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[bookmark: _Toc138765977]Abstract
For centuries, hundreds of scholars have attempted to re-piece together the life of one of history’s most confounded figures. Today, there is a divide between those who have come to believe that Mary Magdalene should be recognised and remembered as a figure of veneration, and those who insist that she was nothing more than a prostitute that Jesus pitied, with no real significance to biblical history. By drawing on feminist interpretation, this work examines Mary Magdalene’s representation in modern-day media and her depiction and relationship with Jesus in the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. This dissertation provides an in-depth analysis into both biblical and contemporary variations of Mary Magdalene. This cross-comparison of ancient and modern research identifies a transformation in the characterisation of Mary Magdalene. 

With the underrepresentation and mistreatment of women in the Bible, the impact that Mary Magdalene still has on society today is revolutionary. Mary is regarded as Jesus Christ’s most devoted follower in the Gospels – a perfect example of the Christian faith. However, contemporary views on Mary Magdalene differ majorly, with films such as ‘The DaVinci Code’ and other media projecting modernised, glorified, and inaccurate depictions of her. These depictions are heavily based on fabrications. By using feminist perspectives to shed light on the androcentrism and patriarchal values of the biblical era, Mary Magdalene’s true significance is finally uncovered, and latter-day interpretations of Mary Magdalene are challenged. This dissertation divulges into the secret life of Mary Magdalene by unravelling the misconceptions and fabrications of her story, and eventually creating a reinvented picture of one of the most inspiring women of the biblical era.
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[bookmark: _Toc138765979]Introduction: Setting the Scene
This dissertation unveils the mysteries of one of the most misunderstood women in biblical history – Mary Magdalene. By using feminist theory and a sociohistorical approach,
this dissertation analyses the ways in which Mary Magdalene’s legacy was, arguably, suppressed and distorted over time[footnoteRef:1], assessing in detail the leading factors behind her defamation and then identifying the impact that this has had on her reputation in society today. Chapter 1 considers Mary Magdalene’s portrayal in the Bible, using the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. Chapter 2 builds upon these findings from Chapter 1 and contrasts them with contemporary depictions of Mary Magdalene in media. This contrast provides material to accurately identify the inconsistencies between Mary Magdalene’s legacy and defamation.  [1:  Hooper, Richard J. The Crucifixion of Mary Magdalene: The Historical Tradition of the First Apostle and the Ancient Church’s Campaign to Suppress It. Sanctuary Publications, Inc, 2005.] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765980]Mary Magdalene’s Reputation
Mary of Magdala, also more widely known as Mary Magdalene, is undoubtedly a controversial name within Christianity. Mary is often identified as the embodiment of sin, scorned for her representation as a fallen woman,[footnoteRef:2] but for scholars, such as Margaret Starbird, she is a renowned feminist icon, commended for her loyalty, independence, and Caritas.[footnoteRef:3] In society today, Mary Magdalene is a respected figure within the Catholic Church. Mary is often depicted as the quintessence of Christian devotion, admired for her repentance and redemption. For example, each year, thousands of pilgrims still travel far and wide to visit the Vézelay Abbey, a Benedictine monastery in France, which is now home to relics of Mary Magdalene.[footnoteRef:4] During the 14th century, however, Mary Magdalene’s true significance was severely overlooked. Mary Magdalene’s reputation in society and popular culture has been severely tarnished by the label of ‘prostitute,’ which was bestowed upon  her by Pope Gregory the Great during his homily in Rome in 1591, despite there being no direct mention of this anywhere in the Bible.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, Mary was given the title of the patron saint of flagellants and worshipped by confraternities purely for her repentance of past sins, rather than her revolutionary impact on women.[footnoteRef:6] Mary was often honoured by acts of self-inflicted pain, stemming from stories which claimed that she “clawed at her skin until she bled, scored her breasts with stones, and tore out her hair, all as acts of penance for her self-indulgence.”[footnoteRef:7] [2:  Meera Lester, The Everything Mary Magdalene Book: The Life and Legacy of Jesus’ Most Misunderstood Disciple (Simon and Schuster, 2006).]  [3:  Starbird, Margaret. Mary Magdalene, Bride in Exile. Inner Traditions/Bear, 2005.]  [4:  Paul L. Cioffi, ‘Abbey Church of Sainte-Marie-Madeleine, West Facade Abbey Church of Saint Mary Magdalene, West Facade,’ 1981, https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/handle/10822/551082.]  [5:  Joo Yunsoo, ‘A Feminist Hermeneutics of Remembrance: Exploration of Mary Magdalene - Journal of Christian Education & Information Technology - 한국기독교교육정보학회 : 논문 - DBpia,’ 2020 <https://www.dbpia.co.kr/Journal/articleDetail?nodeId=NODE10480185> [accessed 30 March 2023].]  [6:  Katherine Ludwig Jansen, ‘Mary Magdalen,’ ed. by Margaret Schaus, Women and Gender in Medieval Europe An Encyclopaedia (New York, NY: Routledge, 2006), pp. 531–33.]  [7:  Bruce Chilton, Mary Magdalene: A Biography (New York, NY: Doubleday, 2006). P.8.] 


 Historical, theological, and feminist research, as well as contemporary media such as Dan Brown’s novel ‘The Da Vinci Code’ (2003), which was later recreated into a film by director Ron Howard in 2006, has now attempted to reconstruct Mary’s image from the stereotype of a corrupt woman whom Jesus took pity on, to the portrayal of a loyal devotee and potentially even the wife of Jesus.[footnoteRef:8] Mary proved her love to God by remaining by Jesus’ side when many betrayed him: she witnessed his crucifixion (John 19:25) his burial (Mark 15:47), and she was also the first person to witness his resurrection (John 20:14). [8:  There are some portrayals that Mary Magdalene was believed to be the mother of Jesus’ child - Saint Sarah, but any attempt to certify sexual relations between Christ and Mary was met with aggression and denial. See for example, Starbird, Margaret. Mary Magdalene, Bride in Exile. Inner Traditions/Bear, 2005.] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765981]Mary Magdalene: Reception and ‘Scandals’
 On the 22nd of July 1209, a massacre occurred in Béziers, which marked the start of the Albigensian Crusade. Crusaders were sent by Pope Innocent III to brutally murder Cathars and heretics, especially those who preached sexual relations between Jesus and Mary.[footnoteRef:9] Throughout history, there have been many attempts to separate the two as much as possible. Still, there is no denying that Mary was a pre-eminent companion of Jesus. Some ancient tales and modern scholarship have also attempted to prove that Mary was a very wealthy woman who provided financially for Jesus, claiming that she had descended from Kings and had links to Joanna – the wife of Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Bruce Chilton, Mary Magdalene: A Biography (New York, NY: Doubleday, 2006).]  [10:  Chilton.] 


Popular media reiterates Mary Magdalene’s significance; Carroll explains that “she was named in the Gospels, so she obviously was important. There were apparently hundreds, if not thousands, of followers of Jesus, but we do not know most of their names. So, the fact that she is named is a big deal.”[footnoteRef:11] Mary also appears in all four of the canonical Gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John and much like how Peter is often the first to be listed amongst Jesus’ male followers, Mary is often the first to be listed amongst Jesus’ female followers.  [11:  James Carroll, ‘Who Was Mary Magdalene,’ Smithsonian Magazine, 41 (2006), 564–86.] 


