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Introduction


It was April 2009, and I was just arriving at the London Book Fair at the Earls Court Exhibition Halls. I was intending on catching up with friends, my UK publisher, and having a general look at what was new in the publishing world. However, I knew that something remarkable had happened the minute I had arrived. An air of excitement and expectation filled the packed halls, and smiles were emanating from all around. Grown men were close to tears.

I instantly knew what had happened: the new Dan Brown book had been announced.

This was to be the start of nearly five months of manic preparation and debate. Clues and hints would be given out, opinions bandied about, and crazed supposition would fill thousands of web pages. However, let’s wind back the clock to the publication of Brown’s previous Robert Langdon thriller, The Da Vinci Code, in 2003.

Back then, Dan Brown was a semisuccessful author of several thrillers, one of which was the first Robert Langdon novel, Angels & Demons, published in 2000. Sales had been average to poor, and Brown’s publisher decided to take a gamble with The Da Vinci Code, sending out ten thousand free copies to bookstores and their book buyers, reviewers, and trade professionals. The plan worked, and soon sales really began to take off.

At the time, I was the editor in chief of a U.S.-based newsstand magazine called Phenomena. The Da Vinci Code was starting to cause quite a stir within the alternative-history genre that I inhabited; in fact, several authors that I had worked for as a researcher had their work credited as source material for Brown’s book. (Phenomena even ran an article “casting” the movie version of The Da Vinci Code, should it ever come to pass. For the record, not one of the actors we thought would be so terrific in the roles of Dr. Robert Langdon, Sir Leigh Teabing, and the book’s other characters was cast for Ron Howard’s 2006 film starring Tom Hanks.) Eventually a small London publisher approached me about writing a short guide to The Da Vinci Code. The book, Cracking the Da Vinci Code, went on to become an international best seller in its own right. I subsequently wrote Illuminating Angels & Demons, a companion to Brown’s other Langdon-based novel.

Intriguingly, the dust jacket of the U.S. hardcover edition of The Da Vinci Code seemed to contain clues hinting at the next novel in the series. This fascinated me, and I found out all I could about these clues and the secrets that they potentially held.

Time passed, and rumors began circulating that a title had been chosen. The new book was to be called The Solomon Key—an apparent reference to a medieval book on magic with the same title. Impatiently, I began researching all that I could about this centuries-old text, which supposedly was written in Italy during the Renaissance but claimed a lineage that went all the way back to King Solomon himself. Perfect material for a Dan Brown thriller, I thought. Brown’s publishing team registered a new website, solomonkey.com, and everything seemed poised for the new book to arrive soon.

More time passed … and more time passed … and still no definitive word about the new book, though plenty of fresh rumors abounded: Brown had scrapped the book; there would be no follow-up to The Da Vinci Code. Brown, exhausted from having fended off a high-profile copyright-infringement lawsuit in London, had decided to take an extended break from writing. It was even claimed that the 2004 movie National Treasure, starring Nicolas Cage as a treasure hunter seeking a mysterious war chest hidden by the Founding Fathers, had stolen so much of the forthcoming book’s thunder that it required a complete rewrite. The unsubstantiated allegations were completely fanciful, of course, but they replicated over and over like a virus on the ever-conspiratorial internet sites that monitored the story, sending the rumor mill into overdrive.

Then came the 2009 London Book Fair. Only a couple of months before, I had predicted to my UK publisher that the announcement would indeed be made at the London event. More in hope than expectation, it has to be said, but accurate nonetheless.

A press release was handed out by Brown’s publishers, and suddenly a new title presented itself: The Lost Symbol, to be published on September 15, 2009. What could such an enigmatic title mean? What was lost? Which symbol? The race was on, the game was afoot, and I rushed headlong into research-and-reading mode. What you hold in your hands before you is the outcome of that labor.

Before long, a new website appeared, at www.thelostsymbol.com, though nothing but a holding page was evident for quite a while. Then, out of the blue, the site added links to a Dan Brown Facebook page and Twitter feed. Excitement grew to fever pitch, as thousands of people became Facebook and Twitter followers of Dan Brown overnight.

Steadily, these new media outlets began to reveal tantalizing clues and tidbits of story line. With each revelation, I furiously took notes and researched everything I could find. It was as if a whole new world were opening up. It was a cornucopia of material, and I started ordering more new books for my library to cover some of the subjects mentioned.

Some of the clues actually gave coordinates to several locations, such as the so-called Bimini Road. This unusual underwater structure off the island of Bimini in the Bahamas is claimed to be a man-made edifice and a remnant of the lost island of Atlantis. I had spent two summers on Bimini a number of years back as part of my research for a book about Atlantis. “Great,” I thought, “now I have a head start on some of the material.” Coordinates were also given for the Great Pyramid of Giza, the last standing wonder of the ancient world and another place with which I was intimately familiar. Then there were coordinates to Newgrange in Ireland, a monumental passage tomb built around five thousand years ago. The stone structure is famous for its alignment to dawn on the winter solstice, when a narrow beam of light briefly illuminates the floor of the chamber. I had just visited Newgrange with the author and Freemason Chris McClintock.

