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For Julie,  
Who, for thirty-nine years, has been both my Aphrodite and  
my Athena . . . and will always be so . . .


 




And for David,  
Already so accomplished and so far down the road  
of his unique hero’s journey . . .


 



—Dan Burstein

 



 




For “D,”  
A great and gentle man, sorely missed . . .


 




And, as ever, for Helen, and Hannah,  
warvb loza ddd sysssrt fua xhe wagvet xr ql lika


 



—Arne de Keijzer




Editor’s Note


Secrets of The Lost Symbol: The Unauthorized Guide to the Mysteries Behind The Da Vinci Code Sequel follows the same format as the earlier books in our  Secrets series, Secrets of the Code, Secrets of Angels & Demons, and Secrets of Mary Magdalene.

Once again we have sought to provide a comprehensive reader’s guide to a fascinating and complex novel by carefully gathering original writing, extensive interviews with experts, and excerpts from books, publications, and Web sites. We are again intrigued by Dan Brown’s technique of weaving rich and historically important ideas into the heart of his action/ adventure story. At the same time, Brown’s blending of real sources with the fictional needs of his plot sets off the question, what is fact and what is fiction in The Lost Symbol? We have taken on the task of answering that question, exploring further the realm of history and ideas, and analyzing the plot points and devices used by the author.

We have taken care to distinguish our editors’ voices from the authors’ contributions by setting our introductory comments in bold. The text that follows is in the original voice of the author or interviewee. The attribution “by the Editors” means it was an original contribution by one of our contributing editors but written in the collective “voice” of the book. All material is copyrighted by Squibnocket Partners LLC unless otherwise indicated in the copyright notice that can be found at the bottom of the first page of the contribution.

Working with such a wide range of source materials, we have tended to regularize spelling and naming conventions in our own work, while leaving undisturbed the original spellings and conventions that appear in works that are excerpted here. For example, some experts refer to the Albrecht Dürer etching used to provide a major clue to Robert Langdon as Melencolia I—the intentionally misspelled name Dürer himself gave it; others spell it more expectedly as Melancholia. We have tended to standardize on the former, which is also the spelling used by Dan Brown.

References to chapter numbers and cover artwork of The Lost Symbol—often abbreviated as TLS—refer to the U.S. edition published in September 2009. References to Dan Brown’s other works are sometimes shorthanded as DVC (The Da Vinci Code)and A&D (Angels & Demons).

In giving readers a quick taste of the ideas and writings of a great many experts, we have inevitably had to leave things out we would have otherwise liked to use. We want to thank all the authors, interviewees, publishers, and experts who have so generously made their thoughts and materials available to us. In return, we urge our readers to buy the books written by our experts (often cited in our introductions as well as in the contributors section) and pursue the multitude of ideas referred to within these pages in their original sources.




Introduction

by Dan Burstein

 



 



 



 



 



 




At precisely 3:01 A.M. Eastern Daylight Time on September 15, 2009, my Kindle sprang to life soundlessly, unobtrusively. Two minutes later, it had downloaded Dan Brown’s new novel, The Lost Symbol.A few minutes after that, I was busy using the Kindle’s search function to ascertain if this was the book I had long thought it might be. I had a list and I started checking off the items . . . Freemasons? Check. Masonic rituals? Check. Washington, D.C.? Check.


Washington Monument ✓ 
George Washington ✓ 
Benjamin Franklin ✓ 
Alchemy ✓ 
Isaac Newton ✓ 
Albrecht Dürer ✓ 
Rosicrucians ✓ 
Francis Bacon ✓ 
Invisible College ✓ 
Capitol Rotunda ✓  
The Apotheosis of Washington painting ✓ 
Hermes Trismegistus ✓  
House of the Temple headquarters of Scottish Rite Masons ✓ 
Albert Pike ✓ 
James Smithson and the Smithsonian ✓ 
King Solomon and his temple ✓ 
The “widow’s son” ✓ 
Thomas Jefferson ✓ 
Deism ✓ 
Egypt, Greece, Sumer ✓ 
Kabbalah, Zohar, Old Testament, Gnostics, Buddhists, Hindus ✓

Compasses, squares, magic squares, skulls, cornerstones, pyramids, pantheons, hieroglyphics, Zoroaster, codes, Kryptos, Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Revelation, Apocalypse ✓



So yes, this was, indeed, the book I had been expecting for more than five years . . . and now, in the late days of summer 2009, it was finally here.

My journey into the meaning of The Lost Symbol (TLS)—and the archaeology of this book that you now hold in your hands—actually originated one night nearly seven years ago. Like many others, I came across The Da Vinci Code in the summer of 2003 when it dominated the bestseller lists. It was by a seemingly unknown author named Dan Brown. It sat by my bedside along with dozens of other unread books and all the other things typical of the competition for mind share in the complex, chaotic, information-intense world in which we all live.

Then one day I picked up The Da Vinci Code and started reading. I read all night, fascinated. I literally couldn’t put it down. This kind of absorption in a book was an experience I used to have frequently in my younger years, but not so often in this season of my life, as I was then turning fifty. At one point, as I read the provocative assertion that there was a woman in Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper—and that the woman was Mary Magdalene—I got out of bed and pulled the art books down from our library shelves. I looked at the Leonardo painting that I had encountered, of course, hundreds of times previously. Yes, it really did look like a woman seated next to Jesus!

By morning, when I had finished the book, I was as intellectually challenged as I had been by any book I had read in a long time. I wanted to know what was true and what was not, what was fact and what was fiction. As soon as my local Barnes & Noble opened, I was there, sipping latte and rummaging through scores of books that had been mentioned or alluded to in The Da Vinci Code.I left the store with hundreds of dollars’ worth of books and went home to absorb this material.

Fast forward a few months into 2004. My writing partner, Arne de Keijzer, and I had put together a massive project, including more than fifty writers, editors, and world-class experts on subjects that ranged from theology to art history, Gnostic gospels and alternative scriptures to codes and cryptography. We deployed this team to develop a breakthrough book, Secrets of the Code: The Unauthorized Guide to the Mysteries Behind The Da Vinci Code,which was published in April 2004. Secrets of the Code immediately became a bestseller in its own right. As it rose into the top ten on the New York Times bestseller list (eventually reaching number seven—not bad for a book about another book), I found myself suddenly, and quite surprisingly, in demand all over America and the world as an expert on all things Da Vinci Code and Dan Brown.

We had developed some fascinating insights into The Da Vinci Code  and had become experts ourselves on all of the ideas and arguments that swirled through the vortex of debate and discussion about Dan Brown’s novel. For the next two years, with the public’s fascination with The Da Vinci Code seemingly insatiable, I was interviewed by hundreds of TV shows, newspapers, magazines, and Web sites, and invited to speak to religious groups that ranged from the 92nd Street Y in New York (Jewish) to the Pope John Paul II Museum in Washington (Catholic), from retirement homes to high schools, from community colleges to the Ivy Leagues, from New Age spas to Rotary Clubs and Kiwanis, from medical conventions to movie theaters, from public libraries to corporate meetings.

Regardless of what audiences thought of The Da Vinci Code—some loved it, some hated it, some enjoyed it as a good potboiler, some took it way too seriously as either gospel truth or diabolic heresy—I found  a torrent of ideas and interest. Programs ran way longer than expected, people wanted to stay after the event was over, and many, many people who had never gone to an author event in their lives wanted to talk, explore, and discuss it into the night.


Secrets of the Code went on to become the world’s bestselling guidebook to  The Da Vinci Code (DVC). It was translated into more than thirty languages and appeared on more than a dozen global bestseller lists. Eventually, we would create additional titles in the Secrets series, including a guidebook to  Angels & Demons,the 2000 novel that reads like a rough draft for The Da Vinci Code, for which Dan Brown first created the Robert Langdon character, and an anthology of fascinating new thinking about the woman at the center of the DVC phenomenon, Secrets of Mary Magdalene.