[bookmark: _Int_nX4pM98J]In 1896, fifty years before the discovery of the Gnostic Gospels, German diplomat Carl Reinhardt purchased the Gospel of Mary as part of a papyri collection from a dealer in Cairo.[footnoteRef:12] The non-canonical text is written in Sahidic Coptic. The text is heavily debated amongst biblical scholars, with some such as Jean-Yves Leloup claiming that the work focuses on the life of Mary Magdalene, and others unsure of which biblical Mary this particular Gospel follows.[footnoteRef:13] It is assumed, because of the accounts told in the Gospel of Mary, that Mary Magdalene was the intended figure followed by the author of the text as the text describes the role of a disciple of Jesus. The Church has rejected the authenticity of the Lost Gospel of Mary because evidence suggests that an eyewitness could not have possibly written it. Due to the date that it was written, the Gospel of Mary is not included as part of the Gnostic Gospels as it is considered unorthodox.[footnoteRef:14]Despite this, the text remains extremely valuable to the biblical world as it sparks a debate on and provides insight into the perception of the life of one of the most prominent women in the Bible.   [12:  ‘Attestation, Manuscripts, Language, Date,’ ed. by Christopher Tuckett, The Gospel of Mary, 2007, 3–12 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199212132.003.0001>.]  [13:  Jean-Yves Leloup, The Gospel of Mary Magdalene (Simon and Schuster, 2002).]  [14:  Therasa Topete, ‘The Gospel of Mary: Reclaiming Feminine Narratives Within Books Excluded from the Bible,’ 26 May 2017, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5451v7g8.] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765982]Mary Magdalene: Moving Forward 
Since Mary Magdalene was a woman who was present throughout the significant parts of Jesus’ life and who had developed from a sinner to a saint, she has sparked the interest of many biblical feminists. For example, the American historian of religion Elaine Pagels conceptualises Mary as “a representative and symbolic person, who has been part of the tradition since the very beginning. It is like having a photograph in which one of the major images has been airbrushed out, and now we are seeing that the image has been there from the beginning and belongs as part of the tradition we know.”[footnoteRef:15] Fascination in the figure of Mary Magdalene has not waned. [15:  Dan Burstein, Secrets of Mary Magdalene (London: Hachette UK, 2009).] 


This dissertation delves into the life of Mary Magdalene, exploring how she has transitioned from her image as a lowly prostitute to a symbol of feminine strength and virtue. It addresses questions concerning how Mary Magdalene is portrayed in ancient sources such as New Testament scripture and the Lost Gospels, and how her depictions have changed over time. It compares these ancient depictions to those in modern-day sources and investigates how her story has been interpreted. This dissertation focuses on biblical feminist viewpoints and how these modern debates chime with or conflict with traditional Christian ideas of womanhood. It is clear, as Coletti writes, that “since the early Christian era, Mary Magdalene has functioned as a figure who elicits questions about the nature of feminine religious authority, the relationship of spirituality and sexuality, and the social and political positions of women in institutional religions”.[footnoteRef:16]A key question is why has her influence been warped and downplayed throughout history?   [16:  Theresa Coletti, Mary Magdalene, and the Drama of Saints: Theater, Gender, and Religion in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). ] 







[bookmark: _Toc138765983]Methodology and Literature Review

The following chapter will outline the critical primary and secondary (reception-focused) sources that will be used to determine the changing reception of Mary Magdalene over the centuries. It will then go on to discuss some of the key academic works in the study of Mary Magdalene and the importance of using feminist interpretations.

Ancient Primary Sources 
 Mary Magdalene appears in the ancient scriptures in several places. Most notably, she appears in the New Testament Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. The Gnostic Gospels are vital to understanding the life of Mary Magdalene. They give an insight into the status that Jesus’ female disciples hold within the Bible. In Chapter 1, a textual analysis will focus on the following key passages: Mark:15-16, Matthew:27-28, Luke:23-24, and John:20-21. 

 Secondary Sources: Reception History focus on Mary Magdalene
The Da Vinci Code, written by Dan Brown, began as a mystery and conspiracy thriller novel in 2003 and was further adapted into a film in 2006 by Ron Howard.[footnoteRef:17]The Da Vinci Code tells the story of the hidden secret of the Holy Grail, attempting to debunk the traditional Christian myth that the Holy Grail was a chalice that Jesus had used to serve wine at the Last Supper. It focuses on the idea that the chalice was not, in fact, the Holy Grail. Instead, the film proposes that the Holy Grail was Mary Magdalene herself. Mary holds incredible importance within Brown’s novel and film. [17:  The DaVinci Code, Thriller (Columbia Pictures, 2006).] 


The 2006 film not only identifies Mary as the wife of Jesus, but it also claims that Mary was the mother of his daughter Sarah, which creates the idea that the Christian Church was destined by Jesus to be continued by Mary Magdalene – something that would “devastate the very foundations of Christianity.”[footnoteRef:18] Although the film sheds light on the issue of misogyny within Christianity and completely re-establishes Mary Magdalene’s eminence, it is nothing more than fiction. The film produced a flurry of interest amongst conspiracy theorists who sought proof of the theory. However, no evidence proving Brown’s theory was ever found. Despite this, the film highlights a renewed interest in the person of Mary Magdalene, who remains enigmatic. The film epitomises a modern appeal in trying to understand the role women played in the early Church and, in particular, the role that Mary Magdalene played. This dissertation will focus on an analysis of both Mary Magdalene’s significance and misogynist portrayal in both biblical history and modern-day media.  [18:  The DaVinci Code.] 


Modern scholarship 
A number of scholars have made a study of the life of Mary Magdalene. 

Bruce Chilton’s book ‘Mary Magdalene: A Biography,’ published in 2005, retells the story of Mary Magdalene. It attempts to piece together each part of her life, from her journey from Magdala to meet Jesus right up until the very end of her life. It includes ancient myths and stories about Mary Magdalene, which aim to fill in the gaps left in history. Chilton speculates about some of the gaps in her life story that have been lost, so it cannot be regarded as a complete biography. Still, regardless of this, Chilton’s book has consistently and accurately referenced the canonical Gospels and has produced a more or less clear timeline from start to finish of Mary Magdalene’s life. 
 
Holly E. Hearon, as Wright reviews, “is an aid to New Testament scholars, to teachers, and to preachers”[footnoteRef:19]; her book titled ‘The Mary Magdalene Tradition: Witness and Counter-Witness in Early Christian Communities’ provides detailed explanations of the role of women within the Church. Hearon analyses the Gospels of Matthew and John to provide more cohesive and accurate stories of Mary Magdalene. Hearon’s book offers alternate opinions on the role that Mary Magdalene played within the Gospel, and as Wright explained, it proves to be the perfect aid to New Testament research. [19:  Gwen Wright, ‘Catholic Books Review: Holly E. HEARON, The Mary Magdalene Tradition.,’ accessed 14 June 2023, http://catholicbooksreview.org/2004/hearon.htm.] 


Feminist scholarship  
 
Biblical feminists have made an essential contribution to the study of Mary Magdalene and her place in both the scriptures and Christian thought, as well as in modern popular cultural representations of Mary Magdalene, such as in the ‘Da Vinci Code.’ 
 
Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger is a renowned feminist scholar. She has provided many publications throughout the years which are devoted to feminist interpretation and reader response criticism. Kitzberger’s journal article titled ‘Mary of Bethany and Mary of Magdala – Two Female Characters in the Johanne Passion Narrative’ provides a feminist narrative-critical reader-response of Mary Magdalene and Mary of Bethany. Kitzberger’s work acknowledges the issue of marginalised women in the Bible, concentrating on the characterisation of Mary Magdalene and Mary of Bethany. Alongside her journal article, Kitzberger’s book ‘Interfigural Readings of the Gospel of John’ proved extremely helpful, providing a precise analysis of the characters in the Gospel of John as well as the synoptic Gospels. 
 
Jane Schaberg is an American biblical scholar who dedicates much of her work to women’s studies. Schaberg’s thinking is influential, and throughout this paper’s research, Schaberg is the scholar that appeared most, with many other scholars quoting her in their work. Schaberg has taken a strong interest in Dan Brown's novel ‘The Da Vinci Code.’ As a result, she published the book ‘The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene: Legends, Apocrypha, and the Christian Testament’ in 2002. In her book, Schaberg brings attention to the rejection of Mary Magdalene by the disciples. As declared by Fisk, “a work of feminist biblical scholarship on Mary Magdalene that vibrates with anger throughout is Jane Schaberg’s tour de force The Resurrection of Mary Magdalene.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Anna Fisk, ‘Stood Weeping Outside the Tomb: Dis(Re)Membering Mary Magdalene,’ in The Bible and Feminism: Remapping the Field, ed. Yvonne Sherwood (Oxford University Press, 2017), 0, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198722618.003.0009.] 


Schaberg’s work is a perfect example of feminist frustration. While unearthing the fallacious delineation of Mary Magdalene, Schaberg expresses her discernment of popular representations of Mary. Schaberg teaches that these representations are dangerous fabrications. This dissertation will draw on a feminist methodology to unpack the role and reception of Mary Magdalene. This will be done by firstly examining the role Mary Magdalene played within the Gospels, secondly, assessing the representation of Mary in modern-day media, and, finally, creating a comparison between the two.




















[bookmark: _Toc138765984]Chapter 1: The Presentation of Mary Magdalene in the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John

The four canonical Gospels – Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John recite eight varied stories of the birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:21] Within six of these, Jesus is said to have appeared to one or more of his male disciples, only two of the Gospels claim that he appears to Mary Magdalene first. Jesus is told to have appeared to Mary Magdalene alone in John 1:18 and together with Mary, the mother of James and Joseph, in Matthew 28:9-10. [footnoteRef:22] Mary Magdalene’s biographer Chilton argues that her presence is notably undermined in the Gospels. Regardless of whether the first witness to Christs’ resurrection was a man or a woman, Chilton writes, “You could not reasonably claim that the presentation of women in the Gospels that came after Mark, Matthew, and Luke especially – was subtle. Even at pivotal moments, women are treated as interchangeable.”[footnoteRef:23] Despite the tremendous presence of Mary Magdalene, which is “clearly evident in apocryphal writings of the second century”[footnoteRef:24] and in the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John, the recognition that Mary Magdalene received is severely inaccurate, inadequate, and scarce. This chapter will then discuss Mary Magdalene’s legacy throughout the canonical Gospels, which has seemingly been forgotten and, as Chilton notes, “sequestered in a male-dominated hierarchy.”[footnoteRef:25] [21:  The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Updated Edition, accessed 14 February 2023, https://www.biblegateway.com/. The version of the text used for this analysis is the New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition (NRSVUE), which is accessible online through Bible Gateway.]  [22:  Holly E. Hearon, The Mary Magdalene Tradition: Witness and Counter-Witness in Early Christian Communities, vol. 41 (Liturgical Press, 2004).]  [23:  Chilton, Mary Magdalene: A Biography. pp. 102]  [24:  Hearon, The Mary Magdalene Tradition. pp.6]  [25:  Chilton, Mary Magdalene: A Biography. pp. 93] 


As Setzer identifies, “Feminist biblical scholarship has illuminated places where early authors obscured the part that women played in the earliest communities. Nowhere is this clearer than in the resurrection narratives.” [footnoteRef:26] Even with feminism taking enormous strides in the 21st century, resulting in women in Christian scripture being re-analysed and acknowledged for their contribution, Mary Magdalene remains, according to Nicolaides, “the victim of fallacious identification with the adulteress in the Gospel of John 7”.[footnoteRef:27] As Schaberg rightfully points out, Mary “was clearly more important … than the Gospel writers tell us. Someone who is crucial to the ending of a story cannot … come out of nowhere….”[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  Claudia Setzer, ‘Excellent Women: Female Witness to the Resurrection,’ Journal of Biblical Literature 116, no. 2 (1997): 259–72, https://doi.org/10.2307/3266223.]  [27:  Professor Angelo Nicolaides, ‘Mary Magdalene and Orthodoxy: Apostle, Heroine or Feminist?’ Pharos Journal of Theology, 99 (2018) <https://www.pharosjot.com/uploads/7/1/6/3/7163688/article_13_vol_99_2018_nicolaides_unisa.pdf> [accessed 22 February 2023].]  [28:  William S Miller, ‘Subordinate Woman or Favored Leader: Portrayals of Mary Magdalene in Christian Canonical & Non-Canonical Gospels’ 10, no. 1 (2009).] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765985]Mark’s Account of Mary Magdalene

Starting with Mark – the earliest Gospel to be composed, Mary Magdalene is introduced towards the end of the text, described as one of the women watching Jesus’ crucifixion at a distance. Munro observes, “More actual women appear in the Marcan material than in any other source, though this is to be expected since Mark contains more narration than any other.”[footnoteRef:29] In Mark 15:40-41, Mark writes, “There were also women looking on from a distance. Among them were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joses, and Salome, who followed him when he was in Galilee and ministered to him, and there were many other women who had come up with him to Jerusalem.” As Mary Magdalene is often the first woman to be mentioned, one could be forgiven for thinking of Mary as the leader of the women or the woman with the most status, even if it is not explicitly stated. [29:  Winsome Munro, ‘Women Disciples in Mark?,’ The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 44, no. 2 (1982): 225–41.] 


The identification of Mary Magdalene by name reiterates her stature, but regardless of this, Mary Magdalene appears eleven times only by name in the Gospels.[footnoteRef:30] This juxtaposition is confusing but can be reasonably explained. Contrary to widespread belief, Mary Magdalene was not left unnamed in the Gospels because of her lack of significance and worth but simply because she was a woman who existed in a time when patriarchy dominated society.  [30:  Miller, ‘Subordinate Woman or Favored Leader: Portrayals of Mary Magdalene in Christian Canonical & Non-Canonical Gospels.’] 


