideaux, in Th e True Nature of� Imposture Fully Displayed in the Life of� 
Mahomet (London; French translation, Paris, 1699), based his work 

on more credible historical sources and condemned the violent 

Christian pamphlets that used only unverifi ed calumnies.

Kindest to Mahomet was Boulainvillier, to the point that a rumor 

reported by Mathieu Marais said that he had actually converted to 
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Islam.52 In any case, he had translated the Qur�ān, in an edition pub-

lished at Amsterdam in 1731, of� which the Duc de Saint-Simon had a 

copy in his library. Between 1718 and 1721, Boulainvillier wrote a Life 
of� Mahomet, which was published in 1731 at London by Hinchcliff . 

Diego Venturino calls it “the fi rst frankly pro-Islamic text produced 

by European culture.”!53 Boulainvillier took his information from 

the late seventeenth-century scholars Pocock and Herbélot, and 

turned the Prophet’s biography into a weapon against Christianity. 

Mahomet was indeed a “notorious and acknowledged” impostor, but 

also a man endowed with “superior qualities.” This had to be admit-

ted, for otherwise his successes could only be explained by the will of� 

God, “which the impious will blame for having brought part of� the 

world into error, and having violently destroyed his own revelation.” 

The case was clearly embarrassing for Christians.

Boulainvillier similarly gave a positive view of� the Muslim reli-

gion, which rejected the contradictions of� Christianity, such as the 

Incarnation, which would be due simply to an error of� interpreta-

tion of� the disciples. He presented Islam as the religion that was “the 

simplest in its dogmas, the least absurd in its practices, the most tol-

erant in its principles,” following the expression of� Condorcet. To 

parade the merits of� Islam in this way was above all a way of� deni-

grating Christianity and favoring deism.

In fact, no one in Europe actually imagined the rehabilitation of� 

Mahomet. The image of� the impostor, of� the false prophet who im-

poses his power by lies and force of� arms, was always present, among 

devout Christian authors as well as among the heterodox. Mahomet 

inspired unanimity of� opinion against him. In 1679, the dean of� 

Lichfi eld, Rev. Lancelot Addison, in his Life and Death of� Mahumed, 

called him a “monstrous impostor.”!54 The term impostor was like-

wise used by the Dictionnaire of� Moréri (1680) and by the Diction-
naire de l’Académie (1694). Spinoza, in a lett er to Jacob Ostens, wrote 

that “it clearly follows [from my doctrine] that Mahomet was an 

impostor. . . . And if� he replies that Mahomet, too, taught the divine 

law and gave sure signs of� his mission as did the other prophets, 

there is certainly no reason for him to deny that Mahomet was a 

true prophet.”!55 As for Hobbes, he recalled how “Mahomet, to set 

up his new Religion, pretended to have conferences with the Holy 

Ghost, in forme of� a Dove,”!56 an old chimera from medieval apolo-

getics against Islam.
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The Traité des trois imposteurs had only to draw from this anti-

 Islamic tradition, and it did not fail to do so. Gathering all the stories 

compiled by Christians against the Prophet, it declared that this

impostor, seeing that he was subject to the falling sickness, decided 

to make his friends believe that the most violent paroxysms of� his 

epilepsy were moments of� ecstasy and signs of� the spirit of� God that 

entered into him. He convinced them also that a white pigeon that 

came to eat grains of� wheat from his ear was the angel Gabriel come 

to announce to him, on God’s behalf, what he was to do; aft erward, 

he made use of� the monk Sergius to compose a Qur�ān, which he 

pretended had been dictated to him from God’s own mouth; fi nally, 

he got hold of� a notorious astrologer to predispose the people by 

the predictions he made about the change of� regime that was going 

to occur and the new law that a great prophet was going to estab-

lish, so that they would more easily accept his own when he came to 

publish it. But when he noticed that his secretary Abdalla Bensalon, 

against whom he had unjustly taken off ense, had begun to discover 

and to make known such impostures, he cut his throat one night in 

his house, and set fi re to its four corners, with the intention of� con-

vincing the people the next day that this had happened by fi re from 

heaven, and in order to punish the said secretary who had taken the 

initiative of� changing and corrupting some passages of� the Qur�ān.

However, this scheme was not the end of� all the others; there still 

needed one more that would top off � the mystery. He persuaded the 

most devoted of� his servants to descend to the bott om of� a well that 

was near a high road, so that he might cry out, when he was passing 

by in company with a large crowd of� people who ordinarily accom-

panied him, “Mahomet is the well-beloved of� God, Mahomet is the 

well-beloved of� God.” And when this happened in the manner that 

he had proposed, he thanked divine goodness for such a remark-

able testimony, and begged the people who followed him to cover up 

this well then and there, and to build a litt le mosque above it as the 

mark of� such a miracle. And by this invention this poor servant was 

buried under a shower of� stones that took away the means of� ever 

revealing the falseness of� this miracle.57

One must recognize the episode drawn from Naudé.

Mahomet, like Moses, had to do with men who were “sensual and 

vulgar.” Also, “this impostor promised them . . . a paradise, where the 
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happiness of� those who would have observed his law would consist 

in part of� whatever most fl att ers the senses.” This religion is “vul-

gar and fl eshly,” and the Qur�ān “stuff ed with unbelievable stupidi-

ties” that are worth no more than those of� the Bible, stories of� “the 

sword, wars, murders, and captivities.” Mahomet also made use of� 

an astrologer, “to prepare the people to receive more willingly the 

religion he wanted to introduce.” Finally, as the ultimate argument, 

he used the sword.

In fact, it was he who had the most success of� the three liars, in 

the opinion of� the treatise. “He died peacefully, covered with glory 

and assured that his doctrine would survive aft er his death, because 

he had shaped it to the minds of� his sectarians, born and brought 

up in ignorance and in sensuality.” And his religion “is so solid that 

aft er more than a thousand years of� rule, there is no sign yet that it 

is ready to fall.”!58

The Traité des trois imposteurs draws a lesson from these hoaxes: 

“Here you have it, readers, whatever is most notable about these four 

(with Numa Pompilius) famous legislators. They are such as we have 

depicted them for you. It is for you to see if� they deserve to have 

you imitate them, and if� you are to be pardoned for allowing your-

self� to be led by guides that ambition raised up and ignorance made 

 immortal.” It ends with a call to reason and to the search for truth:

For a long time people have favored the absurd maxim that truth 

is not made for the people and that the people are not capable of� 

knowing it; but in all times, also, there have been sincere spirits, 

who have rejected such an injustice, as we have done in this litt le 

treatise.

Those who love the truth will no doubt fi nd great consolation in 

it; and it is those alone whom we wish to please, without troubling 

ourselves in any way with those for whom prejudices serve as infal-

lible oracles.59

The tone appears to be cautiously optimistic. However, the appeal, 

spread by means of� very few copies, smothered by censorship and by 

the fl ood of� religious apologies, did not reach far. In the eighteenth 

century, this incendiary, provocative text, too radical for its time, 

caused divisions in the ranks of� the heterodox and the enemies of� 

the church. It provoked fear, and burned the hands of� the philoso-

phers, most of� whom tried to dissociate themselves from it, except 
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for the boldest, like La Mett rie or d’Holbach. Having just emerged 

from myth, the Th ree Impostors plunged into clandestinity. Read only 

by a few initiates, by minds already convinced, it remained for the 

vast majority a simple expression, that of� an integral blasphemy, a 

sort of� slogan of� the radical Enlightenment.





e pi l o g u e

The Th ree Impostors in the Antireligious 
Literature of� the Eighteenth Century

In the years from 1719 to 1721, the Traité des trois imposteurs offi  cially 

entered into the large family of� clandestine literature so character-

istic of� the intellectual production of� the eighteenth century. Ev-

erywhere in Europe, to various degrees, the censors of� the church 

and state were watching. The boldest works, produced anonymously 

and in secret, were passed surreptitiously from hand to hand. They 

were sought out by the police, seized, and burned when they were 

discovered. The subterranean commerce of� forbidden books was 

all the more prosperous as the spirit of� the Enlightenment gained 

ground, won over larger and larger circles, and gave rise to bolder 

ideas. The litt le “red book” was one of� the fl owers of� this literature. 

But its radical thesis divided even the most disputatious minds: 

while d’Holbach approved of� it, even publishing an edition of� the 

text in 1768, Voltaire took off ense at it, and went so far as to write a 

refutation.

An odd man, this Paul Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach. Born in the 

Palatinate in 1723, he died in Paris in 1789. He owed his title of� 

baron of� the empire, along with his fortune, to his uncle, who sub-

sidized his education in Paris. From 1744 to 1749, he was in Hol-

land, studying law in Leiden. He moved to Paris in 1749, became a 

French citizen, and bought a post as councilor secretary to the king. 

His absorbing occupation was to publish clandestine texts, and for 

more than  thirty-fi ve years, starting in 1753, he held a salon in the 

rue Royale-Saint-Roch, which rapidly became known for its very free 

atmosphere.

D’Holbach was a likable man, discreet, sociable, and virtuous; a 

good father and a good husband, as even his enemies acknowledged. 

He had many enemies, for this scholar, who published nothing un-

der his own name, was a complete atheist, materialist, and fatalist, 



192�e p i l o g u e

who spent his life publishing the most antireligious clandestine 

works. He wrote formidable treatises against belief� systems, notably 

what might be considered the fi rst great materialist synthesis, the 

Système de la nature (1770). D’Holbach embodied peaceful atheism.

