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Introduction 
 
The Da Vinci Code is a worldwide bestseller with more than 60.5 million copies sold and it 

has been translated into 44 languages. It is thought to be the eighth best-selling book of all 

time.1 The plot in The Da Vinci Code is fictional, but the author Dan Brown claims that all 

the descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents and rituals are accurate. This statement 

has been questioned by researchers all over the world. For example Greg Snyder, Associate 

Professor of Religion at Davidson College, has commented on why The Da Vinci Code has 

become so popular. “Dan Brown delivers all the half-truths, mistakes, and falsehoods on the 

rails of fast-paced detective story.”2 In 2006, The Da Vinci Code was released as a film by 

Columbia Pictures, with Ron Howard as a producer, and Dan Brown as one of the executive 

producers. One of Brown’s own produced songs occurs in the film. The Da Vinci Code was 

considered one of 2006 most anticipated films, and was used to launch Cannes Film Festival. 

Although there were great expectations for the film, it received poor reviews. 3 

 

The author of the book Dan Brown was born and raised in Exeter, New Hampshire, USA. 

His mother was a musician, and played organ at the Church; and his father was a 

mathematics teacher at Phillips Exeter Academy. Phillips Exeter Academy is an exclusive 

boarding school, which requires new teachers to live on the campus for a couple of years,4 so 

Brown and his siblings were raised at the school. In Exeter the social environment was 

mostly Christian, and Dan Brown was very active in the Christian community; he sang in the 

Church choir, attended Sunday school and spent his summers at church camp.  In 1986 

Brown graduated from Amherst College, with a double major in English and Spanish. After 

his graduation he struggled with a musical carrier, and he created self-produced children’s 

cassettes and CDs for adults. Later, he moved to Los Angeles to start a career as a singer-

songwriter, and in Los Angeles he met his wife Blythe. Blythe helped Brown with his singer-

songwriter carreer; she arranged meetings for him, wrote releases, and set up promotional 

events. Blythe did not only help Brown in his singing carreer, when he later on started to 

write books she helped him a lot with his writing, and she is given credit in many of his 

books. In 1993, Brown and Blythe moved to his hometown New Hampshire, and he became 

                                                 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Da_Vinci_Code 
2 http://www2.davidson.edu/common/templates/news/news_tmp01.asp?newsid=6532 
3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Da_Vinci_Code_%28film%29 
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dan_Brown 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Da_Vinci_Code
http://www2.davidson.edu/common/templates/news/news_tmp01.asp?newsid=6532
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Da_Vinci_Code_%28film%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dan_Brown
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a teacher in English at Phillips Exeter Academy, and in Spanish at Lincoln Akerman School. 

During his time as a teacher, he continued to produce CDs and write books, and he and his 

wife co-wrote a humour book, which sold only a few thousand copies. In 1996, Brown quit 

teaching to become a full-time writer, and in 1998 his book Digital Fortress was published, 

in 2000 came Deception Point followed by Angels and Demons. None of these books could 

be considered a financial success with fewer than 10.000 copies in each of their first 

printings. However, in 2003 came The Da Vinci Code, which became a huge success, and 

topped New York Times Best Seller lists during the first week of its release. Brown is 

interested in cryptography, keys and codes which are recurring themes in many of his stories.  

 

In The Da Vinci Code there are two main characters Robert Langdon Professor of Religious 

Symbology at Harvard University, and Sophie Neveu, cryptologist in the French police force. 

They are both called in to the Louvre, where Jaques Sauniére who is the curator of the 

Louvre has been murdered. Sauniére’s body is positioned as The Vitruvian Man, Leonardo da 

Vinci’s famous painting, and around his body there are codes written with his own blood. It 

becomes clear that it was Sauniére who did this to himself, as an attempt to pass on a hidden 

message to Neveu, who is his granddaughter, and to Langdon, since he knew that Langdon 

had skills in deciphering codes. One of the things Sauniére wrote before he died was “P.S. 

Find Robert Langdon,”5 which the police interpret as being proof that it was Langdon who 

murdered him. However, the meaning of the message is really P.S which stands for Princess 

Sophie, his nickname for his granddaughter Sophie Neveu, and he meant that she should find 

Langdon, so they together could riddle out the codes he had left for them. Therefore, they 

are, throughout the book chased by the police, since they think that Langdon murdered 

Sauniére. Later on in the story Neveu and Langdon also get help from Sir Leigh Teabing a 

British royal historian. Langdon and Neveu start to sort through the riddles, and they find a 

trail that leads to the works of Leonardo da Vinci, and the secret society, the Priory of Sion; 

they also find out that Sauniére was a member of the Priory. According to Brown, the Priory 

of Sion is a secret European organisation, which was founded in 1099, and it has always 

consisted of prominent people that have kept the secrets of the Priory. The proof Brown has 

for this are parchments known as Les Dossiers Secrets, which were found in 1975, in Paris’s 

Bibliothéque Nationale, and which identifies numerous members of the Priory of Sion, 

including Sir Isaac Newton, Sandro Botticelli and Leonardo da Vinci, among others. The 

                                                 
5 Brown, 101 
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Priory of Sion has a clearly feministic stand-point and believes that men in the early 

