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INTRODUCTION 

 

What is a Symbol? 

Over time, the word "symbol" has undergone considerable changes in meaning 

and it is often confused with other terms like allegory, sign or emblem which 

express other concepts. The origin of this word helps us to understand its deep 

meaning. The term "symbol" is a Greek word, derived from the verb symbállein 

(put together, unite). It was originally used to define any object (coin, medal) 

divided into two parts. Two people would keep one part each, then, combining the 

two parts they recognized their ties of hospitality or friendship. 

For ancient Greeks, symbols were signs of recognition that allowed parents to find 

their children; they also meant salary or even a residence permit for foreigners 

who lived in Athens. A symbol separates and unifies; it encompasses both the idea 

of separation and of reconciliation. The way of the symbol (sym-ballein) is the 

path of unity and integration, while the way of the diabolo (dia-ballein) is the path 

of separation and disjunction. The history of symbols confirms that all objects can 

have a symbolic value, be they natural (stones, metals, animals, fruits) or abstract 

(geometric shapes, numbers, ideas). 

The understanding of symbols excludes a mere spectator attitude and requires 

participation as an actor. One of the characteristics of a symbol is that it "remains 

indefinitely evocative; everyone sees what their visual power allows them to see. 

Nothing deep can you catch if you do not penetrate it deeply.”
1
 

 

Differences between Signs and Symbols 

 

Symbolism is the study of symbols and semiotics is the study of signs. But what is 

the difference between a symbol and a sign? Although there are different 

                                                 
1
 J. Chevalier – A. Gheerbrant, Dizionario dei simboli, Rizzoli, Milano 1986 
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interpretations, we can affirm that a sign is an indicator, a signal that connects a 

known reality to an image to represent it to the human conscience.  

A symbol, on the other hand, can be defined as an entity made up of three layers: 

an outer layer, the rational knowledge of each individual, a median layer, the 

bridge, and an inner one, the global identity known by consciousness. 

But in order to understand the exact relationship between a symbol and what it 

symbolizes we must divide symbols into three types. 

The conventional symbol used in everyday language, such as the word tree is a 

sound or a sign that stands for something else, the tree. The object has nothing in 

common with the word, but it was decided to call this object with this particular 

name, even if we can say that generally the correlation between language and its 

name is not purely random, but a product of a long history. 

Then we have the accidental symbol in which there is no connection between it 

and what it symbolizes.  

Finally, there is the universal symbol, the one where there is a close relationship 

between the symbol and what it represents. 

Based on the theory of Charles Sanders Peirce we have to distinguish between 

iconic, motivated and unmotivated symbols. 

Iconic symbols represent an image that alludes to reality such as road signs. 

Motivated symbols are characterized by a relationship of contiguity between the 

symbol and the object symbolized. 

Finally, there are the unmotivated, or as they are also known, arbitrary symbols, 

and their symbolic value derives only from convention. 

Today, most flags are arbitrary symbols as their origin and their motivation are 

unknown to the majority of citizens. According to what Bertil Malmberg says in 

his book Signs and Symbols 
2
: "If it is true that a symbol is often characterized by 

a motivation, it is equally true that the motivation is an essential and general 

characteristic." 

Symbols are essential in literature and this becomes clear if we analyze the texts 

of many famous authors. They are an association of images which the reader is 

free to interpret. This is vital for man and is the essence of literature. 

                                                 
2
 Bertil Malmberg, Segni e simboli, Parigi 1986 
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There are several ways of decoding symbols depending on the author; for example 

Freud thought that symbols had only one single and universal meaning, even if the 

interpretation is subjective, there is always a symbol behind global significance. 

Jung, on the other hand, wondered if it were possible to connect all the symbols to 

a unique one.  

 

How to Understand Symbols 

 

Symbols, allegories, and even archetypes are often confused with each other even 

if the scholars dealing with these issues provide us with detailed explanations. 

However, even for experts, it is almost impossible to give a "reading method" for 

symbols. This can only be intuitive because we are not faced with a form of 

alphabetic writing, with specific rules. Symbols cannot be interpreted by resorting 

to a doctrine or a religious dogma. The decoding, which varies depending on the 

individual, does not appeal to a pre-established method, but rather to what 

psychoanalysis calls the subconscious. 

A symbol cannot be explained using our philosophical system, closely linked to 

society; it is alien to everything because it wants to appeal to our poetic faculty. 

So, clarity, openness to the world and knowledge are indispensable to enrich the 

study of symbols. 

It would be a mistake to interpret a symbol with an idealistic or rationalistic 

method referring to a sociological model. Symbols or myths are not objects 

comparable to those found in archaeological sites, catalogued and exhibited in 

museums. First of all you have to relive your freedom, that of a child not yet 

subjected to the constraints of society, to be able to read a symbol.
3
 

 

Symbology, Language and Everyday Life 

 

Symbology is primarily a language. We must remember that our language is made 

up of symbols, which combined to each other give rise to other symbols and 

                                                 
3
 
3
 G. Nataf, Symboles, signes et marques, Berg International 1973 
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words. The individual movements of our body symbolically represent moods and 

other messages that we unconsciously send to others; a simple smile indicates our 

satisfaction or happiness, a grimace represents our contempt, a caress is a symbol 

of affection, and so on. 

Symbols are universal and particular. Universal symbols are, for example, the 

heart (the symbol of love), or the sword (the symbol of war). The special symbols 

are those that have a special meaning only for a restricted group of people, or only 

for a single person. 

Our lives are governed by symbols but we are unaware of this. In our everyday 

life we live and act according to symbols. Why do we prefer to buy well-known 

brands of clothes instead of anonymous ones? Because they are the symbol of 

elegance, luxury and they will allow us to make a good impression. Why would 

we like to live in a castle? Because castles are the symbol of wealth, of a princely 

life, although in fact real castles are cold and overly large. We all dream of 

becoming lawyers or doctors because they symbolize success; we choose holiday 

destinations unconsciously and we go to foreign countries when maybe our 

country can offer us the best places. We go to Egypt because it represents 

antiquity, mystery; we travel to America because it is a symbol of greatness and 

new opportunities. We choose the password for our e-mail by selecting numbers 

or words that evoke something symbolically important to us; we choose a ring as 

a present because it is a symbol of union, roses because they represent love. 

Therefore, all of us found most of our life on symbols that come from our 

unconscious, or universal symbols imposed by society.  

Yet, in order to understand the world around us it is fundamental to study 

symbolism, the history of symbols and their meaning. However, as this fact is 

very often overlooked I have chosen to focus my dissertation on this topic, to 

better understand the origins and the history of those symbols that we still use 

every day but of which, very often, we ignore the provenance or primitive 

meaning. 

 

 



8 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

FROM THE FIRST SIGNS TO THE ORIGIN OF 

WRITING 

 

"Since ancient times people have exchanged signs to communicate. The inability 

to transmit the experience of reality has led them to represent it, by inventing 

more and more complex substitutes. Over time these signs have multiplied 

exponentially: from the most basic bodily expressions to signals sent over a 

distance, from graphic signs to the intricate world of symbols. Man has built his 

world drawing a universe of relations, which became the basis for communication 

and life."
4
 

One of the many points of view in which the history of man can be read is his 

ability to communicate. Everyone recognizes that writing is one of the greatest 

and most important inventions that could ever be conceived. "Language and 

writing are two distinct systems of signs: the former exists thanks to the latter.” 
5
 

Writing is a way of integrating human activities by using signs. But there are 

often other ways to achieve the same communicative result, which do not entail 

writing (drawing a figure is one of these). On the other hand, a written message is 

not necessarily a verbal message: there are forms of writing in respect of which 

any translation into words appears marginal or irrelevant. Writing can be defined 

as a system of the symbolic representation of signs that is able to transmit ideas 

and complex images incorporated in a structure that can be learned by other 

individuals. 

"Writing is a faithful echo of the personal sensorial experience, of our mental 

landscapes, of the way of relating us with ourselves and with the world."
6
 

 

 

                                                 
4
 G. Jean, Il linguaggio dei segni, la scrittura e il suo doppio, Electa Gallimard, 1994 

5
 Ferdinand de Saussure, 1916 

6
 Antonello Pizzi, Psicologia della scrittura: interpretazione grafologica di segni e tendenze del 

linguaggio scritto, Armando editore, 2007 
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When Was Writing Born? 

We do not know exactly who invented writing, nor when it appeared for the first 

time, but it can be said that writing, intended as a record of thought and language, 

as a system that fixed thoughts and words, has existed since drawings or signs 

appeared directly related to words or uttered phrases. Scholars have indicated as 

an approximate date 6000 BC. The birth and the gradual evolution of large writing 

systems are still partially unknown. 

There was a time when man could not write. However, even tens of thousands of 

years ago, primitive man felt the need to paint or draw pictures on walls or on 

rocks. From the first Palaeolithic period to today man has left traces of his artistic 

abilities in drawing on stone all around the world. These drawings are called 

“petrogrammi” if drawn or painted, and “petro glyphs” if carved or sculpted. 

These kinds of drawings have been found in Europe, Southern Africa and North 

America. 

These drawings inspired popular fantasy, thus giving rise to various assumptions. 

Many people claimed that these figures represented a treasure map or ancient 

astrological signs, symbols of evil cults and hundreds of other hypotheses 

stemming from pure fantasy.  

In fact, as early as the Palaeolithic, there was a language used by individuals to 

communicate. From generation to generation they were able to transmit their 

cultural heritage: techniques for making tools, systems and ways to hunt, 

mechanisms on how to produce fire, etc. In most cases it has been very difficult to 

determine the reason why a certain figure was drawn or engraved since we do not 

know the circumstances that led to its execution. 

For example, when a hunter returning from an abundant hunt felt the need to 

immortalize his successful experience in an image it could also have had the 

function of wishing good hunting in the future for another person or a 

commemoration of past events. 

With these simple reproductions man planted the first seed for the birth of writing, 

intended as a code which was used to communicate information through signs. 
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We can therefore conclude that our ancestors used an articulated language to 

transmit to each other necessary information and to have some form of 

cooperation within the group. These figures, however, cannot be considered 

writing because they were still not part of a conventional signs system. 

Similarly to language, which developed from the imitation of sounds, writing 

derived from the imitation of the forms of objects or living things. The pictures 

are the basis of the whole writing.  

 I.1 The First Signs 

 

At the beginning, a message conveyed through cave drawings was easily 

understood. The graffiti, or pictograms, could be decrypted by anyone. This 

nascent writing only described, or rather, represented an event. The pictograms 

were able to transmit only elementary concepts such as the killing of a prey, how 

many hunters had taken part in the hunt or which animals had been captured, but 

how long they had waited for the first ambush or how far the cave was from the 

hunting territory could not be deduced. 

The images of pictographic writing, which could be understood by anyone, 

predicted the development of language. The difference between languages and 

graphic representations is that the latter are based on a universal "language" and 

not oral languages. The ability to produce words to communicate developed from 

the ability to transform first images, and then symbols, into words. 

It gradually moves from the description of objects to the communication of 

cognitive concepts that is the origin of the subsequent dissemination of ideas 

through sounds: the alphabet. The pictograms of the ice age evolved to 

ideographic writing, which was born in China at around 2500 BC. 

The ideogram is a highly stylized design, corresponding to a word, but in order to 

make all the elements of a language many signs are required. It is clear that this is 

a very complex and difficult system to learn and to use. 

At the same time the manifestation of the need for writing comes from the East as 

many of the most ancient documents were written by the Sumerians, Akkadians 

and Egyptians. "The first written evidence dating back to the late IV millennium 
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BC are a mixed form of ideograms and phonetic elements that already testify a 

superior form of writing that must have been preceded by a purely ideographic 

writing."
7
 

Pictograms were undoubtedly the source of all forms of writing. The analysis of 

the various paths that led one language to its graphical representation has allowed 

us to identify two main categories: figurative writing and alphabetic writing. The 

first type includes all those forms of writing which have not undergone significant 

changes over time, but have preserved the ancient pictographs, although stylized, 

throughout the centuries. This is the case of Chinese writing. In the second 

category, we find all those forms of writing whose signs gradually changed until 

they became only phonetic signs such as the Latin alphabet. 

I.2 From the Sumerian Pictograms to Cuneiform Writing 

 

The most ancient findings of Sumerian writing date back to 3000 BC and they are 

universally considered as the earliest examples of writing. 

This writing was born in the city of Uruk of the need to record all the 

administrative and accounting activities, so as to make future checks of the 

financial transactions possible. The development of this type of writing is closely 

linked to the earliest examples of urbanization and it was in this period that the 

first schools were founded. 

During the third millennium BC the distinctive features of the Sumerian style 

totally changed. No other form of writing in the world has ever undergone such 

radical transformation. 

Contrary to the Egyptians, the Sumerians were inclined to travel about, therefore 

it was important that what they wrote could be easily transported and exchanged. 