Possible adversaries and secret societies were hinted at. Ciphers, codes, and cryptograms were revealed. Historical figures were mentioned. It was all adding up to a furious game of who could be first to reveal the answers to the clues. Websites sprang up detailing the background and history of some of the people, places, and groups being mentioned. It was an internet feeding frenzy.

Then I remembered something: Bishop Manuel Aringarosa, a character from The Da Vinci Code, whose name had a hidden meaning. Aringa is the Italian word for “herring”; rosa means “red.” Dan Brown liked to throw multiple red herrings into the mix. I began to look at the Twitter and Facebook clues in a new light. What if many of these were indeed red herrings? What if I were immersing myself in subjects that weren’t included in the published book? That’s when I stopped even looking at the Facebook and Twitter pages. After all, everything would be revealed on the day of publication, September 15.

Even this date, we were told, was part of the puzzle; chosen specifically for the book’s release. I began to check almanacs, history books, websites, conspiracy theorist blogs, but found nothing. Then it hit me: 09.15.09; 9 plus 15 plus 9 equals 33. So it was true. The Freemasons, and specifically Scottish Rite Freemasons, would be a central theme of the book—something that had been hinted at on the dust jacket of The Da Vinci Code years ago.

Then, before I knew it, publication day arrived. I began reading The Lost Symbol furiously. When I finished some twelve hours later, I realized that my suspicions had proved correct: many of the clues leaked over the previous months on Dan Brown’s Twitter and Face-book pages were indeed aringarosa—red herrings. There was no Morgan affair; no Aaron Burr; no William Wirt (and the strange story of his skull); no Knights of the Golden Circle; no substantial mentions of Albert Pike; no Benedict Arnold; no Confederate gold; no Babington plot; no Alexander Hamilton and the origins of the New York Stock Exchange; no Sons of Liberty; no Lost Colony of Roanoke; no Robert Hanssen, the U.S.-born Russian spy; no Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin.

Cleverly, there was no Key of Solomon, either. Instead we have a family with the surname of Solomon, who hold the keys to the eventual outcome. The Great Pyramid figures in the story, though not prominently and not in the context that many had thought.

Dan Brown and his publishers had managed to pull off something of a coup, keeping the plotline of The Lost Symbol pretty much under wraps until the day of publication (although a couple of U.S. newspapers did print reviews the day before, in defiance of the publisher’s embargo). It was an amazing feat, especially considering that the book’s print run exceeded five million copies, and it guaranteed Brown a huge amount of media and public attention.

So: what did we end up with? Is The Lost Symbol a worthy successor to Angels & Demons and The Da Vinci Code?

The Lost Symbol is, in the end, a pretty good thriller that keeps Robert Langdon on his toes and involves some big themes and historical enigmas. However, it’s the deeper, more hidden elements of the book that I believe will have the most impact over time. Between the lines of the novel, Dan Brown has attempted to write something akin to a hidden Hermetic text. It’s a bold and ambitious undertaking, and one that I applaud him for. Indeed, the last ten chapters of the book and the epilogue are more or less an extended treatise on Deism, Hermetic thought, and religious tolerance.

The Freemasons are the secret society of choice this time around. I’m sure that there will be those who see Freemasonry as a covert, sinister movement intent on power and blasphemy. I see it rather differently. I am not a Freemason, nor will I ever be one. But I do know many Freemasons. Indeed, Ian Robertson, one of the chief researchers for this book, is a Freemason, as is my friend Chris McClintock, author of the soon-to-be-published Sun of God book series on the origins of the Freemasonry and its symbolism. Neither of them is in any way sinister, nor are the countless other Freemasons that I know and respect. I like the stance that Dan Brown has taken with Freemasonry within The Lost Symbol. Many commentators thought that the Masons would, in effect, be portrayed as the “bad guys,” but this is not the case. In fact, Brown makes a convincing argument for Freemasonry being a tolerant and enlightened movement with some interesting and forward-thinking ideas.

While it should be said that Freemasonry is a secretive society, it is not a secret society. Membership is easy to research and find out about, and most members are not shy about letting you know that they are within the craft, as it is called. Since the heyday of Freemasonry in the eighteenth century, it has attracted men of a certain social standing and, to an extent, still does. But the group has become more welcoming as of late, and I hope that this trend continues.