Our team made many discoveries in the course of researching Secrets of the Code. We learned about an eighteen-hundred-year-old carpet fragment that may offer the oldest depiction now extant of Mary Magdalene. We got early information about the world-shaking (and highly credible) discoveries having to do with the long lost Gospel of Judas, one of the most theologically/philosophically important of the Gnostic gospels. It had resurfaced and was being authenticated and studied—even though it wouldn’t be published for another two years. We heard a marvelous tale (although it turned out to be a nineteenth-century hoax) about the “Jewish Da Vinci Code”—involving the lost golden menorah from the Temple of Solomon, supposedly hidden in the Tiber River in Rome. We were among the first to hear a piece of music based on musical notes decoded from symbolic writing in Scotland’s Rosslyn Chapel—a fifteenth-century chapel to which thousands of visitors had been flocking since reading about it in DVC.

But the most tantalizing of all our discoveries was the one made by our investigative reporter, David A. Shugarts. (Dave contributed several wonderful commentaries to Secrets of the Code,and has done it again for  Secrets of The Lost Symbol). With Dave’s help, we cracked the code that had been discovered in the form of slightly bolded randomized letters on The Da Vinci Code jacket flaps. Strung together, these letters spelled out the enigmatic question, “Is there no help for the widow’s son?” We would  soon come to understand that this is a very important coded message in the history of Freemasonry. It refers back to the murder of Hiram Abiff, the legendary master builder of King Solomon’s Temple, who some see as either the first Mason or at least the archetype for future Masons. “Is there no help for the widow’s son?” has, for at least the last several centuries, been a distress call from a Mason in need to his brother Masons. From the research we did around this discovery, we felt confident enough to issue a press release in 2004 predicting that Dan Brown’s next book would be about Freemasons and would be set in Washington, D.C.

Very shortly thereafter, Dan Brown and his publisher confirmed that yes, indeed, Brown’s next book, then thought to be titled The Solomon Key, would again feature Robert Langdon, would be set in Washington, and would feature a plot set against the backdrop of the history of Freemasonry in America—exactly as we had predicted.

Soon, Arne de Keijzer and I would be having coffee and bagels and looking at six volumes of dossiers Dave Shugarts had compiled in his attempt to “reverse-engineer” the mind of Dan Brown. If we believed Dan Brown’s next book would be about Freemasons and would be set in our nation’s capital, what aspects of history, religion, and philosophy would likely prove interesting? What artworks? What elements of science? Symbols? Codes? Could we imagine, before Dan Brown even wrote a word of this sure-to-be blockbusting DVC sequel, what its contents might be? We adopted this bold experiment and set Shugarts off on the path that would become the 2005 book, Secrets of the Widow’s Son—a book by David Shugarts, with an introduction by me, that was, for all intents and purposes, a book about a bestseller that hadn’t been written yet (and wouldn’t be published until TLS almost five years later).

How could we have been so sure of where Dan Brown would go in a book he hadn’t yet written? We had a certain advantage in this inquiry for two reasons. First, we had already spent two years reverse-engineering the ingredients that went into the intellectual stew of The Da Vinci Code  and Angels & Demons. Where Dan Brown had found some books on the Gnostic gospels, for example, and pulled some interesting ideas out of them, we had gone to the world’s leading experts—people like Elaine  Pagels, James Robinson, and Bart Ehrman—and interviewed them at length. We had come across the strange brew of legend and lore known as Holy Blood, Holy Grail and used an excerpt from it in Secrets of the Code,  with permission from its authors. In my 2004 introductory note to that excerpt, I had written, “Holy Blood, Holy Grail is the book that ‘started it all.’ Reading the book, one can almost see the places where Dan Brown might have highlighted something or put a Post-it on it, and said, ‘Aha! I’ve got to use that!’ ”

I referred to Holy Blood, Holy Grail as the “Ur-text for The Da Vinci Code,” but noted that it was a book of significantly questionable veracity, and saluted Brown for weaving some of its purported nonfiction elements into his work of fiction. As it turned out, in writing those words, I had forecast a) the plagiarism lawsuit that the authors of Holy Blood, Holy Grail would bring against Brown two years later (unfair and without merit, in my opinion—with the London court that heard the case eventually upholding Brown’s innocence and the judge, amazingly, issuing part of his opinion in code); b) I had managed to foresee the evidence that the other side would try to argue in support of their claim of plagiarism (court depositions showed that Dan Brown and his wife, Blythe, had indeed marked up and highlighted passages of Holy Blood, Holy Grail as part of their research on The Da Vinci Code,just as I suggested); and c) I had outlined the case-winning defense: Brown was writing fiction, and using bits of what was alleged to be nonfiction from the other authors, only to create a more interesting fictional plot.

In short, we were developing a good track record, validated by subsequent events, in understanding how the mind of Dan Brown works.

As it turned out, we were right to encourage Shugarts to write Secrets of the Widow’s Son. His work cracking Dan Brown’s codes was so amazingly good and predictive that, five years before The Lost Symbol was even published, we had guessed that Dan Brown might utilize all the items mentioned at the beginning of this introduction. More than that: Dave went so far as to guess that Brown might use artworks by Albrecht Dürer. Amazing enough that he would be right about that. But not just any Dürer: Dave specifically suggested Brown would be interested in Dürer’s  Melencolia I, with its magic square contained within the image. And sure enough, five years later, Dürer’s Melencolia I turns up as a critical ingredient in Robert Langdon’s solution of the riddle of the Masonic pyramid in The Lost Symbol. Dave didn’t just say “I think Brown will want to use the National Cathedral in his plot” (which of course Brown did in TLS), Dave specifically mentioned the detail of the Darth Vader grotesque on the facade of the National Cathedral as likely to attract Brown’s attention. Five years later, my wife and I are on our own impromptu tour of Washington, D.C., in the wake of the publication of TLS, and I find myself looking up at Darth Vader at the National Cathedral, and am genuinely amazed myself that Dave correctly predicted that this small detail would show up in The Lost Symbol.


I had a similar experience in the Capitol Rotunda standing under its massive dome in the fall of 2009, right after reading The Lost Symbol. Great stories about the Capitol abound, so if you knew or at least believed Brown would write a thriller set in D.C., you could make a relatively easy and successful guess that the Capitol building itself might be involved. In fact, it turned out to be so important to TLS, that it is in the very center of the book’s cover image. And the central action of the book begins and ends in the Rotunda. But to envision specifically the use Brown would make of Brumidi’s Apotheosis of Washington fresco painted into the top of the domed ceiling in the Rotunda—which lawmakers and tourists alike generally walk by and ignore because you have to stop and crane your head and neck up to see it—this was again nothing short of amazing.

Freemasonry is a body of thought and an approach to the world that relies very heavily on a wide variety of historical experiences and allusions, images and symbols, myths and rituals. Once you succeed at pulling back the veil and becoming an insider to this body of thought, the connections become electrifying and dazzling. Since the Freemasons themselves choose to connect their experience to so many other historical movements of learning, knowledge, spiritualism, and mysticism, and to express so much of their cosmology in potent symbolic form, ascending the winding staircase into this world is a lot like playing the grand master version of the Kevin Bacon game. Everything is connected to everything else by  a thousand threads. Egyptian pyramid builders to Pythagoras to King Solomon to Jesus to Gnostics to Knights Templar to Francis Bacon to Isaac Newton to George Washington. All of this can be interpreted as a continuous, interconnected story. Indeed—that’s the point: the interconnectedness of everything.

For an author like Dan Brown, and a protagonist like Robert Langdon (and his Freemason/noetic coheroes in TLS, the Solomon siblings), this is a wondrous world to choose for a thriller. This is a novel of ideas. And that’s the joy (and sometimes the frustration) of doing a book like this about one of Dan Brown’s books. The appearance of the “Hand of the Mysteries” at the opening of The Lost Symbol indicates that Robert Langdon has been “invited” on a life-changing journey. We, too, as readers, have been given an invitation to think about some of the most profound ideas in the history of civilization and to engage in some of the most profound debates of both our recent and our ancient heritage.





Chapter  ONE


INTELLECTUAL ALCHEMY




EXPLORING THE COMPLEX  COSMOS OF THE LOST SYMBOL 

by Dan Burstein


 



 



 


Time is a river . . . and books are boats. Many volumes start down that stream, only to be wrecked and lost beyond recall in its sands. Only a few, a very few, endure the testings of time and live to bless the ages following.