So, unlike the Egyptians who engraved their writing on stone or used papyrus, the 

people of Mesopotamia wrote on clay tablets and so it was that between 4000 and 

3500 BC cuneiform writing was born. 

                                                 
7
 Károly Földes-Papp, Dai graffiti all'alfabeto: la storia della scrittura, Jaca Book, 1985 



12 

 

Its name derives from the fact that it was formed of signs that had the appearance 

of small wedges. For the first time in the history of sign writing that depicted the 

object concerned, the signs were unlike the original figure. The most common 

elements, such as livestock or agricultural produce, were represented with 

conventional signs, while other things were symbolized with less elaborate 

drawings. 

The symbols were impressed with great precision in the fresh clay, a material 

found in abundance along the banks of the Tigris and the Euphrates, but as this 

technique left a residue of clay fragments which had to be continuously removed 

from the tablet they began to draw the symbols with the blunt end of a reed called 

a stylus. However, with this change, the images were altered and lost their realism 

since any curved part of the symbol became straight. Over the centuries, the 

original symbols were stylized and some figures became abstract and so different 

from the original ones as to be unrecognizable. 

 

The emergence of this type of writing was very important: the comprehension of 

these symbols was restricted to a small section of the population to the point that 

they had to create schools specialized in teaching the cuneiform characters. 

Because of its complexity only a small caste of scribes was able to use it. 

Cuneiform writing was used by many peoples in the Middle East such as the 

Assyrians, the Sumerians and the Babylonians. It spread so much that even the 

Egyptians used it to communicate with the peoples who inhabited the eastern 

shores of the Mediterranean. Its story ends with the advent of alphabetic writing, 

considered much simpler and easier to learn. 
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Despite this, cuneiform writing did not immediately eclipse but was preserved for 

many centuries by scribes who considered it a superior form of script. 

I.3 Hieroglyphic Writing 

The name of the hieroglyphic writing of the ancient Egyptians comes from the 

Greek ερογλυφικός and it owes its origin to the belief that this type of writing was 

mainly used by the Egyptians for sacred purposes, ερός means "sacred" and the 

verb γλύφω means "to carve". 

The origin of hieroglyphic writing was concomitant with that of cuneiform 

writing even if it maintained, unlike the cuneiform one, a pictorial representation 

of the symbols. This is mainly because the Egyptians used papyrus and not clay to 

write on. 

The symbols used in hieroglyphic writing were typical of the Egyptian world and 

were soon used to write, unlike the Sumerian script. 

The hieroglyphic form of script was not the writing of everyday life. For this 

reason, the Egyptians developed two forms of writing, the hieratic form and the 

demotic form
8
. Like the Sumerians, they also used signs standing for objects 

(pictographs) and others indicated sounds (phonograms). 

Since the beginning the Egyptians placed letters, obviously different from ours, 

and used them correctly in combination with the other characters. They could 

have immediately used a kind of alphabetic writing but they decided not to give 

up the wide range of hieroglyphics at their disposal. 

Every word in Egyptian script was composed of three different parts: the 

phonogram or phonetic signs which indicated the correct pronunciation, the 

pictogram which depicted the object concerned, and finally the determinative 

which suggested the topic. Hieroglyphic writing was therefore a mixed script. 

This type of writing was used by this amazing people for nearly 4,000 years. 

Hieroglyphic writing remained undeciphered and almost symbolically unknown 

for centuries. The turning point came in 1799 when in Rosetta (now Rashid) in the 

                                                 
8
 Ignace J. Gelb, Teoria generale e storia della scrittura, 1993 
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Nile delta, a trilingual stele was found, with the same text translated into three 

different handwritings: Greek, demotic and hieroglyphic. Since Greek was already 

known it was thanks to this stele and to the hard work of the archaeologist and 

Egyptologist Jean-François Champollion that finally, in 1822,  the first decryption 

of a hieroglyphic text was achieved. 

 

I.4 The evolution of writing: the alphabet 

 

Cuneiform and hieroglyphic writing were characterized by hundreds of different 

symbols, therefore they were complex to assimilate but above all to use. For this 

reason, a purely phonetic writing system was adopted: the alphabet. 

This was the most important evolutionary step for writing, a system of symbols 

where the signs no longer refer to the object they represent but only to a sound. 

The first alphabet appeared in around 1800 BC among the Semitic peoples of 

Mesopotamia, where, many years before, cuneiform writing was born. 

The Phoenician alphabet, which was born around 1600 BC, as well as the Semitic 

one, did not include any vowels like the Hebrew and Arabic alphabets still in use 

today. Then there is the Japanese alphabet that uses ideograms where each sign 

represents a consonant associated with a vowel sound. 

Today we can consider it a matter of course, but the inclusion of vowels in the 

alphabet was a stroke of genius. 

There can be no doubt that the Greek alphabet derived from the Phoenician one as 

both the shape of the letters and the order in which they occur is practically 

identical in the two systems. 

The Greeks themselves were aware of this, in fact, Herodotus wrote that when the 

Phoenicians settled in Greece they introduced "many and various teachings, 

among them the letters of the alphabet, that never existed before among the 

Greeks." He added that "initially the Greeks used the letters that all the 

Phoenicians used, and then, as time passed, along with the sound, they changed 

the sequence of the letters, which were in fact called Phoenician letters."
9
 

                                                 
9
 Erodoto, Le Storie, Libro V, La rivolta della Ionia, a cura di G. Nenci, Fondazione Lorenzo 

Valla, Mondadori, Milano 1994, pp. 65-67 



15 

 

According to legend, it was Cadmus of Thebes who imported the alphabet from 

Phoenicia to Greece in 1519 BC. In fact, the clarity of the shapes of the individual 

characters reflects the great intellectual development reached by the Greeks, even 

though writing has had some famous Greek detractors. 

In his Phaedrus, Plato says that writing will be the destruction of the human mind: 

"Writing  increases neither the wisdom nor the memory of men."
10

 

Although he was a supporter of the superiority of orality over writing, Plato also 

resorted to it, and so, thanks to writing, his thinking is still the subject of study 

and reflection. 

It may be inferred that writing is a visible record of the sounds of spoken 

language. The alphabet is the result of a process which provides a letter for each 

sound set and vice versa. Throughout history many alphabets have followed this 

model, except for some very ancient ones such as Sanskrit or other modern 

alphabets like Finnish. Today in the world there are some important languages 

that do not use an alphabet, such as Chinese, in which hundreds of symbols are 

used to express a word or a concept, or Japanese in which each ideogram 

represents a syllable. In some modern languages such as English or French written 

language has become detached from modern pronunciation which has created 

mute letters. 

Since ancient times, the development of writing has gone through three different 

stages. At first it was considered as a magic and unknown element; then writing 

began to be used for trade, and so it was handed down by priests to craftsmen; and 

finally, this tool spread amongst the majority of the world’s population. 

Writing spread to all the communities of a population, and slowly it became 

simpler for practical purposes, especially when it became essential to catalog the 

arrival or despatching of goods to and from temples or was used in administrative 

documents in Egypt. 

It is not just writing itself that has gone through changes, but also the material on 

which people write has been adapted to situations and places. We went from 

                                                                                                                                      
 
10

 Platone, Tutti gli scritti, Bompiani, Milano 2000, p. 579 
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writing on stone, which goes hand in hand with that engraved on fresh clay, to 

papyrus, from animal parchment to beeswax. 

In Greece, initially, people wrote on stone or terracotta. In businesses or schools, 

wax tablets were used. Ever since the Greeks perfected the alphabet, giving it the 

form that it has practically maintained to the present day, and the Romans adapted 

it to Latin, writing quickly became the basis of elementary teaching and higher 

education across Europe. More generally, it has been considered as one of the 

greatest achievements in human history. 

"In its own way more important than the discovery of fire or the wheel" says 

Diringer.
11

 

 "Most important of all the battles ever fought" according to Breasted.
12

 

"Writing is an individual realization, the unique materialization of personality that 

reveals, without doubt, the most intimate aspect of the human psyche, what 

psychologists seek in words or in dreams and what graphologists say they find in 

the analysis of graphics."
13

 

Writing was the first of the great revolutions in the history of human 

communication. The next came thousands of years later, with the advent of 

printing, followed by the development of the telegraph and the telephone. But 

writing was the most advanced communication technology in the world from the 

fourth millennium BC until the fifteenth century. 

H.G. Wells indicates the reasons for this record: writing freed human 

communication from the limitations imposed by the fragility of oral language, it 

made verbal communication independent from the individual issuer, providing an 

autonomous text that could ensure its transmission in time and space.
14

 

 

 

                                                 
11

 D. Diringer, Writing, London, 1961, p.19 
12

 J.H. Breasted, The conquest of civilization, New York, 1926, p.54 
13

 G. Serratrice, M. Habib, L’écriture et le cerveau. Mécanisme neurophysiologiques, Masson, 

Paris 1993, Introduzione p.1 
14

 H.G. Wells, Breve storia del mondo, Firenze, Sansoni, 1960 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RELIGIOUS SYMBOLS 

 

Science has its own language, the arts have another one, made up of signs and 

symbols that religion used in a particular way, a footbridge between the visible 

and the invisible, between the low and the high, between Man and God. A symbol 

is not an object of worship, but an invitation to worship. 

A symbol is often ambiguous. It can mean one thing and its opposite, such as the 

water of the Great Flood, or of the Red Sea which can save you or engulf you. 

The language of symbols is more universal than that of words. In this common 

language every civilization has summarized its view of the cosmos in a symbolic 

image, the temple: a place where the gods live, talk and manifest themselves. 

Christ has perpetuated his presence in the world with the establishment of a 

Church which is his body. Christians gathered in his name is a sign of his 

presence. More explicitly, he has instituted signs, the sacraments, through which 

the Church celebrates this individual.  

Churches are full of symbols; their walls, their furnishings are dripping with them. 

They are a great book of signs to decipher. Most of them come from the Bible, 

from the prophetic figures, from the mysteries of Jesus. To these fundamental 

signs of Christian symbolism, other symbols drawn from universal symbolism and 

mythology have been added. 

 

Following a visit to a museum or a church, after witnessing a show and in many 

other circumstances symbols of Christianity appear to the eyes and the spirit. 

These symbols, often inherited from Judaism and destined to express the truth of 

the Christian faith, profoundly marked the Mediterranean and Western culture. 

Their understanding is essential to fully appreciate our artistic, intellectual and 

spiritual heritage, as well as to learn some philosophical and moral values on 

which our secular society is based. These symbols, often shared with other 
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civilizations, have gradually developed from the early Christian, medieval, and 

modern tradition. 

Some of these symbols are still used in churches today, others have been partly 

forgotten, even if they remain engraved in the stone of cathedrals; they can be 

found on frescoed walls, on the parchment or the pages of books, to convey a 

message about Christian mysteries.  

All the symbols that we encounter in early Christian literature, are focused both 

directly and indirectly on the person of Christ.  

II.1 The symbols of Christ: the cross 

The cross as an instrument of torture was an atrocity of the Roman world and in 

memory of Christ, Constantine abolished this form of execution. It was for this 

reason that the first representations of the crucifixion of Jesus did not appear until 

the fifth century. 

Since the death of Christ on the cross was an essential element of their faith, the 

early Christians could not talk about it. Pretty soon Christians found a symbolic 

sign to designate both the cross and Christ; it was the sign that corresponds to the 

last letter of the Hebrew alphabet: the cross. 

This sign had the shape of a + or an x.  

The + sign, that evokes a cross, is called a "Greek cross". When this sign is 

surrounded by a circle it symbolizes the resurrection. This symbol of Christ is 

especially widespread in the East. In the Latin world the "Latin cross" prevails 
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From the fourth century, the Egyptian Christians used the ankh, the hieroglyph 

which means "life" and that appeared in the inscriptions and depictions of 

temples. 

They made it the symbol of the cross of Christ. This cross is called the "key of 

life" both due to its meaning and the key-shaped design. 

 

 

 

There are many types of crosses with distinct shapes but often they have only a 

dubious relationship with the Christian emblem. 

It may appear that, from the time when Christianity was freely practiced, the 

depiction of scenes of Calvary were to become common, because it was one of the 

highpoints of the story of Christ. 

But this was not so, because the horror of the agony of the cross was in everyone's 

memory. On numerous occasions, Roman generals had not hesitated to put 

hundreds of men to death with this torture, and it is understandable that the 

infamous reputation of this form of execution lived on for many years. 

First it was necessary to abolish this punishment, because the cross could not be 

used to put traitors and the worst criminals to death and at the same time be used 

as a Christian symbol on shields and banners. 

It took three or four generations to change this state of mind. Then it passed from 

the total disregard to the most devout adoration: so from one extreme to another. 

Crosses began to be displayed everywhere: on the threshold of private homes and 

temples, on the summit of basilicas, around the necks of the faithful and on coins. 

They were used to decorate imperial crowns and scepters. 
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The liturgical use of the cross became more and more frequent, but only after the 

Council of Caledonia in 451 was the "Crucifix" considered a representation of 

Jesus’ death. 

Veneration of this symbol became so widespread that the cross became the 

symbol of the Catholic Church. 

The cross has undergone many changes and it can be found in a variety of forms, 

each of which has taken on a different meaning: the ankh, which as we have seen 

before, was used by the Egyptians. 

 

The Cross of Malta that was adopted by the Crusaders as 

their insignia, because its eight points represented the 

eight Beatitudes prescribed in the Sermon on the Mount.  