One of the things I wanted to get across within some of the entries of this book is that maybe it’s not Freemasonry we should be wary of—instead maybe we should fear the real secret groups and societies of which we know very little or nothing. Then again, maybe we are simply chasing shadows, wisps of rumor and supposition that have tormented us for millennia; a fear of secret and hidden things that, in the end, may not be that secret or hidden after all. Another thing worth noting is that although many of the people mentioned in this book were not Freemasons (Pierre L’Enfant springs to mind), or at least we have no evidence that they were, they would have been intimately familiar with the society and its workings. Many of their contemporaries and peers would have been members, and the craft would have been all around. It seems likely, for instance, that Thomas Jefferson, though we have no direct evidence of his membership in a Masonic lodge, did have sympathies with the Masonic ideals of brotherhood, enlightenment, and religious tolerance.

Once again, like my previous guides to Dan Brown’s books, this book is laid out in an easy-to-read A-to-Z format. There are some sixty entries in all; fewer than in previous guides. This was deliberate, as I wanted to give you a much more in-depth look at some of the themes, places, people, and groups featured in the novel.

The BBC in the United Kingdom once called me “a historian of the obscure,” a title that I like very much indeed. I have aimed to bring you some of that history of obscure and hidden subjects within the pages of this book. If you feel the urge to look deeper and delve further into some of the interesting subjects highlighted here, take a look at the bibliography and start building your own library of esoteric and arcane subjects. Just make sure that you remember to sleep and eat while familiarizing yourself with the ancient mystery traditions—it’s an addictive pursuit but also a very rewarding one, and one that I hope many of you will undertake.

If you want to talk about, debate, or extol any of the subjects in this book or the novel itself, head over to my website at www.decodingthelostsymbol.com, where you will find a forum for debate and articles and blogs. If you want to contact me directly about any of the issues raised, I have my own Facebook page under my name and can be found on Twitter too (@FindSimonCox).

Writing this book was a lot of fun, and it has given me a newfound respect and admiration for the men who founded a new and fledgling nation in America, at the end of the eighteenth century. As a British writer and historian, it’s a period of history that I was not that familiar with and I have really enjoyed the research and subsequent writing about this tumultuous time. The Founding Fathers really were incredibly enlightened and forward-thinking men, who guided the formation of a republic with steady hands and an unwavering resolve. I will forever look at them, and this period of time, in a brand-new light from now on.

I hope you enjoy Decoding The Lost Symbol, and find its contents enlightening and interesting. I pass it on to you with the hope that you will find it as fun to read as it was to write.

Simon Cox
Bedford, United Kingdom
September 2009


Nullius in verba (“Take nobody’s word for it”)
—MOTTO OF THE ROYAL SOCIETY
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Abaddon


One of the pseudonyms used by Mal’akh in The Lost Symbol is that of Dr. Christopher Abaddon. It’s an interesting choice, encompassing the names of Jesus Christ and the demon Abaddon.

In ancient Hebrew, Abaddon means “place of destruction” and “the destroyer.” According to the New Testament’s book of Revelation, chapter 9, Abaddon is the angel of the Abyss, or bottomless pit. He rules over a swarm of vicious locusts. These are not just any locusts, however: they have human faces and women’s hair, breastplates as strong as iron, lions’ teeth, and scorpions’ tails. When the fifth angel sounded his trumpet, the locusts roared out of the thick smoke of the Abyss and descended upon the earth to torment any man or women who did not have the seal of God on his or her forehead.

In Greek, Abaddon translates as Apollyon, which means “destroyer.” Abaddon is also associated with death and hell in ancient rabbinical writings, and in the Old Testament, Abaddon refers to the realm of the dead, like Hades or hell (see Job 26:6). In these ancient texts, it’s clear that Abaddon can be an individual, as in the book of Revelation, or a place of the dead and destruction. The Dead Sea Scrolls mention a place called “the Sheol of Abaddon”—Sheol being the Hebrew word for the underworld.

The Coptic Christian Church translates his name as Abbaton; under this guise, he is the angel of death. Within certain Coptic writings, it becomes clear that Abaddon/Abbaton is a mirror image of the Christ figure; indeed, the text known as the Apocalypse of Bartholomew mentions Abbaton as having been present in the tomb at the moment of Christ’s resurrection. Interestingly, a close look at Coptic legends associated with this demon reveals the character of Christopher Abaddon/Mal’akh. It is said that anyone who venerated him might be saved at the end of days, and Abbaton plays an important role in the scenario of the Last Judgment. In this guise, Abaddon can almost be seen as the Antichrist, which perfectly fits the character in The Lost Symbol. In contrast to those seeking knowledge and enlightenment, Mal’akh is hell-bent on preventing the discoveries of Noetic Science from being disseminated to the wider world. He also desires to discredit Freemasonry and have it be seen as sinister. He is the antithesis of his father.