—The Lost Symbol,based on language taken from Masonic writings

 



 



 




Is The Lost Symbol one of those books that will stand the test of time? Probably not. In the nearly three millennia history of written books, few works of popular culture, with a handful of exceptions such as Shakespeare’s, have achieved centuries of endurance and longevity. But Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol may, in retrospect, be a different kind of enduring achievement. It may provide future historians and anthropologists one of the best renderings, in one volume, of humankind’s early twenty-first-century thoughts, debates, and inarticulate pointings at currently inexpressible ideas about some of the biggest questions, mysteries, and challenges of human existence.

Set in Washington, D.C., The Lost Symbol ironically and quixotically ignores virtually all the pressing issues of contemporary Washington. The  Lost Symbol is essentially unconcerned with wars, health care, economic stimulus, or other items on this version of Washington’s “big questions.” Instead, its agenda looks more like this:
Is there a God?

Is God an exterior force or is God interior to all of us?

Is there a soul? If there is, what happens to it when we die?

Why are we here?

What if there is no God, no prime mover of any kind? How will we know? How should we live in such a world?

What is our purpose in the universe?

What happens after we die?

Can all the world’s religions and spiritual systems be read essentially as one large vision of humanity’s quest for connections to the larger universe?

Is there a physicality to the “mind,” the “soul,” and human thoughts that can be focused, shaped, and turned into energy, causation, and change in the external material world?

Do the latest advances in physics, cosmology, biology, and neuroscience mirror our ancient philosophical, mythic, and religious ideas about who we are and what the universe is?

Did ancient philosophers, Renaissance alchemists and mystics, and even America’s Founding Fathers have insights into the process of humanity coming to harness its inherent power?





When the ghoulish severed hand of Peter Solomon turns up in the Capitol Rotunda, Dan Brown is using one of the hundreds of symbolic/ metaphorical tricks that he will use throughout the novel, drawn from his grab bag of the last several thousand years of mystery writings he has  researched. The evil Mal’akh is using the symbol of the “Hand of the Mysteries” to invite Robert Langdon to become a pawn in Mal’akh’s own deadly game—his personal quest to discover the meaning of the “Ancient Mysteries” and the “Lost Word.”

Langdon will go on a classic “hero’s journey” during the cold, twelve-hour January night on which the book is set. This is his own elaborate ritual quest and rite of initiation and passage. We, as readers, are invited onto a simultaneous, parallel journey. Ours is a journey that will touch, albeit only superficially, on some deep ideas and theories about the most compelling questions of human existence. Whether or not one agrees with the ideas as presented on this tour, even the most rudimentary exegesis of The Lost Symbol suggests a whole series of extraordinary and thought-provoking discussion topics.

In the penultimate moments of TLS, Robert Langdon and Katherine Solomon are lying on their backs, gazing up at the magnificent mythic fresco, The Apotheosis of Washington,that fills the top of the Capitol Dome, “two kids, shoulder to shoulder,” contemplating the meaning of life, after their heroic night of revelatory adventure. Langdon remembers his teenage years, canoeing out into the lake at night, gazing at the stars, and thinking about “stuff like this.” Like the teenage Langdon, we all did this at some point in our lives. So, too, did people in all societies from prehistory to the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, Greeks, biblical-era Jews and Christians, Romans, gnostics in the desert, medieval alchemists, Renaissance humanists, Galileo, Newton, and even Benjamin Franklin. (Franklin was known for his “lunatic society” walks on moonlit nights with fellow big thinkers discussing the big questions.)

Almost all children do art and music when they are young, then stop doing these activities somewhere along the line. Similarly, most of us once spent some moments of our lives reflecting on the “big questions.” Typically, this was in our adolescence or young adulthood. But as we grow older, most of us cease to focus on weighty matters like these. Weighed down by the pressures of daily life, having come to believe whatever we have come to believe through our life experiences, and convinced (by our usually less than successful attempts to think for too long or too deeply  on these matters). We generally conclude that there are no satisfactory answers to the bigger existential questions and simply continue on life’s journey. Just as we no longer sing or paint as regularly as we did when we were children, most of us stop asking ourselves questions like: What existed before the Big Bang?

Except for a handful of us who are cosmologists, physicists, philosophers, or theologians by profession, or another handful of us who have decided to make the quest for these answers an integral part of our personal lives, most of us have religious beliefs or gut feelings about these questions, but we don’t spend much time actively contemplating them.

And that’s what so interesting about The Lost Symbol. In the form of an extremely accessible pop fiction book—a fast-paced beach read, an airplane page-turner, whatever you want to call it—we have the opportunity to revisit these questions. Whether Brown’s presentation of them is right or wrong is almost immaterial. The process of wrestling with the questions can be extremely thought-provoking and can allow any of us to engage in our own way, at whatever level of depth we choose to pursue.

Of course it’s easy to dismiss The Lost Symbol as not particularly meaningful. It is a novel, like Dan Brown’s previous works, in which clunky clichés, impossible plot points, purple prose, awkward sentences, overitalicization, and vast oversimplifications of complex ideas are the rules, not the exceptions. I am an unabashed Dan Brown fan—but I am also the first to howl at his frequently awful lines of dialogue, glaring factual errors, and the one-dimensionality of his characters. We need to bear in mind at all times that TLS is a work of fiction (this time, as opposed to The Da Vinci Code,Dan Brown put the words “a novel” right on the cover to remind us of this obvious fact). It may or may not be your idea of great fiction. But I will argue that it is interesting, intriguing, and, at the end of the day, important fiction.

We live in a society that is less and less inclined to engage in long-form debate or to read substantial book-length nonfiction. True literary fiction is also disappearing and, frankly, there is a poverty of ideas in much of what passes for literary fiction today. The Lost Symbol may be a beach read, but underneath the sand, it is a novel of ideas. That’s why we  have created Secrets of The Lost Symbol:a book to explore those ideas. The exploration that starts here is not only based on my own thoughts and those of my colleague, Arne de Keijzer and our Secrets team, but even more so on the wisdom of the many world-class thinkers and experts whose views are reflected throughout this volume. And if our mission here is successful, you will have the raw materials to extend your own ideas and interests in a multiplicity of directions.


OF FREEMASONS AND DEISTS: AMERICA WAS FOUNDED AS AN INCLUSIVE NATION

The agenda of The Lost Symbol is nearly as vast as attempting to explore the universe and the whole of human history of ideas. So let’s begin with just a handful of the novel’s bigger ideas and themes.

“America wasn’t founded a Christian country. It became a Christian country.” This crisp statement made by Dan Brown in an interview with NBC’s Matt Lauer sums up the purpose of dozens of references, historical anecdotes, and arguments that are one of the major leitmotifs of TLS. In the last thirty years of American history, our society has come under the sway of a powerful modern myth that would have us believe America’s Founding Fathers were animated by a Christian fundamentalist worldview similar to that of today’s religious right. In fact, just the opposite is the historical case, according to TLS.

The reason Brown dwells on the importance of Freemasonry to the early American experience is because Freemasonry is a cohesive body of philosophical thought that recognizes a generalized God concept but rejects a specific definition of God and faith. In Brown’s rendition (which is undoubtedly overidealized), Freemasonry emphasizes tolerance, respect for many religious traditions, and diversity of belief. It focuses on morality, progress, personal development, intellectual enlightenment, and communitarian values, but not on specific religious belief. The Freemasons draw inspiration from the wisdom of the ages and from thinkers and writings from many cultures, both sacred and secular. TLS reminds us that in the  Scottish Rite Freemasonry’s Washington, D.C., headquarters—the so-called House of the Temple, where both the opening and climactic scenes of TLS take place—the Old Testament, New Testament, and Koran sit together on the altar table.