 

St. Andrew's cross, which refers to the cross where the saint was put to death. 

 

The hooked cross better known as "swastika" that symbolizes the meeting of two 

elements. 

The cross has always been the symbol of faith in the 

redemptive message of the crucified Christ but it is also the 

symbol of resignation because it reminds us of Jesus’ 

obedience and willingness to die. Finally, it is the symbol of 
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honor, because all Christians pay homage to him who died on Calvary. States 

award crosses to honor citizens, especially as a recognition of courage displayed 

in war. 

II.2 The cane 

 

Perhaps when you decide to go for a walk in a forest you take a cane with you to 

help you along the way. Surely you experience a strange feeling, something that 

gives you a sense of protection and, at the same time, connects you with Mother 

Nature. This gesture has a long history. 

II.2.1 The sign of command   

 

Over the centuries, in the Christian religion, the shepherd's crook has become the 

symbol of Episcopal power. They are long staffs and can be either curved or 

hooked. 

The staff was an important accessory of the pilgrim and had a dual purpose: as a 

weapon of defense and to provide support. The stick is therefore considered the 

symbol of the master, because the master is generally older than his students and 

therefore is more likely to need one as he often has to travel to spread his 

teachings. 

The stick was often thought to have magical or miraculous powers. Moses used 

the cane God gave him and turned it into a snake, to try to persuade the Pharaoh to 

free the Jewish people, and thanks to this stick he divided the waters of the Red 

Sea and freed his people from slavery. 
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Since ancient times, witches have used sticks to mix their magic potions and also 

to fly. According to some legends they fly on a broomstick, according to others 

they fly on a stick. We can say that a broom is a good way to camouflage a 

bewitched walking cane at home. 

 

II.2.2 Symbolism of the cane 

 

From a sign of power to a magical tool, from a symbol of authority to a branch in 

flower, from a shepherd's crook to a prophet’s rod, the stick appears in the Bible 

with different functions and symbolic meanings. 

Since ancient times the stick has been considered a symbol of the initiation of a 

"third stadium", i.e. the role of "master" that brings us back to seniority. We find 

representations of wise men and magicians with a stick in their hands, so it plays a 

fundamental role, it is not intended as a weapon but more as a symbol of moral 

and physical "support". 

If a person needs a walking cane it means they are old enough to be wise. We can 

therefore infer that the knotty stick reminds us of an ancient role, while the 

pastoral staff brings us back to the symbol of spiritual "guide". In fact, we can find 

this kind of staff in the hands of the Supreme Pontiff of the Roman Catholic 
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Church, as he is the representative of God on earth, so the "shepherd"; a role 

reserved to Jesus Christ, the spiritual guide of the Christian religion. 

 

The cane thus represents the final stage of a path that involves spiritual growth. 

But, often we find canes in the hands of magicians and sorcerers. If we take into 

account the fantastic aspect we can see that in ancient stories the knights are 

always quite young as it takes them quite a few years to learn how to fight 

properly with a sword. The magician, on the contrary, is always elderly, because 

mastering magic takes many years. The symbol of magicians is in fact the stick. 

Over the years the symbol of the stick has evolved, even if its meaning has 

remained intact, until it developed into the scepter, which we often find in the 

hands of kings and queens. 

Symbol of power, the scepter gradually became an 

indispensable tool for any kind of sovereign, whether a 

monarch, an emperor or a pharaoh. 

Over time, other canes such as the pastoral staff of 

bishops or abbots appeared. Sticks that express 

command, such as a high-ranking officer’s baton, are 

symbols of legal power. 

The symbol of the stick has also had a role to play among the gods of every 

religion. 
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The trident, for example, in Greek mythology is attributable to the 

sea god Poseidon (Neptune for the Romans), who used this three-

pronged spear as a symbol of his absolute power of the seas, and in 

the Christian religion where it symbolizes the Holy Trinity. 

 

Taking into consideration the Indian gods, however, especially the 

god of death, they are often represented with a walking stick as a 

sign of their power to judge and punish. In the visual arts, especially Byzantine 

art, angels often have a long stick as a sign of their function as messengers. 

II.3 The ring 

 

Due to its shape with no beginning nor end, the ring has always been a symbol of 

eternity. The Italian word “anello” as the French “anneau” and the Spanish 

“anillo” derive from the Latin "annulus" diminutive of "anus" while the German  

“der ring” comes from an old High German word “hring”. 

 

Rings have been present in the history of mankind since ancient times. The empty 

circle is the representation of the infinite and in many ancient legends rings make 

the wearer invisible.  

Why are rings considered magic? Their power finds its origins in the ancient "cult 

of blacksmiths," in which the art of metallurgy and shamanism were combined to 

subjugate the unknown forces of the world. 
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This is why rings were thought to guarantee the earthly power of kings and 

priests. They have also always been an important element of fantasy in literature. 

The circle symbolizes perfection and the image of authority. Rings are considered 

as amulets of power, strength, divinity, independence and security. The origin of 

magic rings is still unknown. The ancient Egyptians and Jews engraved magic 

words or phrases on rings. The ring also represents defense, protection and 

control. In some ancient cultures rings had the ability to bind the connection 

between mind and body. The ring is a symbol of integrity, unity, and constraint 

(especially marriage).
15

 

During the Middle Ages people engraved magic formulas on rings with that were 

considered as amulets against disease. Some rings were decorated with precious 

stones; for example soldiers in ancient times wore a ring adorned with a red jasper 

stone associated with blood, to protect them from death and loss of blood due to 

severe injuries. 

Among the ancient Romans wearing a ring was a right regulated by law, and a 

sign of honor; rings were also a reward for courage displayed in war. Over time it 

has become the emblem of ambassadors, the seal of political power and the 

membership of a social class. 

Eventually it became a symbol of wealth, freedom, or 

simply a commitment taken, and now it is often merely an 

ornament. These usages were acquired by the Church. In 

the ninth century the ring became the symbol of 

Episcopal authority. In the twelfth century a wedding ring 

was given to Christian virgins on the day of their 

consecration. Only after the fifteenth century can we 

speak of  the "Piscatory ring", the pontifical ring broken on the death of each 

Pope, so called because it is the effigy of the Apostle Peter while he was fishing 

with a net.  

The signet ring engraved with symbols, such as the ring worn by the Pope, has the 

power to authenticate documents and justify claims of ownership. In medieval 
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times the ring was a symbol of betrothal (node) and marriage. The broken rings 

symbolize the broken promises, their loss and, according to popular belief, it 

announces a disgrace. Rings were removed from the fingers of dying men to 

facilitate their detachment from earthly life. 

Great importance was given to the rings-jewels during the Middle Ages, because 

they were linked to a blessing or a curse. 

In 1688, G.A. Böckler wrote, "Rings are often found on blazons which mean 

honor, loyalty and endless determination. When a subordinate receives a ring 

from a prince, this is a sign of grace."
16

 

Aristotle reports something similar: the Carthaginians gave their officers rings as 

a symbol of their victories over the enemy; so even in ancient times the ring was 

already considered a sign of nobility.  

II.4 The snake 

Since ancient times, Man has been intrigued by nature and the things around him, 

especially when they are "different" or seem "strange" to his eyes, and it is 

probably for this reason that the figure of the snake has been the subject of all 

kinds of legends and part of the cultural heritage of most of the great civilizations 

of the ancient world; an object of worship, for study and myth. 

Graphically, the snake is a line, but it is a living line that can take the form of all 

the environments that surround it. This explains why the symbolism of the snake 

is twofold: it represents the caress and the surprise. These are the meanings with 

which it joined the iconographic language of all peoples of the world: on one hand 

it expresses the idea of sexuality and enchantment, on the other hand cunning. 

This double meaning (creative sensuality and diabolical evil) can be found in all 

cultures, from the most ancient to the most developed.
17

 

The snake has had a role in human culture since pre-Roman times. We can find 

traces of snake cults around the world, throughout the ages. 
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Symbolically, the snake passes through the negative part of the world and 

regenerates itself by becoming the sun, the giver of life. This regeneration, 

common to other religions, is probably the mythological transposition of a 

biological event typical of all reptiles – molting – when the snake sheds its old 

skin as it grows bigger and displays its beautiful new skin. 

This natural event, which takes place regularly throughout the life of every reptile, 

has often led ancient civilization to believe in the immortality of the snake and its 

continuous regeneration. 

In the symbology of Egyptian religion this reptile 

has a meaning of great importance. The uraeus is a 

symbol of magnificence and respect and was part 

of the headgear worn by the great Egyptian kings; 

it consisted of a statue depicting a gold erect 

cobra, which was placed on the forehead of the 

wearer. 

The Legend of the Feathered Serpent was not proper 

to the ancient Egyptians, even the pre-Columbian 

peoples worshiped a deity that was half bird and half 

snake. This is the god Quetzalcoatl. From the 

biological point of view this deity was nothing more 

than the union of two quite common species at that 

time in the territory occupied by the Aztecs and now 

endangered: the quetzal bird with long green tail 

feathers worshiped by the Aztecs as the temporary 

incarnation of their god, and the boa constrictor, a large South American snake. 

Symbolically, however, the Quetzalcoatl is the indissoluble bond between heaven 

and earth, between the natural and the divine, between good and evil. It is in fact 

at the same time a sanguinary god, to which many human victims were sacrificed, 

and a giver of life. The Feathered Serpent, for the Egyptians as the Aztecs, is also 
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the contact with the world of the dead and also this is a symbol to respect and to 

worship. 

In India, even though dozens of people die every year in the 

rice fields from snake bites, the creator deity Vishnu, in 

classical iconography, is depicted sitting on a huge snake 

with his head surrounded by a number of cobras.  

For the Indians, this reptile has always been closely 

connected with the gods (in Buddhism, in fact, a cobra is 

placed on the head of Buddha in meditation to shade him from the sunlight) and 

above all it is considered the keeper of knowledge, an entity to respect and to 

honor. 

The Chinese religion has the same origins as Hinduism and Buddhism, and in its 

symbolism the dragon always appears, often with feathers. The Chinese dragon is 

undoubtedly a further accentuation of the figure of the snake: it is a propitiatory 

symbol that is believed to remove evil influences. It is likely that the custom of 

the dragon derived from the need to "comfort" the Chinese people at the time of 

the great invasions of the Huns and Tartars, thus providing a more "powerful" 

symbol than a normal snake. 

A mystical-religious meaning was given to the snake 

even in European civilizations. The Cretan votive 

statues of the goddess holding two serpents in her hands 

are well known. In the Minoan tradition the snake is a 

positive and propitiatory element, as well as a symbol 

of fertility related to the sphere of the sexual symbolism 

(for both the Cretans and the Indians the snake 

represents a phallic symbol). 

In ancient Greece, this animal was a positive and negative symbol at the same 

time as is evident from the fresco in the "House of the Winds" in Pompeii, where 

a young Hercules is depicted slaying two vipers. 
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For the ancient Romans, instead, the snake was particularly associated with the 

god, Aesculapius, considered the guardian of medicine. In addition, the Romans, 

well aware that snakes are expert predators of mice and rats,  used to keep a snake 

in their homes, thus putting an end to the problems these rodents caused. 

We can therefore affirm that the figure of the snake in ancient religions was 

marked by a strong aspect of ambivalence. It was feared for its speed and its 

deadly poison, while at the same time venerated for its divine capabilities, so the 

snake joined the religious world as a symbol of fertility. 

It is part of the underworld, but at the same time, it is related to the solar world. It 

gives life but also death, it confers authority and inspires confidence in fragile and 

defenseless people, it can kill with its poison, but, with this poison, antidotes and 

powerful medicines can be produced. 

This ambivalence of snakes, however, was removed from the Christian religion 

and these reptiles were given a purely negative meaning, such as the tempting 

snake of Eden, or the infernal snake that carries the antichrist, representing 

darkness and danger, on his back. 

This negative interpretation of these animals can be seen as an evolution or 

involution of the Christian religion. 

In Christianity the snake became the typical symbol of Satan. This attribution 

refers to the biblical story of the Garden of Eden, where the man and the woman 

broke the law of God. In the Bible it is both the embodiment of the enemy, as in 

the episode of paradise, and that of the crucified Saviour, as in the story of the 

"bronze snake" that Moses plants in the desert. 

 

The Virgin Mary is portrayed with her foot crushing 

the head of a snake, a picture that represents the defeat 

of sin. A snake in a glass means that the drink is 

poisoned. Envy is also symbolized with this animal. A 

snake with a woman's head symbolizes deception. In 

Greek mythology, the woman with snake hair was 

Medusa. 
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II.4.1 The caduceus 

In many cultures and religions, the snake has been linked to medicinal science. 

The snake has always been considered a fascinating object of study, especially 

due to the presence of poison and its properties. 

The first certain testimony which attests the study of these animals in the ancient 

world is the Nicando code, dating from around 200 BC. This code particularly 

examines the properties of a viper’s venom and how to obtain drugs and antidotes 

from it. 

From this initial scientific approach, the symbolic aspect of this animal and its 

metaphorical role began to be taken into account. 

