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            Secret Societies
      

         

         The secret world of the initiate

         Before the new apprentice can begin his journey into the secret universe of the Order, he must sit alone in a room and contemplate what lies ahead. For inspiration, he sees the acronym ‘V.I.T.R.I.O.L.’ on the wall, the ancient alchemist command to search for the inner essence of things. On a table lies a skull and a pair of bones. They symbolise the ritual being a kind of death, after which the apprentice is resurrected as an initiate. The sojourn in the room is only one of many Masonic rituals, most of which are unknown to the uninitiated.

         Throughout history, people have gathered in exclusive groups for occult, religious, economic or political purposes. Common to these closed societies are arcane rituals and strict rules, not least about silence. No one outside must know what goes on. This secrecy gives them inner strength, but also arouses the suspicion of the outside world. For what happens when powerful men meet behind closed doors?

      
   


   
      
         
            1. Mystical Symbols, 3300 BC–now
      

         

         Mystical symbols such as the pyramid, fleur-de-lis, swastika and rose are instantly recognisable and easy to decipher. Or are they? Many of the symbols we surround ourselves with have multiple meanings, and their interpretation can vary depending on who sees them and the context in which they appear. The meaning of the swastika, for example, can stand for good luck or call to mind Nazi atrocities. And the true meaning of some symbols is known only to a select few.

          
      

         B y itself, the pale-green one-dollar bill has little value. The note, woven from linen and cotton, hardly covers the cost of a cup of coffee, but it is full of symbolism that raises intriguing questions. Why is there a pyramid on the back? Why is the pyramid missing some layers? What does the eye mean? And is that a spider peeking out behind the number one on the front of the note?

         The symbols on the basic unit of US currency have been scrutinised ever since the current version of the banknote rolled off the press in 1957. Many interpretations have been offered in that time. Some suggest that they point to the US’s faith in God, while others claim the dollar celebrates US independence and freedom. There are also theories that the design suggests a shadowy cartel is in control of the world.

          
      

         Symbols sealed agreements

         As with the rose, fleur-de-lis and other popular symbols, what is seen depends on the eyes that see it. Many believe that only true initiates can understand their hidden meaning, making them attractive to secret societies and a source of suspicion for everyone else.

         Humans have probably used symbols for as long as they have expressed themselves – for example, cave paintings are symbolic representations of early man’s world.

         The word symbol first came into our vocabulary in ancient Greece. When two people made a deal, they split an identifiable token (a symbolon) in two and each party took a share. When the agreement had to be honoured, one party would present his part. If it matched the other party’s, the arrangement had to be fulfilled. This practice was called symballein, meaning ‘to throw together’. This is where the word symbol comes from: the two parts being a symbol of the agreement between the two parties.

         As in ancient Greece, people throughout history have used symbols as a means of recognition and to foster a sense of community. For example, medics often use the Rod of Asclepius (a snake wrapped around the Greek god of medicine’s staff) as their symbol, because it is recognisable regardless of language and culture.

         People with similar beliefs and political affiliations can also recognise each other through symbols, such as the hammer and sickle, the cross, the crescent and the Star of David.

         What the symbols have in common is that they are familiar. Many pop up in everyday life, but they remain mysterious at the same time. Often, symbols have a long history, and their original meaning has been lost. It may also have changed along the way, sometimes ending up denoting the exact opposite – for example, if the symbols have been used in events that have left an indelible mark on the world.

          
      

         Swastika was once for luck

         The swastika – a cross with four arms bent at right angles – is one of the most potent symbols in history. It appears on many neo-classical buildings – for example, on the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in London – but its association with Nazism makes us feel uneasy when we see it today. It wasn’t always that way, however.

         Originally, the swastika symbolised the sun, luck and happiness. According to archaeological finds from southern Europe, it dates back to the Neolithic period. In India, archaeologists have found swastika seals made between 3300 and 1300 BC.