The canonical Gospels say nothing of Mary Magdalene’s life, background, or family. There is no indication that Mary Magdalene was under the care of a father or a husband since she does not carry the title of a wife or daughter which is commonly seen to be the case for most other women throughout the Gospels. For example, in Luke 8:3, Joanna is referred to as Joanna, the wife of Chuza. Nancy writes of Mary Magdalene that instead of being associated with another person, “she is given a designation that defines her as an independent woman with no connection to a man.”[footnoteRef:31]Munro, in her discussion of Mary Magdalene and the way in which women are normally referred to in relation to men, observes that the “anonymity and relative invisibility of women in Mark is due in part to the androcentric bias of his culture which viewed women only in terms of their relations to men, usually as their mothers, wives or daughters, except in instances of extraordinary importance. Women are further obscured by the androcentric nature of the language which uses masculine forms of common gender”.[footnoteRef:32]  This androcentrism proves to be the answer to Schaberg’s’ question of why Mary Magdalene received such a lack of recognition in the Gospels and as well as in society today, even though she remained a faithful follower of Jesus undeterred by the fear and risk of persecution. [31:  Jean-Luc Nancy et al., ‘Mary of Magdala,’ in Noli Me Tangere: On the Raising of the Body (Fordham University Press, 2008), 38–43, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1c5cjgd.9.]  [32:  Munro, ‘Women Disciples in Mark?’] 


It is likely that Mary Magdalene, a Galilean, was ostracised from the Jewish community of Magdala and faced much discrimination as a result of her “seven demons” (Luke 8:2). As Keener explains, “spirits are often associated with sickness, as in some NT passages. In the Gospels (most clearly, Luke 13:11), spirits sometimes constitute a cause of infirmity. In Acts 10:38, Jesus' ministry by God's Spirit empowers him to "heal" those "exploited by the devil," an idea intelligible in an early Jewish milieu.” [footnoteRef:33] As Jewish laws on purity were stringent, directing Jews on what they could eat and whom they could associate with, Mary Magdalene’s demons most likely resulted in her being labelled as ‘sick’ or ‘impure,’ potentially explaining why she was unmarried. Chilton furthers this argument by explaining that “the Galilean’s purity was their identity, more precious and delightful in their minds than prosperity under the Romans or even survival. They resorted to violent resistance sporadically during the first century to expunge the impurity the Romans had brought to their land, even when that resistance proved suicidal.”[footnoteRef:34] The lengths the Galileans would go to in order to ensure these purity laws were kept demonstrates how anyone who posed a risk to them was bound to be avoided at all costs. [33:  Craig S. Keener, ‘Spirit Possession as a Cross-Cultural Experience,’ Bulletin for Biblical Research 20, no. 2 (2010): 215–35.]  [34:  Chilton, Mary Magdalene: A Biography.] 


It is extremely imperative to highlight the desperate efforts that must have been made by Mary Magdalene to have the opportunity to be in the presence of Jesus Christ, the rabbi. This desperation not only demonstrates the resilience that Mary Magdalene held but it also hints that she had nothing to lose. As it is told in Mark, Mary Magdalene had followed Jesus when he was in Galilee (Mark 15:41). From the epithet ‘Magdala,’ it is inferred that Mary had probably travelled on foot and alone from her hometown in Magdala – a fishing town on the north-western shore of the Sea of Galilee, after hearing about the miracles that Jesus was performing, as a desperate attempt to rescue her from her “seven demons” (Luke 8:2). Although Mary was considered a very wealthy woman, this would have meant nothing if she was not deemed pure enough by Jewish law.

The Gospel of Mark announces that “Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw where the body was laid” (Mark 15:47). Again, it is Jesus’ female followers who have the most prominent presence in Mark. In spite of this, as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza famously mourns in her book ‘In Memory of Her,’ Mary Magdalene receives little to no recognition. Fiorenza states that “[w]hile the stories of Judas and Peter are engraved in the memory of Christians; the story of the woman is virtually forgotten … the woman’s prophetic sign-action did not become a part of the Gospel knowledge of Christians … The name of the betrayer is remembered, but the name of the faithful disciple is forgotten because she was a woman.”[footnoteRef:35] Fiorenza’s observation highlights the issue of forgotten women in history, insisting that Mary Magdalene’s legacy was purposely overlooked for no reason other than because she was a woman. [35:  Yvonne Sherwood, The Bible, and Feminism: Remapping the Field (Oxford University Press, 2017).] 


The endings of the canonical Gospels exacerbate the inferiority of Jesus' female disciples. There are three different endings of Mark. The shorter ending of Mark 16 states that after the Sabbath, Mary Magdalene, and the Mary of the mother of James and Salome intend to visit Jesus’ tomb to anoint them with spices. When they arrive, they notice that the stone covering the entrance to Jesus’ tomb has already been moved. Inside, they “saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side” (Mark 16:5). The young man said to them, “Do not be alarmed; you are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has been raised; he is not here. Look, there is the place they laid him. But go, tell his disciples and Peter that he is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see him, just as he told you” (Mark 16:6-7). After this encounter with Jesus, the women are told to have “fled from the tomb, for terror and amazement had seized them, and they said nothing to anyone, for they were afraid” (Mark 16:8).

The Markan account of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection focuses heavily on Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salome. As Jean-Luc Nancy states, “Mary of Magdala – whom we call “Mary Magdalene” – has every reason to be the first to whom the arisen shows himself, even if it be to slip away from her just as quickly. She also has every reason to be the one to whom he gives the task of announcing what she has seen or what she thinks she has seen.”[footnoteRef:36] Nancy takes on board the role of Mary Magdalene in the Gospels, accrediting her for being a leading disciple. From the holiness that Mary has demonstrated for the duration of Jesus’ life, it is entirely plausible for Jesus’ to reveal himself to Mary Magdalene first.  [36:  Nancy et al., ‘Mary of Magdala.’] 


It is sometimes difficult to grasp the full extent of the part that Mary Magdalene played as a disciple of Jesus when Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salome were the two women present at every stage of Jesus’ life and yet are merely recognised as just women observing his death and crucifixion. Mary Magdalene and the other Mary are not included in the list of Jesus’ twelve disciples, but nonetheless, they are thrown deep into action when asked to deliver the news of Jesus’ resurrection to the other disciples, only to be pushed back to the side-lines again at the end of the Gospels.

In the ending of Mark, it is told that Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of James and Salome were too fearful to tell the news of Jesus’ resurrection to the other disciples. As Marcus suggests, “the muteness of the women in our story seems to arise not from inability to speak but from unwillingness to do so”[footnoteRef:37]. Mary Magdalene would have been ecstatic to have seen her saviour resurrected. Witnessing such an abnormal event would have inevitably shocked the two women. Marcus defines this shock as “a typical biblical reaction to a theophany or angelophany.”[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Gerald O’Collins, ‘“The Fearful Silence of Three Women (Mark 16:8)”’, New Blackfriars 102, no. 1099 (2021): 310–17, https://doi.org/10.1111/nbfr.12600.]  [38:  O’Collins.] 


Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of James and Salome are responsible for delivering the most important news for Christianity – the word that Jesus Christ had risen. Under such immense pressure, the women flee. The natural response to such notice feeds into a culture of dogmatism, leading to the belief that women are insubstantial and unable to cope in positions of authority or leadership. The role of the narrator must be considered in this instance. As stated previously, Mark wrote at a time when men dominated society. His masculine point of view comes with an inherent bias, “the narrator's point of view is distinguished from the characters' points of view as Rhoads has put it: 'the narrative reveals the point of view of the narrator, and the narrator, in turn, shows us the points of view of the characters, in the course of telling the story.”[footnoteRef:39] Therefore, readers of the Bible must be careful not to take the author’s account as the whole truth without considering the historical context in which it was written. [39:  Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, Interfigural Readings of the Gospel of John (SBL Press, 2019).] 