The name Abaddon has been used extensively in modern popular culture. Even author J. K. Rowling, in her Harry Potter books, created a character named Apollyon (the Greek version of the name), a onetime Hogwarts school caretaker who used to punish the students.



Akedah


In The Lost Symbol, Mal’akh wields an ancient weapon with a notorious past called the Akedah knife. Not content to furnish the villain of the novel with just any old ancient knife of power, Dan Brown tells us that this is the most famous knife in existence.

We learn that Mal’akh spent a large part of his fortune obtaining this legendary weapon, crafted more than three thousand years before from an iron meteorite that had crashed into the desert of Canaan. It was said to be the very knife that Abraham had wielded in the book of Genesis, when he was prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac to obey God’s command. Other illustrious and notorious owners of the knife have included Nazis, popes, and European alchemists, among others.

At the end of The Lost Symbol, Mal’akh places the Akedah knife in the remaining hand of his father, Peter Solomon, and attempts to coerce his estranged father into killing him. Something interesting to note here is that Mal’akh places the Akedah knife in the left hand of Peter Solomon, now his one remaining hand. We are told that “the left hand serves the darkness,” and also that the removal of Peter Solomon’s right hand had been designed with this very moment in mind; quite simply he has no choice but to use his left hand to grasp the knife. If Peter Solomon were to carry out this sacrificial killing with his left hand then, according to Mal’akh’s twisted beliefs at least, the sacrifice would be perfect, and Mal’akh’s would secure his place as a demon in the afterlife.

Furthermore, the scene takes place on a granite altar in the House of the Temple, leaving no doubt that this is a re-creation of the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac.

It is in the Hebrew Bible’s book of Genesis that we find the story, which is called the Akedah, or “The Binding of Isaac.” Abraham was being tested by God, who told him: “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.”

Abraham, following God’s instructions, left early in the morning for Mount Moriah. He arrived at the sacred spot three days later. There Abraham bound his son to an altar. He was about to take Isaac’s life with his knife when an angel appeared and implored Abraham to stop, telling him that he had passed God’s test. So it was that Isaac was spared, and a ram was sacrificed on the altar instead.

The story fits neatly into The Lost Symbol because we are told that Mal’akh took his name and identity from Moloch, a fearful fallen angel who appears in John Milton’s Paradise Lost, the epic poem that describes the fall of man. We begin to see the relationship between Moloch and sacrifice in this poem:

First Moloch, horrid king besmear’d with blood
Of human sacrifice, and parents’ tears.

There are also references to Moloch in the biblical texts that link the Deity with sacrifice. This is in accordance with the story of the Akedah and God’s command that Isaac be offered up by Abraham. In the book of Leviticus, we find the following passage, as God instructs Moses, “ ‘You will not allow any of your children to be sacrificed to Molech, thus profaning the name of your God.’ “

Dan Brown has brought together all of these elements, and the climatic scene in the House of the Temple is loaded with historical references and symbolism relating to sacrifice. Not only do we have Mal’akh, modeled on Moloch, (also spelled Molech in some versions of the Bible) but he’s clutching the very knife of Abraham. Also, he asks his father to slay him beside the altar in a sacred temple. Offering oneself as a willing sacrificial victim is a recurrent theme in the ancient world. In fact, a growing body of evidence reveals that many cultures practiced human sacrifice, with the victims willingly offering themselves. To be sacrificed seems to have been considered a great honor. Even today, we can see how this motif and very real practice still influences the behavior of extremists who volunteer without reservation as suicide bombers.

Many scholars believe that Isaac was no child when he was bound to the altar. Various sources place his age somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-seven, so he would have been perfectly capable of resisting his father if he had wanted to. Flavius Josephus, the first-century Jewish historian, refers to this very concept, and in his Antiquities of the Jews, he states that Isaac responded to the news that he was to be sacrificed with equanimity:

Now Isaac was of such a generous disposition as became the son of such a father, and was pleased with his discourse; and said “that he was not worthy to be born at first, if he should reject the determination of God and of his father, and should not resign himself up readily to both their pleasures; since it would have been unjust if he had not obeyed, even if his father alone had so resolved.” So he went immediately to the altar to be sacrificed.

The Akedah is without a doubt one of the most controversial sections of the book of Genesis, and debate still rages about not just God’s motives but also those of Abraham and Isaac. By ordering Abraham to kill his firstborn and beloved son—a son who came to Abraham’s wife, Sarah, only after much suffering—we see God testing the absolute limits of someone’s faith. Even today this test is taught as a moral lesson in several faiths, and the parable is not just contained within the Jewish sacred writings; for example, it is also found in the Islamic Qur’an.