Christian Church had a campaign of propaganda which demonized everything feminine and 

took away the goddess from religion. Langdon and Teabing are the characters who most 

often give voice to what the Priory of Sion believe in and in turn, what the author Dan Brown 

believes in. In Wikipedia, it is stated that the view Brown has of the Priory of Sion is not 

supported by factual evidence. It is said that the Priory of Sion was a hoax created in 1956 by 

Pierre Plantard  

 

      The evidence presented in support of its historical existence has not been considered  

      authentic or persuasive by established historians, academics, and universities, and the  

      evidence was later discovered to have been forged and then planted in various locations  

      around France by Plantard and his associates. Nevertheless, many conspiracy theorists  

      insist on the truth of the Priory's role as a powerful secret society.6  

 

Whether the ideas contained in this book are true or not, is not a subject that will be 

discussed in this essay, however different views on the historical events that occur in the 

text are going to be presented. This essay will examine the view of women in The Da Vinci 

Code in different ways. The first chapter, deals with the Biblical description of women and 

their role in The Bible, and compares this to the role The Da Vinci Code gives to women in 

Christian history. This chapter is divided into two sections, and the first section deals with 

this issue in general terms; what The Bible says about women in general in comparison to 

The Da Vinci Code: the second section is going to examine how this view is shown through 

the character of Mary Magdalene, who is an important person in the book. The second 

chapter entitled Symbols and rituals as representing women in The Da Vinci Code deals 

with the view of women that is shown in the book through the use of symbols and rituals, 

since symbols and rituals are often used to portray and describe women. The third chapter, 
The view of women as shown through the character of Sophie Neveu, examines how the 

view of women is shown through one of the main characters Sophie Neveu. Neveu is an 

independent woman and prominent in her job as a cryptographer in the French police force. 

She has one of the most important roles in the book, since she is grandchild to Jaques 

Sauniére, one of the former Grand Master in the Priory.  

 

                                                 
6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Priory_of_Sion 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Priory_of_Sion
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1 The view of women in The Da Vinci Code and The Bible  

 
A major theme in The Da Vinci Code is the role that women have in both The Bible, and in 

the Christian history. The author Dan Brown suggests that the Biblical history is built on 

false grounds, and that women have been neglected in The Bible, and have not been given the 

role they should have. In The Da Vinci Code, Brown gives women a more prominent role in 

the Christian history than what they have in The Bible. In this chapter the differences in the 

views of women between The Da Vinci Code and The Bible will be examined. This issue is 

going to be examined through two different angles, and therefore the chapter is divided into 

two sections, the differences regarding the view of women in general, and the view of 

women as seen through the character of Mary Magdalene. 

 

1:1 The view of women in general in The Da Vinci code and in The Bible 

The Da Vinci Code deals to a great extent with issues relating to views on women, and it 

gives women an important role in Christian history. Whereas in The Bible women do not play 

any important roles, they are mentioned, but they are mostly spectators and are hardly ever 

active in any of the events that take place. When they are active they often commit sins, and 

women are often portrayed as sinful.7 In The Da Vinci Code the two main characters, Robert 

Langdon and Sophie Neveu are both called in to the Louvre, where the curator of the Louvre 

Jaques Saunière has been murdered. Before Saunière died he wrote a series of codes with his 

own blood, and positioned his body as The Vitruvian Man, Leonardo da Vinci’s famous 

painting. When Langdon and Neveu start to sort through the riddles, they find a trail that 

leads to the works of Leonardo da Vinci and the secret society, the Priory of Sion. They also 

find out that Jaques Sauniére was a Grand Master of the Priory. The Priory of Sion is 

according to Brown, a secret organisation which was founded in 1099, with prominent 

members, which have kept the secrets of the Priory. The Priory of Sion has a clearly 

feministic stand-point, and believes that men in the early Christian Church had a campaign of 

propaganda which demonized everything feminine, and took away the goddess from religion. 

They mean that the Christian church converted the world from “matriarchal paganism to 

patriarchal Christianity”8, or in other words took away the power from women and gave it to 

                                                 
7 The Holy Bible 
8 Dan Brown,  The Da Vinci Code (Berkshire: Cox and Wyman Ltd: 2003) 78-80 
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men. Langdon shares the same view on history and women as the Priory and as Sir Leigh 

Teabing a British royal historian, who helps Neveu and Langdon in their quest. Langdon and 

Teabing are the characters who most often give voice to what the Priory of Sion believes in. 

The explanation regarding why men in the early Christian church wanted to demonize 

women is given by Langdon. “`The power of the female and her ability to produce life was 

once very sacred, but it posed a threat to the rise of the predominantly male Church, and so 

the sacred feminine was demonized and called unclean.´”9  Anyone who is even a bit familiar 

with The Bible, knows that women do not play a very prominent role. The Bible is written by 

men only, and women are either marginal characters who watch the events, or they are 

sinners who commit horrible deeds that mankind has to suffer for today. The part in The 

Bible where the woman, Eve was created very clearly shows the view of women in The 

Bible. God takes a rib from Adam and makes a woman out of this part and when God gives 

Adam the woman Adam says: “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she 

shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.”10 Here it is Adam as a man who 

gives life to the woman Eve, and not as the natural condition where it is women who give life 

to men. According to the Priory this part from The Bible is only a way to reduce the value of 

the fact that it is women who are the life-givers, by stating that it was man that life came 

from. In The Da Vinci Code the historian Teabing speaks about this part in The Bible. 