Mark's account of Mary Magdalene invites us to recognise the significant contributions and profound faith of women in Jesus' ministry. Mary Magdalene's consistent dedication and her pivotal role in the resurrection narrative serve as a reminder of the inclusive and transformative nature of Jesus' message, which embraces all who believe and follow him.

[bookmark: _Toc138765986]Matthew’s Account of Mary Magdalene

The following Gospel, Matthew’s Gospel, keeps most of all of Mark’s accounts. He improves Mark’s Greek and corrects his Old Testament quotations whilst making other slight changes. Mary Magdalene appears in the same spots in Matthew as she does in Mark; they are virtually identical.[footnoteRef:40] Scholars such as Wayment generally agree that the author of the Gospel of Matthew had the text of Mark as one of his two primary sources, along with a lost Gospel called “Q.”[footnoteRef:41] Like Mark, Mary Magdalene is introduced in Matthew as an observer to Jesus’ crucifixion. Matthew states that “many women were also there, looking on from a distance; they had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him” (Matt 27:55). Mary Magdalene is not explicitly named here, but due to Mark’s known influence on Matthew, it can be inferred that Mary Magdalene was one of the women present, especially because she is pinpointed by name further on in the text as one of the women who visited Jesus’ tomb. (Matt 28).  [40:  Cynthia Bourgeault, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene: Discovering the Woman at the Heart of Christianity (Shambhala Publications, 2010).]  [41:  Thomas Wayment, ‘“A Viewpoint on the Supposedly Lost Gospel Q” | Religious Studies Center,’ accessed 6 June 2023, https://rsc.byu.edu/study-faith/viewpoint-supposedly-lost-gospel-q.] 

De Boer understands that although Mark and Matthew are remarkably similar, “Matthew alters the Markan portrait of Mary Magdalene in a significant way. She and the other named women, as a small group, are no longer distinguished from the larger group of women. They have become part of it. The named women are no longer singled out as belonging to the disciples in contrast to the unnamed women who decided to join Jesus on their pilgrimage to the Passover festival.”[footnoteRef:42]The main characters in Mark and Matthew’s account of the death and resurrection of Jesus are women, but these women are not officially accredited as Jesus’ disciples. In Matthew 10, “Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness. These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon, also known as Peter, and his brother Andrew; James son of Zebedee and his brother John; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus and Thaddaeus; Simon the Cananaean and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him.” The mention of the authority over unclean spirits coincides with Mary Magdalene, hinting that Jesus’ disciples hold power over her. The twelve acknowledged disciples are all men, one of whom (Peter) denies Jesus three times.[footnoteRef:43] In spite of this, not one of Jesus’ male disciples is told to be present at the time of Jesus’ death or his resurrection. [42:  Esther A. de Boer, The Gospel of Mary: Beyond a Gnostic and a Biblical Mary Magdalene (A&C Black, 2004).]  [43:  Edwin K P Chong, ‘On the Gospel Accounts of Peter’s Denials of Christ,’ 2003.] 

As Hearon notes, “an examination of patterns of repetition and progression reveals how the women are moved from the periphery to the centre of action to the periphery again.”[footnoteRef:44] The women are described as nothing more than observers at the beginning of both Mark and Matthew and in both books, there is a major emphasis on the distance between the two women and Jesus. Bourgeault examines that “in Matthew and Mark, the emphasis is on distance, both physically and functionally. Matthew specifies that the “women watched from a distance” and that “they had followed Jesus from Galilee and saw to his needs.”[footnoteRef:45] [44:  Hearon, The Mary Magdalene Tradition.]  [45:  Bourgeault, The Meaning of Mary Magdalene.] 

Almost identically to Mark, Matthew’s ending describes Mary Magdalene and the other Mary as visiting Jesus’ tomb after the Sabbath. (Matt 28) Here, Matthew brings more attention to the distinction of Mary Magdalene by overlooking Mary the mother of James and Salome, referring to her as ‘the other Mary.’

 Once the women arrive at the tomb, an angel appears, rolls back the stone, and sits on it. Matthew, unlike Mark, mentions that it was the angel who pronounced that Jesus had risen (Matt 28:6). Mark also adds that there were guards also present at this moment who “shook and became like dead men” (Matt 28:4) for they were so afraid of the angel. This is another case of a typical reaction to angelophany, as described by Marcus previously in this paper. After telling Mary Magdalene and the other Mary Jesus had risen, the angel instructs the women to announce the news to the other disciples. (Matt 28:7).

In the Gospel of Matthew, it is the women that Jesus appears to first. Jesus appears to the two women while they are travelling to deliver the news and then announces, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers and sisters to go to Galilee; there they will see me.” (Matt 28:10). The NRSVE version of Matthew differs to the NIV which tells that Jesus told the women to deliver the news to only his brothers. Here is another example of androcentric language in the New Testament. If the translation of the NIV was used to analyse this particular text, it would seem that Jesus had forgotten about the women who also followed him, or he chose to neglect them entirely.

According to Matthew, while the women were going to tell the other disciples, “Some of the guard went into the city and told the chief priests everything that had happened.” (Matthew 28:11), the priests and the elders devised a plan in order to keep Jesus’ resurrection a secret. They bribed the soldiers with money, telling them, “You must say, ‘His disciples came by night and stole him away while we were asleep.’ If this comes to the governor’s ears, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” (Matthew 28:12). As O’Collins and Kendall acknowledge, “in first-century Judaism, women were not qualified to test in trials as witnesses”[footnoteRef:46] It is told in the Talmud that “Any evidence which a woman [gives] is not valid… This is equivalent to saying that one who is… accounted a robber is qualified to give the same evidence as a woman”[footnoteRef:47]. This means that even if Mary Magdalene was persuasive and had evidence that proved Jesus’ resurrection to be true, her claim would be easily dismissed, “being a persuasive speaker was an important characteristic of masculinity in the ancient Greco-Roman world, and women did not generally persuade men.”[footnoteRef:48] As a woman, her word would not stand a chance against the male guards. [46:  Gerald O’Collins and Daniel Kendall, ‘Mary Magdalene as Major Witness to Jesus’ Resurrection’, Theological Studies 48, no. 4 (1 December 1987): 631–46, https://doi.org/10.1177/004056398704800402.]  [47:  James Rochford, ‘Empty Tomb of Jesus | Evidence Unseen’, 2023, https://www.evidenceunseen.com/christ/defending-the-resurrection/empty-tomb-of-jesus/.]  [48:  Susanna Asikainen, ‘Jesus and Women’, in Jesus and Other Men (Brill, 2018), 106–33, https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004361096_006.] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765987]Luke’s Account of Mary Magdalene

Luke is arguably the most accomplished author among the evangelists – rather than introduce such an essential character as Mary Magdalene at the end of the story after Jesus’ death (as Mark does), Luke introduces her early in the narrative during Jesus’ ministry in Galilee as “a woman in that town who lived a sinful life learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, so she came there with an alabaster jar of perfume” (Luke 7:37).
 Ryan argues that “Luke’s Gospel, with its many incidents about women and their needs has been traditionally regarded as most favourable to women”[footnoteRef:49]. Many feminist scholars, such as Fiorenza, heavily refute this statement. [49:  Rosalie Ryan, ‘The Women From Galilee and Discipleship in Luke,’ Biblical Theology Bulletin 15, no. 2 (1 May 1985): 56–59, https://doi.org/10.1177/014610798501500204.] 