Anyway, the snake is still linked to medicine and it is a positive good luck 

symbol. There are two symbols that still belong to pharmaceutical iconography: 

the caduceus and a snake drinking from a cup. 

The shape of the caduceus has ancient origins. According to legend one day 

Hermes, messenger of the gods, found two snakes which were fighting and 

squirming; the god launched his golden spear at them and ever since they have 

remained intertwined, a position which indicates the relationship of perfect 

balance between good and evil, similar to the figure of the snake biting its tail, 

where the beginning meets the end in a precise game of balance and proportion. 

The caduceus, also known as the winged staff of the 

Greek god Hermes (Mercury for the Romans), is 

one of the oldest symbols in human history that 

spread to different civilizations. 

The image, often depicting two snakes wrapped 

around a scepter adorned with wings, was found in 

Greek-Roman temples, as well as on tablets in India 

and elsewhere. The oldest archaeological find 

depicting the caduceus is a cup probably belonging 

to the Mesopotamian city of Lagash, between the 

Rivers Tigris and Euphrates, on which the symbol is clearly recognizable. 
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Why are there snakes in the caduceus? 

This animal generated great curiosity among the ancient civilizations for its 

mysterious and underground life, for its ability to produce deadly poisons and for 

its great speed, while being devoid of motor organs, as well as its ability to 

hypnotize its prey. 

The snake is also a symbol of power: it was depicted on the head of the kings of 

Egypt. The caduceus was represented on Egyptian monuments erected before 

Osiris: at astronomical level the head and the tail of the two snakes represented 

the points of the ecliptic when the Sun and Moon converge; at physiological level 

they represented the vital currents that flow in the human body . 

Anubis, one of the oldest Egyptian gods, the one who protected and watched over 

the dead, was often represented holding a caduceus. 

Apollo is often depicted with a snake. We must remember that Apollo was the 

father of Asklepios for the Greeks (Aesculapius for the Romans), god of 

medicine, and Hygeia, the goddess of health. But why are Asclepius and 

Aesculapius always depicted with the snake? 

According to Le Clèrc, the snake represents the patient who must renew his/her 

body, or change his/her old skin like snakes at each moult, in order to heal. 

Hecker says that the ancients had high regard especially for the developed 

eyesight of this animal and its attention, indispensable features for the ancient 

physicians. 

Domenico Majocchi
18

, in his study of prehistoric Medicine, says that 

the caduceus represents the snake and it is a kind of magic wand which, 

among primitive peoples, was used by sorcerers to expel evil spirits 

from the body of the sick. According to Majocchi the primitive 

caduceus was a phallic symbol of life and renewal. Asclepius, instead 

of the caduceus, often holds a big stick around which a single snake is 

wrapped. 
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For the ancient Romans, the caduceus had a spiritual meaning, because it 

symbolized good behavior and, at the same time, a person’s physical health. Not 

by chance was the helmet of the god Mercury adorned with a pair of wings that 

have the dual function of protecting the head, which houses the mind and the 

intellect, and expanding dignity with its magnificence. 

 

 

 

Hermes is the messenger of the gods and therefore he is the intermediary of their 

will among human beings. He is able to live among mortals and understand their 

desires, their needs. It was for this reason that Zeus gave him the task of helping 

men in their passage from life to death, accompanying them to the mansions of 

Hades. 

The caduceus is recognized as the universal symbol of medicine and therefore 

symbolizes human complexity and its innumerable opportunities for development. 

For centuries the figure of the snake has played a significant role in legends and 

religions both in ancient civilizations and those of today; people were and still are 

fascinated by this animal. Today, this fascination is in danger of disappearing due 

to stupidity and unnecessary prejudices, largely derived from an erroneous 

medieval Christian conviction which painted these creatures as hellish monsters, 

dangerous and cunning animals, a reputation that has been extended to all 

reptiles.
19
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II.5 The apple 

Since ancient times man has attributed a symbolic value to the different fruits. The 

apple, for example, has a number of complex and engaging meanings. 

In ancient Greece, the apple represented fertility. In fact, during the wedding 

ceremony the bride and groom used to eat an apple together. It was thought that 

this act would have favored the fertility of the couple. 

In the Christian religion, the meaning of the apple is more controversial, with a 

negative nuance, as in Genesis the apple represents the element through which 

Adam commits the sin. 

In Europe, the apple of the tree of knowledge of good and evil is a symbol of 

temptation and of the original sin. 

In the pictures representing the original sin of the primordial couple, Adam and 

Eve, a snake holds an apple in its mouth, although the religious texts talk about a 

non-specified “fruit”. 

 

 

But, contrary to popular belief, the fate of mankind was not linked to an apple: in 

fact, in the biblical story of the Fall, the "apple" is not mentioned. Neither in 

Genesis nor indeed anywhere else in the Bible is the "forbidden fruit" or the fruit 

which was guiltily eaten by our ancestors in Eden mentioned. 
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Over time, instead of the apple, other types of fruit that may represent the 

"forbidden fruit" have been identified. The fig may be the most likely candidate, 

since fig leaves were used by Adam and Eve to create what has been called the 

first garment in history. 

So why has the apple earned itself the reputation of being the fruit of sin in the 

Christian tradition? 

The origin of the close link between the apple and evil is perhaps an erroneous 

translation of the word malum. For several centuries many Christians used the 

Latin language and in Latin malum can mean both "evil" and "apple." The artists 

of the Middle Ages, then, having to portray the first woman that takes the 

forbidden fruit, considered the apple (red, round and juicy) perfect to represent the 

fruit of temptation. 

Now, in the collective imagination, the apple is automatically associated with 

Adam and Eve’s sin. This association is also deeply rooted in our linguistic 

tradition: think of the "Adam's apple" in anatomy. 

As already mentioned, the tempting and sweet flavor of the apple led it to be 

associated with sin, partly because of the similarity between the Latin words 

malus and malum that is bad and evil. For this reason, in Baroque art, death is 

represented by a skeleton that often holds an apple in its hand: the price of the 

original sin is death. 

In the profane field the apple, due to its spherical 

shape, acts as a cosmic symbol; in fact, in many 

paintings both emperors and kings were depicted 

holding a royal apple, which represents the world, as 

well as a scepter. In the Christian era the apple was 

replaced by a cross, and this is the reason why the 

astronomical symbol of the Earth is a circle 

containing a cross. 
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II.5.1 The origins of the “Apple” symbol 

 

As for all the inventions that have marked the history of mankind, there are 

numerous anecdotes about the origins of the name "Apple" created by Steve Jobs.  

But whatever the true one is, it was an ideal choice: a simple word that is 

associated with many things, but, at the same, an immediate and symbolic logo 

like the bitten apple. 

One of the most interesting and fascinating stories is what connects the origin of 

the Apple symbol to the great mathematician and father of the study of artificial 

intelligence, Alan Turing. After publicly declaring he was gay, Turing was 

convicted and castrated for his homosexuality. This caused the onset of significant 

physical and mental problems that led him to commit suicide in 1954, in fact, he 

died eating an apple poisoned with cyanide. Many people see in the death of 

Turing Disney’s animated film “Snow White”, where the witch offers the princess 

a poisoned apple. 

According to another version, the origin of the Apple symbol simply comes from 

a biographical anecdote dating back to 1975 when Steve Jobs was working on an 

apple plantation in Oregon and gave his partner Steve Wozniak, with whom he 

then founded the company, the nickname of "Apple". 

Another theory says that Steve Jobs was conquered by the cover of a Beatles LP 

that had an apple on it. Others say that probably the origin of the Apple symbol, as 

well as the name Apple, could be a tribute to the 

historic record company Apple Records, 

belonging to the Beatles, the group loved and 

considered the best business model by Steve 

Jobs. 

Another theory was that the Apple symbol can 

be traced back to the apple of knowledge that 

from Adam and Eve, through the mists of time, 

brings us to the apple of Isaac Newton. 
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This theory arises from the fact that the first Apple logo depicted Sir Isaac 

Newton sitting under the famous apple tree, where, according to legend, the 

famous physicist and mathematician had the inspiration that led him to formulate 

the theory on the law of gravity. As the illustration was complicated with too 

many details it was too difficult to reproduce on a computer so it was only used 

for Apple I. 

Another early logo of the American firm, dating back to 1977, was the apple 

colored with the shades of the rainbow in reverse order. This one was born of the 

imagination of Rob Janoff who created it as a favor to Regis McKenna, his 

employer and a friend of Steve Jobs. It is said that Janoff, looking for inspiration, 

went to a supermarket where he bought a bag of apples. Back home, he cut off the 

apples, placed them on the table and began to observe them. From the cut apples 

Janoff created a simple monochrome apple with a bite taken out of it, certainly 

cheaper and easier to print. 

 

 

When Apple I and Apple II were put on the market, the bitten apple symbol was 

immediately combined with the slogan "BITE THAT APPLE". The word bite had 

a double meaning, it represents knowledge (in the Bible, the apple is the fruit of 

the tree of knowledge) but also recalled the language of the computer world as the 

pronunciation of "bite" is identical to that of "byte" . The logo was particularly 

suitable for the company, because it summarized things such as desire and 

knowledge. 
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Another more trivial theory was that during the period when Apple was founded, 

Steve Jobs had just converted to vegetarianism and apples were his favorite fruit.  

Finally, it is said that it was decided to use the apple as the logo and the name of 

the company to make it clear to customers that using Apple products was as easy 

as eating an apple. 

The spot that made history in the 90s and that, in a single sentence, encapsulates 

the philosophy of the Apple, was the first brilliant idea of Jobs when he returned 

to Cupertino to revive the fortunes of the company that he himself had created and 

from which he had been dismissed ten years earlier. 

The opportunity to hear the voice of the Apple founder, to celebrate genius and 

madness together, the willingness to break the mold to change things, is offered 

by an advertising that was never broadcast on any TV: 

“We dedicate this film to the insane. The nonconformists, rebels, the 

troublemakers, to all those who see things differently. They do not like the rules, 

especially the regulations and have no respect for the status quo. You can quote 

them, disagree with them, glorify or denigrate you, but the only thing you can 

never do is ignore them, because they can change things, because they make 

human progress. And while some call them crazy we see genius, because only 

those who are crazy enough to think they can change the world will really change 

it.”
20

  

(Steve Jobs, 1997) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE HOLY GRAIL: A JOURNEY TO DISCOVER 

THE MISTERIOUS SYMBOL 

 

III. The chalice and the cup 

 

The word "Cup" has a varied etymology. It comes from the Latin cùpa, from the 

Sanskrit kupas and from the Greek kype which means "cavity". The term 

"Chalice", another name by which it is known, derives from the Latin calix, which 

in turn comes from the Greek kalix which means "to hide", "to cover". 

The cup or chalice is an ancient rediscovery. Christianity borrowed it from 

paganism (along with all those incorporated and converted traditions) 

transforming it into the cup from which Jesus drank the wine poured at the Last 

Supper and where Joseph of Arimatea collected the blood gushing from the 

wound on Jesus’ chest inflicted with a lance by the centurion Longinus. This cup 

is known as the Holy Grail. 

The legend of the Holy Grail brings us back to the Crusades. In ancient times in 

fact the term "Grail" did not mean a cup, but a dish; in fact it comes from the 

Latin word gradalis which means "plate" and is thought to refer to the plate from 

which Jesus ate during the Last Supper. If this myth is connected to the one which 

refers to the chalice as a "cup", we find that the Gothic and Celtic oral traditions 

are linked. 

In Celtic myth, in fact, the Grail was a plate that never emptied; it was always 

piled with food and when it was offered to the lost traveler in the Fairy Kingdom 

he could not satiate himself, as recounted in the tale "The Fisher King", which 

talks about the hero Percival who is offered this dish full of food and other items. 

Then we find this symbolism in the legend of King Arthur where the Grail is 

represented as a cup, the same as the one in which the blood of the wounded 
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Christ on the cross was collected and which was rescued by one of the Knights of 

the Round Table at the service of King Arthur: once again Percival. In this legend, 

the Grail is associated with Excalibur, the mighty sword that could be brandished 

only by the king. The sword is thus seen as a phallic symbol of power and unity 

and the Grail as a symbol of maternal fertility. 

III.2 The mystery of the Holy Grail 

One of the most fascinating and enduring myths of the entire culture of the Middle 

Ages is undoubtedly that of the Holy Grail. Firstly the mystery of its nature 

remains unresolved: Is it a relic? Is it a glass or a cup? Is it a stone or an emerald? 

A book? A silver platter? Is it important as a container or for its contents? The 

plate and bowl both contain blood, may this be the most important element, since 

blood is symbolically the bearer of the spirit?
21

. 

The Grail is a multifaceted symbol that embodies several meanings. It is 

considered a conduit for the deity and it represents the multiplicity of God’s 

power. It symbolizes healing, birth and regeneration. 

 

"Sir Galahad in search of the Grail" by Arthur Hughes (1832-1915) 

Over the centuries, this object has assumed many forms including a glass, a stone 

and a tray. The most common form in which the Grail is known today is that of a 

chalice or generally a cup. 
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If we analysis the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics we find that the hieroglyph 

representing woman is depicted as a water well. Woman, the symbol of the source 

of life, is related to water, source of life par excellence, but also to amniotic fluid: 

the water well represents the womb. 