“`Genesis tells us that Eve was created from Adam’s rib. Woman became an off-shoot of a 

man. And a sinful one at that. Genesis was the beginning of the end for the goddess.`”11 The 

first time we find women being described as sinful in The Bible is in the Garden of Eden, 

when God has told Eve that they can not eat the fruits from the Tree of Knowledge. When 

Eve finds out that the tree is good for food, pleasant for her eyes, and can make her wise, she 

cannot resist it, and she takes fruit from the tree and eats it, and also gives it to her husband, 

Adam. When God finds out about what Eve has done he says “Unto the woman he said, I 

will greatly multiple thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; 

and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.”12 This suggests that 

women can not resist temptation and therefore can not be trusted to make good decisions. 

Because of Eve’s sin all women today are punished, and that is why they have to give birth to 

their children in pain. This part also justifies that men rule over women, since God himself 

said that that is the way it ought to be. The opinion of the Priory on the other hand is that this 
                                                 
9 Brown, 321-322 
10 The Holy Bible, Genesis 2:23 
11. Brown, 322 
12 The Holy Bible Genesis 3:16 
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story is not accurate, and that it was men who came up with the story to describe women as 

sinful in order to take away the power from them. Langdon speaks about this part in the 

Bible. “It was man, not God, who created the concept of “original sin”, whereby Eve tasted 

of the apple and caused the downfall of human race. Woman, once the sacred giver of life, 

was now the enemy.”13 

 

1:2 The view of women seen through the character of Mary Magdalene 

Mary Magdalene is person who is given an important role in the Biblical history in The Da 

Vinci Code; a much larger role then what she has in The Bible. In The Bible she is in fact 

described as a friend of Jesus’, who is with him throughout his life. She is however not very 

active, she is as most of the women are in the Bible, a spectator to the events that take place, 

and there are only four parts in the Bible where she is mentioned. Mary Magdalene is with 

Jesus at the cross, at his burial and when he arises from the dead, she is the first one to see 

him. She is also mentioned in St. Luke 8:2, where Jesus heals her from seven evil spirits. The 

Priory on the other hand gives Mary Magdalene a much more important role in the Biblical 

history than what is mentioned in The Bible.  

 

The Priory’s biggest secret is that they consider Mary Magdalene to be the Holy Grail. 

According to Christian tradition, the Holy Chalice is the vessel which Jesus used at the Last 

Supper when he served wine to his disciples. In the development of medieval legends, the 

Holy Chalice has often been identified with the Holy Grail, which is said to be the cup used 

to catch Jesus' dripping blood on the Cross.14 The Priory disagrees with this view of the Holy 

Grail, and they argue that the Holy Grail is really a metaphor for Mary Magdalene. They 

believe that Jesus and Mary Magdalene were married, and that Jesus was actually an earthly 

man and not divine. When Jesus was crucified Mary Magdalene was pregnant with their 

child, and the Holy Grail which is intended is actually Mary Magdalene’s womb, which 

carried the Holy blood of Jesus. This Holy bloodline and the antecedents of Jesus and Mary, 

are guarded by the Priory. They are considered to be in danger since the Church does not 

want any proof that Jesus was married, and therefore considered to be an earthly man and not 

divine, as this could threaten the power of the Church. The proof that the Priory has for the 

marriage between Jesus and Mary Magdalene is in The Gospel of Philip. According to the 

Wikipedia Encyclopedia the Gospel of Philip is a manuscript that was found buried in the 

                                                 
13 Brown, 321-322 
14 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Chalice 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Chalice
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Egyptian desert in the Nag Hammadi library, at the end of the 4th century. It is uncertain who 

wrote this gospel, but most certainly it is not Philip; it only got his name because he is the 

only apostle mentioned in the texts. The Gospel emphasizes the relationship between man 

and woman and many of the sayings in it are quite mysterious and enigmatic.15 It contains 

the text that the Priory thinks reveals that Jesus was married to Mary Magdalene: 

 

      And the companion of the saviour is Mary Magdalene. Christ loved her more than all the        

      disciples and used to kiss her often on her mouth. The rest of the disciples were offended 

      by it and expressed disapproval. They said to him, ´Why do you love her more than all of    

      us?16 

 

According to the Priory, the word “companion” in those days actually meant spouse, and that 

is proof that they were married. They take this text literally and see it as evidence that Jesus 

and Mary Magdalene were married. Sharan Newman, who is a medieval historian and wrote 

the book The real history behind the Da Vinci Code, on the other hand claims that the union 

between Mary Magdalene and Jesus that is imposed in the Gospel of Philip is only meant 

spiritually, and that it does not mean that they were actually married.17 The Bible of course, 

says nothing about Jesus being a married man, since a marriage does not go along with the 

fact that he is divine and the Son of God. In fact The Bible does not even contain the Gospel 

of Philip, so there is nothing in it that would imply that Mary Magdalene and Jesus were 

married.  