The setting of the Akedah, on Mount Moriah, has special significance in The Lost Symbol. This sacred mountain, the “mount of the Lord” according to Genesis 22:14, happens to be where Solomon’s Temple was later constructed. Mount Moriah is, to many scholars, the Temple Mount. I cover Solomon’s Temple in further detail elsewhere in this book, but it is worth mentioning here that not only is Solomon’s Temple fundamentally important within Freemasonry but it also served as a model for the Capitol building in Washington, DC.

One final intriguing attribute of the knife of Akedah in The Lost Symbol is its construction. We are told that it was forged of iron from a meteorite. The Bible’s version of the Akedah story makes no mention of this, but Brown’s invention is not a complete fabrication.

It is well known that the ancient peoples of the Middle East would construct sacred knives and powerful weapons from meteoritic iron that had fallen in the form of meteors. The metal was highly prized, not only because it was a source of iron which could be forged, but also because meteorites were often described in the ancient world as thunderbolts, probably because of the observed phenomena when a meteor descends from the skies and impacts the earth. Therefore a weapon shaped from a thunderbolt was a potent symbol indeed.

Archaeologist and historian G. A. Wainwright, in a seminal 1932 journal article titled “Iron in Egypt,” states that many ancient peoples came to call this form of iron from the skies “lightning-iron.” He also cites the story of Antar, the pre-Islamic Arabian warrior and poet, who came to possess a powerful sword he called Dhami:

On discovering the stone to be a thunderbolt the man gave it to a blacksmith to have a sword made of it. On two separate occasions a single stroke of this supernatural weapon clove through the armour and split horse and horseman asunder, “so that they fell apart in four pieces.” On another occasion it clove a warrior “to his girdle.” These magic weapons have naturally been in great demand throughout the East.

The Egyptian god of light Horus himself wielded a blade of meteoritic iron in his legendary clash with the god Seth, in which Horus defeated Seth in revenge for the death of his father, Osiris.

In addition to meteoric iron’s potency, it was sought after for its profound religious significance. A sacred ritual in ancient Egypt, known as the Opening of the Mouth, called for using a sacred knife, or adze, known as Ntrwj-blades to pry open the mouth of a dead pharaoh. This ritual was to enable the dead king’s spirit to ascend to heaven. The blades were formed from meteoritic iron, known to the Egyptians as bja. To complement the knives’ celestial origins, their handles were shaped like the constellation Ursa Major, otherwise known as the Big Dipper or the Plough.

It is clear why in the eyes of the ancient priests, these blades made from meteoritic iron were such powerful objects. They were perfect for opening the mouth of the deceased in a religious ritual because they were actually made from thunderbolts themselves. What better way to physically and metaphorically prise open the lips of the dead.

The Ancient Egyptians also believed that the vault of heaven itself was constructed from bja, and that upon death, the limbs of the deceased were themselves turned into bja. Furthermore, the word bja was used to describe a “miracle” and it also could be used for “to depart from.”

From this, we come to understand that iron that fell to earth was not just iron from the heavens, it was actually seen as being heaven itself; being nothing less than the very same material that heaven was constructed from. Since it could also mean “depart from” it is clear that the Ancient Egyptians believed that these meteors had left heaven to fall to earth.

The Muslims later held a belief that Allah’s angels used meteors to drive away Satan and to fight supernatural beings called djinns. With such powerful concepts in play, it is no wonder that knives and weapons forged from such a material were considered weapons of the gods; thunderbolts that could be brandished by mortal hands.

Putting all of this together, we see why Mal’akh would use a knife crafted from extraterrestrial iron; there is no more potent a weapon than one shaped from such material. Abraham too would have been aware of the significance of such a knife.



Alchemy


In The Lost Symbol, Dan Brown has pulled together various traditions that fall under the banner of the Western mystery or esoteric tradition. The Great Library of Alexandria is mentioned, as are the ancient cultures of Egypt, Rome, and Greece. Mystery schools feature, as does the Hebrew Kabbalah, Hermeticism, the mystical Rosicrucians, tarot cards, and Freemasonry. Arguably, the most important, having influenced all of the above, is alchemy, referred to as the perennial philosophy. This is at the heart of the Western mysteries and pervades all traditions in some way, shape, or form through its exquisite language of symbols.

The origins of alchemy are completely lost in the mists of time but are extremely ancient. It was known to and practiced by the Egyptians and Chinese in antiquity. Its name means the “land of Khem,” or the “black land,” from the Arabic name for Egypt, Al-Khemia or Kemet. The reference to black relates to the fertile soil of the Nile Delta that spread across the Nile Valley, with the annual flooding of the river. It is from this name that alchemy is often called the “black art,” and from this that the modern science of chemistry arose, but this name did not appear until the seventeenth century. Robert Boyle, an alchemist and friend of Isaac Newton’s, wrote The Sceptical Chymist in 1661. It is widely regarded to be the first book about the new science of chemistry.