George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, John Hancock, Paul Revere, and numerous other leading architects of American democracy were Freemasons. The secret passwords exchanged among Freemasons to establish bonds with one another played a major role in at least one decisive moment of our nation’s history. On the very day of Paul Revere’s famous ride, he was taken into custody by a British police captain. When it was established that both men were brother Masons, the policeman released Revere, who went on to make his famous ride for freedom and against British tyranny.

At least nine signers of the Declaration of Independence were Freemasons. Many of the early presidents were Freemasons (including Washington, Monroe, and Jackson). Numerous leading lights of the European Enlightenment were Freemasons, from Voltaire to Diderot. Concepts, phrases, and symbols flowed freely from the philosophical world of Masonic thought of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries into the documents, decisions, debates, laws, art, and architecture of the new American nation. George Washington was sworn in for his first term on the Bible from the nearby Masonic lodge; he famously led a Masonic procession in his Masonic apron and regalia while presiding over a Masonic ritual to lay the cornerstone of the Capitol.

Benjamin Franklin and the French philosopher Voltaire, two of the greatest minds of the transatlantic Enlightenment, met together in the Parisian Loge des Neuf Soeurs(the Lodge of the Nine Sisters). Indeed, Franklin helped initiate Voltaire into this storied French Masonic lodge. As early as elementary school we learn about the great support the American Revolution received from the French general Lafayette. But what we aren’t told in school is what may have helped Washington and Lafayette, despite language barriers and a huge difference in age, bond immediately and work in such close alignment for the success of the American cause. They were motivated, of course, by the common  goal of opposing the British. But they were also brother Masons, able to understand and trust each other because they saw the world from similar viewpoints. Even today, a heroic statue of Lafayette stands directly in front of the White House, testament to Washington and Lafayette’s shared belief in liberty, equality, and, perhaps especially notably, fraternity. Many of the foreigners who joined the American cause were also Freemasons, including Baron von Steuben, the Prussian military expert who is credited with helping Washington shape up his ragtag army, as well as with writing the first training manual for the American troops.

Thomas Jefferson, while not a Freemason, was philosophically a deist. Freemasonry and deism are cousins of sorts. Deists typically believe in a supreme being, but one that created the world in an architectural sense and doesn’t continue to intervene in human affairs. For deists, there is not much need for organized religion. God is not a miracle worker on earth. TLS reminds us of the Jefferson Bible, which, unfortunately, gets all too little attention in what we know and learn about Thomas Jefferson in school. This great thinker and founder of American democracy, the man who wrote most of the inspiring words of the Declaration of Independence, also made his own “edit” of the Bible. He removed references to the virgin birth, the resurrection, and other miracles and supernatural phenomena he found irrelevant to the moral wisdom of biblical teachings, which he sought to emphasize.

The beliefs of Freemasons and deists are not in necessary contradiction with Christian beliefs. Most of the Founding Fathers, including all of the figures mentioned above, undoubtedly considered themselves Christians. Yet these pioneers of the American experience believed deeply in the separation of church and state. These were not just words to them. This was a fundamental principle. They also believed in learning from all sources of valuable knowledge and were generally well versed not only in the Old and New Testaments, but in Greek and Roman classics, and sixteenth- and seventeenth-century philosophical works today considered obscure and borderline “pagan,” such as those of Francis Bacon, one of the more intriguing characters from history referenced by Dan Brown in TLS.

True to the “inclusiveness” of Freemasonry that Brown promotes in TLS, the intellectual history of the Masons right up to the present day draws from deep wellsprings into the ancient beliefs, myths, rituals, systems of thought, signs, symbols, as well as the Judeo-Christian tradition and a wide variety of Eastern religions and civilizations. Like a cosmic intellectual grab bag, Freemasonry includes bodies of ideas from geometry to alchemy, Gnosticism to quantum physics. It includes schools of philosophical thought from the pre-Socratics to the Knights Templar, the Renaissance humanists, and the scientific, political, literary, and musical geniuses of the Enlightenment

Christianity is not in contradiction with Freemasonry. The reverse is true as well. However, there is a clear difference in emphasis between the open, tolerant, exploratory Freemason/deist worldview of the late eighteenth century, and the more fixed, specific, rigorous religious vision of Christianity some would like to project (incorrectly) backward on to the America of the Founding Fathers. One of Dan Brown’s contributions to contemporary political discussion is to show why it just won’t work to picture the Founding Fathers as evangelical Christians in order to legitimize and justify attempts to superimpose such a worldview on American society today and in the future. It won’t work because it isn’t true. “In God we trust” was first used on coins in 1864; “under God” was not added to the Pledge of Allegiance until 1954. Jefferson, Washington, and Franklin tended to speak sparingly of “Providence,” “Divine Providence,” the “Creator,” and other such euphemisms. They almost never invoked “God,” or “Jesus.”

Dan Brown tells us he is not a Mason himself. But there is no mystery about his feelings on why Freemasonry epitomizes values he identifies with personally. As he wrote in a letter to a Freemason group after publication of TLS: In a world where men do battle over whose definition of God is most accurate, I cannot adequately express the deep respect and admiration I feel toward an organization in which men of differing faiths are able to “break bread together” in a bond of brotherhood, friendship, and  camaraderie. Please accept my humble thanks for the noble example you set for humankind. It is my sincere hope that the Masonic community recognizes The Lost Symbol for what it truly is . . . an earnest attempt to reverentially explore the history and beauty of Masonic Philosophy.





The Lost Symbol is a shout from the rooftops. Brown is saying that “the real America” is the America of Washington, Franklin, and Jefferson, of Freemasons and deists. It is the America of the open mind and the insatiable desire for knowledge of every type. The America open to all comers and all ideas and all traditions. The America where church and state are separate, shades of belief or nonbelief are personal choices, and no religious dogma prevents innovative minds from freely expressing themselves or advancing themselves through life.


FREEMASONS: THEATER DIRECTORS OF DEMOCRACY

Whether or not they have any actual linkage to ancient pyramid or temple builders, Freemasons have studied and assumed that heritage. Thus, it is no surprise that some of the most recognizable, appealing, and influential public buildings have been created by Masons or those influenced by Masonic styles. Robert Mills, the architect of the world’s most famous obelisk—the Washington Monument—was keenly aware of the importance of Egyptian civilization and its symbols to George Washington and the Masonic heritage the Monument was honoring. (Masons were among the chief fund-raisers for the Washington Monument!) Gustave Eiffel, the designer of the Eiffel Tower in Paris—a different kind of obelisk—was a Mason. Both the Washington Monument and the Eiffel Tower make symbolic statements about humankind’s aspirations to touch the heavens. Both suggest the soaring nature of their societies. Both have fabulous interplay with light, sunsets, moonrises, and the stars. Both were considered oddities when they were first built but have now become enduring classics, emblematic of and central to their cities. The ambition of both monuments is relentless. Both had to be built against the odds  of financial battles, political infighting, and aesthetic criticism. When the Washington Monument was finished in 1885, it became the tallest building in the world at 555 feet. Its completion forever put an end to centuries of cityscapes dominated by cathedrals and religious buildings. Just four years later, the Eiffel Tower almost doubled the Washington Monument’s height, rising 1,063 feet at its completion in 1889.

If Pierre l’Enfant, the designer of Washington’s street plan (who came to America with Lafayette), was not a Mason, he was certainly very closely involved with Freemasonry and had a great appreciation for the Masonic geometry of ovals, ellipses, squares, and circles. He worked closely with George Washington, who was himself a land surveyor and urban planner by training, on the layout of this new city, this “Athens on the Potomac.” Renwick, the architect of the Smithsonian “castle” building, may have been inspired by Templar and Freemason castle redoubts in Europe, including Rosslyn Chapel of Da Vinci Code fame.

Several composers of some of our most uplifting music were Freemasons—people like Mozart, Haydn, and Elgar, the composer of  Pomp and Circumstance, today’s nearly universal American music for graduations and other rites of passage. As lifelong students of ritual, rite, and symbolic presentation, the Freemasons are like theater directors to our world, and it should be no surprise that they play a disproportionately large role at certain key moments in our history.