 

Why then does the Priory claim that Mary Magdalene was married to Jesus, and what has it 

got to do with their view of women? Quite a lot actually, because if Mary Magdalene and 

Jesus were married that would mean that a woman played an important role in the Biblical 

history. As mentioned earlier, women do not play any important roles in The Bible and Mary 

Magdalene is not even mentioned very much. The Priory claims that Jesus’ intention was to 

let Mary Magdalene take over the Christian Church after his death, while in The Bible it says 

that it was Peter, one of the disciples. In The Bible, the story of when Jesus tells them who is 

going to take over the Church after his death, takes place when he wanders through Ceasarea 

Philippi with his disciples. Jesus asks his disciples who they think he is, Peter is the only one 

                                                 
15 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gospel_of_Philip 
16 Brown, 331 
17Sharan Newman, The real history behind the Da Vinci Code (Camberwell: Penguin Group: 2005), 103 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gospel_of_Philip
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who answers that Jesus is the one who is promised in the Holy Scriptures. Jesus says to Peter 

“And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt 

bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven.”18 The Priory does not share the same view as The Bible on this question, 

as they think that it was Mary Magdalene who was supposed to carry on the Church after 

Jesus’ passing, but that the early Christian Church refused to do this. The Priory’s proof that 

Mary Magdalene was the one who was thought to take over the Church, is a gospel that 

according to Wikipedia was found in Cairo in 1896. It is not known who wrote the Gospel19, 

but the Priory claims that it was Mary Magdalene, and therefore calls it the Gospel of Mary 

Magdalene: 

 

      And Peter said, `Did the Saviour really speak with a woman without our knowledge? Are  

      we to turn about and listen to her? Did he prefer her to us?´ And Levi answered, `Peter,  

      you have always been hot-tempered. Now I see you contending against the woman like 

      an adversary. If the Saviour made her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her? Surely   

      the Saviour knows her very well. That is why he loved her more than us. 20 

 

This piece of text does not mention Mary Magdalene’s name, but the Priory thinks that she is 

the woman they are speaking of. If that is true this text clearly shows that Peter sees her as an 

enemy. The phrase “Did the Saviour really speak with a woman without our knowledge?”21 

implies that what he thought was especially shocking was not that Jesus had talked to 

someone without their knowledge, but that the person he had spoken to, was a woman and 

not a man. He also expresses his fear that they would have to listen to her, it is not her 

qualities as a person that scare him, it is the fact that she is a woman, and that he as a man 

would have to take directives from her. Obviously, regarding this question the views of The 

Bible and the Priory differ a great deal. The Priory gives women a really important role in the 

Biblical history and they even think that if Jesus had got what he wanted, a woman would 

have been the leader of the Christian Church. They mean that the Church has sidelined Mary 

Magdalene; a thought they do not share with Garry Williams, who is author of the book The 

Da Vinci Code from Dan Brown’s fiction to Mary Magdalene’s faith in which he states that 

“It makes no sense to think that Mary has been side-lined by the church when she stands as a 
                                                 
18 The Holy Bible, St. Matthew 16:19 
19  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gospel_of_Mary 
20 Brown, 333 
21 Brown, 333 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gospel_of_Mary
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witness to the crucifixion of Jesus which is at the centre of history.”22 The only argument he 

has for Mary Magdalene not being side-lined by the Church is that she stood as a witness to 

an important event in The Bible. As in many other parts of The Bible a woman is only a 

bystander and that can not be interpreted as the Church believing that Mary Magdalene has 

an important role. In The Bible it does not say anything about Mary Magdalene being the 

leader of the Church; the only person that is mentioned for this assignment is Peter. Anyhow 

it would have been unthinkable that there would have been a female leader for the Church in 

The Bible, considering the way it portrays women. As mentioned earlier, women are either 

sinners or spectators, and to give a woman an active role as the leader for the Christian 

church seems quite unbelievable. 

 

According to the Priory, the reason why the Church wanted to smear Mary Magdalene’s 

name was because they wanted to cover up that she and Jesus were married. “The Church 

needed to defame Mary Magdalene in order to cover up her dangerous secret – her role as the 

Holy Grail.23” The Priory means that the Church wanted to cover up everything that stated 

that Jesus was not divine, and therefore they smeared her name so that no one would think 

that they were married. They claim that the Church is responsible for the rumour that has 

followed Mary Magdalene through centuries. The reason why people believe that Mary 

Magdalene was a prostitute originates from the part in The Bible where Jesus heals Mary 

Magdalene from evil spirits. “Now when Jesus was risen early the first day of the week, he 

appeared first to Mary Mǎg-dǎ-lēne out of whom he had cast seven devils.”24 This part where 

Jesus casts out evil spirits from her is also described in St. Luke 8:2, when Jesus went with 

his twelve disciples to every village and city preaching about God. “And a certain women, 

which had been healed out of evil spirits and infirmities, Mary called Mǎg-dǎ-lēne, out of 

whom went seven devils.”25 This event is then again mentioned in the description of her 

character. “She loved Christ, because He had delivered her from a fearful trouble.”26 This 

statement that Jesus healed her from evil spirits is responsible for the rumour that she was a 

prostitute, and that has followed her through the centuries. Margaret Starbird, author of the 

book The Women with the Alabaster Jar comments “While the two Gospels, those of Mark 

and Luke, maintain that Mary Magdalen was healed by Jesus of possession by seven demons, 
                                                 
22 Gary Williams, The Da Vinci Code from Dan Brown’s fiction to Mary Magdalene’s faith (Scotland: Christian 
Focus Publications: 2006), 56  
23 Brown, 328 
24 The Holy Bible, St. Mark 16:9 
25 The Holy Bible, St. Luke 8:2 
26 The Holy Bible, Helps to the understanding of the Bible, 29 
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nowhere does it say that she was a prostitute, and yet this stigma has followed her throughout 