In his view, the propensity to believe is especially strong in igno-

rant people, and this is the basis for religious imposture. D’Holbach 

devoted an entire treatise to the topic in 1766: Le Christianisme dévoilé 
ou Examen des principes et des eff ets de la religion chrétienne [Christian-
ity  Unveiled; Being, An Examination of� the Principles and Eff ects of� the 
Christian Religion]. “Founded on imposture, ignorance and credulity, 

[religion] can never be useful but to men who wish to deceive their 

fellow-creatures. We shall fi nd, that it will never cease to generate 

the greatest evils among mankind, and that instead of� producing the 

felicity it promises, it is formed to cover the earth with outrages, and 

deluge it in blood; that it will plunge the human race in delirium 

and vice, and blind their eyes to their truest interests and their plain-

est duties.”!1 All the founders of� religions are thus necessarily impos-

tors, Moses, Jesus, and Mahomet at the head.

D’Holbach’s propositions are very close to those of� the Traité des 
trois imposteurs, and the baron could not help but take an interest 

in this mysterious work. In 1768, he arranged an edition of� it that 

became a standard reference. As he did for the Histoire critique de 
Jésus-Christ and Le Bon Sens du curé Meslier, other clandestine manu-

scripts whose publication he arranged (in 1770 and 1772), d’Holbach 

made certain modifi cations to the text, modernized its language, 

and added notes, but he felt no need to change its contents, with 

which he was fully in agreement. It is impossible to know which 

manuscript of� the treatise he worked with. A great variety of� them 

circulated in this period, and were altered along the way, intention-

ally and unintentionally, by the copyists. D’Holbach’s version, once 

readied, was sent secretly, via Sedan and Liège, to Amsterdam, to the 

bookseller-publisher Marc-Michel Rey, a native of� Geneva living in 

Holland, who published virtually all the philosophes and many of� the 

clandestine works. Rousseau, his compatriot, was one of� his princi-

pal clients from La Nouvelle Héloïse to the Contrat social, but Diderot, 

Voltaire, Jacobi, and many others also entrusted their works to him. 

D’Holbach regularly had recourse to him. Once printed, the books 

arrived in France by the same routes, and sold for higher prices be-
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cause of� the limited size of� the editions, which rarely reached a thou-

sand copies. A small book like Le Christianisme dévoilé cost 10 ecus, 

and a big book, like Le Système de la nature, cost 5 louis.2

This 1768 edition of� the Traité des trois imposteurs by Marc-Michel 

Rey, in d’Holbach’s version, may be said to mark its entry into the 

great classics of� clandestine literature, and would gain it the honor of� 

the Index in 1783 (aft er the reprints of� 1775, 1776, and 1777 and before 

those of� 1793 and 1796). Before this semi-public life, the treatise had 

had a secret life since its fi rst publications in 1719 and 1721. For this 

almost half� century, it is very diffi  cult to follow its trace. Copies of� 

the printed editions are extremely rare. The fi rst edition, that of� 1719, 

under the title L’Esprit de Spinoza, of� which only four extant copies 

are known, must have been extremely limited: seventy copies, “aft er 

the example of� the seventy apostles,” according to a note in La Vie et 
l’Esprit in a manuscript now in Gött ingen.3 A fantastic fi gure, since 

Prosper Marchand stated that he himself� had burned three hundred 

copies of� this edition in 1734, at the request of� Levier’s heirs. But 

aft er this auto-da-fé, extant copies had to be few in number. Of� the 

mysterious edition of� 1721, no surviving example has been found. 

And from 1721 to 1768, no new edition has been noted. Only the Life 

of� Spinoza was republished, but from then on it led an independent 

existence, as a simple biography. The Traité des trois imposteurs, on 

the other hand, circulated only in manuscript form, along with a few 

print survivors from 1719 and 1721.

Att empts were made to publish it, motivated by the desire for gain. 

In 1736, Mortier, who had a copy of� L’Esprit, wanted to have it printed 

in order to pass it off � as a translation of� the thirteenth-century De 
tribus. This was reported by Caspar Fritsch in a lett er of� 17 January 

1740 to Marchand: “It is four years since Mortier brought a [copy] 

of� it, which he wanted to sell dear to the litt le masters following the 

Court. This made some noise. I was informed of� it by reasonable 

men. I showed them mine. They found it to be una et eadem [one and 
the same]: to counter the charlatanism of� Mortier, I allowed them to 

freely make as many copies as they wanted.” Fritsch thus contributed 

to the spread of� the treatise in manuscript form. Marchand, in the 

article “Impostoribus” of� his Dictionnaire historique, mentioned yet 

another abortive att empt: “In addition to these two extremely rare 

and almost unknown editions [those of� 1719 and 1721], we might 
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have seen a third, made aft er the manuscript of� Mr. Hulst mentioned 

above and procured by a certain academician, reproducer, and what 

is worse, secondhand dealer in these sorts of� literary curiosities, if� 

the Dutch publisher, to whom he made the proposition, had not 

been a more honest man than he, and had not fl atly refused to ac-

cept such a criminal commission.”

The treatise thus circulated essentially in manuscript form be-

fore 1768. Copies had to be fairly numerous, because they were re-

produced in series, as shown by the interrogation in 1725 of� a certain 

Jérôme Lecouteux, a specialist in the distribution of� news by hand, 

who had as many as fi ft y clerks working under his orders. At the 

home of� one of� them, named Bonnet, a search turned up “a manu-

script containing 302 folio rolls having for a title La Vie et l’Esprit de 
Spinoza.” Interrogated, Bonnet responded “that he had made fi ve or 

six copies of� it for the account of� Sieur Le Coutuels.”!4 The latt er did 

his best to minimize the aff air: “With regard to Spinoza, it was agreed 

to have made three complete copies, a year or eighteen months ago 

by Sieur Bonnet, which were sold by him to M. le comte de Toulouse, 

to M. the bishop of� Blois and to M. de Caraman, but that then he 

had ceased this work, Monsieur Dargenson having so ordered him.” 

Imprisoned in the Bastille, he admitt ed in the course of� a second 

interrogation “to have had copied a part of� the said manuscript last 

summer by the said Sieur Bonnet, which copy was delivered by him 

to M. Daguesseau de Valjouin, who had asked him for it.” The in-

vestigation revealed the existence of� a veritable network of� copyists 

and salesmen, which suggests that dozens of� copies fl owed, benefi t-

ing from complicity and protections. The aff air equally reveals that 

the treatise was much sought aft er and read among the aristocracy 

and even by ecclesiastical dignitaries. This explains the assurance 

of� Lecouteux, who swore “to have in his possession no bad manu-

scripts” and had his friends intervene to get him released from the 

Bastille. The police seem to have been more interested in the seizure 

of� works of� Boulainvillier than in L’Esprit de Spinoza.

The extent of� the spread of� the treatise was confi rmed in 1739 when 

authorities discovered thirty-four copies of� the Vie de Spinoza, forty-

one of� Spinoza [L’Esprit?], and fi ft y-eight of� the Réfutations de Spinoza 

(Boulainvillier) at the home of� one Stella, who had been arrested and 

imprisoned in the Bastille. Stella was a maître d’hôtel of� the Venetian 

ambassador.5 In 1746, they arrested a certain Claude Lapalu, a former 
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Latin teacher, who was part of� a team of� copyist-salesmen special-

izing in “infamous books full of� obscenities.” The search made on 

23 March at his home revealed, in addition to pornographic works, 

“in manuscript, the treatise of� the three impostors.” He stated that 

“this manuscript was entrusted to his wife by the said Lefevre mixed 

up in the book business who is at present in Italy.”!6 It seems that the 

band, under the direction of� a certain Clermont, did an active trade 

in the treatise. In 1747, another aff air revealed the growing concern 

of� the police in the face of� the circulation of� the three impostors: for 

several months, the exempt Dadvenel put a watch on the movements 

of� a former valet de chambre and innkeeper, Pierre Guillier, in Paris; 

informers bought copies of� the Traité des trois imposteurs from him, 

which were entrusted to the director of� the Librairie, Maurepas, as 

trial exhibits. The arrest of� Pierre Guillier followed, and a thorough 

search was made of� his lodging, where investigators found several 

pornographic manuscripts. He was asked “if� in the past year he had 

not given for sale four copies of� the three impostors, six copies of� a 

manuscript entitled Le Jean Foutre puny [John Fuckoff � Punished] and 

two copies of� another entitled Paris foutant [Paris Fucking].” Guillier 

admitt ed that he “had given to an individual who came to him to ask 

on behalf� of� someone two or three copies of� the three impostors and 

the same number of� Jean Foutre puny, with the three impostors at 6 

livres apiece, Le Jean Foutre puny, 3 livres.”!7 Imprisoned in the Grand 

Châtelet and then in the Bicêtre in July 1747, he was exiled in August 

1748. In 1759, again, the police seized from Durey de Morsan a Dis-
sertation sur les trois imposteurs.8

These several aff airs suffi  ce to convince us that the manuscripts 

of� the treatise were secretly in great demand and circulated co-

vertly in large numbers, in spite of� their high price. Their mention 

alongside pornographic best sellers such as Jean Foutre and Portier 
des Chartreux is rather fl att ering: it reveals that the work was greatly 

sought aft er in France.

The demand seemed no less in other countries. In the United 

Provinces, the location of� the print editions of� 1719 and 1721, many 

printed copies were seized and destroyed, but thanks to the activity 

of� copyists in French immigrant circles, hundreds of� manuscripts 

circulated. Fritsch allowed copies to be made freely. The correspon-

dence of� Marchand confi rms the popularity of� the work commonly 

called “the red book.”!9 In 1753, Durey wrote to him to off er “some 
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French manuscripts, copied secretly aft er those of� the king’s library 

in Paris, or those of� the library of� Abbé Bignon,” including the Mé-
moire of� Meslier and various clandestine antireligious writings.10

In Germany, interest in the three impostors was no less strong. 