MYSTICAL TRADITION IS OUR “THIRD CULTURE”

From its opening pages to its last, The Lost Symbol is an argument for the nonlinear, not-necessarily-rationalist, magical-mystical-spiritual tendency in human thought to be recognized as a major force in shaping the development of civilization. We learn in school that the Renaissance was triggered by Europe’s rediscovery, during the Crusades, of classical knowledge of mathematics, philosophy, and the arts held in the great repositories of knowledge in Byzantium and the Mideast. But no high school teacher ever adds that Crusaders, Templars, and travelers also brought back the mystical teachings and “secret knowledge” of the neo-Platonists, whose writings had dominated the Library of Alexandria. If you want to know about the impact of Hermes Trismegistus on the Renaissance, you’d better get an occult/esoteric book, because you won’t find these exotic mystical ideas in our mainstream texts.

We learn about the great rationalist minds of Isaac Newton, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin, without ever being told of Jefferson’s interest in Bacon and the Rosicrucians, or Franklin’s interest in astrology and Freemasonry. As for Newton, we all learn the tale about the apple falling. But most of us never learn that he spent the majority of his capacious waking hours not on the laws of motion, but on alchemical experiments, searching for the lost wisdom of ancient civilizations, attempting to reimagine the Temple of Solomon, and otherwise decoding the meaning of Scripture.

Some of us may wish to think of America as born in the spirit of Christian fundamentalism, and some of us may wish to think of America as born in a pure, rationalist, Federalist Papers-type celebration of democratic theory. But the reality is messier and more complicated that either pole of the debate would suggest. As novelist and Time magazine reviewer Lev Grossman said of TLS, “What he did for Christianity in Angels & Demons and The Da Vinci Code, Brown is now trying to do for America: reclaim its richness, its darkness, its weirdness. It’s probably a quixotic effort, but it is nevertheless touchingly valiant . . . Our history is as sick and weird as anybody’s! There’s signal in the noise, order in the chaos! It just takes a degree from a nonexistent Harvard department to see it.”

One of the great experts on the evolution of the “mystery traditions” over the last two thousand years is Joscelyn Godwin. Godwin, a professor of music at Colgate, is about as close as we will ever see to a real-life Robert Langdon. Think about this quick tour of the ancient mysteries he provides in his 2007 book, The Golden Thread: The Ageless Wisdom of the Western Mystery Traditions: 
After the Roman Empire, Hermeticism . . . expanded to include alchemy and the occult sciences (divination, astrology, magic, etc.). All  three Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) found a place for it, although sometimes a grudging one . . . In the Renaissance era, the Hermetic philosophy served as neutral ground for Protestants and Catholics alike. Alchemy and the other occult sciences to which it provided the intellectual underpinning flourished as never before.

Because it is essentially a cosmological and practical teaching, rather than a theology, Hermeticism can coexist with any religion . . . Its historical record is innocent of intolerance and bloodshed, its way of life one of science, contemplation, and self-refinement . . .

Freemasonry, which arose in its present form in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, was the most lasting creation of the Hermetic tradition in the West . . .





After demonstrating the connective tissue that runs intellectually from Plato and Pythagoras through to the alchemists, the Rosicrucians, the Freemasons, and the American Founding Fathers, Godwin considers the “Philosopher’s Dilemma”: should the enlightened person, who has access to the cosmological secrets, work for the betterment of the world? Or is the world such a lost cause that such a person should work only for his own ability to obtain immortality? As theologian Deirdre Good suggests in chapter 5, the religion of Dan Brown may sound universal, inclusive, ecumenical. But if it separates people into their own self-development pods, focused only on their own self-improvement, it cannot harness the collective energy necessary to change the world for the better.

Godwin quotes Madame Blavatsky, the founder of the nineteenth-century Theosophy movement as saying, “The permanent preservation of a personal identity beyond death is a very rare achievement, accomplished only by those who wrest her secrets from Nature, and control their own super-material development . . . [It is] accomplished only by adepts and sorcerers—the one class having acquired the supreme secret knowledge by holy methods, and with benevolent motives, the other having acquired it by unholy methods, and for base motives.” This is the origins of Dan Brown’s Mal’akh. To obtain genuine immortality, the adept must have forged, during life, a “radiant body.” (This, of course, is what Mal’akh has  been trying to do with his fitness regimen, his tattoos, self-castration, etc.) But he also needs access to the “supreme secret knowledge,” and for that he must use the “unholy methods” of taking Peter hostage and entrapping Robert Langdon and conniving to obtain their help in his quest.


HARRY POTTER, ROBERT LANGDON, AND THE PHILOSOPHER’S STONE

The fiction bestseller lists in the first decade of the twenty-first century have been dominated by two book series—J. K. Rowling’s and Dan Brown’s—each involving a very likable everyman sort of character (Harry Potter, Robert Langdon) who has to enter a world of mystery, magic, myth, alchemy, and ancient crafts, and use intelligence (mostly) and physical skills (only occasionally) to do battle with the darkest of evil forces. Although Harry Potter is widely perceived as being for teens, and Robert Langdon for adults, there is an interesting crossover in the audiences. The Da Vinci Code proved to be one of the first adult novels many high school students read a few years ago, and a huge following exists among adults for Harry Potter. Both book series have captured the attention of global audiences and both have generated very successful mass-market films.

The books even involve a few of the same characters. Dr. Abaddon in  TLS and Apollyon in Harry Potter, are Hebrew and Greek versions of the same word for destruction and serve as names for malevolent characters. Nicolas Flamel, a French alchemist, is said to have been a friend of Dumbledore’s in Harry Potter. Meanwhile, in DVC, Flamel is said to have been a fourteenth-century Grand Master of the Priory of Sion. Although Flamel is a real historic personage, the references to him in both books are fictional.

The first Harry Potter book had to have its American title changed from Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone to Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone  because the U.S. publisher thought American teenagers wouldn’t know what the philosopher’s stone was. Now both Harry Potter and Robert Langdon, as well as their fans and readers, know plenty about the search  for the power of alchemical transformation that lies at the heart of the concept of the “philosopher’s stone.” Interestingly, the philosopher’s stone is most often associated with alchemists’ frenzied efforts to turn base metals into gold. But many alchemists, and Flamel in particular, also believed that the philosopher’s stone could be used to render a person immortal. Spiritual riches—rather than gold and material riches—and the search for the immortal soul in particular, lie at the heart of The Lost Symbol.


OUR JOURNEY IS COMPLEX AND LAYERED WITH SYMBOLS AND METAPHORS

Following in the footsteps of Kabbalists, neo-Platonists, and all kinds of mystery writers, everything in The Lost Symbol is “overdetermined.” Almost every plot point, character name, symbol, historic reference, number, and artwork has multiple meanings and interpretations. Consider these elements and aspects of TLS: 
The Entire Book Is Structured to Take Robert Langdon and the Reader  
Through a Rite of Initiation, a “Hero’s Journey”





Key events and scenes draw from the degrees and rituals of Masonry. In this way, TLS is similar to Mozart’s Magic Flute, among other Masonic works that have the structure of initiation rites built into them. TLS is also structured like an archetypal “hero’s journey,” as described by thinkers like Carl Gustav Jung and Joseph Campbell. (In terms of the Zeitgeist it is notable that Jung’s long unpublished personal diary of his own dreams, nightmares, and primal thoughts, known as The Red Book,which touches on many of the same issues as TLS, is being published for the first time in the same season that has brought Dan Brown’s new novel.)

The greatest of all hero’s journeys in Western civilization is Homer’s  Odyssey (replicated structurally by James Joyce in his masterpiece of modernism, Ulysses). Throughout TLS, Brown weaves symbolic references to  specific Masonic initiation rites, as well as more general hero’s journeys. It’s not always clear which is which. TLS opens with a specific Masonic initiation ceremony, where Mal’akh, in bad faith, is initiated by his own father (unbeknownst to Peter Solomon) into the 33° ritual of Scottish Rite Freemasons. The story moves chapter by chapter through various classical elements of mythic initiation rites: the quest to find lost objects (the Lost Word, the Lost Symbol), the intellectual puzzling over the meaning of symbols, the painful moral choices between loyalty to one’s word and to one’s friends (whether Robert should betray Peter’s secret in order to help save him), the heroic battle with adversaries (Mal’akh), the need to defeat skeptics (Sato), the near-death experience (Total Liquid Ventilation Tank), the appearance of resurrection/rebirth/coming back to life (especially important, since mock death and resurrection are part of Masonic ritual), the return of the lost objects (the pyramid, Peter’s ring), the epiphany of discovery (Robert and Peter at the top of the Washington Monument), the journey home (back to the Capitol Dome, where Robert and Katherine are reunited like Odysseus and Penelope at the end of The Odyssey), and the arrival in the light (sunrise over the Washington Monument), a suitable ending, since “enlightenment” is the ultimate destination of Freemason ritual.