Christendom.”27 The Bible itself can not be held responsible for this view of Mary 

Magdalene as a prostitute, since it does not actually state that. However, people who have 

read The Bible have interpreted it as a proof that Mary Magdalene was a prostitute, otherwise 

the myth would not have lasted for that long. Even though the Bible does not state that she 

was a prostitute, it often portrays women as sinners so it is not hard to understand why such a 

misunderstanding occurred.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
27 Margaret Starbird, The Woman with the Alabaster Jar (Vermont: Bear and Company: 1993), 29  
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2 Symbols and rituals as representing women in The Da Vinci Code 

 
In The Da Vinci Code symbols and rituals are often used to portray and describe women. The 

Priory has, for example, a ritual called Hieros Gamos which they perform to celebrate 

women and praise the sacred feminine. The book also gives another, more women friendly 

explanation for the symbols of male and female gender than the explanation that is widely 

known today. A lot of the symbols presented in The Da Vinci Code have to do with Mary 

Magdalene, and it is said that the Church wanted to cover up the relationship between Mary 

Magdalene and Jesus, and therefore they forbade Mary Magdalene’s name. Because of this, 

people who knew of the story had to use symbols to tell it and the Priory, among others, uses 

symbols to tell the story of Mary Magdalene and her role in Christendom, since it would be 

too dangerous to use her real name. It is suggested that these symbols have been used in 

many famous works of art, to secretly testify about the relationship between Mary Magdalene 

and Jesus.  

 

The symbols that most people recognize as symbols for male and female are these: ♂ - male 

and ♀ - female. According to Wikipedia the symbol for male gender ♂ represents the war 

God Mars’s spear and shield,28 while the symbol for female ♀ is said to represent the 

Goddess Venus’s hand mirror. 29 The difference between the meanings of these symbols is 

immense; the male symbol represents powerful items that can be used in war; while the 

female symbol represents an item concerned with appearance. In The Da Vinci Code it is 

suggested that these symbols are not the original symbols for male and female. Langdon tells 

Neveu about the symbols, and he argues that the original ones were not drawn in the way as 

the symbols that have been mentioned earlier. According to him the original symbol for 

female was and for male , and these symbols originally had a different meaning than 

what is known today. Langdon says that the male symbol does not symbolize a blade and a 

shield, but actually a phallus. About the female symbol he says: “`The chalice,´ he said, 

´resembles a cup or vessel and more important, it resembles the shape of a woman’s womb. 

This symbol communicates femininity womanhood and fertility.´”30 This explanation about 

the symbol gives women a much more important role than what the earlier shown symbol 

                                                 
28 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mars_symbol 
29 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female 
30 Brown, 320-321 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mars_symbol
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female
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suggests. The  symbol actually stands for vital things like womanhood and fertility, 

which are far more meaningful characteristics than something just as simple as a mirror, 

which only has the quality of reflecting appearance.  The symbols and  are also far 

more equal than the ♂ and ♀ symbols, since the first mentioned symbolize the gender and its 

qualities both for men and women. The   ♂ and ♀ symbols make a difference between men 

and women by adding qualities that have nothing to do with the actual gender, but with what 

expectations there are of the gender role; men are supposed to be strong fighters, and women 

only concerned with their looks.  

 

The Priory has a sex-ritual, called Hieros Gamos, to celebrate women and their ability to 

produce life from their wombs. Landon describes the ritual:  

 

      Hieros Gamos had nothing to do with eroticism. It was a spiritual act. Historically,  

      intercourse was the act through which male and female experienced God. The ancients  

      believed that the male was spiritually incomplete until he had carnal knowledge of the  

      sacred feminine. Physical union with the female remained the sole means through which  

      man could become spiritually complete and ultimately achieve gnosis. 31  

 

According to Tau Malachi, writer of the book St. Mary Magdalene The Gnostic Tradition of 

the Holy Bride the word “gnosis” means knowledge or insight acquired through spiritual or 

mystical experience, it is a state of Divine illumination.32 However, Malachi does not 

mention that this state has anything to do with sex. According to Langdon, the Priory 

performs Hieros Gamos to achieve spiritual enlightenment, which they believe cannot be 

achieved in any other way than by having sex with a woman. To claim that the only way to 

get close to God is by being with a woman, is to suggest that women in fact have a really 

important role to play in religion. In many of our great world religions women do not have 

any prominent roles. If we look at, for example, Christendom and The Bible, which has been 

mentioned in the earlier chapter, it becomes quite apparent that women are mostly marginal 

characters; it is men who carry out the great deeds, and women are mostly spectators. In The 

Bible it says nothing about women being close to God, and there are many parts in it where 

women are portrayed in negative ways; for example in the scene where Eve has given a fruit 
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from the forbidden tree to Adam. When God finds out about what Eve has done he says 

“…thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.”33 It is a woman who has 

failed God, and now all women have to suffer for it and let men rule over them. In the 

Biblical description of women it seems quite unbelievable that women would stand 

particularly close to God.  

 

According to the Priory the Church had a campaign to take away the sacred feminine, which 

they for example worship in their Hieros Gamos ritual, and give the power to the Church 

instead. It would be impossible for the Church to have power if the men of the Church are 

not the ones who are closest to God. If the only way to come close to God is by being with a 

woman, it would mean that women are the ones who are closest to God and not the priests, 

which in turn would impose a serious threat to the male power of the Church. That is why the 

Priory thinks that the Church wanted to demonize everything feminine and take away the 

power that women had. To do this the Church had to get rid of the rituals where men and 

women achieved spiritual enlightenment by having sex, and they recast sex as a shameful act. 