According to the pastor A. G. Masch, people traffi  cked in it at Halle. 

He wrote in 1757: “In my day there was a man at Halle, a disciple of� 

Edelmann in his doctrines and a swine of� Epicurus in his conduct, 

who did an unholy business in this manuscript. Passions pushed me 

to buy a copy from him at 8 grl., and although he told me that he 

frequently got 10 Reichsthalers for it. For each copy, I fi gure however 

that I am not buying repentance so dearly.”!11 Lessing consulted sev-

eral copies of� the work in Latin, which he borrowed from the library 

of� Reimarus. In a lett er of� 10 April 1770 accompanying the return 

of� several volumes, he mentioned among them “two manuscripts 

‘De tribus impostoribus,’” which indicates that Reimarus father and 

son had themselves bought manuscripts or had them copied. In the 

inventory of� the library of� Heinrich Friedrich von Diez, who died 

in 1817, we fi nd no fewer than eight copies of� the Traité, fi ve of� them 

in Latin. The library in Dresden included ten copies of� L’Esprit de 
Spinoza, and four of� the De tribus impostoribus.12 Manuscripts have 

been located in the public libraries of� Berlin, Celle, Gotha, Gött in-

gen, Hamburg, Oldenburg (four copies), Hanover, Kiel, Munich, 

Tübingen, Wolfenbütt el (two copies), Constance, and Lübeck. In 

neighboring Denmark, the work was equally sought aft er, like all 

the clandestine antireligious works, as witnessed in 1750 by La Spec-
tatrice danoise: “The license of� the presses of� Holland and England 

has spawned several works against Christianity. The books are read 

greedily. There is one circulating in this city which sells at so high a 

price that some people have preferred to copy it in their own hand 

than to give 20 ecus for it. On the basis of� the price, I fi gured that it 

had to be very long and very interesting.”!13 In England, in contrast, 

the treatise enjoyed less success. Only four copies have been found 

there: one at Manchester, one near Barnard Castle in Yorkshire, and 

two in London. This could be due to the fact that in the native land 

of� Hobbes, Toland, and Harrington, the heterodox sought not to sup-

press religion, but to purify it, in order to make it conform to reason 

and nature, by creating a civil religion. The three “impostors” were 

seen more as three “legislators.” This is the explanation put forth 

by Justin Champion: “The specifi cally English reading suggests that 
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since all religion is a social, political, and ultimately historical phe-

nomenon with an inherent tendency to imposture, then it is neces-

sary for the wise and rational (those proponents of� right reason) to 

reform religion to ‘the gentle yoke of� reason and nature.’ This sec-

ond embedded reading . . . suggests that while religious leaders have 

ordinarily been impostors, they can become ‘true legislators.’!”!14 

Supporting this interpretation, we may adduce the fact that the only 

English translation of� the De tribus, which is found in the British 

Library, omits the passage on Mahomet. The copyist explains this in 

a note, stating that since the writer consulted only “bad authors (ap-

parently only lying Greeks),” for his chapter on Mahomet, the copy-

ist chose to omit it, as unworthy of� translation, “for we already have 

many accounts of� this famous Arab legislator that are much bett er 

and more authentic.”!15

Apart from this exception, the Traité des trois imposteurs had a re-

markable success in continental Europe in the eighteenth century. 

It was undeniably one of� the most sought-aft er works—by the police, 

by curious readers, and by the champions of� the radical Enlighten-

ment. And it aroused the fury of� Voltaire, which confi rms the atheis-

tic interpretation of� the work.

Voltaire’s position with regard to religions is ambiguous. Religions 

are human creations, and thus their founders, who make claims of� 

divine revelation, are necessarily either impostors or visionaries. 

Religions are agents of� fanaticism. But they are necessary to the peo-

ple, for they help preserve the social order. Atheism is harmful. What 

is needed is a moderate religion, tolerant, without dogmas, a serene 

deism as a guarantee of� good morality. This is why he had no sym-

pathy for Moses and his “ridiculous prodigies”: according to him, 

Moses was a butcher, and his terrorist doctrine never speaks of� the 

immortality of� the soul.16 Peter the Great was far superior to him as a 

legislator. With regard to Jesus, Voltaire is quite discreet. His offi  cial 

position, which he displays in his works destined for the public, is 

respectful and reserved; he pays homage to him through lip service 

and in passing, throwing all the imposture onto the priests, who have 

betrayed his message. But in his private correspondence, he shows 

much less respect for “the lover of� the Magdalen, [who] changed 

pure water into bad wine.”!17 Jesus may not be an impostor, properly 

speaking, but he was a poor man, one whom Voltaire himself, no 

doubt, would not receive at Ferney. He is quite easy with regard to 
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the “cousin of� John the Baptist,” who “let his leg be kissed by the 

Magdalen.” He oscillates, in this respect, between sly commiseration 

and mocking humor. Jesus was only a man, and not even a man of� 

good company. But Voltaire hesitates to label him an impostor.

There is no hesitation, however, on the subject of� Mahomet, 

who according to Voltaire was the archetype of� the impostor and 

the fanatic. Voltaire here places himself� in the classical Christian 

tradition. Mahomet is “whatever trickery can invent that is most 

atrocious, and whatever fanaticism can accomplish that is most hor-

rifying. Mahomet here is nothing other than Tartuff e with armies 

at his command,” he wrote on 20 January 1742 to the Prussian King 

Frederick II, in announcing his intention to compose a play on the 

Prophet in order to combat religious imposture. Mahomet repre-

sents the height of� fanaticism, of� superstition, and of� imposture: 

“But that a camel driver should stir up insurrection in his village; 

that in league with some miserable followers he persuades them that 

he talks with the angel Gabriel; that he boasts of� having been carried 

off � to heaven and having received there a part of� this unintelligible 

book, which makes common sense shudder on every page; that, to 

forcibly ensure that this book will be respected, he brings fi re and 

sword into his own country; that he cuts the throats of� fathers and 

rapes daughters; that he lets the defeated choose between his religion 

or death: this is assuredly what no man can excuse, at least if� he was 

not born a Turk, or if� superstition has not extinguished all natural 

light in him.”!18 In the same lett er, Voltaire displays indignation over 

Boulainvillier’s att empt to partially rehabilitate Mahomet: “He tried 

to pass him off � as a great man whom Providence chose to punish the 

Christians and change the face of� a portion of� the world.”

The play, entitled Le Fanatisme ou Mahomet le Prophète, appeared 

in 1742. It was anything but a masterpiece. Reading it, one quickly 

grows bored, except for the interest of� some passages castigating 

virulently the “false prophet.”

The play was a failure. The only one to fi nd it good was . . . the 

pope, Benedict XIV, who thanked “his dear son” Voltaire for the gift  

of� his “admirable tragedy of� Mahomet.” The philosophe would have 

preferred other forms of� praise. He did not understand why his 

play was not a success. His correspondence is full of� recriminations 

against the bad taste of� the public. One more plot of� the priests, he 

thought. But how could the devout be scandalized by a play att ack-
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ing Mahomet? They ought to have been pleased, he wrote to Marie-

Louise Denis: “Frankly, I have never understood how the Prophet of� 

Mecca scandalized the devout folk in Paris. I can well imagine that 

in Constantinople one would fi nd fault with my having so treated 

the great prophet of� the Ott oman Turks; but what interest can your 

rigorists take in this? In truth, it is a ridiculous example of� what the 

cabal and envy can do. Who could ever believe that a man such as 

Abbé Desfontaines would have persuaded some poorly informed 

men of� the cloth that this tragedy was dangerous to religion?”!19

When d’Holbach’s edition of� the Traité des trois imposteurs ap-

peared in 1768 in Amsterdam, Voltaire immediately received a copy 

of� it, which is not at all surprising, since the publisher, Marc-Michel 

Rey, was also the publisher of� Voltaire’s own works. From his fi rst 

reading, his opinion was extremely negative. He wrote on 11 April, 

from Ferney, to Daniel-Marc-Antoine Chardon: “Holland has been 

infected for some years with defrocked monks, Capuchins, friars, 

Mathurins, whom Marc-Michel Rey of� Amsterdam puts to work at 

so much the sheet and who write as much as they can against the 

Roman religion in order to earn their bread. There is one especially, 

named Maubert, who has fl ooded Europe with brochures of� this 

type. It is he who produced the litt le book of� the Trois imposteurs, a 

fairly insipid work that Marc-Michel Rey impudently gives out as 

a translation of� the so-called book of� Emperor Frederick II.”!20 We 

do not know why he att ributed the work to Jean-Henri Maubert de 

Gouvest, an ex-Capuchin and the author of� several books of� political 

history. His opinion with regard to the treatise was about to change 

rapidly; if� he called it “insipid” in his lett er, he wrote in his own copy, 

“dangerous book,”!21 and began to fear that people would att ribute 

its paternity to him. “My name unfortunately is on the tip of� their 

tongue,” he wrote on 16 April to the comte d’Argental, and on the 

same day to Michel-Paul-Guy de Chabanon: “They never stop att rib-

uting to me the brochures of� Mathurin Laurent, and the Batavian 

insolence of� Marc-Michel Rey . . . and the litt le book of� the Trois im-
posteurs so many times renewed and so oft en despised.”!22