The Grail is, in some way, is connected with these ancient myths. Probably there 

is no direct connection, but these are universal symbols and they bring with them 

the memory of the ancient meanings. One of the characteristics of a symbol is to 

represent universal meanings to all men and to pass down unaltered from 

generation to generation taking on new meanings while also preserving the old 

ones. 

The symbolic meaning of the Grail, associated with the origin of life, is 

undoubtedly connected to woman and her ability to generate life. The Grail 

contains this female symbolism because it itself gives life. In some legends, the 

Grail is linked to the bleeding lance, male symbol par excellence. The chalice 

symbolizes woman, the lance represents man and together they generate life and 

depict God’s creation. What better representation of the divine power that 

generates life generates through the union between a man and a woman. 

The Grail thus embodies male and female symbolism. In the Christian tradition 

there is a connection between woman and a "container". The Virgin Mary is 

described as a container, the "container" par excellence because she carried the 

Son of God in her womb. 

III.3 The Holy Grail: the origin of the myth 

 

The origins of the legend of the Holy Grail are lost in history: the stories related to 

"cups" or "sacred vessels" were passed down orally by cantors, minstrels and 

jesters of the court, but the Grail, as we know it today, appeared for the first time 

at the end of twelfth century in a work by the writer Chrétien de Troyes. He gave 

birth to the so-called "cycle of the Grail" by including it in one of his romances. In 
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fact, around 1190 he wrote "Perceval the Gallois ou le Compte du Graal"
22

, 

inspired by the multitude of legends and anecdotes of preexisting cups and other 

magical containers (including, for example, those from Celtic mythology). 

Nothing, however, can prove that Chretien de Troyes was the inventor of the Grail 

myth, in fact, probably the oldest story that has survived until today about the 

Grail and the search for it is a collection of ancient Welsh legends entitled 

"Mabinogion".
23

 

Chretien de Troyes, however, as a scrivener at the court of Eleanor of Aquitaine at 

Poitiers had the opportunity to meet French, Occitan, Norman and Breton artists, 

and thus he came into contact with a myriad of oral narratives which reflected the 

different traditions and cultures of the time. Indeed, it was thanks to the court of 

Eleanor of Aquitaine that the Celtic legends and myths penetrated into the French 

literature. 

At the same time, the stories of the Arthurian legend were becoming more 

sophisticated. These tales were drawn from the inexhaustible Celtic Breton or 

Welsh tradition and they were centered around the legendary figure of Arthur, a 

warlord who lived around the 1500s and who became a mythical figure. 

King Arthur was the king who presided over the assembly of knights who sat 

around a circular table so they all enjoyed the same importance: the Round Table. 

These stories later merged into a single body that subsequently joined the Grail 

stories. The heroes of the Grail became Arthurian heroes. 

 

It can be assumed that most of the texts concerning the Grail, having been written 

in periods of massacres, most notably those related to the Crusades, represent a 

kind of reaction to these terrible events. The Grail was a reaction and a hope, the 

hope of light opposed to darkness, the darkness of history. 

But getting back to the work of Chrétien de Troyes, in his novel, the knight 

Parsifal, a guest in the castle of the "Fisher King" Anfortas, witnessed a strange 
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ceremony in which, for the first time, a mystical object called "Grail" made of 

pure gold encrusted with precious stones, appears. 

According to some documents, the origins of the Grail legend date back to a 

period prior to that of the golden age of the poem. The monk Helinandus, for 

example, in his Chronicles of 1204, talks about the vision of a British hermit who 

lived in the 8
th

 century. The hermit, when describing this vision mentioned a cup 

that he called "gradale." This term derives from the French gradale or gréal, a 

large tray on which meals that are pleasant (agréable) to eat are served. This 

derivation of the term Grail from the French word is the most accepted among 

scholars. 

Chretien wrote about the Grail without explaining what it is so all we have is the 

word itself, Grail, i.e. a container (in modern Occitan there still exists the term 

"Gazala" which means bowl). Unlike the commonly accepted belief that the Grail 

is a cup, in Chretien’s romance it is a ciborium, and a cup containing the blood of 

Christ collected by Joseph of Arimatea is never mentioned in this work. 

Although merit goes to Chretien de Troyes for being the first person to deal with 

this subject in a literary work, he left his work unfinished, so we will never know 

how he intended to conclude it. Subsequent works dealing with the same subject 

drew on the same source that had drawn Chretien: the Celtic tales. Gradually, 

however, they broke away from the pagan root and the myth of the Grail was 

Christianized. 

Many think that the work of Chretien was never completed due to the death of the 

poet. Others have advanced the theory that he deliberately left it to others to 

finish.
24

 

This incompleteness of the novel is the main reason for the development and the 

success of the legend, as the elements proposed by Chretien were very enigmatic. 

However, subsequent writers each concluded the story in the way that best suited 

their personal ideas.  

It was only later, around 1202, with "Le Roman de l'Estoire du Graal"
25

 by Robert 

de Boron, that the figure of the Grail assumed a purely Christian connotation, 

                                                 
24

 J.Markale, Il Graal, Mondadori, Milano 1999, p.45. 



43 

 

after being identified in the book as the chalice used by Jesus at the Last Supper, 

in which Joseph of Arimatea collected the blood of the crucified Jesus.  

As time passed, the chalice gained some extraordinary virtues, such as curing or 

relieving suffering and even donating immortality to those who drank from it, and 

above all to those who were worthy. According to one of the most popular 

legends, the first man to be given the task of conserving the Holy Grail was in fact 

Joseph of Arimatea. 

According to legend, he collected a few drops of Christ's blood in a chalice, then 

took it with him to Britain during the period he preached the Gospel there. 

According to English tradition instead, Joseph went to the Isle of Avalon, today 

Glastonbury, where he left the chalice. It was then handed over to the Knights 

Templar, who are said to have taken it Montsalvat castle, where only the pure in 

heart would have been predestined to have access it to would have received 

heavenly salvation or, according to other traditions, immortality. 

The influence of Robert de Boron on the evolution of the Arthurian cycle was 

immense, and he was also the writer who first incorporated the legend of Merlin 

and Arthur. 

The theme of the Grail in German literature acquired a completely original slant, 

although the last version, certainly the most mysterious and ambiguous one, is that 

of the German writer Wolfram von Eschenbach, “Parzival”, which is based on a 

pattern almost identical to that of Chretien. 

All these different interpretations of the Grail gave rise to a new cycle of novels 

called "cycle of the Grail". This cycle is part of a larger trend composed of all the 

literature of Breton chivalry, with Arthur as the protagonist who became king 

after managing to extract the famous sword out of the stone, and his Knights of 

the Round Table: Parsifal, Lancelot, Galahad, Tristan, etc. 
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III.4 The Holy Grail and the emblematic figure of Mary Magdalene 

 

Some international bestsellers like “The Da Vinci Code” have recently brought to 

light again the issues associated with the legend of the Holy Grail. The authors of 

these books, using the symbolism of the Grail, called into question some 

fundamental beliefs on which for a long time Western civilization was based. 

What is behind this re-emergence of a question that seemed to be mostly a literary 

phenomenon relegated to the Middle Ages? What is true and how are the theories 

reliable in these best sellers? As we have previously seen in the novel by Chretien 

de Troyes, the Grail is a tray or a cup, but where did the theory that the Grail was 

the royal blood derived from the union of Christ to Mary Magdalene stem from? 

The origins of the legend dates back to the French poet who composed his work in 

1180. From a historical point of view, the texts relating to the legend of the Grail 

make one think of an undercurrent that emerged at a specific time, but which 

become invisible again, almost as if there was an impediment or a precise danger. 

These texts were all written in a short period: none of them is prior to the last 

quarter of the twelfth century and none of them is later than the first quarter of the 

thirteenth century. 

But the real shock that has recently rekindled interest in the grail and given rise to 

a heated debate is contained in two international bestsellers: “The Da Vinci Code” 

by Dan Brown and “The Holy Grail” by Baigent, Leigh, Lincoln. Actually, also a 

third major work, “The Mystery of the Holy Grail” by G. Hancock, has occupied 

a leading position in the field. 

Undoubtedly, the real protagonist in this scenario is the novel by Dan Brown. Its 

provocative content, on various fronts, which involved not only religious orders 

and the Catholic Church, but also - because of a hypothesized plagiarism - 

Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln themselves, has opened the proverbial can of worms. 

According to the theory of Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln and Dan Brown, the Holy 

Grail is the sang real, that is to say the royal blood of the hypothesized progeny 

born of the union between Jesus and Mary Magdalene. 
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Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code talks about the Holy Grail in several chapters. In 

chapter 55 of the novel he wrote: "... almost everything that our fathers taught us 

about Christ is false. Exactly like the stories of the Holy Grail .... Both the Bible 

and the usual Grail legends celebrate this moment as the appearance of the Grail 

(referring to the painting of Leonardo da Vinci, which appears in the film "The 

Last Supper") ... the Holy Grail is not a thing. In reality it’s ..... a person. "
26

 

The central idea of the books “The Holy Grail” and “The Da Vinci Code” is the 

alleged marriage between Jesus and Mary Magdalene and the child she bore him, 

as well as the theory that the Merovingian kings of France were descended from 

their bloodline.
27

 

Such beliefs circulated throughout Europe during the early Middle Ages and later 

had to be spread clandestinely because of the cruel torture inflicted by the 

Inquisition. There is evidence of the existence of the "Church of the Holy Grail", 

based on testimonies and symbols found in European literature and art, as well as 

in the Gospels of the New Testament. 

But why was Mary Magdalene forced to flee Jerusalem? And what happened to 

the child she took with her?
28

 

There is evidence that suggests the royal lineage of Jesus and Mary Magdalene 

gave rise to the Merovingian dynasty and that the royal blood circulated in the 

veins of these monarchs of France. The royal coat of arms 

of the Merovingian king Clovis was the iris. The Latin name 

of the iris is gladiolus, or "small sword", and the three 

leaves of the iris in the French royal house are a male 

symbol. Thomas Inman in his book "Ancient Pagan and 

Modern Christian Symbolism"
29

 carries out a long analysis 

of the masculine nature of the "flower of light." 

Moreover, the name Sarah, alleged daughter of Mary Magdalene and Jesus, in 

Aramaic means "queen" or "princess", and Mary Magdalene, in person, was the 
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Sangreal in the sense that she was the "cup" that carried the royal blood in her 

womb. 

According to some theories, the actual royal lineage of Israel survived 

persecutions and remained alive in the Merovingians of Europe and in the 

dynasties connected to them, which jealously guarded their secret for centuries. It 

is therefore plausible that the First Crusade (1098) was an attempt to restore to the 

throne of Jerusalem an heir of the House of David . 

III.5 The secret Church of the Holy Grail 

 

For centuries, the secret Church of the Holy Grail sought to keep the other version 

of Christianity alive by spreading their beliefs through art, sculpture and literature 

in Western Europe to escape the persecutions of the Inquisition. 

The book “The Lost Language of Symbolism
30

” by Harold Bayley, published for 

the first time in 1912, explains the popular symbols and emblems at that time in 

Europe. 

III.5.1 The lance and the chalice 

 

The letter Λ is the archetypal symbol of the male figure, the lance, instead, the 

letter V, its opposite, is the archetype of the female figure, the chalice. This 

symbol is doubled in the symbolic figure of the compass and the square of modern 

Freemasonry. 
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In all the known symbolic and iconographic systems, the symbols of the Lama 

and the Chalice are the simplest and the most common. 

 

 

      

 

 

      

 

 

They are considered archaic symbols because of the shape that characterizes 

them: the triangle. It is one of the simplest figures, but also one of the most 

powerful, and like the circle and the square, commonly found in nature. In 

addition, they are present in every moment of human life before our eyes, in the 

shape of closed or open hands.  

 

 

The closed hand and the open hand representing the universal archetypes of the Lama and of the 

Chalice. 

A hand with the finger tips pointing upwards, called "Lama", or "Horn", 

represents Male Energy and anything connected or attributable to it such as 
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phallic symbols, the conical shape baetylus
31

, a rod or stick, a sword, the Spear of 

Longinus, a pyramid, the cusps of bell towers, obelisks, etc.. 

A hand with the finger tips pointing downwards, on the contrary, called "Chalice", 

"Vessel" or "Cup", is Feminine Energy, such as the vulvar symbols, cups or ring 

marks
32

, vessels or other containers, the heart, the Holy Grail, water wells, 

springs, caves, etc.. 

The Star of David (or Hexagram, also called "Shield of Archangel Michael", or 

Seal of Solomon) is the most prominent example of the union of the symbols of 

the Chalice and of the Lama in a single emblem, which therefore represents the 

balance between the two forces. 

The rhombus, or diamond, has the same meaning and some symbols that have this 

form recall the duality of male and female energies, such as Alpha and Omega. 

                                 

Alpha and Omega in the form of Double Ternary in the Sagrada Familia by Antoni Gaudi 

(Barcelona, Spain) 

The symbol universally recognized and accepted as indicating the Heart, is 

nothing more than the "V" of the chalice surmounted by two semicircles. 