         The symbol’s original name, svastika, is Sanskrit and a compound of ‘su’, meaning ‘good’, and ‘asti’, meaning ‘to be’. But the sign has been used worldwide, except in parts of Africa and Mesopotamia. In the Middle Ages, the Christian Church adopted the symbol. In his autobiography, Mein Kampf, Adolf Hitler claimed that he designed the swastika used by the Nazis, but he probably saw the symbol every day when he was a boy at school in the Lambach monastery in Austria, where, swastikas adorned the building’s walls.

         Saint Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv and the Basilica of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan are also decorated with swastika designs.

         The explanation for Hitler’s choice of the swastika as his symbol goes back to 1870. Back then, archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann found the symbol near the presumed location of Troy, the lost city written about by the Greek author Homer. Schliemann assumed that people migrating from India had left the ancient Hindu sun symbol there. He subsequently linked it to similar signs found on pots excavated in Germany and concluded that it was an ancient religious symbol for the Aryan race, which he believed originated in India.

         Thanks to Schliemann’s findings, the swastika regained popularity around 1900 as a symbol of good luck, especially among the daredevils who risked life and limb in the new invention of the time: the aeroplane. More sedate citizens were content to let the sign mark buildings and company logos.

         The Carlsberg brewery, for example, had a swastika in its logo from the early 1800s until the mid-1930s. By then, the sign had taken on a whole new meaning and Carlsberg dropped it.

         The nationalist and anti-Semitic movements that emerged in the wake of World War I and the economic depression of the early 1930s had no need for good luck symbols. They wanted to show action and strength. German fascists eagerly seized on Schliemann’s theories about the ancient history of the Aryan race and adopted the swastika as their logo. This included the Thule Society, a secret organisation dedicated to fighting Jews and Communists. In many ways, the Thule Society was a forerunner of the Nazi Party. The society held meetings in an anonymous hall where the symbol was displayed, but it was covered up outside meetings. That changed when the Nazis began marching in the streets. The swastika – in black and white on a red field – now became a powerful rallying call.

          
      

         Fascists took a roman symbol

         There are no swastikas in Germany today; the symbol is banned. But traces of Mussolini’s fascist rule remain in Italy.

         Mussolini and his followers were obsessed by the ancient Roman Empire, whose greatness they dreamed of reviving. Marching Italian soldiers carried an aquila, a standard topped with an eagle that had been carried by the Roman legions. The government also used the symbolic letters SPQR – the abbreviation of the somewhat misleading term Senatus Populusque Romanus (the Senate and the Roman people) – to suggest the fascist regime would usher in a new Roman Empire.

         However, the dictator’s favourite symbol was the fasces, the object that gave fascism its name. A fasces was a bundle of birch sticks tied together with a red leather cord and stored in a cylinder. Often a bronze axe or two stuck out of the bundle. The fasces was a Roman symbol of unity – one stick can easily be broken, but not a well-tied bunch. The axe represented the power of magistrates. Fasces were carried in processions much as we use flags today, and by lictores, the magistrates’ personal bodyguards.

         The symbol can be seen frequently today on buildings in Rome, but it appears elsewhere, too. For example, on the US Senate’s seal, above the door leading to the president’s office in the White House, and on the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC – although no axe is shown in the case of the last two.

          
      

         Virgin Mary’s lily

         More innocent is the fleur-de-lis, a stylised lily that adorns many buildings, coats of arms, and both utilitarian and artistic objects. Historically, the symbol has been associated with French monarchs.

         Its use supposedly dates back to King Clovis I (AD 466-511), the first Christian king of the Gauls. During the king’s coronation, an angel is said to have descended from heaven with a vial in the shape of a fleur-de-lis. It contained the oil with which Clovis was to be anointed. According to the legend, French monarchs have been linked to both God and the fleur-de-lis ever since. A 13th-century poem tells how the crescents that had previously adorned Clovis’ coat of arms were miraculously replaced by fleur-de-lis on an azure background.

         In fact, the fleur-de-lis was a religious symbol before it was included in the king’s heraldry. The flower stood for innocence and the Virgin Mary, who is traditionally painted with a lily in her right hand.