Voltaire himself� kept on talking about this “despised” book, 

commenting on it with his correspondents, and thereby contribut-

ing to the spread of� the litt le work, which clearly many people had 

procured for themselves. On 9 May, he wrote to Henri Rieu, a man 

of� lett ers of� Geneva: “You said it very well, my dear pirate, that the 
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book of� the Trois imposteurs was a fl at work.”!23 This “fl at work” pre-

occupied him to such an extent that he decided to respond to it, as 

he announced on 12 March 1769 to Marie-Louise Denis: “I amused 

myself� this morning by writing an epistle against the book of� the 

Trois imposteurs. I have just fi nished it. I shall send it to you. I be-

lieve that atheism is as pernicious as superstition.”!24 He sent off � his 

epistle, “of� which one part is edifying and the other a bit playful,” 

as he himself� said, to several people for critique: Mme du Deff and 

(15 March), Jacques Lacombe (27 March), the royal censor and jour-

nalist François-Louis-Claude Marin. Together with the Épître de 
M. de Saint-Lambert and the Épître à Boileau, the Épître à l’auteur des 
trois imposteurs was published at Paris under the title Les Trois épîtres, 

in 1769. Mme du Deff and had already replied to him by 21 March: 

“I have just reread your writing on the Trois imposteurs; one cannot 

prevent oneself� from bursting into laughter on fi nishing it; nothing 

is bett er reasoned than the beginning and the middle, and nothing 

so humorous as the end; as you always say so well, and I repeat it with 

you: Let us toss aside these novels that people call systems, / and in order 
to raise ourselves up, let us descend into ourselves. If� we don’t fi nd truth 

there, we will seek it fruitlessly elsewhere: Th is God, of� whom you, bet-
ter than I, conceive the existence, / ought indeed to give me your belief, as 
he did you.”!25

What Voltaire could not stand in the Trois imposteurs was athe-

ism, which he pursued with fanatical zeal in all the works where 

he detected it. It is in this Épître à l’auteur des Trois imposteurs that 

we fi nd his famous adage, “If� God did not exist, it would be neces-

sary to invent him.” If� he himself� felt litt le love for Moses, Jesus, and 

Mahomet and their doctrines, Voltaire could not permit them to be 

completely demystifi ed: “I think that it is always very good to uphold 

the doctrine of� the existence of� a God who rewards and punishes; 

society needs this opinion,”!26 he wrote to the duc de Richelieu. This 

was to say that society needed imposture, and that Voltaire was ready 

to uphold it, behaving like an impostor himself.

The publication of� the Traité des trois imposteurs by the eff orts of� 

d’Holbach in 1768 made a sensation. While the work had circulated 

almost entirely in manuscript form up to that point, with everything 

that implies about fragility and volatility, the printing press gave it 

a kind of� consecration and certainly increased the number of� read-
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ers. Marc-Michel Rey had a good distribution network. We have just 

seen that Voltaire and his friends got their copies immediately. We 

might say that the treatise emerged publicly in the offi  cial clandes-

tine literature—and reactions were not lacking. The defenders of� the 

faith threw themselves at their desks, and orthodox pens scratched 

frantically. One of� the most prolix and most capable was that of� Abbé 

Bergier, a canon of� Paris and a collaborator on the Ency clopédie, who 

devoted a long section to the Trois imposteurs as early as 1769 in his 

Apologie de la religion chrétienne. He came back to it in a more system-

atic fashion in his Traité historique et dogmatique de la vraie religion, in 

twelve volumes, published in 1780.

The founders of� religions, he said, were not, properly speaking, 

impostors. They did not invent religion, which existed well before 

them and was the natural tendency of� men to explain natural phe-

nomena by the will of� the gods. Thereaft er,

if� people’s imaginations, once overheated by this error, believed 

they saw what they did not see; if� some imbeciles dreamed a dream; 

if� some rascals invented fake miracles in an att empt to accredit a 

particular faith: they were subordinate to the support of� the general 

error already established on the basis of� false reasoning. . . . The so-

called inspired ones, who came aft erward, were not the fi rst authors 

of� idolatry. At most, they only formalized the external cult; they said 

they had been sent to give laws and not to create religion: it existed 

before them; it was the work of� peoples that were still savage and 

barbarous.27

In reality, “the only proven impostors we know of, in fact, of� religion, 

are Zoroaster and Mahomet; both employed violence more than 

inspiration; their so-called miracles were forged by their disciples. 

Many may have been true and natural facts, unfortunately mistaken 

for prodigies.”!28

Here was a hue and cry against Mahomet; Bergier devoted fi ft y 

pages of� accusations to him. “The treachery, the cruelty, the hypoc-

risy, the vindictive and bloody character of� this false prophet” were 

soft ened by some writers of� this century, who “wanted to rehabilitate 

the memory of� the impostor, soft en the absurdity of� his doctrine and 

his laws, cause people to forget the evils they had caused and which 

still endure.” These oblivious people were Boulainvillier, Sales, and 
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Doctor Morgan, the author of� the Questions sur l’Ency clopédie. At least, 

“the author of� the book of� the Trois imposteurs was not of� their way of� 

thinking”—the only positive point of� the treatise.

In contrast, Bergier undertook to show that the treatise blackened 

Moses and Jesus. Taking up once again all the traditions that made 

Moses an impostor, an Egyptian priest using magic to seduce the He-

brews, he att empted to show the falsity of� this, all the while repeating 

the worst stereotypes of� medieval anti-Semitism, heaping abuse on 

the Jews in order to save Moses.

With regard to Jesus, Bergier showed that it was psychologically 

impossible that he could have been an impostor: “It is impossible 

that a man should be the proselyte of� his own fi ction, that he should 

seriously believe an imposture that he himself� created, at least un-

less his mind were seriously troubled; in that state, he is no longer 

able to seduce anyone. We pity the mad, we shut them up, but we 

place no faith in their fantasies. It is impossible that an impostor 

should see as a holy and worthy cause a tissue of� lies and cheats of� 

which he himself� was the author.”!29

Bergier was evidently not the only one to fl y to the aid of� Moses 

and Jesus. The following year, 1781, the Abbé Laurent Terrasson, in 

his Raisons de la foi, also set out to refute the thesis of� imposture. 

Plenty of� others followed. The Traité des trois imposteurs itself� was re-

printed in 1775, 1776, 1777, and 1780. With the French Revolution and 

freedom of� the press, what had been a subversive idea became al-

most banal. As reworked by Hébert, the “sans-culott e Jesus” became 

a Jacobin patriot. The treatise was reprinted again in 1793, and up-

dated to the current taste in 1796 in a pirated edition made, accord-

ing to the title page, at “Philadelphia, under the auspices of� General 

Washingthon [sic].”

Did the Trois imposteurs reach the New World in the baggage 

of� Lafayett e and Rochambeau? In fact, the publisher was Claude-

François-Xavier Mercier de Compiègne (1763–1800), a secretary in 

the offi  ce of� the navy, who specialized in fantasy places of� publica-

tion, such as “Frivolipolis, 1788,” “Cythera, 1240,” “Lutipolis, 2496,” 

or “Memphis, 5800.” He published popular works, in the spirit of� 

the times, patriotic, erotic, humorous, such as the Manuel des bou-
doirs [Bedroom Manual] (Cythera, 1240), or La Calotine, ou La tentation 
de saint Antoine, poème épi-saty ri-héroï-comique et burlesque (Memphis, 

5800).30 This is to say that for him, the Trois imposteurs was a good 



The Three Impostors in the Antireligious Literature of the Eighteenth Century�203

subject for jest and an occasion for patriotic propaganda, as indi-

cated by the title he gave the work: Traité des trois imposteurs, des reli-
gions dominantes et du culte, d’après l’analyse conforme à l’histoire: conte-
nant nombre d’observations morales, analogues à celles mises à l’ordre du 
jour pour l’aff ermissement de la République, sa gloire et l’édifi cation des 
peuples de tous les pays [Treatise of� the Th ree Impostors, of� the Dominant 
Religions and Religious Cult, aft er an Analysis Conforming to History : 
Containing numerous moral observations, analogous to those put forth 
for affi  rming the Republic, its glory , and the edifi cation of� peoples of� all 
nations].

It reproduced the text of� d’Holbach’s 1768 edition, with some 

light changes, and added to it poems on the glory of� the Revolution 

and the Supreme Being, in a Rousseauist and Robespierrist spirit, 

avoiding atheism.31

Aft er this last imposture on the Trois imposteurs, the treatise soon 

fell into oblivion. Freedom of� the press and the progress of� exegesis, 

as well as scientifi c atheism, relegated it to the rank of� a banal, out-

dated pamphlet of� merely historical interest. In the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, reprintings were the work of� anarchist move -

ments, freethinkers, or communists who recognized in it a pio-

neering text, a sort of� symbol of� the rationalist revolt against reli-

gious imposture. In 1844 there appeared at Amsterdam and Dundee 

an English translation, Th e Th ree Impostors, followed in 1846 by an 

American edition published in New York. In 1863, some Italians 

published in Milan Mosè, Gesù e Maomett o del barone d’Orbach. Then, 

for the next seventy years, nothing. The treatise surfaced again in the 

context of� the ideological confl icts of� the years between 1930 and 

1970: the French edition by L’Idée Libre in 1932; the German edition 

at Bern, Das Buch von der drei Betrügern, in 1936; a Soviet edition in 

1969, Anonimnye ateisticskie, published in Moscow; an Italian anar-

chist edition of� 1970, I tre impostori, Mosè, Gesù Cristo, Maomett o, at 

Ragusa. In 1973, J. Rétat published at Saint-Étienne an anastatic fac-

simile of� the 1777 edition.