In the liturgical celebration of the Eucharist, during Mass the priest offers the 

faithful the circular host, calling it the "Lamb of God", then he breaks it, dividing 

it into two half circles. He offers it again to the faithful with the chalice placed 

below it. The symbolism of the heart is perfectly recreated. 
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Although most of the faithful do not realize it, the consecration of the Eucharist is 

the Christian rite that has preserved the most esoteric symbolism of all, and this is 

not surprising because the early Christians created its symbolism by adapting and 

implemented all the existing pagan symbolism and consolidating it over the 

centuries.  

In Christian mythology, the Holy Grail and the Spear of Longinus, are two sacred 

relics whose enormous power comes from them having been in contact with the 

blood of Jesus. 

                                                    

In the various royal descent legends, the Grail, associated with Mary Magdalene, 

embodies the uterus, or womb, in which the blood of Christ has been handed 

down, and the spear, with which the Roman centurion pierced Jesus, that 

symbolically represents the hostility of the emperor who, along with the religious 

community, did not accept the existence of this royal lineage. 

So, any combination of the symbols of the Chalice and the Lama are an esoteric 

allusion to the divine union between Jesus and Mary Magdalene and their alleged 

descendants. 

These two medieval symbols of the Grail appear to have similarities with the 

principles of alchemy that were found in documents of the old spiritual masters. 

The alchemists were looking for a way to turn lead into gold through chemical 

processes, and the symbols of the metals used in these writings were a deliberate 

"pretext" devised to mislead the uninitiated. 
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III.5.2 The tarot cards 

 

One of the medieval objects whose symbols can be traced back to the heresy of 

the “Bride Lost” is the deck of tarot cards, the forerunner of the decks of our 

playing cards. The origins of tarot cards are obscure; some theories place their 

homeland somewhere in a vast geographical area that stretches from India to 

Egypt. The four suits and the twenty-two "Major Arcana" of the deck symbols 

certainly share several symbols with the heresy of the Holy Grail. 

Tarot cards circulated in the courts of Europe, from country to country, passing 

through the hands of gypsies, minstrels, jugglers and acrobats and they ended up 

being used on the tables in every corner of Europe. 

There has been a debate going on for centuries concerning the meaning of tarot 

cards with numerous revisions and interpretations that apparently associate them 

to alchemy, the secret societies of Freemasons and Rosicrucians, and to the occult 

in general. 

When tarots appeared for the first time in Europe, they were condemned by the 

Church as a heresy, but no one was able to say with certainty what the heresy 

hiding behind their symbols was until the knowledge of the Grail heresy revealed 

this enigma. A deck of tarot cards is formed of the Minor Arcana, consisting of 

four suits: swords, cups, coins and sticks, and the Major Arcana. 

The decks of our playing cards no longer contain the Major Arcana, because they 

were those that suffered the severest condemnation. The only card of the twenty-

two original Major Arcana we have left and that is still in the decks of our cards 

today is the joker 

III.5.3 The tarot card suits 

 

The Lama and the Chalice became, respectively, Swords and Cups, while 

Pentacles and Wands derived from the other two relics of the Holy Grail: the Plate 

and Lance. 
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                            The suits of the Minor Arcana of the Tarots 

 

The suits also recall the symbolism of the Grail and support the interpretation of 

the twenty-two cards. The suit of spades was originally a sword. The tombstones 

of the Knights of the Temple are almost all marked with a sword. The suit of 

hearts, however, in the original symbolism of the cards was a chalice. 

The suit of coins was initially represented by the pentacle, the name of the five-

pointed star. According to Lincoln’s book “The Holy Place”
33

 the symbol of the 

five-pointed star belongs to the alternative Church and the Knights Templar. 

Probably the most significant of all the suits was that of clubs, which in newer 

versions is represented by a flowered stick or scepter. 

The origin and the meaning of tarot cards remained a dilemma for art historians 

for years because they failed to recognize the links with the “Lost Bride” and their 

close connection with the heresy of the Holy Grail. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE HIDDEN SYMBOLS IN ART 

IV.1 The heretic artists and their symbolism 

 

The Tarot is just one of the mysteries of European art that can be explained by the 

beliefs of the heresy of the Holy Grail. Indeed, there are many mysteries hidden 

behind common symbols. In this chapter I will focus on some painters who, for 

centuries, were considered orthodox, but whose works contain symbols that have 

strong similarities to the secret tradition, or even with heresy. 

A large number of esoteric artists along with heretics allied against the hegemony 

of the Church in Europe and, thanks to this alliance, they shared the same secrets. 

For centuries art scholars have recognized that the artists who lived during the 

Middle Ages often represented occult symbols in their works. They argued that in 

these paintings everything was carefully arranged in a certain order, dictated by 

the need to communicate a specific message. 

The only open dispute concerns the problem of what artists really wanted to 

represent. Of course, the Orthodox Church had its own interpretation of symbols, 

but the Grail, with its principles, can help us to interpret some paintings, still 

steeped in mystery, from a different point of view. 

IV.1.2 Leonardo Da Vinci: the Master 

 

There are certain figures who we do not define as demigods, simply because our 

culture does not understand this concept, but whom we call geniuses, an 

ambiguous term used to define those "who have made history." Consequently, not 

unlike what happened in ancient times, more recent history is filled with legends 

and myths. One of these myths is Leonardo da Vinci: "Light of the Renaissance" 

or "genius among geniuses", as he is still called today in modern encyclopedias. 
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Between the seventeenth and the eighteenth century Leonardo da Vinci was at the 

center of many controversies regarding his artistic production, often confused 

with the works of lesser disciples or imitators. Then, during the nineteenth century 

the myth of "the genius of Leonardo" was consolidated.
34

 

Movies, novels and articles have contributed to make the life and the art of the 

Tuscan master even more popular, claiming to reveal and interpret the mysteries 

hidden in his works. In fact, the work of Leonardo offers many symbols and 

secrets to uncover, and his paintings, his detailed drawings and his career seem to 

be as difficult to understand now as they were in his time, when he was 

considered by his contemporaries a brilliant and enigmatic figure. 

Leonardo perfectly embodies the new ideas and attitudes that characterized the 

culture of the Renaissance in the fifteenth and early sixteenth century as an 

architect, sculptor, scientist, inventor but also a painter. 

The Last Supper 

The Last Supper was soon considered Leonardo’s best work by his 

contemporaries, in spite of its rapid degradation.  

 

The Last Supper, Leonardo da Vinci, 1494-1498 

Dan Brown believes the crucial evidence of the marriage between Jesus and Mary 

Magdalene can be found in this painting. The interpretation of this work by the 
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writer is what the main ideas expressed in his novel “The DaVinci Code” are 

founded on: the encrypted presence of the sacred female in the work of art, the 

marriage between Jesus and Mary Magdalene, the identification of Mary 

Magdalene with the Holy Grail and the theorization of the royal bloodline 

stemming from the union between Jesus and Mary Magdalene. 

But we should ask ourselves, before carefully examining the figure at the side of 

Jesus in the painting, if Dan Brown really knows the art of Leonardo. Although 

the American writer has said he is a connoisseur of the Italian artist and that he 

conducted rigorous research on the subject for years, there are numerous 

inconsistencies in The Da Vinci Code about Leonardo. 

The figure sitting to the right of Jesus has often been identified in the past with St. 

John. In his novel, Dan Brown asserts that it is a female figure complementary to 

Jesus regarding clothing, colour and position and that together they form a large 

"M".  

 

Dan Brown immediately concludes that the female figure is Mary Magdalene and 

that Leonardo wanted to portray the marriage between her and Jesus. 

Recently, the TV presenter and writer Roberto Giacobbo sought to show that the 

figure sitting next to Jesus in The Last Supper is not Mary Magdalene.  
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According to the presenter, who has advanced his theory in the book “The Secret 

of Leonardo”
35

, the figure next to Jesus in this painting is indeed female although 

she is not Mary Magdalene but Mary, the mother of Jesus. 

Leonardo often portrayed the Virgin Mary in his works, and young figures with a 

gently bowed head and feminine features like the figure in The Last Supper occur 

commonly. We need only think of his paintings The Virgin of the Rocks, The 

Adoration of the Magi, the Virgin and Child and Saint Anne to realize that the 

likeness of the Virgin's face with that of the figure to the right of Jesus in The Last 

Supper is remarkable. 

Giacobbo came to his conclusions by carrying out a comparative analysis of two 

particular photos: the first was of the Madonna's face in the painting The Virgin of 

the Rocks, the second shows the face of the figure seated at the right hand of Jesus 

in The Last Supper. With the help of computer graphics the writer superimposed 

the two photos achieving really surprising results: between the two overlapped 

faces there is a perfect coincidence, point by point.
36

 

Leonardo's ability to express even the smallest details of his work leads us to rule 

out the possibility of a fortuity. The intentional coincidence between the two faces 

shows that the figure sitting next to Jesus at the Last Supper really is The Virgin 

Mary, his mother. 

Giacobbo wanted to give an explanation of a psychological nature. Leonardo, in 

fact, was born out of wedlock and suffered from the absence of a maternal figure 

in childhood and this drove him to search for a sort of psychological 

"compensation" in his works through the Virgin Mary, the universal mother, 

perhaps his favourite and most depicted subject. 

The Virgin of the Rocks 

The Virgin of the Rocks is a turning point in the career of Leonardo and 

definitively consecrates him as the most important painter of the Milanese artistic 

scene of the time. The painting was commissioned by the Confraternity of the 

Immaculate Conception in 1483. 
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Moreover, two colleagues of the Tuscan master, Ambrogio and Evangelista De 

Predis, were  commissioned by the Confraternity to paint two side panels 

depicting angels singing and playing musical instruments. 

For a long time the link between this painting and a second version of the same 

subject, today at the National Gallery in London, was shrouded in mystery. Legal 

documents show that Leonardo and his colleagues never delivered the original 

drawings to the confraternity. It is therefore possible that Leonardo sold the 

painting to another buyer (probably Ludovico Sforza or Louis XII of France) and 

then, with the help of Ambrogio, painted another version of the subject for the 

Confraternity that would have been completed no later than 1508. 

The image of the Virgin and Child radically differs from tradition in both the 

iconographic details and the setting. The aureoles are missing and the angel has no 

wings, two details suggesting Leonardo wanted to express the sacred character of 

these figures in a new way. 

The Virgin Mary stretches her hand towards Jesus, here supported by an elegant 

angel, identified as the archangel Gabriel. The movement created by the arms of 

the Virgin is used to connect the figures of John and Jesus and to emphasize their 

parallel roles. While Mary's hand is suspended over the head of the Son, the 
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pointing finger of the angel, gesture echoed by the 

Holy infant, puts the spotlight on John. 

The opening to the cave is blocked by columns of 

rock shaped by erosion; this unexplored cavity 

could be a metaphor of Mary’s virginity. The 

plants, accurately reproduced, include St. John's 

wort, jasmine and acanthus, respectively symbols 

of martyrdom, resurrection and victory. 

 

The Mona Lisa 

Can anyone look at the face of the Mona Lisa - the most famous work of art in the 

world - without questioning the meaning of that mysterious smile? 

The painting known as the Mona Lisa has 

many elements found in other portraits 

painted before the first decade of the 

sixteenth century, including the background 

landscape, the choice of half-length figure 

turned at a three-quarter angle, the position 

of the hands folded across the stomach as 

well as the smile. The meticulous 

representation of the details and the delicate 

overlapping of the veils of light make this 

painting an exceptional work, but there are 

two questions that always accentuate its 

charm: who is the woman and why is she 

smiling? 

We have the answer to the first question thanks to Salaì, one of Leonardo's pupil, 

who refers to this portrait in his inventory as "La Gioconda". In the mid-16th 

century, Vasari described it as a portrait of the Mona Lisa, the wife of the wealthy 

Florentine merchant Francesco del Giocondo ("Mona" is a diminutive used at that 
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time to indicate "madonna" i.e. lady) confirming the identity of the woman: she is 

in fact Lisa Gherardini. 

The reliable identification of the woman portrayed throws light on why she is 

smiling. Similarly to the paintings of Ginevra de' Benci and The Lady with an 

Ermine, the enigmatic smile of Mona Lisa evokes a play on words about the name 

of the portrayed. The expression is an indicator of her social position. The smile is 

familiar but not exuberant. Through these details the portrait communicates a 

general impression of naturalness, but also of modesty and grace.
37

 

The enigmatic smile has fueled many legends, including one that maintained the 

woman was a femme fatale with whom Leonardo had an affair. The theft of the 

painting in 1911, the caricatures of the work done by Marcel Duchamp and other 

artists, but especially the widespread use of this image in modern advertising have 

contributed to the fame of this mysterious painting. 

IV.2 Bernini and Borromini: rival geniuses 

 

Bernini and Borromini are considered two of the greatest masters in the history of 

European art. 

Romans by adoption, because Bernini was of Neapolitan origin and Borromini 

moved to Rome when still a young man from north Italy, they perfected their 

skills in this city. They were deeply immersed in the Roman life of their time, 

imbued with Italian spirituality, devoted to the papal court and, in one city alone, 

spectators and connoisseurs of an entire world, probably the most full of contrasts 

at the time. 