         The family of Joan of Arc, the Catholic heroine of the Hundred Years’ War who was ultimately burned at the stake, was allowed to use the fleur-de-lis on its coat of arms. The flower was worn by French people all over the world.

         Today, fleur-de-lis also adorn both the British and French Crown Jewels, the railings around Buckingham Palace and the coat of arms of several towns along the Mississippi – which was a French-held territory for centuries. The Scout Movement has also embraced the fleur-de-lis as its symbol.

          
      

         Rose stood for silence

         Like the lily, the rose has been a thing of beauty and joy throughout history, but it is also a very powerful symbol. Over the years, the flower has been used as one incarnation of the Tree of Life, an ancient symbol of regeneration. In ancient Greco-Roman times, roses were grown in cemeteries or strewn over graves during Rosalia festivals to symbolise the power of life and eternal renewal.

         At the same time, the rose is a symbol of passion and seduction, and is associated with the Greek and Roman love goddesses Aphrodite and Venus.

         In Christianity, however, the rose stands for chastity, mercy and pure love. The Virgin Mary is the red rose, the pure flower of innocence, whose petals are tinted by the blood Jesus Christ shed at Calvary. With its sharp thorns, the beautiful rose also stands for Christ’s suffering and the difficult path that a true believer must follow in a world filled with the temptations of sin.

         A rose on a table can also symbolise something more mundane: an exhortation to discretion. According to Greek mythology, Aphrodite, the god of love and beauty, gave a rose to her son, Eros, the god of love. Eros then gave the rose to Harpocrates, the god of silence, whom he thus bribed to keep quiet about Aphrodite’s many affairs and the gods’ morally dubious behaviour in general.

         In the Middle Ages, a rose was hung from the ceiling during meetings of important nobles and church officers. It was a sign that what was discussed must be kept secret. Many Catholic confessionals also have a carved rose as part of their design. But the rose as a symbol of silence wasn’t reserved for respectable institutions alone; many brothels also hung roses from the ceiling to signify that guests could trust the discretion of their hostess.

          
      

         New scientific thinking

         The flower was also used as the symbol of the Rosicrucians, a secret society said to have been founded in Germany in the 16th century. Scholars argue about who the Rosicrucians were and whether they even existed. However, what is certain is that many people believed in them and their pursuit of scientific insight and spiritual wisdom. For the Rosicrucians – or those who invented them – the rose, with its round shape and radiant petals, was a symbol of the sun and thus of enlightenment and knowledge.

         This quest for knowledge was both attractive and frightening to medieval people. Knowledge was also power, and no one could know what terrifying insights a secret society might hold.

          
      

         Pyramid: career peak

         When discussing symbolism, it’s impossible to ignore pyramids. They crop up all over, from the 309-metre Shard building in London to the Louvre’s controversial glass edifice in Paris. Pyramids also appear in the corporate logos of Delta Air Lines and Marlboro, among others.

         In ancient Egypt, the pyramids were connected to the stars. The pharaohs’ architects built them so the entrance faced due north. This meant that Egypt’s circumpolar stars – stars that never set – could be seen by the deceased pharaoh, who could use them to navigate his way to the eternal heavens.

         Pyramids also signify a desire to strive for new heights. The apex symbolises a scientific or spiritual peak or the highest rank in an order or organisation. The steps represent the structure of the world and the stages that a person must go through to achieve insight, knowledge or advancement.

          
      

         Dollar tells the story

         The pyramid has also been linked to the Perfectionists, an order founded in 1776 in the German city of Ingolstadt in Bavaria. The order opposed religious superstition, promoting rationalism, individualism and liberty. While their numbers swelled, many were suspicious of the secretive order’s activities. The order was banned from Bavaria after the writings of its founder were deemed to be seditious in nature.

         According to some conspiracy theories, the order lived on under the name Illuminati, transmuted into a powerful group of bankers, businessmen and powerful politicians who were intent on taking over the world. Those who subscribe to this view – especially those in the United States – see traces of the Illuminati everywhere, including on the one-dollar bill. The pyramid on the back of the note has 13 steps – the 13 steps of the Illuminati order, they believe – while the year 1776 is interpreted as a reference to the year the order was founded. This interpretation, however, is flawed. The pyramid on the one-dollar bill has 13 steps because the United States originally consisted of 13 states, while 1776 is when the country was recognised as an independent nation.