We enter the era of� scholarly publications with the Tratt ato dei tre 
impostori (Milan, 1981); the Traktat über die drei Betrüger (Hamburg, 

1992); the Franco-Italian critical edition of� Silvia Berti, Tratt ato dei 
tre impostori: La vita e lo spirito del Signor Benedett o de Spinoza (Tu-

rin, 1994). Finally, the early twenty-fi rst century has already seen two 

republications in paperback, intended for a wider audience, which 
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testify to a rebirth of� interest in this work in the context of� an aggres-

sive and intolerant turn of� religions: the Traité des trois imposteurs of� 

Max Milo in 2001; the Livre des trois imposteurs of� Payot and Rivages 

in 2002. In parallel, historians of� the fi rst rank, among whom we 

may mention Françoise Charles-Daubert, Silvia Berti, and Miguel 

Benitez, have made the treatise a central subject of� their research. 

A major international conference was held at Leiden in 1990 on 

the subject.32 The Trois imposteurs, like the Bible, the gospels, and the 

Qur�ān, have their exegetes . . . 
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Hypothesized Origin of� the Traité des trois imposteurs

 La Vie et l’Esprit de Spinoza by Text on the philosophy of� Spinoza

 Jean-Maximilien Lucas (c. 1678) by Jan Vroesen (1702–1711)

  Copied by Charles Levier 

  from a copy in Benjamin Furly’s 

  library (1711)

 Revision of� the text by Jean Rousset 

 de Missy and Jean Aymon

 Additions drawn from the learned 

 libertines by Charles Levier and 

 Thomas Johnson

 Publication of� La Vie et l’Esprit de 
 Spinoza by Levier and Johnson at 

 The Hague (1719)

 La Vie de Spinoza of� Lucas,  L’Esprit de Spinoza published at

 republished in 1735 Rott erdam by Michael Böhm in 

  1721 under the title of� Traité des 
  trois imposteurs

  Numerous copies and editions
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Hypothesized Origin of� the De tribus impostoribus

1688: Johann Joachim Müller, at Kiel, gives Johan Friedrich 

Mayer a manuscript, partially compiled by himself, entitled 

De tribus impostoribus.

Multiple copies of� this manuscript are made at Mayer’s 

library, including one by Peter Friedrich Arpe.

1716: Leibniz examines the manuscript at Mayer’s son’s 

house, on behalf� of� Baron von Hohendorf.

Von Hohendorf� purchases the manuscript, by then entitled 

De imposturis religionum breve compendium, for the library of� 

Prince Eugen of� Savoy.

1753: The manuscript is published at Vienna, by Straub, with 

the fi ctitious date of� 1598 and the title De tribus impostoribus.

Manuscript passes into the collection of� the National 

Library in Vienna.
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Prince Louis of� France, who became Louis VII (r. 1223–26). Regent during 

minority of� her son, Louis IX.

Blount, Charles. 1654–1693. English deist and author of� freethinking books.

Boccaccio, Giovanni. 1313–1375. Italian writer and scholar, considered father of� 

Italian prose, best known for his Decameron.

Bodin, Jean. 1529/30–1596. French political theorist, known for emphasizing 

the concept of� sovereignty; author of� Six Books of� the Republic.

Boerhaave, Hermann. 1668–1738. Famous physician at Leiden. Strong infl uence 

on teaching of� medicine.

Bossuet, Jacques Bénigne. 1627–1704. French Catholic clergyman and orator; 

bishop of� Meaux.

Boulainvillier, Henri de, comte de Saint-Saire. 1658–1722. French philosopher, 

infl uenced by Spinoza.

Bourdelot, Pierre. 1610–1685. French physician in the service of� Louis XIII and 

members of� the French court.

Bracciolini, Poggio. 1380–1459. Italian humanist and Latinist; served eight 

popes in succession as part of� papal secretariat.

Brenz, John. 1499–1580. German Lutheran reformer; institutionalized the 

Reformation in several German states.

Bruno, Giordano. 1548–1600. Italian Renaissance neoplatonist and magician. 

Became a Dominican monk, but abandoned the order. Traveled throughout 

Europe. Imprisoned in Rome by the Inquisition, he refused to recant and 

was burned for heresy.

Calepino, Ambrogio. c. 1435–1509/10. Italian lexicographer.

Calvin, John. 1509–1564. French theologian and dominant fi gure of� Protestant 

Reformation, based in Geneva but infl uenced all of� Europe.

Campanella, Tommaso. 1568–1639. Italian poet, philosopher, and utopian.

Cardano, Girolamo. 1501–1576. Italian writer, best known for his medical and 

mathematical works.

Castel, Charles-Irénée, abbé de Saint-Pierre. 1658–1743. French legal and social 

reformer.

Castro, Bendito de (also called Baruch). 1597–1684. German doctor; physician 

to Queen Christina of� Sweden. An adherent of� Shabbetai Z>evi.

Chabanon, Michel-Paul-Guy de. 1730–1792. French writer and musician.

Chapelain, Jean. 1595–1674. French poet and critic; founding member of� the 

Académie Française.

Chardon, Daniel-Marc-Antoine. 1730–1795. French magistrate and author.

Charlemagne. 742–814. Frankish king, later emperor, ruler of� Carolingian 

empire. Crowned emperor in 800.

Charles VII. 1403–1461. King of� France, crowned July 1429 thanks to victories of� 

Joan of� Arc.

Charron, Pierre. 1541–1603. French lawyer turned theologian and moral phi-

losopher; friend of� Montaigne.
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Chateillon, Sébastien. Also known as Castalion or Castellion. 1515–1563. French 

Protestant theologian.

Chevaliers de la Jubilation. Dutch Protestant organization in the early eigh-

teenth century, said to have been the fi rst Masonic Lodge in Europe.

Cholmeley, Richard. Sixteenth century. English government spy and associate 

of� Christopher Marlowe.

Clovis I. c. 466–511. Most important of� the Merovingian kings of� Gaul. First 

Christian king of� the Franks.

Collins, Anthony. 1676–1729. English Deist and freethinker; friend of� John 

Locke.

Conscientiaries. Atheistic sect founded by Matt hias Knützen.

Cooper, Anthony Ashley, 3rd Earl of� Shaft esbury. 1671–1713. English moral 

philosopher.

Cortés, Hernán. 1485–1547. Spanish Conquistador, conqueror of� Mexico.

Costa, Uriel da. 1583/4–1640. Philosopher and freethinker, born in Oporto, 

Portugal, into a converso (New Christian) family. Converted himself� and fam-

ily to his own version of� Judaism. Fled fi rst to Amsterdam, then to Hamburg 

and Utrecht. Excommunicated. Seen as precursor and inspirer of� Spinoza.

Coste, Pierre. 1668–1747. French Protestant printer and translator.

Critias. Fift h century BCE. Greek philosopher. An associate of� Socrates, and 

oft en included among the Sophists.

Curio, Jacques. 1497–1572. Saxon physician, professor at University of� 

Heidelberg.

Danaeus, Lambertus. c. 1535–c. 1590. French Huguenot pastor; fl ed France to 

sett le in Geneva.

De Bure, Guillaume-François. 1732–1782. French bookseller and bibliographer.

Deff and, Marie de Vichy, Marquise du. 1697–1780. French aristocrat and 

saloniste.

Democritus. Fift h century BCE (born 460–57). Greek philosopher, born in 

Thrace, known for his atomic theory of� the universe.

Denis, Marie-Louise (Marie Louise Mignot). 1712–1790. Voltaire’s niece, house-

keeper, and companion.

Des Barreaux, Sieur (Jacques Vallée). 1599–1673. French poet and skeptic.

Descartes, René. 1596–1650. French philosopher and scientist.

Desmaizeaux, Pierre. 1666? (or 1673)–1745. Huguenot writer and man of� lett ers 

active in London.

Des Périers, Bonaventure. c. 1510–1544. French writer, poet, and translator of� 

Plato. Author of� Cymbalum mundi. Served as valet de chambre to Queen 

Marguerite de Navarre.

Des Vignes, Pierre. See Pierre des Vignes

De Witt , Jan. 1625–1672. Dutch statesman, chief� minister of� United Provinces of� 

the Netherlands.

Diagoras of� Melos (the Atheist). Late fi ft h century BCE. Greek lyric poet, active 

in Athens, known for his atheism; his work survives only in fragments.
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Dicaearchus. fl . c. 320–300 BCE. Greek scholar and writer, pupil of� Aristotle.

Diez, Heinrich Friedrich von. 1751–1817. Prussian offi  cial, orientalist, and 

bibliophile.

Digby, Sir Kenelm. 1603–1665. English author, naval commander, and diplomat.

Diodati, Giovanni. Swiss Protestant theologian. Published Italian and French 

translations of� the Bible.

Diogenes of� Apollonia. Fift h century BCE. Greek philosopher, considered the 

last of� the Greek Presocratics.

Diopeithes. Fift h century BCE. Athenian legislator. The “decree of� Diopeithes” 

att acked impiety.

Dolet, Étienne. 1509–1546. French writer and publisher. A freethinker accused 

of� publishing heretical works, he was burned to death in Paris in 1546, along 

with a pile of� his books.

Du Bellay, Joachim. 1522–1560. French poet of� Pléiade school, best known for 

his Defense and Illustration of� the French Language.

Du Cange, Charles du Fresne, Seigneur. 1610–1688. French scholar and parlia-

mentary advocate.

Duijkerius, Johannes. 1661/2–1702. Dutch Reform writer and Spinozist.

Duns Scotus, John. c. 1266–1308. Scott ish philosopher and theologian; member 

of� the Franciscan order. He studied at Oxford and taught at both Oxford and 

University of� Paris.