Professor Robert Langdon, in the novel, states that Newton had written letters to Boyle warning him that the mystical knowledge they were studying could not be communicated without dangerous consequences to the world. Today, however, many of Newton’s al-chemical texts can be viewed online, courtesy of the Newton Project in England, at www.newtonproject.sussex.ac.uk.

There exist many fabulous legends of alchemy’s origins. The Egyptian god Thoth was said to be its founder. He is described as the “god man” who brought religion and learning to Egypt and was credited with having invented writing, mathematics, music, astronomy, architecture, and medicine. The similarities among Thoth, Hermes, and Mercury—being custodians of all knowledge as well as the intermediaries between heaven and earth within their respective cultures—have collectively shaped the figure known as Hermes Trismegistus, the father of alchemy.

It is Hermes Trismegistus who has given his name to the word Hermeticism, primarily through a collection of Hellenistic texts known as the Corpus Hermeticum. These texts came to the fore again during the European Renaissance and became essential reading for the esoteric-occult revival.

Hermes Trismegistus, we are told, created a fabulous emerald tablet said to contain the secrets of creation for those who can penetrate their meaning. Sir Isaac Newton made an English translation around 1680 of the alleged content of the tablet that has come down to us through ancient texts:

’Tis true without lying, certain and most true. That which is below is like that which is above and that which is above is like that which is below to do the miracles of One only Thing.

And as all things have been and arose from One by the mediation of One: so all things have their birth from this One Thing by adaptation.

The Sun is its father, the Moon its mother, the Wind hath carried it in its belly, the Earth its nurse. The father of all perfection in the whole world is here. Its force or power is entire if it be converted into earth. Separate thou the Earth from the Fire, the subtle from the gross, sweetly with great industry. It ascends from the Earth to Heaven and again it descends to the Earth and receives the force of things superior and inferior.

By this means you shall have the glory of the whole world and thereby all obscurity shall fly from you. Its force is above all force for it vanquishes every subtle thing and penetrates every solid thing. So was the world created. From this are and do come admirable adaptations whereof the means (or process) is here in this. Hence I am called Hermes Trismegistus, having the three parts of the philosophy of the whole world. That which I have said of the operation of the Sun is accomplished and ended.

The emerald tablet is the key text used in alchemy, as it maps out the seven steps of transformation required to create the elusive “philosopher’s stone.”

Other legendary traditions claim that the father of alchemy is Seth, the son of Adam, who apparently created the tablet in the hope that those who followed its teachings would correct the fall of Adam from the Garden of Eden, by allowing them to discover the key to perfection. In some Gnostic legends, Seth is also given the secrets of the Kabbalah from Adam. Other variants say that the tablet was saved from the great flood by Noah, who took it aboard the ark and afterward hid it in a cave near Hebron. Sarah, the wife of Abraham, later discovered the tablet, and it informed the Hebrew faith. Yet another tale is that Miriam, the daughter of Moses, was entrusted with its safekeeping; she placed it into the Ark of the Covenant along with the sacred relics.

It is also said to be one of the tablets brought down from the mount by Moses. In esoteric circles, the Ten Commandments were said to have been the exoteric teachings for the masses, while the emerald tablet was reserved for initiates of the mysteries.

In Islamic tradition, Hermes Trismegistus is paralleled with the wise man Idris, who revealed divine laws to the faithful. Some Muslim scholars have also associated Idris with Enoch. The apocryphal Book of Enoch describes the angelic wisdom, which was shared with Enoch. In some Kabbalistic traditions, Enoch is transformed into the archangel Metratron, to become the chancellor of heaven. The different names given all have one thing in common: they represent the personification of the qualities and values that seekers of true perfection—the alchemists—strive to reach.

The emerald tablet was said to have been discovered by Alexander the Great and later exhibited at the Great Library of Alexandria in Egypt. This library was reportedly a massive repository for alchemical texts that were destroyed by a great fire. Fortunately, Arab scholars had copied many of the works, thus preserving the knowledge over the following centuries. Alchemy then found its way into Europe by way of the Islamic invasion of Spain and the south of France in 711. Latin translations began to appear as early as the twelfth century and took hold from the Renaissance onward.

The influence of alchemy translated into legends of the Holy Grail as they developed in Europe. The Sacro Catino, a sacred hexagonal bowl in Genoa, Italy, has been identified by some as the Holy Grail. Legend says that it was fashioned from a solid piece of emerald and was the dish used at the Last Supper. In his epic poem Parzival, dating from the thirteenth century, the German poet Wolfram von Eschen-bach describes the Grail as a green stone, and not as the familiar cup. Possession of the stone in the Grail tradition offered the individual eternal life in the same way that the philosopher’s stone of the alchemists is said to. The emerald tablet, according to a final legendary account, was said to have been last seen in the tomb of Christian Rosenkreuz, the legendary founder of the Rosicrucians.