 Fiorenza contends, “Acts tells us about women, especially rich women who supported the early Christian missionary endeavour with their homes and wealth. However, the historical elaboration of Luke gives the impression that the leadership of the early Christian mission was totally in the hands of men”[footnoteRef:50]. Luke was one of the first authors who were familiar with female preachers and teachers, but despite this, Reid observes that, “while there are women who receive the word, believe, are baptized, follow Jesus, and host house churches, there are no narratives showing individual women as called, commissioned, enduring persecution, or ministering by the power of the Spirit, as there are of men. Women in Luke and Acts do not imitate Jesus' mission of preaching, teaching, healing, exorcising, forgiving, or praying. Only men are depicted in these roles”.[footnoteRef:51]  Luke strongly sets the position of women within the Church, most notably through the story of Jesus’ visit to the home of Martha and Mary of Bethany (Luke 10:38-42).  [50:  Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, ‘“You Are Not to Be Called Father”: Early Christian History in a Feminist Perspective,’ CrossCurrents 29, no. 3 (1979): 301–23.]  [51:  Barbara E. Reid, ‘The Gospel of Luke: Friend or Foe of Women Proclaimers of the Word?’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 78, no. 1 (2016): 1–23.] 

Whereas Martha is criticised by Jesus in the story for being distracted by serving, Mary is praised for sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to his teachings. This strongly enforces the idea that women should give the utmost attention to men, even if they have other needs to tend to. It is important to note that early Western Christian scholars once assumed that Mary of Bethany and Mary Magdalene were the same person. Today, this identification is often rejected, but many still hold the traditional view.
Although Luke does expand on the idea that Mary Magdalene was the most prominent member of a group of wealthy women who provided for the material needs of Jesus and the disciples in Galilee (Mark 15:41) when recounting the crucifixion and burial of Jesus, he deletes the names of the women that were present (Luke 23:49 & Luke 23:55) and by doing so, Luke removes the distinction of Mary Magdalene from the other disciples. 
Even with Luke’s deletion of the names of the women who had followed Jesus, it can be inferred that the author of Luke still acknowledged that Mary Magdalene played a very important role as Jesus’ disciple, much like she does in the other canonical Gospels. Unlike the other Gospel accounts, John announces that Mary Magdalene and the other women played an active role in the resurrection rather than merely observing. He states: “The women who had come with him from Galilee followed, and they saw the tomb and how his body was laid. Then they returned and prepared spices and ointments” (Luke 23:55-56). Although Luke does not mention the women by name, he still chooses to include their presence and dedication to Jesus, however, it was not unordinary for women to be the primary caregivers in scenarios like the crucifixion, so this does not necessarily mean that Luke favoured or praised the women. 
Luke’s ending describes the women visiting the tomb with spices ready to anoint Jesus’ body, only to find that the stone that covered the tomb was rolled away. Understandably, the women were confused, but “suddenly two men in dazzling clothes stood beside them” (Luke 24:4). Interestingly, in the accounts of the resurrection, it is usually always men who deliver the news to the women. The men deliver the news to the women that Jesus had risen. Luke says, “It was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the other women with them who told this to the apostles. But these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them. But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; then he went home, amazed at what had happened” (Luke 24:10-12). Here is another example of women being discredited as witnesses in the Bible. Once again, the women are not taken seriously and are regarded as untruthful or delusional. Although some scholars such as Ehrman may excuse this, arguing that Peter’s disbelief in the news delivered by the women could have potentially stemmed from his jealousy. Ehrman recounts that “in the Gospel of Thomas, Peter asks that Mary leave Jesus and the disciples, “for women are not worthy of life.” And in the Gospel of Mary, Peter argues, in typically hot-headed fashion, that Mary’s revelation cannot have come from Christ, who would not have revealed his secrets privately to a woman rather than publicly to the men.”[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Bart D. Ehrman, ‘Peter and Mary Magdalene in Competition’, The Bart Ehrman Blog (blog), 18 November 2020, https://ehrmanblog.org/peter-and-mary-magdalene-in-competition/.] 

Although Mary Magdalene’s presence in Luke's Gospel is not as prominent as in other biblical accounts, her inclusion identifies Mary as an important follower and devotee of Jesus Christ. Luke’s Gospel is the most invalidating of women but nevertheless, it provides a different perspective on the character of Mary Magdalene.
[bookmark: _Toc138765988]
John’s Account of Mary Magdalene

When analysing the role of women in John’s Gospel, Nortj declares that “The woman in the fourth Gospel is above all a woman and her femininity is honoured and accepted. When she is instrumental in the ministry of Jesus, it is as a woman and never as a woman with a chip on her shoulder. She is never exploited or ignored. The fourth Gospel does not concern itself with questions like parity, equality, discrimination on the grounds of her sex, and so on.”[footnoteRef:53] When addressing women, John does so in a much more respectful way than Luke does. The Gospel of John advocates the significance of women, as shown throughout Jesus’s approach and interactions with them. A key example of this is shown through the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4), where Jesus engages in a meaningful conversation with the woman, showing no signs of discrimination. Jesus and his disciples treat the woman as an equal, John even includes the detail that his disciples “were astonished that he was speaking with a woman, but no one said, “What do you want?” or, “Why are you speaking with her?””(John 4:27). This detail implies that it was not commonplace for men to speak to women. [53:  ï¿½ S. J. Nortj, ‘The Role of Women in the Fourth Gospel’, Neotestamentica 20, no. 1 (January 1986): 21–28, https://doi.org/10.10520/AJA2548356_221.] 

Mary Magdalene is mentioned by name within John’s narrative. At the crucifixion, John  says “standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene” (John 19:25). Here, John includes the female relatives of Jesus. John is the only author to do this. It is assumed that the women present at the crucifixion would also be the women that Jesus would reveal himself to at the tomb. It is only Mary Magdalene who first witnesses the resurrected Christ. 
Initially, when Mary Magdalene first noticed the stone had been removed from the tomb, she ran to tell “Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved”(John 20:2). Mary said to them “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know where they have laid him” (John 20:2). Peter and the other disciple ran to the tomb and discovered the empty linen wrappings. After this solid evidence, they believed that Jesus had risen. Even though John does not claim that Peter and the other disciple did not believe Mary Magdalene, it is still implied. At this stage, Jesus could have appeared to all of the disciples at once, yet he chooses to appear to Mary Magdalene once she is alone.
The other disciples return home “but Mary stood weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb, and she saw two angels in white sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet” (John 20:11-12). John deletes the gender attached to the bearers of the news and chooses to refer to them as just angels. John does not make a distinction between men and women in his text. Not only does Jesus appear to Mary Magdalene individually, but Jesus also addresses her personally by name (John 20:16). John demonstrates Jesus’ close-knit relationship with Mary Magdalene in this passage. 
After this encounter with Jesus, Mary Magdalene went on her way to tell the other disciples the news. Jesus appeared to the disciples after Mary and told them, “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained” (John 20:23). If Mary Magdalene is considered to be the sinful woman in Luke (Luke 7:37), it can be assumed that the teaching that Jesus tells the disciples here is promoting equality for all. As this was Jesus’ last words to the disciples, this teaching is bound to have deep substance and seriousness. Perhaps Jesus was aware of the inequality and jealousy between his male and female disciples, and before his departure from the mortal world, he decided to leave one last message. By telling the disciples that they must forgive and not hold grudges, Jesus is tearing down the inherent androcentrism of the biblical world, hoping that this would lead to the equal treatment of all human beings regardless of their history or gender. Finally putting a stop to gender bias all together.