Duplessis-Mornay, Philippe (Seigneur du Plessis-Marly). 1549–1623. French 

Protestant (Huguenot) leader and spokesman during the French Wars of� 

Religion (1562–1598).

Dupuy, Pierre and Jacques. Pierre: 1582–1651; Jacques: 1586–1656. French histo-

rians and curators of� Royal Library, Paris.

Dury, John. 1596–1680. Scott ish Calvinist minister and intellectual of� the Civil 

War period.

Du Sauzet, Henri. 1686?–1754. French journalist and publisher, based in Neth-

erlands. Publisher of� Nouvelles Litt éraires.

Du Verdier, Antoine. 1544–1600. French politician and writer, best known as a 

bibliographer.

Eff en, Justus van. 1684–1735. Dutch writer and essayist.

Empedocles. Fift h century BCE. Greek philosopher from Sicily.

Epicurus. 341–270 BCE. Greek moral and natural philosopher.

Epiphanius of� Salamis. c. 310–403. Bishop of� Constantia (Salamis) and Father of� 

the Church.

Erasmus, Desiderius. 1467–1536. Dutch humanist, scholar and writer. Great-

est classicist of� the northern European Renaissance. A Catholic himself, his 

many works infl uenced both Catholics and Reformers.

Estienne (Stephanus), Henri the Younger. 1531–1598. French printer, lexicogra-

pher, and traveler. Born into the Estienne family of� French scholar-printers 

active in Paris and Geneva; succeeded his father as head of� the shop in 

Geneva.
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Eugen of� Savoy (Prince Eugen Francis of� Savoy-Carignan). 1663–1736. Military 

strategist who helped bring about rise of� Austrian Habsburgs; also a patron 

of� the arts.

Euhemerus. fl . fourth–third century BCE. Greek Sophist and mythographer.

Eymeric, Nicolás. c. 1320–1399. Spanish theologian; member of� the Domini-

can order. Became grand inquisitor (1357–1360). Author of� Directorium 

inquisitorum (1376).

Fausto da Longiano, Sebastiano. c. 1502–1565. Italian translator and editor.

Fénelon, François de Salignac de la Mothe. 1651–1715. French theologian, de-

fender of� quietism.

Flavin, Melchior de. d. 1580. French theologian and linguist.

Francis of� Assisi. c. 1181–1226. Founder of� Franciscan order; canonized 

1228.

Frederick II. 1195–1250. King of� Germany, Holy Roman Emperor (from 1220), 

king of� Sicily (from 1198), and King of� Jerusalem (1229); one of� the most 

brilliant medieval rulers.

Frederick II (the Great). 1712–1786. King of� Prussia.

Fritsch, Caspar (Gaspar). Eighteenth century. Publisher, Leipzig.

Furly, Benjamin. 1636–1714. English Quaker and friend of� John Locke.

Galen. AD 129–199/216? Physician from Pergamum; became court physician to 

Emperor Marcus Aurelius in Rome.

Garasse, Francis. 1585–1631. French Jesuit; author of� several works. Focus of� 

“war” between Jesuits and Jansenists.

Gassendi (Pierre Gassend). 1592–1655. French philosopher; revived 

Epicureanism.

Genebrard, Gilbert. 1537–1597. Benedictine cleric, scholar, and linguist.

Gentillet, Innocent. 1535–1588. French Huguenot and anti-Machiavellian. Pub-

lished Discourse against Machiavelli in 1576.

Gerson, Jean (Jean Charlier). 1363–1429. Theologian, scholar, teacher, poet, 

mystic, humanist. Chancellor of� the University of� Paris.

Goliards. Twelft h–thirteenth centuries. Mostly wandering scholars and clerics; 

writers of� secular Latin lyric poetry. The largest collection of� their work is 

known as the Carmina burana.

Gravesande, Wilhem Jacob 's. 1688–1742. Dutch philosopher and 

mathematician.

Green Ribbon Club. Active c. 1674–c. 1683. London political club. Membership 

composed of� lawyers, city politicians, and members of� Parliament. Espoused 

antipapist views and opposed James II.

Gregory IX (Ugolino di Conti). c. 1170–1241. Became pope 1227. Twice excom-

municated Frederick II, whom he had anointed at his imperial coronation 

in 1220.

Gruet, Jacques. d. 1547. Freethinker tortured and executed in Geneva for criticiz-

ing Calvin.

Gustav II Adolf� (Gustavus Adolphus). 1594–1632. King of� Sweden.
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Hardy, Claude. 1598–1678. French lawyer and mathematician, friend of� 

Descartes.

Harriot, Thomas. 1560–1621. English mathematician, astronomer, and natural 

philosopher. Tutor to Sir Walter Raleigh.

Hartlib, Samuel. c. 1600–1662. English reformer; friend of� poet John Milton.

Harvey, Gabriel. 1550–1631. English writer and scholar; friend of� poet Edmund 

Spenser.

Herbert (of� Cherbury), Edward, Baron. 1583–1648. English soldier, statesman, 

and philosopher.

Hermes Trismegistus. Mythical author of� esoteric texts in Greco-Egyptian 

tradition: the Hellenistic Hermes combined with the Egyptian god Thoth.

Hinckelmann, Abraham. 1652–1694. German Protestant theologian and Islamic 

scholar; published an edition of� the Qur�ān at Hamburg.

Hippocrates. Fift h century BCE. Greek physician from Cos, contemporary of� 

Socrates. Most important physician of� the ancient world.

Hobbes, Thomas. 1588–1679. English philosopher, best known for his work 

Leviathan.

Hohendorf, Baron Wilhelm von. d. 1719. In the service of� Prince Eugen of� 

Savoy; bibliophile who compiled a notable collection of� books.

Holbach, Paul Henri Thiry, Baron d’. 1723–1789. French philosopher of� German 

birth. Saloniste and contributor to Diderot’s Ency clopédie.

Honorius of� Autun. d. c. 1156. Benedictine monk, of� Regensburg. Best known 

for his Elucidarium, a popular manual of� theology.

Hosius, Stanislaus. 1504–1579. Polish Catholic leader and cardinal, best known 

for his Confessio catholicae fi dei, opposing Protestantism.

Huet, Pierre-Daniel. 1630–1721. French prelate and scholar; bishop of� 

Avranches.

Humbert of� Romans. d. 1277. Dominican friar and head of� Dominican order.

Huygens, Christiaan. 1629–1695. Dutch physicist and astronomer.

Ibn al-Djawzī, Sibṭ. c. 1185–1256. Writer, preacher, and historian who wrote 

Universal History  [Mar�āt al-zamān].

Ibn Hishām, Abū Muḥammad �Abd al-Malik. d. 834 at Bassorah; biographer of� 

Muhammad.

Ibn Rushd, Abu �l-Walīd al-Ḥafīd (Averroes). 1126–1198. Born in Córdoba. Phy-

sician and philosopher, known for his commentaries on Aristotle.

Ibn Sab�īn �Abd al-Ḥak>k>. c. 1217–1269. Author of� Sicilian Questions.

Ibn Tūmart al-Mahdī, Muḥammad. d. 1130. Berber; founder of� Almohad 

movement.

Ibn Wāṣil, Abū �Abd Allāh. 1208–1298. Arabic historian and man of� lett ers.

Ignatius of� Loyola. 1491–1556. Founder of� the Catholic order of� Society of� Jesus 

(Jesuits); canonized 1622.

Index librorum prohibitorum [List of� Forbidden Books]. List of� prohibited publica-

tions, issued by the Catholic Church beginning in 1559 with Pope Paul IV 

and abolished in 1966 by Pope Paul VI.
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Jelles, Jarrig. c. 1620–1683. Merchant of� Amsterdam, part of� Spinoza’s circle.

Joachim of� Fiore. d. 1201/2. Catholic mystic of� the Cistercian order; philosopher 

of� history.

Joan of� Arc. c. 1412–1431. French peasant girl called “Maid of� Orléans.” Led 

French army to victories in Hundred Years’ War; captured by Burgundians, 

turned over to English. Tried in an episcopal court on charges of� witchcraft  

and heresy; convicted and burned at stake. Canonized 1920.

Johnson, Thomas. d. 1735. Scott ish publisher at The Hague.

Journal of� a Bourgeois of� Paris. Diary kept by an anonymous French priest, 

1409–1431; continued by another to 1449.

Judah ben Salomon ha-Cohen Matqa. b. c. 1215. Jewish philosopher of� Toledo, 

from a famous family of� astrologers. Student of� celebrated Spanish rabbi 

Meir Abulafi a; author of� Inquisitio sapientiae.

Kett ner, Friedrich Ernst. 1671–1722. Saxon Protestant theologian.

Knutt el, Matt hias. German atheist [possibly same as Matt hias Knützen?].

Knützen, Matt hias. 1646–aft er 1674. German critic of� religion, said to have 

founded Conscientiaries.

Koch, Johannes (Johannes Cocceius). 1603–1669. German theologian; professor 

at University of� Leiden.

Koerbagh, Adriaan. 1632–1669. Dutch scholar and writer; critic of� religion.

Kortholt, Christian (the Elder). 1633–1694. German Protestant theologian.

Kuyper, Frans. 1629–1691. Dutch Socinian writer and publisher.

La Mett rie, Julien Off ray de. 1709–1751. French physician and philosopher, 

known as an extreme materialist.

La Monnoye, Bernard de. 1641–1728. French lawyer, poet, and philologist; con-

tributor to Bayle’s Dictionnaire historique.