Some steps along the rite of passage seem odd, until you put them in the context of the initiation structure: When Robert Langdon (and Dan Brown, by proxy) is greeted in chapter 1 of TLS by Pam, the passenger services representative in the Dulles Airport private air terminal, he finds her dismissing his last book (i.e., The Da Vinci Code) as if the Harvard symbologist had written nothing more than an intentionally salacious bestseller. Referring to Langdon’s book about “the sacred feminine and the church,” Pam says, “What a delicious scandal that one caused! You do enjoy putting the fox in the henhouse!” She then tweaks him for wearing his “uniform” of Harris Tweed jacket and khakis, deriding his customary turtleneck as hopelessly “outdated.”

Here Brown is poking a bit of fun at himself, his own wardrobe, and his own books. But it is not just self-deprecation for the sake of warming the hearts of the readers. Looked at in terms of the initiation process, the  banter with Pam is a studied scene in preordeal humiliation. Langdon is taking the first steps on the journey of this night, with the outside world mocking his appearance and reminding him that, Harvard professor or not, he is an ordinary mortal. Although Pam’s comments are trivial, she is playing the role of the critic stripping the warrior of his clothing. Only the rest of the evening will tell if he has what it takes to be the wise warrior he will need to be to save Peter and Katherine and learn the secrets of the Ancient Mysteries.

When Pam tells Langdon how much her book group enjoyed the last scandalous romp, Langdon replies, “Scandal wasn’t really my intention.” This is Dan Brown telling us that he has high hopes for TLS. It isn’t just another thriller. It actually means something important to him, and he hopes people will understand his true intentions. Intentionality itself will become an important theme much later in TLS when we learn of Katherine Solomon’s “noetic science” experiments.

 




Another Structural Tool of TLS Is Specific Coded and Hidden Messages


The book jacket of the American hardcover edition of TLS contains a variety of embedded codes, several of which have now been deciphered. (For more on codes and clues, see chapter 8, “The Summer of the Clues”). Here, I will comment on three codes that have been decrypted and one slightly hidden message:


POPES PANTHEON 

This decrypted phrase is mainly a reference to John Russell Pope, the Freemason architect who designed many important buildings, including the 1915 Scottish Rite headquarters in Washington, better known as the House of the Temple. It is a pantheon of sorts in that it includes symbols and allusions to several different religious traditions. By using “Pope’s Pantheon,” Brown is probably also pointing to other buildings and ideas as well. For example, the Jefferson Memorial was also designed by John Russell Pope and was clearly inspired architecturally by the shape of the Pantheon in Rome, as well as the Panthéon in Paris.

The Roman Pantheon is interesting to Dan Brown (who used it in  Angels & Demons) for two reasons: First, like all pantheons in the ancient world, it is a temple to multiple gods, emphasizing Brown’s point that all religions are essentially one. Second, the Roman Pantheon began as a pagan polytheistic shrine but was later repurposed as a Christian church.

In all his books, the novelist is reminding us that modern religions are built on a pastiche of ancient traditions. In The Da Vinci Code, for example, it is the pagan legend of the Persian sun god Mithras, which transmigrated into the Christian story of Jesus. (Mithras was born of a virgin birth, his birthday is around December 25, and he is said to have been resurrected three days after his death.) In TLS, it is the “god-eating rites of Holy Communion” in Christian worship, which Brown claims have their roots in primitive religious cults. The novelist seems to be saying: We may think Masonic rituals and symbols weird, but are Christian congregants not engaged in a parallel ancient rite when they symbolically drink the blood and eat the flesh of Jesus during Communion? The conclusion of this line of reasoning is cautionary humility. Those who believe they are following the word of the One True God are actually following nothing more than an edited collection of prior beliefs, myths, and practices. The corollary is to look for what has been edited out of the current tenets that were there at the beginning: the sacred feminine, for example, or potential for man to realize his own divinity.

The Panthéon in Paris also deserves mention here, because Jefferson knew and admired its history from his days as U.S. ambassador to France. This famous landmark in the fifth arrondissement of Paris was originally designed to be a Catholic church but was still under construction when the French Revolution occurred. The revolutionaries decided to repurpose it and turn it into perhaps the world’s first temple to man. The “saints” who are honored in the Parisian Panthéon are thinkers, writers, scientists, and artists, all of them explicitly not religious figures.

It is no coincidence that Jefferson modeled his Monticello after a pantheon, and that the style inspired his Monument as well. Brown sees a similar impulse in the design and layout of Washington as a whole. Just  as religious monuments in great cities throughout the ages have served the purpose of connecting people to their past and extolled certain virtues and values, the designers of Washington and its monuments wanted to have the same visual and philosophical impact, connecting Americans to the heroic past accomplishments of the mortal men (and in more recent years, women) who built America.


ALL GREAT TRUTHS BEGIN AS BLASPHEMIES 

Dan Brown is a defender of heretics. He believes that, just as Jesus was at first anathema to the Roman Empire, so later, when Christianity was adopted as Rome’s state religion, the Christian state became just as zealous in crushing heretical voices as the pagan emperors had been.

Brown reminds us that many of the basic ideas of science were initially censored by religious authorities as heresy, including principles like heliocentrism that we know today to be scientific facts. He further tells us that the Dark Ages arose when Christendom decided to wall itself off from the wisdom of ancient knowledge-based cultures of pagan Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans, and declare much of this past wisdom to be heresy. Europe found its way to the light again only when this ancient wisdom was rediscovered. Rearmed with the ancient wisdom, the Renaissance could emerge and flourish, and lead, within the short space of three centuries, to the Enlightenment, democracy, and the Industrial Revolution.

The reason Freemasons gathered in secret was not fundamentally to practice weird rites or to conspire in a morally negative sense. Instead, they were conspiring in a morally positive sense. They were creating the body of ideas and beliefs that would lead to revolutionary notions of liberty and eventually to overthrowing a world dominated by monarchy and clergy and replacing it with the novus ordo seclorum referred to on the great seal of the United States—a new secular and democratic order.

In Brownian cosmology, the breaking away of America from England and the commitment to truths Americans would come to hold as self-evident (that all men are created equal; that they are endowed, not by a specific God, but by their much more abstract “creator,” with inalienable  rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness) are also indicators that the blasphemers and the declaimers of the traditional order need to be tolerated, heard, encouraged, and ultimately welcomed.

Of course not every unpopular, unconventional, or heretical idea will prove to be correct. Just because the majority of the scientific community today criticizes the research methodology of the noetic scientists, it does not follow that the scientific community is wrong. Brown goes overboard in claiming noetics as a science and in reading far too much into the limited data that has today been gathered by people doing this kind of research. Noetics is absolutely fascinating as a metaphor, and is willing to contemplate some daringly innovative ideas. But only time will tell whether it is truly promising as a scientific direction for understanding the universe and the place of the human mind and human thought within it.


YOUR MIND IS THE KEY 


The Lost Symbol argues for a worldview in which the human mind is the most powerful force on earth and the most concentrated expression of divinity we can know. Throughout its pages, we are told that all the great philosophers, teachers, and “adepts” emphasized that anything is possible through the human mind. Access to the great thoughts that can be thought, the great artworks that can be created, the great words that can be written, the great inventions that can be generated, the great dreams that can be dreamed, all come from the human mind.