         The pyramid’s missing layers symbolise ancient knowledge that has been lost and which America’s founders will strive to recover. The eye, too, stands for light and insight. The spider, which many say they can see to the left of the large number one on the front of the note, probably does not exist – it is just part of the pattern surrounding the numeral, possibly to make it difficult for counterfeiters to imitate.

         Despite such sober historical explanations, however, conspiracy theorists will undoubtedly continue to claim that only their interpretations fit the facts.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      2. Secrets of the Church
     

    

    
     Assassination, torture, corruption and suppression of important documents. Over the years, the Catholic Church has used every means at its disposal – including some pretty dodgy ones – to strengthen its power. The Church is the world’s largest, oldest and wealthiest organisation, and the Pope’s power has at times surpassed that of kings and emperors alike. Time and again, the Pope has interfered in politics and thwarted kings. But the Pope himself could also be eliminated if he stood in the way of the Church’s ambitions.
    

    
    

    
     The sun shone through the tower window of Scotland’s royal palace of Holyrood. The young Italian nobleman strutting about inside also felt fortune shining on him too on that beautiful spring day in March 1566. Only a few months had passed since he had arrived in Scotland, and already he had advanced rapidly at the court of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots.
    

    
     His round eyes, fashionably trimmed beard and dark skin had certainly helped to attract the queen’s attention. But it was his beautiful, deep voice that had secured him his first job as a singer at court. His fine northern Italian manners had further opened the court’s doors to him. He had succeeded in ingratiating himself so much with the queen that he now acted as her private secretary.
    

    
     Now the Italian of noble lineage could get on with the mission entrusted to him by the Holy Alliance – the Pope’s secret spy corps – namely to gain access to the queen’s secret papers so that the pontiff could be kept informed of any progress in the fight against the Reformation in England and Scotland.
    

    
     He also had to support and protect the queen so that she could return Scotland and then England to the Catholic Church. David Rizzio was, in fact, the first agent of the Holy Alliance, also known simply as the Entity, the Vatican’s secret spy service. Rizzio’s lightning career at Mary’s court aroused suspicion and jealousy – it was rumoured that Rizzio not only entertained the queen with his music, but that he was also her bedfellow.
    

    
     When English spies managed to uncover his connections to the Vatican, his fate was all but sealed. On the afternoon of 15th March 1566, he was ambushed by a group of rebellious Scottish nobles – possibly orchestrated by the queen’s jealous husband, Lord Darnley. Rizzio was kidnapped before the eyes of the heavily pregnant queen and stabbed 56 times in the castle courtyard.
    

    
    

    
     Church is superpower
    

    
     It may seem strange that the Catholic Church had its own secret spy service. But the Church is far more than just an age-old religion.
    

    
     The Catholic Church is the world’s oldest institution, and the Church, headed by the Pope, has often been the undisputed powerhouse of the world, far more powerful than the richest and most important kings and emperors. Napoleon Bonaparte, for example, called the position of Pope “one of the best jobs in the world” and believed that a single Pope’s strength was equivalent to an army of 200,000 men. Hitler was uneasy about the power of the Catholic Church and is said to have called the papacy “one of the most dangerous and most delicate [positions] in international politics”.
    

    
     Throughout history, the Catholic Church and the Pope, as God’s representative on Earth, have determined how the one true faith, as they deem it, should be cultivated, and thus have had divine authority over all Catholics. At the same time, the Church has acted as a secular political, diplomatic and military power. In both roles, the need to keep secrets arises, and it is an art that the Catholic Church has honed to perfection over the centuries.
    

    
     The Pope first became a serious force outside religious life when Pope Zachary I agreed to crown and bless Pepin the Short as king of the Frankish Empire. Pepin’s rival to the throne was shut away in a monastery. In return for helping with the coronation, Pepin captured land in Italy, which he gave to the Pope.
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Secret Societies.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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