Alchemy, with its strange language and symbolism, can be seen as a complex subject. The purpose of alchemy is transmutation, turning figurative lead into gold. Although many alchemists of the Middle Ages claimed to have actually turned physical lead into gold, Robert Langdon was correct in his summary when he stated that spiritual alchemy is about enlightenment. It is an investigation into Hermetic philosophy to discover the interconnectedness of everything, the Macrocosm and the Microcosm, the Above and the Below, in order to utilize this knowledge in spiritual and practical ways. This would also explain why the members of the Royal Society, or “Invisible College,” were fascinated by its teachings.

With the rise of the various sciences of the eighteenth century and beyond, alchemy was viewed as an outdated superstition by the masses. Today, however, alchemy is experiencing a renaissance and is viewed in a completely new light, with psychologists and quantum physicists seeing parallels between their work and alchemy. The famous analyst Carl Gustav Jung spent the latter part of his life studying the rich symbolism of alchemy; this inspired his groundbreaking work on archetypes, to help clients bring about inner transformation. Today there is an array of websites and groups dedicated to the study of alchemy and alchemical texts and drawings, possibly making the black art the most accessible that it has ever been.

The figurative process of change is characterized in a number of ways that correspond to seven steps. For example, with metals, lead to gold is lead to tin, tin to iron, iron to copper, copper to mercury, mercury to silver, and, finally, silver to gold. They were chosen in this order because each metal is viewed as being superior to the one before it, with gold the most perfect. Each step has a range of other correspondences, such as to the planets: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Mercury, the Moon, and then the Sun. In terms of alchemical elements (not to be confused with the chemical elements of the periodic table), the sequence is fire, water, air, earth, sulfur, mercury, and salt. When you think of the old expression of someone being the “salt of the earth,” it possibly now begins to make more sense than it once did.

Alchemical elements are used very much as descriptions of the characteristics or nature of things. For example, acid is a mixture of the elements fire and water; water, obviously, because acid is liquid, but also fire because of its ability to burn. The names for each of the steps are described as calcination, dissolution, separation, conjunction, fermentation, distillation, and coagulation.

Using the language of symbols, alchemical diagrams are filled with strange images. For those who understand what the images represent, however, it will map out one of the stages of the alchemical process as described on the emerald tablet, the key text in alchemy. The diagrams also need to be studied carefully as to what is at the top and bottom of the picture or on either side. This is because alchemy works to bring together opposites, to create a union of all things; the philosopher’s stone, often depicted as an androgynous character, is described as the chemical wedding.

In the symbolism of Freemasonry, the steps to enlightenment are symbolically illustrated as the rough ashlar (stone) and the polished ashlar. The new candidate is the base material lead or the rough ashlar, and he or she is transformed into an enlightened master Mason, or the polished ashlar or gold. Freemasonry describes this in the third degree, as the point within a circle, which has no circumference, from which no master Mason can err. This process is by way of entering the porch-way or entrance to King Solomon’s Temple, past the great pillars of Boaz and Jachin, and journeying up the winding staircase in order to reach the holy of holies, or sanctum sanctorum. Other Masonic allegories discuss the “lost word” and the “all-seeing eye” of God, which are similar metaphors for the philosopher’s stone. In Scottish Rite Freemasonry, the double-headed eagle of the thirty-third degree serves a similar purpose.

In The Lost Symbol, Robert Langdon gives a lecture describing “the most hidden of all hidden things.” He explains that the circle with a round dot in the middle is called the circumpunct. This is the al-chemical symbol for gold, and it was the symbol of the Egyptian sun god, Ra: the ouroboros symbol of a snake eating its own tail. He offers more examples but finishes by saying that what it really stands for is the mind and soul being at one.

Langdon also focuses on the imagery of the pyramid and the symbolism of stones when he discusses the actual alchemical motto VITRIOL, an acronym for Visita interiora terrae rectificando invenies occultum lapidem. Dennis William Hauck’s excellent book The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Alchemy offers the following explanation: “Vista Interiora Terra Rectificando Invenies Occultum Lapidem (Visit the innermost parts of the earth; and by setting things right [rectifying], you will find the hidden stone). The first letters of these seven Latin words spell out VITRIOL, which is a natural form of sulfuric acid. This liquid fire is the fundamental agent of change in most alchemical experiments and also symbolic of the Secret Fire that drives the spiritual perfection of the alchemist.”

Using this to describe the seven steps as set out in the emerald tablet, here is what we find:

Vista represents what is called the black phase of the work, and the word means “to visit or start a journey.” The alchemical process is called calcination, its element is that of fire, and the corresponding verse from the emerald tablet is “The Sun is its father.”