Speaking through the thoughts of Peter Solomon, TLS asserts that “Freemasonry, like Noetic Science and the Ancient Mysteries, revered the untapped potential of the human mind, and many of Masonry’s symbols related to human physiology . . . The mind sits like a golden capstone atop the physical body.” The mind is the real “Philosopher’s Stone” that has been sought by the alchemists throughout the ages. “Through the staircase of the spine”(the spine has thirty-three vertebrae at birth—there’s that unique number so important to Masons again), “energy ascends and descends, circulating, connecting the heavenly mind to the physical body . . .The body is indeed a temple.The human science that Masons revered was the ancient understanding of how to  use that temple for its most potent and noble purpose.” Langdon calls the Ancient Mysteries “a kind of instruction manual for harnessing the latent power of the human mind . . . a recipe for personal apotheosis.” He also says, “The human mind was the only technology the ancients had at their disposal. The early philosophers studied it relentlessly.” To which Katherine replies, “Yes! The ancient texts are obsessed with the power of the human mind. The [Indian] Vedas describe the flow of mind energy. The [Gnostic] Pistis Sophia describes universal consciousness. The Zohar  [Jewish/Hebraic mystical texts] explores the nature of mind spirit. The Shamanic texts predict Einstein’s ‘remote influence’ in terms of healing at a distance. . . .”

One message of TLS is that the human mind is the ultimate creative and divine force, and that we need to free the human mind from its remaining shackles to move to the next era of enlightenment. But that message is tempered by another one. The human mind is also capable of thinking evil and destructive thoughts. Mal’akh is the character in the story most devoted to learning the ancient secrets and practicing the ancient arts. Yet he has crossed the line and is willing to kill or destroy as needed to achieve his own personal apotheosis. The example of Mal’akh applies to science and technology as well. The alchemists who were trying to transform matter in the hopes of turning base metals into gold have been superseded by the scientists who succeeded in transforming matter by creating nuclear fission. With their success, the world now has the dangerous power of atomic weapons. Dan Brown is correctly concerned and even a bit cautionary about his new heroes among the noeticists. If they are successful in proving that matter outside the body can be transformed through human thought, or that it is possible to intervene in other minds and bodies at a distance, such success would have its own obvious perils. But Brown is an optimist. He believes we are heading into a new enlightenment not a new dark age. And the golden treasure to fund that enlightenment, the source of energy and the power of the wisdom are not really “buried out there.” As it turns out, it’s buried in here; hidden in plain sight. It is the unseen human mind within the body.


AS ABOVE SO BELOW 

This well-known mystical aphorism is not in a coded message like the prior three references. It’s just a bit hard to see. On the back of the U.S. hardcover edition, “As above” is in the demi-arc band at the top of the back cover; “so below” is upside down in the demi-arc at the bottom. This remarkably powerful and long-lived four-word phrase is most often attributed to Hermes Trismegistus, who in turn derived it from the mythical “emerald tablet.” The phtase is thought in the annals of Medieval and Renaissance mystics to be definitional as to the relationship of man to god, earth to universe, material world to spiritual world. It also appears prominently in astrological studies of the same time period. TLS quotes “As above, so below” explicitly seven different times. What’s more, if you look at the scenes staged in the book by Dan Brown, you find multiple conceptual reenactments of the relationship between “above” and “below.” Thus, at the beginning of the book, Peter’s severed hand in the Capitol Rotunda is pointing up to the image of Washington’s apotheosis above, reflecting Mal’akh’s own misguided desire for personal apotheosis. At the end of the book, Robert and Katherine are sharing their big thoughts about the mind and the universe while staring up at the Apotheosis of Washington fresco. The episode in which Peter Solomon leads Robert Langdon on the trip up and down the Washington Monument is its own mini spiritual journey to demonstrate the alleged truth that the “Lost Word” is buried at the bottom of a long descending staircase. But along the way, we learn that the obelisk architectural form connects the sun to the earth and that the staircase is a metaphor for Jacob’s ladder to the heavens and for the spine connecting brain to body.

“As above, so below” can be read, along with the other decoded proverbs from the cover, as another way of stating the same humanistic principle that runs throughout TLS: What really matters is the world we live in. And the world we live in, as well as our minds and our selves, are no different—for good or ill—than the divine world religions imagine reside in the heavens. We are not fundamentally sinners, we are fundamentally divine. All the powers we ascribe to gods  exist on earth among humankind. Everything we are usually told to believe is holy, sacred, and ideal can also be interpreted as profane, secular, and real.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA

A character of considerable importance, in my view, to understanding The Lost Symbol is not among the dozens of philosophers, mystics, and adepts mentioned in Brown’s voluminous inventory. He is Philo of Alexandria, and his lifespan is generally cited as between 20 B.C.E. and 50 C.E. He is associated with some of the earliest efforts to read traditional Scripture nonliterally, and to look for the hidden meanings, numerology systems, and codes within the sacred texts. Philo believed there was a Bible within the Bible, a body of knowledge and wisdom designed for those seekers who wanted more than normal meanings. TLS references this view numerous times. Peter reminds Robert that Corinthians tells us the biblical parables have two levels of meaning, “milk for babes and meat for men,” where the “milk is a watered-down reading for infantile minds, and the meat is the true message, accessible only to mature minds.” Peter quotes the Gospel of John as saying “I will speak to you in parable . . . and use dark sayings” and quotes Psalm 78 as avowing, “I will open my mouth in parable and utter dark sayings of old.” All this talk of dark sayings causes Langdon to remember that “dark” in this context means hidden and shadowed, not evil. Age of Wonder poet William Blake wrote: “Both read the Bible day and night, / But thou read’st black where I read white.”

Philo made a protoscience of finding the hidden, shadowy, dark meanings in the Bible. Just a small tasting of Philo’s premises for finding clues in biblical texts that tell the careful reader that a nonliteral meaning is about to be disclosed:
• Look for the repetition of a phrase.

• Look for an apparently superfluous expression. 

• Look for an entirely different meaning by a different combination of the words, disregarding the ordinarily accepted division of the sentence into phrases and clauses.

• A play on words can signal a deeper meaning.

• If something is omitted that by all reason should be there, it means something.

• References to numbers and quantities are important. Numbers aren’t just numbers, but mean something particular.

• Interpret words according to their numerical value (Hebrew letters each have a numerical value; thus words are the sum of the letters within them). One word with the same total numerical value can be used as a clue to point to another word of similar numerical value.





Dan Brown knows these forensic tools of Philo’s—and the many other mystics who have used similar methods to discern various Bible codes. In his love of puzzles, anagrams, and cryptic phrases, Brown constantly signals us to understand that these codes are the creation of mortal men—like Benjamin Franklin and Albrecht Dürer—not the divine work of a God who wanted to leave us a coded message about how we are supposed to worship him.


THE LOST SYMBOL CAN BE READ AS A CODED MESSAGE

Narrowly speaking, there are specific coded messages in the text. For example, the “Thread #” that appears on page 475, in reference to a Web chat room where CIA employees are discussing the meaning of the Kryptos  statue, is given as 2456282.5. Elonka Dunin, a contributor to this book (see chapter 8), one of the world’s leading experts on Kryptos, and the real-life near anagram of TLS character Nola Kaye, tells me that the thread number is “obviously intended to mean the Julian date, December 21, 2012, which ties in to the 2012 reference in the same chapter.” Here TLS  is referencing the growing media hype imagined in the novel by Peter Solomon over the interpretation of the Mayan calendar’s prediction of the end of the world on that date in 2012. Solomon sees no reason to believe the world is actually going to end, and knows that those who are worried are misinterpreting the meaning of the symbols and the texts. Although it only gets only passing mention here, the Mayan calendar prediction could well figure in Dan Brown’s next book.

In any event, Elonka Dunin’s decoding of a seemingly haphazard number in the text, 2456282.5, seems to be a case in point of Philo’s approach to dissecting sacred texts.