Langdon talks about how the Church made sex sinful: “Holy men who had once required 

sexual union with their female counterparts to commune with God now feared their natural 

sexual urges as the work of the devil, collaborating with his favourite 

accomplice…woman.”34 There are a couple of parts in The Bible where sex is described, and 

in those parts it often has to do with the importance of a woman staying a virgin until she is 

married, or about how men should watch out for the danger of adulterous women. An 

example of where men are warned of dangerous tempting women is in Proverbs 4:3-5: “For 

the lips of a strange woman drop as an honeycomb, and her mouth is smoother than oil: But 

her end is bitter as wormwood, sharp as a twoedged sword. Her feet go down to death; her 

steps take hold of hell.”35 It is suggested that adulterous women with their smooth talk, 

would try to trick men to have sex with them. However, if a man falls for an adulterous 

woman’s seduction he will go to hell for it. Sex is never described as a lustful act, but more 

like something to be afraid of. In Thessalonians 3:3-7 it says:  

 

      For this is the will of God, even your sanctification, that ye should abstain from  

                                                 
33 The Holy Bible Genesis 3:16 
34 Brown, 174 
35 The Holy Bible, Proverbs 5:3-5 
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      fornication: That every one of you should know how to possess his vessel in 

sanctification  

      and honour; Not in the lust of concupiscence even as the Gentiles which know not  

      God…For God hath not called us unto uncleanness, but unto holiness. 36 

 

Here it is stated that God wants people to learn to control their bodies in a way that is holy 

and honourable, and not in a passionate way like the Gentiles, (persons who are not Jewish), 

or pagans who do not know God. Sex is something sinful if it is not controlled by the Church, 

which it is if you are married, since marriage represents permission from the Church for two 

people to be together. In The Da Vinci Code it is stated that because of the fact that the 

Church wanted to cover up the importance of women in religion, and Mary Magdalene’s role 

in Christendom, her name was forbidden. Teabing claims that because Mary Magdalene’s 

name was forbidden, people that knew of her story had to use pseudonyms when talking 

about her, since it would be too dangerous to use her real name. When people wanted to 

write about her, or in other ways tell her story in for example paintings, they used symbols to 

cover up the hidden meaning, and there are a lot of different symbols that symbolize Mary 

Magdalene. One of the symbols used is the one for femininity and the female womb , 

which symbolizes the chalice, or in other words Mary Magdalene’s womb that carried Jesus’ 

bloodline.37 The Priory’s symbol for Mary Magdalene is a five-petal rose, and the rose 

symbol can be seen as linked to Mary Magdalene and femininity in many different ways. 

Teabing says that the rose has always been a symbol for female sexuality and that in 

primitive goddess cults the five petals of the rose represented the five stations of female life: 

birth, menstruation, motherhood, menopause and death. It is also stated that the Latin word 

Sub rosa stands for “under the rose” and also for something that is secret.38 The secret which 

is intended can be seen as Mary Magdalene and the secret she carried. Newman agrees in her 

book, The real history behind the Da Vinci Code, that the interpretation in The Da Vinci 

Code of the word rose in Latin is accurate. However, she also states that no group could 

really claim the rose as their symbol since it has been a symbol for many things through 

history.39 In The Da Vinci Code it is suggested that the rose also has another connection to 

femininity, more than just the five stations of female life or something that is secret. Teabing 

says that a blossoming rose resembles the female genitalia, “the sublime blossom from which 
                                                 
36 The Holy Bible, Thessalonians 3:3-7 
37 Brown, 329 
38 Brown 274 
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all mankind enters the world.”40 He describes the female genitalia as something beautiful and 

meaningful, and compares it with something as fine as a rose. The word vagina is described 

in the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary in completely different terms “the passage in 

the body of a woman or a female animal between the outer sex organs and the womb.”41  

 

The Priory is in The Da Vinci Code said to be an organisation that consists, and always has 

consisted of prominent people in the society. One of those prominent people was Leonardo 

Da Vinci who is supposed to have been one of the Grand Masters.42  Da Vinci’s famous 

painting The Last Supper is, according to the Priory, full of symbology which shows that 

Jesus and Mary Magdalene were married. Most people know the painting as a scene during 

one of Jesus’ last days where Jesus announces to his twelve disciples that one of them will 

betray him. 43 However the Priory considers it to have a hidden meaning, and they mean that 

the person sitting next to Jesus in the painting is not one of the disciples, but actually Mary 

Magdalene. Evidence they have for this is that Jesus and the person sitting on his right side, 

Mary Magdalene, have the same kind of clothes, except for the colours that are inverse. Jesus 

wears a red robe and a blue cloak; whereas Mary Magdalene wears a blue robe and a red 

cloak. However, in the pseudo-historical book Holy Blood, Holy Grail, the authors mean that 

Jesus in the painting and the person sitting on his right are actually two virtually identical 

Christs. According to them, there was an ancient heretical belief that Jesus had a twin and 

that is what Da Vinci wanted to show us through his painting.44 Apparently there are 

different conspiracy theories that suggest different reasons why Jesus and the person sitting 

next to him wear the same kind of clothes, but inverse colours. Another example of evidence 

that the Priory has for it being Mary Magdalene in the painting, is that that she and Jesus lean 

away from each other in the painting, and the space between them creates a  shape, 

which is as earlier explained a symbol for the chalice, Mary Magdalene’s womb.  