The protection of the popes assured both the opportunity to apply their genius to 

the creation of great works of universal value. Three popes recognized the 

brilliance of these two artists and contributed to the dissemination of their works: 

Urban VIII, Pope for over twenty years, Innocent X and Alexander VII. Their 

ambition was to give visual form to the power of the Church and to radiate this 

power across the entire world and, like their Renaissance predecessors, they 
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wanted to leave a testimony to its greatness by creating an incomparable cityscape 

in Rome.  

The two artists were natural rivals because the differences in their work and their 

personalities were profound. They were almost the same age - Bernini was born at 

the end of 1598, Borromini in September 1599, but the  career of the former was 

undoubtedly facilitated by the status of his father, the sculptor Pietro Bernini, 

originally from Florence, summoned from Naples to Rome.
38

 

Two artists with very different temperaments, but with a common trait: the power 

of invention. Thanks to the protection of Urban VIII, who entrusted him with the 

direction of the building of St. Peter's, Bernini soon enjoyed a worldwide 

reputation. Borromini, on the other hand, was always in a position of secondary 

importance and his fame did not cross the confines of Rome in the same way. He 

had much less enthusiasm and temperament than Bernini, but was gifted with a 

probably more subtle interior genius. Bernini died a quick natural death in 1680, 

while Borromini, after falling ill and suffering from melancholy committed 

suicide in 1667, leaving his rival another thirteen years of glory. 

IV.1.2 The occult architect of the Baroque: Francesco Borromini 

 

Francesco Borromini (1599-1667), the great architect who revolutionized the 

architecture of his time with his unique concept of space. Due to the harsh 

criticism of Baroque art because of its excesses and over-abundance of details, 

Borromini’s work was neglected and misunderstood for years and only recently 

has an in-depth study of his symbolic messages been carried out. He had an out of 

the ordinary character; he was totally immersed in his artistic creations and studies 

with no interest in money whatsoever. Being so shy he did not enjoy the same 

social success as his great rival Bernini, who, on the contrary, was perfectly at 

home in the festive atmosphere of the Papal Court and thus benefited from great 

recognition and substantial compensations for his works. 
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He belonged to the Guild of Masons, officially born in 1717, and a chapel in the 

Basilica of the Four Crowned Martyrs (considered to be the patron saints of 

stonemasons) on the Caelian Hill, is dedicated to these artisans.  

For this reason we find in his work a complex occult symbolism, which goes 

beyond his genius. Esoteric messages are concealed in the stars, the squares, the 

circles, the triangles, as well as in the crosses, the palms, and in all the elements 

that abound in his decorations. 

After his debut as a stonemason in the 

building of St Peter’s, the architect proved his 

talent in the tiny Church of San Carlino alle 

Quattro Fontane. Despite the dimensions of 

this sacred building, Borromini managed to 

make it seem must larger than it was thanks to 

his use of light, which from then on would be 

a permanent feature of all his art. 

More than the outside, perhaps what is most 

striking is the interior of the church with its 

white dome characterized by the unique elliptical form, expertly decorated with 

octagonal, hexagonal and cross coffers. 

 

Geometric shapes such as the octagon abound in this church and they are found in 

the decoration of the dome, in the capitals of the columns and the water well in 
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the cloister. The octagon alludes to eternal life, which is achieved by immersing 

the neophyte in the baptismal font. 

All the Roman works of Borromini are meaningful and rich in original features, 

but the one that is universally recognized as his masterpiece is the Church of Saint 

Ivo alla Sapienza. 

 

The old University of Rome, founded in the Middle Ages under Boniface VIII, 

has been known since the fifteenth century with the name of "La Sapienza". 

Borromini received the commission to complete the building and to build the 

church from Pope Urban VIII Barberini, but works continued under the 

pontificates of Innocent X Pamphili and Alexander VII Chigi. The symbols of 

their coats of arms are used by the artist as ornaments. 

The structure of the church is formed of two overlapping triangles that together 

form a six-pointed star - the seal of Solomon - which contains a summary of the 

Masonic and Hermetic thought; in fact the seal contains the four elements: fire , 

water, air and earth. 
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In the dome 111 stars are depicted, a number that can be considered as a 3 (1 +1 

+1). The number 3 is the number of the sky and expresses the three stages of 

mystical evolution: purification, illumination and conjunction with God. 

Eight-pointed stars alternate with six-pointed stars, recurring numbers in the 

symbolism of the artist, as we have seen in San Carlino. 

Even the floor of the church is characterized 

by a complex symbolism: there are half black 

half white hexagons, representing the contrast 

between the body and the spirit, that is, light 

and darkness, virtue and vice. This type of 

mosaic floor recalls that of the Temple of 

Solomon. 

 

Borromini's works seem inspired by the 

mystical value of numbers and hermetic traditions, therefore the fact he 

committed suicide was a great surprise and there are many doubts and misgivings 

about it. He was buried in the Church of San Giovanni dei Fiorentini, but no 

inscription marked his grave until 1994 when a tombstone with the simple 

inscription "Franciscus Borromini" was placed there.
39

 

IV.1.3 Gian Lorenzo Bernini: the man and the genius 

On December 7, 1598 one of the greatest Italian artists, Gian Lorenzo Bernini, 

was born in Naples. Son of the sculptor Pietro Bernini, he lived in Naples for the 

first few years of his life, years that left a profound mark on him. His 
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temperament, like his work, showed a strong, intense character, on the verge of 

violence, rebellious, but also restless and sensitive. 

The decade 1609-1619, marked the beginning of 

Bernini’s career that developed into an 

uninterrupted succession of masterpieces in an 

extended parable of life during which the artist 

would never leave Rome except for a short 

unhappy stay in France at the court of Louis XIV. 

In 1629, Bernini was appointed chief architect for 

the construction of St. Peter’s and this was the 

start of Gian Lorenzo’s long period of artistic 

hegemony on Rome during which he completely redesigned the cityscape of the 

Eternal City. In the entire history of Italian art there has never been a comparable 

example of one single artist who produced so many works with such creative 

continuity. But it was during the pontificate of Pope Urban VIII Barberini that the 

artist created the highest number of masterpieces.
40

 

With the death of Urban VII and the subsequent election of Pope Innocent X, 

Bernini fell out with the Vatican, given that the new pope preferred Francesco 

Borromini, his rival, and commissioned him to do a number of works. 

Bernini re-established his reputation on the most slippery foundation that exists: 

water. When Palazzo Pamphili began to take shape in Piazza Navona, Pope 

Innocent X realized that the character of the square was changing. It was now 

seen as one of the most important in the city. In 1647, Pope Innocent decided that 

the center of the square deserved something more elegant than a drinking trough: 

he wanted a beautiful fountain. The Pope entrusted Borromini with the task of 

supervising the project to increase the supply of water so that it would flow into 

the square. 

Borromini suggested that this new fountain had to commemorate the four great 

rivers of the known world - the Nile, the Danube, the Ganges and the Rio de la 

                                                 
40

 Daniele Pinton, Bernini. I percorsi dell’arte, ATS Italia Editrice, 2009, pp. 3-9 



64 

 

Plata - which, in turn, would represent the four known continents: Africa, Europe, 

Asia and the Americas.
41

 

Pope Innocent asked Borromini and other artists to submit a project for the 

fountain. Bernini, who had proclaimed himself the "friend of the waters", was not 

included. A particularly clamorous repudiation before the public, given that 

Bernini had already created several unique fountains in Rome, such as the Triton 

Fountain in Piazza Barberini.
42

 

Since Borromini had been asked to design the aqueduct that would bring the water 

into the square, in the Vatican it was assumed that he would also get the 

commission for the fountain, even if the artist had submitted a project devoid of 

inspiration. Over the centuries, several stories have circulated to explain how 

Bernini managed to obtain the commission for the Fountain of the Four Rivers 

and get back into the good graces of the Pope. The most plausible story is that 

Nicolò Ludovisi, who had recently married the Pope’s niece, Costanza Pamphili, 

persuaded the artist to design and build a model of the fountain, even if the pope 

had not ask him. Ludovisi then took the model to the Pope and, according to 

Baldinucci: "on seeing such a noble invention, the pope was almost overwhelmed 

by enthusiasm.”
43

 

On 10 July 1648, when the commission was entrusted to Bernini, Borromini went 

on a rampage, after seeing his project stolen by his most bitter rival. After all, he 

had had the idea of erecting a fountain to celebrate the four great rivers, as well as 

to design the aqueduct. 

On the other hand it was impossible to criticize Bernini, the Fountain of the Four 

Rivers is a wonder, it still amazes people today as it did when it was completed in 

1651. 

                                                 
41

 Ch. Avery, Bernini: Genius of the Baroque, Thames & Hudson, London 1997, p. 194 
42

 H. Hibbard, Bernini, Penguin Books, New York 1965 
43

 Baldinucci, Vita di Gian Lorenzo Bernini, cit., p.102 



65 

 

 

The fountain is composed of the obelisk in the center and four colossal nude 

figures each personifying a different river seated at the corners. To the south west, 

closest to Palazzo Pamphili, Bernini placed the bearded Danube, which makes a 

gesture with his right hand towards the east, in the direction of the figure that 

depicts the Ganges, which has its head turned towards the south while he straddles 

a large oar in water. On the north-west side there is the figure that embodies the 

Rio de la Plata, a dark man, bald but bearded, leaning back on his right arm, his 

left arm above his head, as if he is about to tumble out of the fountain. In the 

northeast corner there is the Nile with his head covered with a cloth of stone 

(indicating that the source of the river was still unknown at that time). 

IV.3 The esoteric Rome 

 

Rome, the capital of Italy, which in the past was called Caput Mundi, is today an 

international city of immense historical and cultural importance. As regards its art, 

although this is partly drowned out by the chaos of a modern advanced city, Rome 

is undoubtedly the Queen among princesses. The city is full of magic, steeped 

both in an ancient aura of tradition and new mysteries. 
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IV.3.1 The “esoteric Rome” of Dan Brown 

 

An unusual interweaving of fantasy and historical reality, a plot full of ingenious 

and paradoxical twists and an easy and effective narrative style are some of the 

factors behind the great success of the novel “Angels and Demons” by Dan 

Brown.
44

 

But surely the element which more than any other have contributed to the dense 

plot is undoubtedly its "Roman" setting. But beware, this is not a conventional 

Rome, but a starred-city in which some of its artistic-architectural symbols 

become visible signs of a symbolic path, created by one of the most in vogue 

artists of Baroque Rome, Gian Lorenzo Bernini, who in the novel becomes the 

creator of an initiatory journey through four "altars of science" - so called by the 

secret society of the Illuminati – that the protagonist will undertake with a 

thousand vicissitudes. 

The incredible investigation of the protagonist, Professor Robert Langdon – 

whom we also encounter in "The DaVinci Code" - through a fascinating city full 

of mystery, starts from the information hidden in the verses of a poem by John 

Milton. An indecipherable text that will reveal the first of four stages of this 

mysterious path.  

The first stage of the journey takes him to the Chigi Chapel in Santa Maria del 

Popolo, one of the many fascinating churches in Rome. Located in one of the 

city’s most beautiful squares, Piazza del Popolo, this church is a veritable treasure 

chest of artworks. In the novel, the Chigi Chapel was chosen as the first of the 

four "altars of science," each of which is associated with one of the four natural 

elements: earth, water, wind, and fire.  
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The first of the four stages of this symbolic 

path related to the "earth" element also 

contains the clue that will bring Professor 

Langdon to the second stop and one of two 

statues by Bernini, Habakkuk and the 

Angel, shows him the way. The Angel 

seems to indicate a precise direction  and 

the short quatrain of the poet Milton reads 

"Let angels guide you in your noble 

search." 

The direction indicated by the angel leads 

straight to St Peter's Square designed by 

Bernini with the famous Egyptian obelisk at its centre. However, this time the 

angel element or a similar figure which should indicate the third stage is missing. 

The author thus devises another solution to this shortfall: instead of an angel there 

is a bas-relief located on the ground near the obelisk in the middle of a huge wind 

rose, showing a face which is 

blowing. 

The symbol of air corresponds to 

the second element associated 

with the second altar of science. 

The direction in which it is 

blowing will guide the protagonist 

to the third secret place. 

Another altar, this time symbolized by the fire element represents the third stage.  

With the aid of a map Langdon reaches the Church of Santa Maria della Vittoria 

on the opposite side of the city, a seventeenth-century church that conserves an 

incredible scene in the Corsaro chapel: the ecstasy of St. Teresa of Avila, a 

masterpiece by Bernini.  
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This, more than any other work by 

Bernini, is a perfect example of the 

Baroque style, the charm of the 

"marvelous" that characterizes so many 

places in seventeenth-century Rome. 

Also this time it is the angel of the 

ecstasy of Santa Teresa to show the 

direction. One of the angel’s arms is in 

fact pointing in a definite direction, 

towards a place once dominated by 

another Bernini masterpiece, a place 

where water takes on the role of 

protagonist. The direction indicated by 

the angel leads to Piazza Navona, the ancient Circus of Domitian where, at the 

center, there is the monument par excellence dedicated to water: the Fountain of 

the Four Rivers. 