[bookmark: _Toc138765989]Chapter 2: Mary Magdalene in Contemporary Media

[bookmark: _Toc138765990]Remembering Mary Magdalene: The DaVinci Code

Valerio explains that “After the mother of Jesus, Mary Magdalene is definitely the female biblical figure most often represented in literature and art. She is not only portrayed in a carnal and transgressive key, but also and at the same time, in her redemptive aspect.”[footnoteRef:54] One of the most evident cases of this is Mary Magdalene’s portrayal in the 2006 film ‘The DaVinci Code’, directed by Ron Howard and inspired by Dan Brown’s 2003 novel.[footnoteRef:55]  [54:  Adriana Valerio, Mary Magdalene: Women, the Church, and the Great Deception (Europa Editions UK, 2021).]  [55:  The DaVinci Code.] 

The DaVinci Code became one of the best-selling movies in 2006, taking the world by storm. Kennedy states that “on the threshold of a new millennium, memories of Mary Magdalene were resurrected and scrutinized in the light of the firestorm of debate surrounding the publication of The DaVinci Code. Its popularity has generated scores of books, articles, websites, lectures, conferences, and sermons that attempt to decode, debunk, and discuss the claims made.”[footnoteRef:56] The plot of the DaVinci code became extremely influential to the public upon its release due to its dramatical, mind-boggling nature. As Bock and Schmidt explain “the problem with The DaVinci Code is not that the author really believes his far-flung tale is hung on pure historical kernels of truth. The problem is that in a postmodern age fuelled by scepticism and distrust of religious institutions (particularly the Roman Catholic Church), many people are ready to absorb Brown's version of the truth.”[footnoteRef:57] Readers of the DaVinci Code are dangerously misinformed, creating a whole generation of people who begin to believe fiction over fact. [56:  Tammie M. Kennedy, ‘Mary Magdalene and the Politics of Public Memory: Interrogating “The Da Vinci Code”’, Feminist Formations 24, no. 2 (2012): 120–39.]  [57:  Darrell L. Bock and Ted Schmidt, ‘Breaking the Da Vinci Code: A Necessary Antidote,’ Catholic New Times (Toronto, Canada: New Catholic Times, 10 October 2004).] 

 With the plot revolving around Mary Magdalene and the mystery of the Holy Grail, many conspiracies naturally began to emerge. The Church quickly rejected these conspiracies. In March 2005, Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone, “head of doctrinal orthodoxy for the Vatican, issued an official statement on behalf of the Catholic church, calling the novel "a sack full of lies" and urging Christians not to read it.”[footnoteRef:58] Popular myths and stories claim the Holy Grail is one of the most significant Christian relics. The grail is usually identified as a chalice “that Jesus drank from at the Last Supper and that Joseph of Arimathea used to collect Jesus’s blood when he was crucified.”[footnoteRef:59] The DaVinci Code proposed a convincing but not flawless conspiracy – the idea that The Holy Grail was not a cup but an ancient symbol of womanhood. Brown declares that the Holy Grail was no other than Mary Magdalene, a woman who “carried a secret so powerful that if revealed, it would devastate the very foundations of Christianity.”[footnoteRef:60]  [58:  Robert Sheaffer, ‘The Da Vinci Code Cult: A Critical Look at Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code,’ Skeptic (Altadena, CA) 11, no. 4 (22 March 2005): 22–27.]  [59:  Mariel Synan, ‘What Is the Holy Grail?,’ HISTORY, 3 September 2018, https://www.history.com/news/what-is-the-holy-grail.]  [60:  The DaVinci Code.] 

[image: ]
Figure 1: The Tongerlo Last Supper, by Leonardo da Vinci and his studio. Courtesy of the Sheen Center.
The idea that Mary Magdalene was the embodiment of the hidden Holy Grail first stems from an analysis of Leonardo DaVinci’s painting of ‘The Last Supper’ which is pictured above for reference.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Leonardo DaVinci, The Tongerlo Last Supper, 1495, 1495.] 

Regnier demonstrates that “many have come to believe that instead of the disciple John, represented--as was usual for the fifteenth century--with long hair and rather feminine features, we should be putting Mary Magdalene at the right hand of Christ.”[footnoteRef:62] This assumption is a strong one, but it can be easily excused. There is no secret surrounding Mary Magdalene’s love and devotion to Jesus. As repeatedly proven in all four of the canonical Gospels, Mary Magdalene was always present at the most crucial stages of Jesus’ life. Based on this knowledge, Mary’s absence at the Last Supper would have been more abnormal than her presence.  [62:  Thomas Regnier, ‘The Last Supper and the Da Vinci Frenzy,’ Queen’s Quarterly 113, no. 2 (22 June 2006): 178–80.] 

Brown proposes the claim that within the painting, there are no chalices on the table, even though The DaVinci Code suggests that “both the Bible and standard Grail legend celebrated that moment as the definitive arrival of the Holy Grail”.[footnoteRef:63] For Brown, the absence of a chalice at the table meant that the Holy Grail could not be a chalice. This allegation is easily disputed, as Matthew 26:27 declares that during the last supper, Jesus “took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, saying, “Drink from it, all of you,  for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” Despite Brown claiming that “all descriptions of artwork, architecture, documents, and secret rituals in this novel are accurate,” there is no actual mention of the Holy Grail legend anywhere in the Bible.  [63:  The DaVinci Code.] 

Brown continues to avow the idea that Mary Magdalene was not only a disciple of Jesus but also his wife, responsible for carrying on the biggest Christian legacy - the holy bloodline. Brown further argues that the V-shaped space situated between Mary Magdalene and Jesus mimics the Pagan symbol for a woman. This symbol is called “the chalice” and the chalice “resembles a cup, vessel or more importantly the shape of a woman’s womb.”[footnoteRef:64] This is enough evidence for Brown to conclude that Mary Magdalene and Jesus engaged in sexual relations, resulting in Mary Magdalene falling pregnant with a daughter during the time of Jesus’ crucifixion. [64:  The DaVinci Code.] 

With the many inconsistencies and faults that The DaVinci code holds, Brown’s argument becomes extremely unreliable and unbelievable. Witherington observes that “what counts most in a postmodern culture is the power of rhetoric, not the accuracy of reporting or analysis. As Robert Langdon says towards the end of the novel,  “it is the mystery and wonderment that serve our souls, not the Grail itself.”[footnoteRef:65]  If we take Brown’s subterfuge to be accurate, Mary Magdalene’s identity is unveiled as a sacred feminine, but it seems her real contribution as a woman in the biblical world is fabricated and exploited by Brown for entertainment purposes. [65:  Ben Witherington, The Gospel Code: Novel Claims About Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Da Vinci (InterVarsity Press, 2004).] 