 

According to Langdon, Da Vinci was not the only person with hidden symbology in his 

works that testified to Jesus’ and Mary Magdalene’s relationship. Another person was Walt 

Disney, who made it his life’s work to pass on the grail story and he implanted hidden 

messages and symbolism in his cartoons. To prove his point Langdon says that it was no 
                                                 
40 Brown, 341  
41 Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Curren English (UK: Oxford University Press: 2000) 
42 Brown, 430-431  
43 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Last_Supper_(Leonardo) 
44 Michael Baigent, Richard Leigh and Henry Lincoln Holy Blood, Holy Grail (New York: Dell Publishing: 
1982) 423-424 
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coincidence that Disney retold tales like Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty and Snow White, which 

all deal with the incarceration of the sacred feminine. Langdon says: “Nor did one need a 

background in symbolism to understand that Snow White – a princess who fell from grace 

after partaking of a poisoned apple – was a clear allusion to the downfall of Eve in the 

Garden of Eden.”45  Landon also gives another example of a story retold by Disney with 

reference to the Holy Grail; that is, the movie The Little Mermaid, from 1989. According to 

Langdon there are a lot of symbols in the movie, Ariel’s long red hair for example, which is 

said to represent Mary Magdalene. Judith van Aalst says in her essay, The Legend of Saint 

Mary Magdalene, that during the Middle Ages there were a lot of portraits painted of Mary 

Magdalene, where she in the beginning of her life was painted as the most sinful women in 

the world, and in the latter part of her life she is shown as a saint. “Today, Mary Magdalene 

is usually portrayed as having red hair (Garth 1950:60), but this was not commonly done in 

the Middle Ages.”46 Another example of symbology that Langdon claims is related to Mary 

Magdalene, is in Ariel’s underwater grotto where Georges de la Tour’s painting The Penitent 

Magdalene can be seen. The Penitent Magdalene belongs to the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

and they describe the painting in the following way: “A sinner, perhaps a courtesan, Mary 

Magdalen was a witness of Christ who renounced the pleasures of the flesh for a life of 

penance and contemplation. She is shown with a mirror, a symbol of vanity, a skull, emblem 

of mortality, and a candle, that may stand for spiritual enlightenment.”47 Here we see another 

example of how strong the rumour of Mary Magdalene as a prostitute is, as it is used to 

describe a painting of her. However, what this description does not mention is Mary 

Magdalene being pregnant, which Starbird in her book The Woman With the Alabaster Jar 

claims that she is.48 If Mary Magdalene indeed is pregnant in the painting it can be argued 

that it is Jesus’ child she bears, a very clear reference to the Holy Grail. Whether it is a 

coincidence that this painting of Mary Magdalene hangs in Ariel’s grotto, or that Ariel has 

red-hair just like Mary Magdalene, we may never know. However, it must be considered that 

Walt Disney died in 1966, and the movie The Little Mermaid was released in 1989, so Walt 

Disney himself had nothing to do with the retelling of the story, or the placing of the symbols 

in it.  

 

                                                 
45 Brown, 349 
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3 The view of women as shown through the character of Sophie Neveu  

 
Sophie Neveu is one of the main characters in the book. Neveu has studied cryptography in 

England at Royal Holloway and she works as a cryptographer at Direction Centrale de la 

Police Judiciaire in Paris, which is the national authority of the criminal division of the 

French National Police. Neveu’s grandfather Jaques Sauniére, who was one of the Grand 

Masters of the Priory of Sion, has also trained her from when she was little in symbology and 

deciphering codes. Neveu is no ordinary kind of woman or at least she is not as a woman is 

expected to be, she is strong willed, a woman of action and not afraid to speak her mind. She 

also has a high position in the French police force, which is not that usual for women since it 

is mostly men that work there. There are several parts in the book where it becomes apparent 

what a strong woman Neveu is; for example in a scene where she and Langdon are sitting in 

a taxi and she finds out that the taxi driver is trying to hand them over to the police. “Before 

Langdon knew what had happened, she had yanked out the pistol, swung it around, and was 

pressing it to the back of the driver’s head.”49 She is not afraid to take action and do 

something which is not expected of a woman. 

 

Neveu’s prominent position in the French police force is not appreciated by everyone there, 

and the fact that she is woman, and has that kind of work is especially threatening for some 

of the men. Captain of the Central Directorate Judicial Police, Bezu Fache, is not impressed 

by her and he is of the opinion that women do not belong in the police force. The only reason 

why Neveu works for Fache is because the ministry forced him to have her on his team, since 

they wanted more women in the police force. Fache does not weigh his words when he 

expresses his opinions about women working in the police force. “Women not only lacked 

the physicality necessary for police work, but their mere presence posed a dangerous 

distraction to the men in the field. As Fache had feared, Sophie Neveu was proving far more 

distracting than most.”50 He is afraid that because Neveu is an attractive woman, she would 

draw away the police men’s attention from their work. He also thinks that she as a woman 

should have nothing to do with the police force, since women are not as strong as men, but 

that could be considered a pretext, since Neveu is a cryptographer, and that does not acquire 

any physical strength. It is not only Fache who is annoyed with a female co-worker. There 
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are also male cryptographers who do not want to work with her, and it is not her looks that 

concern them, it is her great knowledge of symbology and her ability to show it. “She had a 

dogged determination that bordered on obstinate. Her eager espousal of Britain’s new 

cryptologic methodology continually exasperated the veteran French cryptographers above 

her.”51 As a woman she is not expected to know much, especially not more than the men, 

therefore she becomes a threat to them, and therefore they dislike her. It is not her personal 

qualities that disturb them it is the fact that she is a woman, and because of that not supposed 

to be so prominent.  