Interiora refers to our own interior work, whereby we dissolve our old self. This step is called dissolution, and its element is water. The corresponding verse from the tablet is “its Moon its mother.”

Terra, meaning “of the earth,” alludes to a person’s essences being separated from the dregs of matter in preparation for a more spiritual life. This phase of the work is called separation, its element is air, and the associated verse from the tablet is “the Wind hath carried it in its belly.”

Rectificando, the fourth phase of the work, means “setting things right.” Its element is earth, and the operation represents the soul and the spirit leaving the earth together toward the Above. This represents the quintessence, or fifth element, recovered from the previous operations. This alchemical operation is called conjunction, described by the emerald tablet as “the Earth its nurse.”

Invenies means that you will discover. This is the “red phase” of the alchemist’s work, where the soul and spirit of the alchemist nurture the alchemical egg. This step is called fermentation, its element is sulfur, and its verse is “Separate thou the Earth from the Fire, the subtle from the gross, sweetly with great industry.”

Occultum means “secret or hidden” and applies to the stage of distillation. Its element is alchemical mercury, and the verse is “It ascends from the Earth to Heaven and again it descends to the Earth and receives the force of things superior and inferior.”

Lapidem means “stone”—the philosopher’s stone—and is the ultimate aim of the alchemist. This phase, coagulation, brings together the purest essences from our body, soul, and spirit. Its element is salt, and the emerald tablet describes this final transmutation as “By this means you shall have the glory of the whole world and thereby all obscurity shall fly from you. Its force is above all force for it vanquishes every subtle thing and penetrates every solid thing. So was the world created.”

The quest to find God (the One Mind in the language of the emerald tablet) or our own higher self is the ultimate goal. Alchemists explain that this is achieved by means of discovering the One Thing, or First Matter. This then gives the alchemist the ability to create the philosopher’s stone and the elixir of life. The emerald tablet states: “And as all things have been and arose from One by the mediation of One: so all things have their birth from this One Thing by adaptation.”

The quest of the alchemist and of mystics of all ages is therefore this: to change the world for the better, the work starts and finishes with you!

See also: Freemasonry, Hermetica, Sir Isaac Newton, Philosopher’s Stone, Rosicrucians.



All Seeing Eye


The All Seeing Eye is a part of the Great Seal of the United States of America, the mysterious symbol depicted on the dollar bill.

The symbol of an eye radiating light has been used as a visual metaphor for God for many centuries. This idea of divine watchfulness over everything is a very potent image of an omnipotent deity.

To Freemasons, this eye is known as the Eye of Providence. It is usually not connected with a pyramid when used in Masonic regalia and either floats on its own or in the clouds.

An eye within a triangle can be found in artwork at least as far back as medieval times, but here the triangle represents the Holy Trinity of Christian faith; it is not an eye in a pyramid.

Going back much further in history, we find the powerful symbol known as the Eye of Horus. In ancient Egypt, the Eye of Horus was often used as a protective amulet, and pharaohs would go to their tombs with Eye of Horus amulets placed within the many wrappings that encased their mummified bodies.

The first document to bear the Great Seal, in 1782, appears to mark the debut of the Eye of Providence used in conjunction with a pyramid. Pierre Eugène du Simitière, a Swiss-born artist and philosopher, was asked to design an emblem that might be used as the seal of the nation. He accompanied the original sketch with the following description: “The Eye of Providence in a radiant Triangle whose Glory extends over the Shield and beyond the Figures.”

Simitière’s design was rejected twice. However, some six years later, it was suggested that the eye could be used on the reverse. That is how it came to float above the unfinished pyramid, seeming to complete the ancient structure. This is a very clever allegory, suggesting that only by the Providence of God will the nation of man be made perfect. But as Dan Brown suggests in The Lost Symbol, it could also be a metaphor for a more personal transformation: the apotheosis of the human mind into that of the Divine—the shaping of the rough block of stone that is the human spirit into a more perfect form.

Interestingly, in the book’s final chapter, Peter Solomon’s only living relative, his sister, Katherine, explains to Robert Langdon that the pineal gland in the human brain can be compared to the All Seeing Eye. According to the Western mystery tradition, the tiny, cone-shaped organ is the part of the human body often considered to be the mythical “third eye.” This leads us to Buddhism and Hinduism, in which the concept of the third eye and the sixth chakra (located behind the brow) is widely accepted. In the Hindu tradition, this third eye is known as the powerful “eye of knowledge” and is believed to act rather like an internal guru, teaching us all we need to know if only we would listen. This, of course, dovetails neatly with the concepts of The Lost Symbol, which states quite clearly that “God is within.”
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