La Mothe Le Vayer, François de. 1588–1672. French skeptical philosopher; tutor 

to Louis XIV.

Lamy, Bernard. 1640–1715. French Catholic clergyman and scholar; Oratorian.

La Noue, François de. 1531–1591. French soldier, historian, and Huguenot leader.

La Rochefoucauld, François, duc de. 1613–1680. French classical writer, known 

for his Maxims.

Lau, Theodor Ludwig. 1670–1740. German lawyer, known for his antireligious 

works.

Laukhard, J. C. Pastor in Lower Palatinate, discovered aft er his death to have 

been a fervent Spinozan.

Le Clerc, Jean. 1657–1736. Swiss theologian and scholar.

Leibniz, Gott fried Wilhelm. 1646–1716. German philosopher and 

mathematician.

Le Loyer, Pierre. 1572–1634. French lawyer, scholar, and orientalist; friend of� the 

French classical poet Ronsard.

Leti, Gregorio. 1630–1701. Italian historian satirist, known for works about the 

Catholic Church; all his works were placed on the Index.
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Leucippus. Second half� fi ft h century BCE. Greek philosopher, originator of� 

atomic theory.

Levier, Charles. d. 1734. Publisher at The Hague.

Lipenius, Martin. 1630–1692. German teacher and bibliographer.

Locke, John. 1632–1704. English philosopher, best known for his Essay Concern-

ing Human Understanding.

Lucas, Jean-Maximilien. 1646–1697. Acquaintance of� Spinoza; compiled his 

biography in French, published anonymously in 1719.

Lucretius. c. 94–55 or 51 BCE. Epicurean poet, author of� De rerum natura.

Lull, Raymond. c. 1232–1315. Mystic of� Catalonia, prolifi c writer on science, 

theology, and other subjects; also poet.

Mabillon, Jean. 1632–1707. French scholar and Benedictine; antiquarian, consid-

ered the most learned man of� his time.

Madre de Dios, Geronimo de la (Jerome Gracian Dantisco). 1545–1614. Spanish 

Carmelite monk and author of� several religious works.

Malebranche, Nicolas. 1638–1715. French philosopher.

Marais, Mathieu. 1664–1737. French jurist and writer; contributor to Bayle’s 

Dictionnaire historique.

Marchand, Prosper. c. 1675–1756. French bibliographer; author of� several works 

including a Dictionnaire historique following upon Bayle’s.

Maréchal, Pierre-Sylvain. 1750–1803. French antireligious writer.

Mariana, Juan de. 1535/36–1624. Castilian humanist, historian, and Jesuit.

Marin, François-Louis-Claude. 1721–1809. French man of� lett ers and journalist; 

became royal censor.

Marlowe, Christopher. 1564–1593. English Elizabethan playwright.

Marracci, Ludovico. 1612–1700. Italian Catholic priest; made a Latin translation 

of� the Qur�ān.

Marsham, Sir John. 1602–1685. English historian and Egyptologist.

Matt hew Paris. d. 1259. Monk of� St. Albans, and major English chronicler of� the 

Middle Ages.

Maubert de Gouvest, Jean-Henri. 1721–1767. Adventurer known for his colorful 

career as, among other things, Capuchin friar, spy, military offi  cer, historian, 

theatrical impresario, and man of� lett ers; author of� several books of� political 

history.

Mayer, Johan Friedrich. 1650–1712. German Lutheran theologian; advisor to 

King Charles XII of� Sweden.

Medici, Giulio de’ (Pope Clement VII). 1478–1534; became pope in 1523. Taken 

prisoner in the sack of� Rome, 1527. Has been called “probably the most disas-

trous of� all the popes” (by German historian von Ranke).

Mehmed II (the Conqueror). 1432–1481. Ott oman sultan and military strategist.

Meijer, Lodewijk. 1629–1681. Dutch physician and philosopher; friend of� 

Spinoza.

Mersenne, Marin. 1588–1648. French mathematician and scientist.
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Merula (also known as Joannes Andreae). d. 1557. Spanish apostate Muslim, 

known for his Confusio sectae mahometanae.

Michael Scot. 1175?–1234? Scott ish scholar and astrologer in court of� Emperor 

Frederick II.

Montaigne, Michel Eyquem de. 1533–1592. French writer best known for his 

essays, a literary genre that he largely invented. Served as mayor of� Bordeaux 

and was a friend of� King Henri IV of� France.

Montfaucon, Bernard de. 1655–1741. French scholar and monk; founder of� 

paleography.

Moréri, Louis. 1653–1680. French priest and savant.

Morin, Jean-Baptiste. 1583–1656. French mathematician and astrologer.

Morteira, Saul Levi. c. 1596–1660. Rabbi and scholar. Born in Venice, sett led in 

Amsterdam. Author of� the Tratado da verdade da Lei de Moisès among other 

works.

Moses ben Solomon of� Salerno, Rabbi. Fourteenth century. Commentator on 

Maimonides’ Guide of� the Perplexed.

Mosheim, Johann Lorenz von. 1694–1755. German theologian.

Müller, Johann Joachim. 1661–1733. German jurist.

Muratori, Ludovico Antonio. 1672–1750. Italian historian and priest; librarian 

of� Duke of� Modena.

Muret, Marc-Antoine. 1526–1585. French humanist; teacher of� Montaigne; 

member of� French poetic group Pléiade.

Musaeus, Johannes. 1613–1681. German Protestant theologian.

Nancel, Nicolas de. 1539–1610. French physician and humanist.

Naudé, Gabriel. 1600–1653. French physician; bibliophile and collector of� the 

40,000-volume Bibliothèque Mazarine.

Nayler, James. 1617?–1660. English Quaker who claimed to be Christ.

Neef, Pieter (Naevius). 1667–1731. Dutch writer who made his living writing 

funeral speeches; related by marriage to Adrian Beverland.

Nieuwentyt, Bernard. 1654–1718. Dutch philosopher; a follower of� Descartes 

and opponent of� Spinoza. Also known as a mathematician, physician, and 

theologian.

Noodt, Gerard. 1647–1725. Dutch lawyer and university professor.

Ochino, Bernardino. 1487–1564. Italian theologian and preacher; became 

vicar-general of� the Capuchin order in 1538. Converted to Protestantism and 

infl uenced radical reformers.

Oldenbarnevelt, Johan Van. 1547–1619. Dutch statesman and Protestant leader.

Oldenburg, Henry. 1619–1677. German theologian, diplomat, and natural phi-

losopher; served as fi rst secretary of� Royal Society.

Oratorians. French religious order founded 1611 by Cardinal Pierre de Bérulle. 

Based on order founded in Italy in 1575 by St. Philip Neri.

Orpheus. Figure of� Greek myth; singer and poet. His myth gave rise to a large 

body of� “Orphic” literature.

Osborne, Francis. 1593–1659. English author and friend of� Hobbes.



Glossary�235

Ott omano, Padre. Seventeenth century. Impostor who claimed to be the fi rst-

born son of� Sultan Ibrahim.

Parsons (or Persons), Robert. 1564–1610. English Jesuit missionary and 

controversialist.

Patin, Guy. 1601–1672. French physician and man of� lett ers.

Peiresc, Nicole-Claude-Fabri de. 1580–1637. French humanist, botanist, and 

gardener.

Pelayo, Alvaro. d. 1353. Portuguese Franciscan; defender of� the Catholic faith.

Pennini, Ricoldo (Ricoldo da Monte di Croce). 1243–1320. Italian Dominican 

monk; writer, traveler, and missionary; Christian apologist. 

Peter I (Peter the Great). 1672–1725. Tsar of� Russia (1682–1725), who Western-

ized Russia.

Peter of� Vinea. See Pierre des Vignes

Peter the Hermit (of� Amiens). d. 1115. Most eloquent preacher of� First Crusade.

Peter the Venerable. c. 1092–1156. Abbot of� the Benedictine abbey of� Cluny.

Petit, Jean. 1360–1411. French theologian and professor at University of� Paris.

Petrus Alfonsi. Twelft h-century Jewish convert to Christianity; author of� Dia-

logue against the Jews, c. 1109.

Philip of� Novara. c. 1200–c. 1270. Italian soldier, diplomat, musician, writer, and 

lawyer.

Pierre des Vignes. d. 1249. Peter of� Vinea. Notary and judge in service of� Freder-

ick II; became his chief� councilor (logothete)

Pizarro, Francisco. 1476–1541. Spanish conquistador, conqueror of� Peru.

Plato. c. 429–347 BCE. Greek philosopher of� Athens; student of� Socrates; 

teacher of� Aristotle.

Plutarch. Born before 50 CE, d. aft er 120 CE. Greek philosopher and biographer.

Pompilius, Numa. 715–673 bce. According to legend, the second King of Rome, a 

reformer who established the institutions of Roman public religion.

Pomponazzi, Pietro. 1462–1525. Italian Aristotelian philosopher.

Postel, Guillaume. 1510–1581. French scholar and orientalist who advocated 

peace through universal religion.

Prado, Juan de. Spanish Jew. A friend of� Spinoza; like Spinoza, excommunicated 

by the Portuguese Jewish community of� Amsterdam, c. 1656.

Prideaux, Humphrey. 1648–1724. English orientalist known for his polemical 

biography of� Mahomet, Th e True Nature of� Imposture (1697).

Pucci, Francesco. 1543–1597. Italian philosopher and humanist.

Puff endorf, Samuel, Freiherr von. 1632–1694. German jurist and historian.

Pythagoras. Sixth century BCE. Major but mysterious fi gure of� Greek intellec-

tual history, known for his doctrine of� transmigration of� souls.