 

Neveu’s role in the book is most important since she is a grandchild to Sauniére, one of the 

Grand Masters in the Priory. To the Priory she is really important because she carries the 

Holy bloodline, she is an antecedent to Jesus and Mary Magdalene and is therefore guarded 

by the Priory. The Priory is an organisation that is contrasted to the French Police force, since 

they do not have any problems with prominent women, and Four of the Grand Masters have 

been women. “The sénéchaux were traditionally men – the guardians – and yet women held 

far more honoured status within the Priory and could ascend to the highest post from 

virtually any rank.”52 Because of the fact that women are ranked high in the Priory, Sophie is 

trusted with the most important mission of them all, that is to carry on the secret of the Holy 

Grail. This occurs even though, when she gets this responsibility from her grandfather, she 

knows nothing about the Priory; nevertheless her grandfather and the Priory still trust her 

with this mission. Many may question why Neveu does not know anything about the Priory if 

she is so important to them. The only explanation is that she and her grandfather had a 

troubled relationship, and had not spoken to each other in many years. The task to carry on 

the secret of the Holy Grail is not an easy assignment, since it does not only include guarding 

the secret. The Priory’s wish is that someday, when the time is right they will tell the truth 

about the Holy Grail, and let Mary Magdalene get the position she should have in the 

Christian history. Teabing tells Neveu what he thinks: “The Priory has put its trust in you, 

Miss Neveu. The task of saving the Holy Grail clearly includes carrying out the Priory’s final 

wishes of sharing the truth with the world.”53 It is a hard assignment for anyone to know 

whether to keep it a secret, or to tell and in that case when to reveal it. However, the Priory 

trusts Neveu, who is a strong competent woman, to be able to make the right decision.  
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Conclusion 

 
The view of women in The Da Vinci Code can overall be said to be very positive. The book 

discusses many of the issues that have influenced our way of looking at the female gender. 

Brown gives our Biblical history a large role in this, and he means that the The Bible has 

sidelined women and their important role. This in turn has led to the fact that women today 

do not have the same position in society as men. 

 

In the first chapter, The view of women in The Da Vinci Code and The Bible, The Da Vinci 

Code’s perspective on women is compared with The Bible’s, and the difference is immense. 

The Da Vinci Code gives women a very important role in Christian history and thinks that 

women have been sidelined in the Biblical history. Brown even believes that Mary 

Magdalene was the one who was to take over the Church after Jesus’ passing.54 In The Bible 

on the other hand women are not considered to be that important, since women are mostly 

spectators to the great deeds that are carried out by men. When women for once are active, 

they commit sinful deeds, for example when Eve eats from the Tree of Knowledge in the 

Garden of Eden.  

 

The second chapter, Symbols and rituals as representing women in The Da Vinci Code 

examines in what way the symbols and rituals, which portray and describe women, reveal 

views of women. In those cases where symbols or rituals are used to describe women it is 

always in a positive way. The Priory’s Hieros Gamos ritual is one example, where they 

praise the sacred feminine and celebrate womanhood. Another example where women are 

portrayed in a positive way, is when it comes to the symbol for female gender. In The Da 

Vinci Code the symbol is given a far more important meaning, in comparison to the symbol 

which is more widely known. In The Da Vinci Code the female symbol  symbolizes 

characteristics as important as womanhood and fertility,55 while the more common symbol 

which most people recognize a ♀ symbolizes a mirror.56 This adds to the preconception that 

women are only concerned with their looks. It is regrettable that the thing that is associated 

with the female gender is something as superficial as a mirror. 
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The third chapter, The view of women as shown through the character of Sophie Neveu, deals 

with how perspectives of women are portrayed through one of the main characters, Sophie 

Neveu. Neveu is an independent woman, who is really competent in her line of work. Her 

competence and independence are something that threatens many men, especially those she 

works with. Her chief, Fache does not think that women belong in the police force at all, 

since he considers them to be physically weak and he also thinks that their looks distract men 

from doing their job. I think that Brown intended Fache and the other men working in the 

police force to represent the problems women struggle with today because of the social 

inequality. Women are seen as weaker than men, and when a woman is strong willed and 

competent she is often seen as a threat, especially by men. The view of women that Brown 

stands for is represented by the Priory and their way of looking at Neveu. They see her as a 

competent and able woman and they trust her with the most important mission of them all, 

that is to carry on the secret of the Holy Grail.  

 

Brown reveals a feministic perspective throughout the book and he presents new 

explanations regarding issues that most of us just take for granted, and may not even have 

reflected upon, for example women’s role in The Bible. Whether most of his historical 

statements are true or not is not that important; he raises questions that make one reflect over 

women’s role in society, and why the situation is like it is today.   
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