 Brown expresses his concern about the true significance of women in modern-day society being stripped. He states, “Two thousand years ago, we lived in a world of God’s and Goddesses. Today, we live in a world solely of Gods. Women in most cultures have been stripped of their spiritual power. The novel touches on questions of how and why this shift occurred… and on what lessons we might learn from it regarding our future.”[footnoteRef:66] On the surface, Brown’s synopsis of Mary Magdalene seems to be positive, bringing justice to Mary Magdalene and women alike. However, a deeper insight into the DaVinci Code proves that Mary Magdalene's true value has been twisted and distorted once again.  [66:  Carl E. Olson and Sandra Miesel, The Da Vinci Hoax: Exposing the Errors in The Da Vinci Code (Ignatius Press, 2004).] 

Mary Magdalene has only received such a positive reception in society today because Brown has wrongfully depicted her as the wife of Jesus. Without this exaggerated depiction of Mary, her legacy is restricted to nothing more than a prostitute who was saved from her sinful ways by a man. Even though Brown aims to rebuild Mary Magdalene, he ultimately does the opposite. By accrediting Mary Magdalene with the title of Jesus’ wife, Brown discards the magnitude of Mary Magdalene’s contribution to the Bible. As Wolf examines, “Men are more important in society today because they do, in fact, hold the principal roles which govern it.” [footnoteRef:67] Unfortunately, Mary Magdalene’s association with a man is one of the few reasons her legacy continues to exist in society today. [67:  Cynthia Griffin Wolff, ‘A Mirror for Men: Stereotypes of Women in Literature,’ The Massachusetts Review 13, no. 1/2 (1972): 205–18.] 


[bookmark: _Toc138765991]Reception of The DaVinci Code

 As Regello expounds, “Today, scholars generally concur that Mary Magdalene actually played a much larger role in the development of Christianity than she is given credit. The story of her being a prostitute was fabricated by a pope in 591 A.D. In the 1960’s, the Vatican admitted as much and quietly rescinded the hooker designation (without really informing individual parishes). Still, few theologians accept the proposition that Magdalene was married to the man whom the Romans crucified in about 33 A.D, let alone the notion of a child resulting from their tryst. By most accounts, the DaVinci Code premise that the Holy Grail is a living bloodline rather than a chalice is pure, unadulterated fiction.”[footnoteRef:68] The DaVinci Code is full of historical inaccuracies. Surely, anyone with the slightest knowledge of the Bible would be able to point these out and immediately reject Brown’s theory, but for some, most famously Margaret Starbird, the DaVinci Code touches upon truths that more people should take to be true.  [68:  Rosemary Regello, ‘Margaret Starbird - In the Shadow of the DaVinci Code,’ 2008, https://www.thecityedition.com/Pages/Archive/Oct_25/Starbird.html.] 

In her book ‘The Woman with the Alabaster Jar: Mary Magdalen and the Holy Grail’, Margaret Starbird describes Mary Magdalene as ‘The Lost Bride’.[footnoteRef:69] Starbird strongly argues that women in the Roman Catholic religion are continuously repressed and dismissed. Inaccurately, Starbird begins to address the issues surrounding Mary Magdalene, identifying her with Mary of Bethany. Starbird follows Brown’s ideology that Mary Magdalene was Jesus’ wife and became the Holy Grail once she fell pregnant with Jesus’ child. Starbird provides little to no biblical testimony to prove her theory, and as Witherington suggests, “Starbird relies more on medieval lore and art, and she fails to take the Bible seriously”.[footnoteRef:70] The Da Vinci Code presents a number of historical claims that are not supported by credible evidence or scholarly consensus. Both the novel and film distort and misinterpret historical events, religious texts, and artworks to fit its dramatic thriller narrative. The Church objects to the novel's misrepresentation of historical facts, as it can create confusion and misunderstanding among readers. [69:  Margaret Starbird, The Woman with the Alabaster Jar: Mary Magdalen and the Holy Grail (Simon and Schuster, 1993).]  [70:  Ben Witherington, ‘The Da Vinci Code: A Novel Idea?’, 2023, https://www.cbn.com/special/davincicode/witherington_thegospelcodea.aspx.] 
















[bookmark: _Toc138765992]Conclusion

Throughout thousands of years, powerful women have been feared within society as they pose a threat to instilled patriarchal standards. As an attempt to ensure that these women remain submissive to their male counterparts, their achievements are often overlooked, suppressed, or censored out of history books entirely. Despite the many challenges that Mary Magdalene faced, her legacy still has a long-lasting and profound impact on both biblical texts and contemporary society.
Tainted by the word ‘prostitute,’ Mary Magdalene has been subjected to centuries of patriarchal interpretations that have overshadowed her true role in the Bible. These patriarchal interpretations, alongside spiralling conspiracies, and fantasies of the 21st century have led to Mary becoming one of the most misunderstood biblical figures to have ever existed. Some scholars such as Maisch believe that Mary Magdalene was “a historical figure from the Bible, who in the course of tradition, became a myth of the feminine, and yet her greatest fascination derives from her fictional image as a beautiful sinner and a great penitent. She became the symbol of all women whose fate she shared throughout history; honoured, defamed, buried in silence, pushed to the margins, elevated to unreality, degraded to an object of lust…”[footnoteRef:71].  [71:  Ingrid Maisch, Mary Magdalene: The Image of a Woman Through the Centuries (Liturgical Press, 1998).] 

It is easy to immediately pin all the blame on Pope Gregory for causing the stigma that is attached to Mary Magdalene today, but there is much more to the defamation of her character. Although scholars such as Brock believe that “The reconstruction of the memories and narratives of Mary Magdalene, which so many communities preserved, can serve as an inspiration to a diversity of Christians, across genders, across geographic boundaries, and among a variety of leadership models,”[footnoteRef:72] representations of Mary Magdalene in modern-day popular culture are still feeding into the patriarchy. [72:  Ann Graham Brock, ‘Mary Magdalene’, in The Oxford Handbook of New Testament, Gender, and Sexuality, ed. Benjamin H. Dunning (Oxford University Press, 2019), 0, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190213398.013.20.] 

Opinions are divided on whether or not our understandings of Mary Magdalene bring fair and accurate reconstructions, but as explained by Kraemer, “In the early 1970’s, the major problems associated with historical reconstruction seemed to be the relative absence of sources either by or about women, and the difficulty of assessing the reliability of those that are available. If we only had enough sources by women themselves, and/or enough sources by trustworthy male authors, we would be able to reconstruct a reasonable portrait of women’s lives and self-understandings in the ancient world”.[footnoteRef:73]  If the historical context of the ancient world is neglected, it becomes challenging to fully re-trace the life of Mary Magdalene in a fair manner. As society progresses, it is likely that new discoveries, interpretations, and cultural shifts will shape and redefine Mary Magdalene's representation even more, ensuring her enduring presence and relevance in popular culture for years to come. [73:  Ross Shepard Kraemer, Unreliable Witnesses: Religion, Gender, and History in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean (Oxford University Press, 2010).] 
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