Rabelais, François. 1494–1553. French humanist and major fi gure in French 

Renaissance. Best known for his satirical novel Gargantua and Pantagruel.

Raemond, Florimond de. 1540–1601. French jurist and historian. In the eigh-

teenth century, his name was oft en erroneously believed to be a pseudonym 

used by Louis Richeome, q. v.
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Ramus, Petrus (Pierre de la Ramée). 1515–1572. French humanist and 

philosopher.

Ranelagh, Lady (Katherine Jones, Viscountess Ranelagh). 1615–1691. Anglo-Irish 

intellectual; sister of� Robert Boyle; friend of� Milton. Socially and politically 

infl uential fi gure, associated with Hartlib.

Rapin de Thoyras (Paul Rapin, Sieur de Thoyras). 1661–1725. French Protestant 

historian and soldier, active in England and the Netherlands. Author of� a 

multivolume history of� England.

Reimmann, Jacob Friedrich. 1668–1743. German Lutheran theologian, teacher, 

historian, and philosopher.

Renaudet, Abbé. French agent in England; author of� a “Memorandum on the 

Aff airs of� England” (1698).

Renaudot, Théophraste. 1586–1653. French physician and journalist; founder of� 

fi rst French newspaper.

Rey, Marc-Michel. 1720–1780. A native of� Geneva, active in the United Prov-

inces as a French-language publisher; published works of� French philosophes.

Richeome, Louis. 1544–1625. Jesuit theologian and man of� lett ers, defender of� 

the Catholic faith against Protestantism.

Ristwyk, Herman. d. 1512. Dutchman, burned to death at The Hague.

Romulus. Along with Remus, mythical founder of� Rome.

Rousset de Missy, Jean. 1686–1762. Former soldier who became a journalist at 

The Hague and Amsterdam.

Rycaut, Sir Paul. 1629–1700. British diplomat and historian; authority on the 

Ott oman Empire.

Rymer, Thomas. 1641–1713. English critic and historian; royal historiographer.

Sabatier de Castres, Antoine. 1742–1817. French journalist and man of� lett ers.

Saint-Hyacinthe, Thémiseul de (Hyacinthe Cordonnier). 1684–1746. French 

satirical writer.

Saint-Simon, Louis de Rouvroy, duc de. 1675–1755. French memoirist.

Salimbene. d. aft er 1288. Italian Franciscan and author of� chronicle containing 

information on Emperor Frederick II.

Sallengre, Albert-Henri de. 1694–1723. Dutch lawyer, councilor, and man of� let-

ters, from a French Huguenot family.

Salvius, Johan Adler. 1589–1652, Swedish diplomat.

Salzmann, Thomas. d. 1540. German, executed at Strasbourg.

Sanchoniatus Phaenicius. c. 700–500 BCE. Probably Sanchuniathon, known for 

his Phoenician History .

Savonarola, Girolamo. d. 1498. Born in Ferrara, became Dominican monk. Held 

leading position in Florence as head of� San Marco priory. Eventually tried 

and convicted of� heresy and schism, and executed.

Scaliger, Joseph Justus. 1540–1609. French philologist and historian.

Scaliger, Julius Caesar (Jules César de l’Escale de Bordonis). 1484–1558. Italian 

physician and humanist. Wrote diatribes against Erasmus.
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Schoppe, Caspar (Gaspar Scioppius). 1576–1649. German controversialist and 

scholar.

Schweigger, Salomon. fl . late sixteenth century. German Lutheran, who trans-

lated the Qur�ān into German.

Scot. see Michael Scot

Scoto, Thomas. Early fourteenth century. First a Dominican, then a Franciscan 

friar. Accused of� heresy.

Servetus, Michael (Miguel). 1511–1553. Spanish physician who questioned the 

Trinity, believing that God is unitary. Founding fi gure of� Unitarianism. 

Burned at stake on orders of� John Calvin.

Shabbetai Z>evi. 1626–1676. Born in Smyrna. Self-proclaimed messiah and cen-

tral fi gure of� Shabbateanism, a messianic movement named for him.

Shaft esbury, 3rd Earl of. See Cooper, Anthony Ashley

Simon of� Tournai. c. 1130–c. 1201. At Paris from 1153. Teacher at Paris; falsely 

accused of� heresy.

Socinus, Faustus (Fausto Paolo Sozzini). 1539–1604. Italian Protestant reformer. 

Born in Siena, spent his later years in Poland. His name became associated 

with a heresy, but he never led a heretical sect. Maintained the sanctity of� 

human life.

Spencer, John. 1630–1693. English scholar of� comparative religion.

Spinoza, Baruch (Bento, Benedictus). 1632–1677. Jewish philosopher born in 

Amsterdam of� Portuguese ancestry. Excommunicated in 1656. Exponent of� 

rationalist thought.

Spitzel (Spizel), Théophile Gott lieb. 1639–1691. German Protestant theologian 

and scholar.

Staphorst, Nikolaus. fl . early eighteenth century. Pastor of� Hamburg.

Stillingfl eet, Edward. 1635–1699. English clergyman, bishop of� Worcester.

Stouppe, Jean-Baptiste (Giovanni Batista Stoppa). fl . 1651–1673. Pastor of� the 

French Church in London; spy.

Struve, B. G. (Burkhard Gott helf� Struve). 1671–1738. Jurist and professor of� his-

tory at Jena.

Stubbs, Stubbes, or Stubbe, Henry. 1632–1676. English physician and author; 

close friend of� Hobbes.

Tentzel, W. E. (Wilhelm Ernst). 1659–1707. German historian and writer; author 

of� the Curieuse Bibliothec.

Theodorus of� Cyrene. Late fi ft h century BCE. Greek mathematician; friend of� 

Socrates.

Theseus. Legendary king of� Athens and fi gure of� Greek myth.

Thomasius, Christian. 1655–1728. German jurist, philosopher, and educator.

Thomas of� Cantimpré. c. 1200/1201–1270/1272. Born in Brabant; joined Do-

minican order. Preacher and writer, author of� an encyclopedia of� natural 

history, of� which the long chapter on bees (Bonum universale de apibus) was 

dedicated to Humbert of� Romans.
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Tillotson, John. 1630–1694. English clergyman, archbishop of� Canterbury.

Toland, John. 1670–1722. Irish antireligious writer.

Turretini, Jean Alphonse. 1671–1737. Swiss theologian.

Ursin, Jean Henri. 1608–1667. Lutheran pastor and author.

Valdemar II. 1170–1241. King of� Denmark.

Vallée, Geoff roy. d. 1574. Author of� La Béatitude des chrestiens, who was burned at 

the stake at Paris in 1574

Van Dale, Anton. 1638–1708. Dutch Mennonite physician, preacher, and writer 

on religious subject; critic of� witch-hunting.

Van den Enden, Franciscus. 1602–1674. Former Jesuit; teacher of� Spinoza. Also 

known as a Neo-Latin poet, physician, art dealer, philosopher, and political 

schemer (who plott ed against Louis XIV of� France).

Vanini, Lucilio (Giulio Cesare Vanini). 1584–1619. Italian cleric and philoso-

pher. Burned at stake.

Van Limborch, Philippus. 1633–1712. Dutch Remonstrant professor; author of� 

Historia inquisitionis.

Vere, Edward de, 17th Earl of� Oxford. 1550–1604. Poet and prominent fi gure in 

court of� Queen Elizabeth I.

Veyssière de La Croze, Mathurin. 1661–1739. French Benedictine historian and 

orientalist who converted to Protestantism.

Vignes, Pierre des. See Pierre des Vignes

Villani, Giovanni. c. 1276–1348. Florentine chronicler and merchant-banker.

Vincent of� Beauvais. d. 1264. Scholar considered the greatest of� medieval 

encyclopedists.

Viret, Pierre. 1511–1571. Swiss theologian.

Voet, Gijsbert (Gisbertus Voetius). 1589–1676. Dutch Calvinist theologian.

von Ahlefeld, Johann Heinrich. 1656–1720. Danish diplomat.

von Frankenau, Gerhard Ernst Franck. 1676–1749. Danish diplomat.

Vossius, Isaac. 1618–1689. Dutch scholar; tutor and librarian to Queen Chris-

tina of� Sweden.

Vroesen, Jan. 1672–1725. Dutch diplomat.

Walten, Ericus. 1663–1697. Dutch pamphleteer.

Wechel, Christian. fl . 1520–1554. Parisian printer, of� a dynasty of� German 

humanist printers.

William of� Nangis (Guillaume de Nangis). d. 1300. French monastic chronicler.

Winstanley, Gerrard. fl . 1648–1652. English activist said to have been the real 

founder of� the Quaker sect.

Wolf, Johann Christoph. 1683–1739. German scholar of� Hebrew; bibliophile and 

book collector.

Wolseley, Sir Charles. c. 1630–1714. English politician and ecclesiastical 

pamphleteer.

Worm, Christen. 1672–1737. Danish theologian and scholar; bishop of� Zeeland.

Worthington, John. 1618–1671. English clergyman and vice chancellor of� Cam-

bridge University.
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Wright, Henry. fl . 1616. Author of� Disquisition of� Truth.

Xenocrates. Fourth century BCE. Greek philosopher; disciple of� Plato, and head 

of� the Platonic Academy 339–314.

Zalmoxis. Ancient Greek fi gure. According to Herodotus, either a god of� the 

Thracians or a charlatan.

Zeno. b. c. 150 BCE. Epicurean philosopher.

Zoroaster. Probably c. 1000 BCE. Greek name for Iranian Zarathustra. Either a 

religious reformer or founder of� a new religion.
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