Much has been made by reviewers of Dan Brown’s “bad writing” in The Lost Symbol. And it may just be a case of horrendously bad writing in many places. There are any number of wickedly funny and biting critiques of Brown out there, but my personal favorite is to be found in blogger Maureen Johnson’s online guide to The Lost Symbol at http://maureenjohnson.blogspot.com/. Johnson expresses every moment of outrage over the plot and the text that I felt when reading TLS—and much more. She calls Mal’akh the “hardest working bad guy in literatire,” and parodies Brown’s amazing list of evil feats he performs—in one night, all by himself, with no henchmen, coconspirators, or posse to provide even minor assistance. Plus she brilliantly satirizes Brown by reading some of his short, staccato passages as if they were modernist poems and comparing them to similar passages from T. S. Eliot, William Carlos Williams, and Walt Whitman.

In chapter 10, our own investigative reporter, Dave Shugarts, writes another tour de force critiquing Dan Brown’s errors of fact, geography, technology, anatomy, and much else. But my guess is that the story behind the bad writing, plot flaws, and factual errors may be more complicated.

Why all the use of italics? There are italicized words on most pages of TLS and the sentences in italics often offer no special reason as to why they should be italicized. The reviewers have had a field-day parodying Brown’s overuse of italics, often randomly italicizing words and sentences in their own reviews to demonstrate the apparent absurdity of this technique. But following Philo’s guidance, my bet is the italics are telling us something in one coded way or another.

And what’s up with all the repetition? Why is “hell”—as in Robert Langdon’s oft-uttered, “What the hell?”—used almost fifty times? Philosopher Glenn Erickson, a longtime student of the neo-Platonists, including Philo, tells us in chapter 3 that the phrase “Franklin Square” appears fifty-five times in the novel, and further that “fifty-five is the sum of the numbers on any side of any such pyramid with Dürer’s magic square at its base.” What’s more, says Erickson, “the ‘magic constant’ (the sum repeated in the rows, columns, and diagonals) in a normal six-by-six magic square is 111, the same number of times the sequence ‘Washington’ appears in the novel.”

Erickson goes on in chapter 3 to highlight the possibility that every character in TLS may correspond to a character in the Tarot deck, and to show us how a number of specific situations in the book are scripted to look like scenes from Tarot cards. Tarot, of course, has long been looked to by all kinds of mystics as containing coded messages of ancient wisdom. It was a favorite subject of Manly P. Hall, the best-known twentieth-century aggregator of ancient wisdom, whose Secret Teachings of All Ages Brown invokes in an epigram to launch The Lost Symbol,quoting him again five hundred pages later to conclude the book. Almost all the mystical names, theories, and ideas mentioned in TLS are also referenced in Hall’s Secret Teachings of All Ages. (For more on Hall, see Mitch Horowitz’s interview in chapter 4, describing Hall’s role within the long tradition of the occult in America.)

Call me credulous. But I believe that most, and possibly all, of the odd scenes that strike critics as simple cases of bad writing (or bad editing by Brown’s Doubleday editor, Jason Kaufman, who makes his now de rigueur appearance in TLS as Jonas Faukman) are structured around specific symbolic content. Katherine Solomon and Robert Langdon end up in the kitchen of Cathedral College, part of the National Cathedral complex, because Katherine gets the brilliant idea to boil the pyramid in order to see if it gives up its secrets. As Sato deadpans later, “You boiled  the pyramid?”

The boiling of the pyramid gives Robert and Katherine a few minutes to act out a sweet domestic bit of comic relief, although it is hard to believe they are actually joking about the difference between a lobster pot and a pasta pot at a time like this, let alone thinking about fine dining experiences with celebrity chef Daniel Boulud. They also get the chance to talk about the little-known temperature system devised by Isaac Newton, well before Fahrenheit and Celsius overtook the scale. And what was the boiling point of water in the Newton Scale? Thirty-three degrees, of course, which gives Katherine and Robert the chance to go mano a mano over how much each of them knows about Newton and the importance of the number thirty-three to Pythagorians, Rosicrucians, Freemasons, and other mystics. We learn that Jesus is said to have been thirty-three when crucified, that he is said to have accomplished thirty-three miracles, and that God’s name is mentioned thirty-three times in Genesis. It has apparently dawned on Katherine that the previous clue, All is revealed at the thirty-third degree, which Langdon had previously thought to have something to do with the highest rank in Masonry, should really be read as instructions to heat the pyramid to thirty-three degrees in the Newton Scale in order to learn the next clue. (“All,” it turns out, is never revealed in these games of clue hunting, or the game would be over.)

The bottom line: She boils the pyramid! And she gets results! Using boiling water as an agent of transformation (again, one of the big themes of  TLS), and, after arguing about the difference between luminescence and incandescence, this magical pyramid begins to glow with previously invisible letters that now spell out “Eight Franklin Square.”

I believe at the heart of this scene, according to some structurally scripted language—Tarot, myth, religious pilgrimage, whatever script Brown is using here—he had to work in a ritual boiling of water. He finally came up with this madcap scene, and, while he was at it, he helped himself to the opportunity to engage in a game of speed-Trivial Pursuit over the number thirty-three.

Remember Philo, who calls upon us to be on the lookout for omissions, and think about the passage where Langdon heads into the bowels of the Senate to find Peter Solomon’s Masonic Chamber of Reflection,  replete with all its symbols of mortality and death. On the way down, Langdon thinks to himself that he is on a “ journey to the center of the Earth.”  A little melodramatic for a few floors of an elevator ride, although we know Langdon doesn’t like elevators, gets claustrophobic in them, and has apparently had a childhood trauma in the Eiffel Tower’s elevator. Of course the italicized phrase is actually a reference to Jules Verne’s novel of the same name, even if Verne is not mentioned. Verne is thought by many to have been a disciple of Rosicrucian thought, and so the “omission” is another way of pointing at Rosicrucianism. (The Eiffel Tower’s excellent restaurant, high above the ground, is also named for Jules Verne.)

Speaking of the Eiffel Tower, United Technologies wonders if their corporation somehow fits into a Dan Brown code. According to the Hart-ford Courant, “No one around here is sure why, but The Da Vinci Code author Dan Brown has some kind of fascination with United Technologies. Before you barely turn a page in his new thriller, The Lost Symbol, two UTC companies, Otis Elevator and Pratt & Whitney, are part of the story. ‘We called Doubleday because we are curious,’ said UTC spokesman Peter Murphy. Brown’s novel opens with an ‘Otis elevator climbing the south pillar of the Eiffel Tower’ and, a few paragraphs later, main character Robert Langdon awakens in a corporate jet where ‘the dual Pratt & Whitney engines hummed evenly.’ ” Murphy thinks this is most likely simply a reflection of the ubiquity of his company’s products, but with Dan Brown, we just never know. It would be a mistake to assume these are random well-known corporate names selected without a conscious purpose.

On a recent tour of the George Washington Masonic National Memorial in Alexandria, Virginia, I entered the elevator that takes visitors to the rooms dedicated to re-creating the Temple of Solomon, a Templar church, and other wonders and curiosities inside this 1920s-era building, which is designed to honor George Washington’s life as a Mason, and to physically resemble an artist’s impression of the great Lighthouse at Alexandria (Egypt, not Virginia).

The first thing the guide said on entering the elevator was that it was built by the Otis elevator company. As he went on to explain the engineering marvel behind this particular set of dual elevators that incline  at inward angles toward each other rather than moving straight up and down vertically, I felt I was re-experiencing the early pages of The Lost Symbol, where for no apparent reason, one encounters the Otis elevator at the Eiffel Tower.

The tour guide was an interesting fellow. From him I learned that Dan Brown had spent a full day here several years earlier, researching Washington’s Masonic beliefs and engagements. Members of the staff had read TLS as soon as it came out, and found themselves happy that their institution was mentioned in the book, as well as relieved that their precisely 333-foot-tall tower had not been used by Brown as a venue for a murder. They also felt that Brown had generally treated Freemasonry with reverence, respect, and accuracy. But they were ultimately disappointed that their building figured only as a diversion and didn’t even get an actual visit from Robert Langdon in the book.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/danb_9780297860600_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
SECRETS OF
THE LOST
SYMBOL

Unlock the mysteries and history found in
THE DA VINCI CODE sequel, THE LOST SYMBOL

DAN BURSTEIN
s ARNE pE KEIJZER