Between art-historical references more or less real and sometimes fictitious, the 

fascinating path winds through some key places of one of the richest artistic 

seasons of Rome, thanks to the patronage of the Pope. But the path suggested by 

Dan Brown’s imagination is just one of many unusual paths that this city, steeped 

in history and art, can offer. It still hides many mysteries. 

You just have to know how to interpret the traces left on a monument, a statue, in 

a square and let your imagination take its course .... 

IV.4 The secrets of the city of Washington and American Masonry 

 

The United States of America were born under the sign of Masonry, this is a well 

known fact. All the major signatories of the Constitution were Masons. The dollar 

is the symbol of the economic power of the most powerful nation on the planet 

and there are many symbols and signs on it such as the Masonic pyramid with an 

eye at the top, sometimes represented in the form of a triangle; in fact the triangle 

symbolizes perfection, while the eye indicates the Great Architect of the Universe. 
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The question we must ask ourselves is why are these also symbols found on the 

ceiling of Congress? On Capitol Hill in Washington, where American 

representatives and senators decide the fate of the nation and hence, very often, of 

the world. But, above all, why was it painted by an Italian? A man who was aware 

of many more things about America than the Americans themselves, Costantino 

Brumidi. 

 

“The basis of our political systems 

 is the right of the people to make and 

 to alter their constitutions of government” 

George Washington 

 

This is a phrase of George Washington, the first U.S president,  a man who knew 

exactly how to handle power and who also knew how important relationships with 

banks and money were. Washington, a city dedicated to power, where decisions 

that affect the whole world are made, where there are important institutions, some 

at global level, such as the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

and other typical American institutions such as the White House, the Supreme 

Court and the Congress. 

The Capitol itself seems to hide obvious esoteric signs and special astronomical 

alignments; on certain days of the year if you watch the sun setting from the 

Capitol it seems to go down exactly on top of the White House, which is located 

at the western end of Pennsylvania Avenue. George Washington himself laid the 

foundation stone on September 18, 1793. According to some studies, in fact, 

calculating the stellar alignments of 1793 the star Sirius rose just before the sun 

and it was exactly aligned with Pennsylvania Avenue, an alignment known to the 

ancient Egyptians as "Heliacal rising", an alignment that was very important to the 

ancients, and that was the basis for many of the major Egyptian and Masonic rites. 
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IV.4.1 Costantino Brumidi: the Apotheosis of George Washington 

 

The heart of the Capitol is the "Rotunda", a circular room more than 30 meters in 

diameter, surmounted by a dome inside the capitol. At the top of the dome a 

fresco called "The Apotheosis of George Washington" is found and it contains a 

number of particular symbolisms. 

Costantino Brumidi was born in Rome in 1805 of a Greek father and Italian 

mother. In 1849, when Rome was occupied by the French, Brumidi emigrated to 

the United States. In 1852 he received American citizenship and in 1855 he was 

hired to create his major work: the Apotheosis of George Washington. He worked 

for twenty-five years, developing scenes that represented the birth of the new 

world power. 

 

The painting is at the centre of the dome, 55 meters above the ground and covers 

an area of over 420 square meters. Brumidi began his masterpiece eleven months 

after the end of the civil war. 

In the painting, the artist combines real people with mythological characters and 

we can see George Washington who was a Mason like many other men of the 

time, depicted between two female figures. 
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The first represents Freedom and Authority, the second Victory and Fame. Placed 

in a circle are another thirteen female figures each with a star above her head 

representing the thirteen stars of the first American flag, one for each of the first 

thirteen colonies. 

Costantino Brumidi included a number of 

symbols in the painting, such as the eagle, as 

well as a number of characteristics elements of 

Masonic tradition that are easily recognizable 

such as the anvil, the compass, and the sword.  

George Washington is holding a sword, a 

noble weapon that distinguishes the knight and 

the hero, that separates good from evil, and, in 

perfect Masonic style, is pointing downwards.  

Six scenes represent concepts allegorically. The compass is found in the Science 

scene, which includes Minerva, goddess of wisdom, the arts and civilization. The 

compass is on her right, in the hands of a teacher, open to 45 °, indicating that the 

apprentices do not dominate the field yet.  

The eagle is in War scene; half white, half black its wings are outstretched and it 

is holding arrows and a thunderbolt in its talons. 

These symbols are even more evident in the frieze that runs around the entire 

vault which tells the story of America. 
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In the scene depicting the colonization of New England the hammer and the chisel 

appear; joined together they symbolize intelligence. In the one representing 

Montezuma receiving Cortes there is a drum with the Cross of the Knights of 

Malta and the Masons on it. 

Who knows how many people have crossed the corridor leading to the "Rotunda", 

which is located under the dome, unaware of the symbols around them. We have 

analyzed the obvious symbols in Brumidi’s fresco, now we will find out if there is 

something else, something that is not seen at first glance, but which is there to be 

discovered. 

If we look closely, we will see that by placing Washington at the base surrounded 

by women, a triangle is formed with what for some is a sun at the centre. This 

optical illusion is identical to the pupil of an eye. 

    

The image of the eye, in virtue of its importance as a sense organ, symbolizes for 

most populations the divine all-seeing eye. In ancient times the eye appeared as a 

representation of the sun god, for the Masons the eye in a triangle has a dual 
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symbolism, at physical level the sun, at spiritual level, the Great Architect of the 

Universe. The base of the triangle, represents duration, while the two sides 

darkness and light. So the Capitol, whose construction began on an exact date, at a 

specific point, following a precise stellar alignment, contains a fresco with many 

figures, many of which come from Masonic culture and tradition. 

Many people believe that the building is part of a much larger plan, which 

includes the entire city of Washington built to represent the most important power 

in the world.
45

 

IV.4.2 The History of the city of Washington 

 

In 1789, the young American nation decided to build a large federal capital in 

Virginia, the initial project of which belongs to Jean Pierre L'Enfant later joined 

by others. 

     

 

L'Enfant presented an ambitious project. The capital was designed for a nation of 

500 million people although at the time there were only four million in the entire 

country (today there are approximately 300 million), and the project included 

numerous references to ancient Egyptian rites. 
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There are many clues that suggest that the city was built according to an occult 

map. The city’s streets are all parallel to each other both horizontally and 

vertically. Some say that this was done to make the city more livable, while others 

claim that this particular layout of the roads form specific symbols. 

A similar scheme to the map of the city of Washington is also found in the plans 

of London and Paris, and according to some scholars, the intent of the designers, 

all Freemasons, was to recreate on earth the ideal city according to Masonic 

tradition. If l'Enfant’s city plan is placed on a design of the Tree of Life of Jewish 

tradition, we will see they match perfectly. The Tree of Life contains important 

nodes called "sephirah", and they correspond to the most important buildings of 

the city. The first "sephirah" corresponds to the Lincoln Memorial, between the 

fifth and eighth, respectively, "Judgment" and "Gloria", we find the Jefferson 

Memorial. Both key figures in the history of the United States, Thomas Jefferson, 

a founding father, was the third president and principal author of the "Declaration 

of Independence". Abraham Lincoln is unanimously considered one of the 

nations’ most important figures; he was the president who abolished slavery. 

Between the fourth and the seventh 

"sephirah", "Mercy" and "Victory", we find 

the White House, the sixth corresponds to 

the Washington Monument and the tenth, 

"The Kingdom", to the Capitol. 

The city of Washington corresponds 

perfectly to a Masonic plan. 

Now we are going to leave the political 

sphere to enter into an economic one; in fact, 

even the one dollar bill is worth examining 

carefully. But first we need to analyze a very 

special place: the White House. 
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The White House and the Washington Monument 

The first stone of this building was laid on a very special date, October 13, 1792, a 

date with a strong Templar symbolism. On 13 October 1307, in fact, all Templar 

Order members were imprisoned. The White House was completed after the death 

of George Washington. Over the years, it was destroyed by fire and renewed 

several times, always on the basis of the initial project. 

The White House was built following particular stellar alignments which, as we 

have seen, were well known to Freemasonry. To better understand this we must 

go back to the year the first president died: 1799. 

      

To recall the figure of this great man who gave so much to the nation, it was 

decided to raise a large obelisk with a tapering point like a sort of pyramid. The 

date of the ceremony of laying the first stone of the Washington Monument, July 

4, 1848, coincided with Independence Day, when America’ independence from 

British hegemony is celebrated, but it is also a date that brings us back to Templar 

symbolism. In fact, if we convert this data to the Julian calendar, this is the feast 

day of the Mason St. John. Due to lack of funds and political intrigue, the 

inauguration of the Washington Monument was postponed until February 22, 

1885; the ceremony took place in the afternoon, coinciding with the rise of Sirius, 

in the presence of representatives of the lodges of the United States. 
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The Pentagon 

The first stone of another very important building, the Pentagon, was also laid on 

a day chosen for its particular significance connected to Masonry. 

In 1941, given the imminent entry of the 

United States into the world war, 

President Roosevelt decided to build new 

army headquarters, a building destined to 

become a worldwide symbol of military 

power: the Pentagon. Roosevelt, Grand 

Master of the 32nd degree, knew that this 

form is identified with a precise star 

usually depicted with five points: Sirius. 

Even the place on which the Pentagon 

stands does not seem to have been chosen at random: it is, in fact, the ideal 

extension of an axis that goes toward the Capitol. The ceremony of laying the first 

stone occurred on September 11, 1941. It was discovered that, once again, at the 

time of the ceremony, Sirius was directly above the spot where the Pentagon was 

about to rise. 

 

The one dollar bill 

The one dollar bill is the most common and powerful banknote in the world; on 

the front there is the effigy of George Washington flanked by two symbols, to the 

left the symbol of the "Federal Reserve of Chicago", to the right that of the 

"Treasury Department" with a date, 1789, the date of the French Revolution in 

which Freemasonry  played a significant role. 
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This bill is full of Masonic symbols: a shield, scales, a key and 13 stars. On the 

reverse of the note there are two circles: in the right circle there is an eagle, 

symbol of the United States of America, in the left circle, there is a pyramid with 

an eye on its summit. The eagle holds a ribbon in its beak with the Latin 

inscription "e pluribus unum", which literally means "From many, one"; another 

circle high above the pyramid contains the inscription "annuit coeptis" that means 

"He has favored our undertakings"; at the bottom there is the motto "Novus ordo 

Seclorum" but the last word is written in contracted form - "seclorum" instead of 

"secolorum". In this way, the sentence is composed of 17 characters instead of 18 

and the 17th Arcane of the Tarot Cards is the "star" and means "realization." 

Finally, there is the number 13 that is continuously repeated. 

Officially, it is believed that 13 is related to the initial number of the States that 

made up the federation, but the number 13 has many hidden meanings, including 

that of "continuation", of the "flight which resists for eternity" and, for the 

Rosicrucian, it is the symbol of the initiatory path: the eagle holds 13 arrows in its 

right talon, there are 13 characters in the words "e pluribus unum" and "annuit 

coeptis", there are 13 stripes on the shield and 13 steps leading up to the top of the 

pyramid, and finally, above the head of the eagle, there are 13 stars which, 

together, form the six-pointed star that is the "Seal of Solomon". 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

SYMBOLS IN CONTEMPORARY 

COMMUNICATION 

V.1 Communication without words 

 

The word “to communicate” comes from the Latin “communico” that is "to share" 

and it is a social and reciprocal act, mediated by the use of symbols that have a 

special meaning between individuals and groups. 

When talking about communication it is necessary to refer to language, in fact it is 

a characteristic that distinguishes man from other living beings. 

There are many definitions of language that is a set of elements of a symbolic 

nature which, rightly associated, provide a reproduction of reality. The 

combination of these representations then forms the basis of each individual and it 

is precisely on this basis that we interact with the environment. For example, if we 

think about the word "sun" immediately the heat or summer springs to mind. 

During man’s evolution, as we have already seen in the first chapter, he developed 

a wide range of systems used to send messages. Communicating is not just 

talking; human communication is, in fact, characterized by much more than mere 

words. Indeed, there are many alternative communication systems exist including 

those forms that we use spontaneously and which constitute the so-called non-

verbal communication. 

 

V.1.1 Verbal and non-verbal communication 

 

We can affirm that verbal communication is attributable to everything that has to 

do with the spoken language, while non-verbal communication is everything that 

has to do with particular aspects such as space, posture, facial expressions and 

symbols . 
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Verbal communication is based on the communicative use of a system of 

symbols. This means that language is decomposable into separate parts, words, 

which when combined make it possible to create an infinite number of sentences. 

Non-verbal communication consists of the communicative use of a combination 

of symbols. These, unlike words, are not decomposable and cannot be mixed 

together to form new meanings. For example, the figure of a tree is simply a tree 

and not the sum of many small parts that together form a tree. 

The nonverbal mode is not only the oldest in terms of phylogenesis, i.e. the 

evolutionary development of living beings, but  also ontogenetically it is the first 

used by human beings as it is active from birth. 

Think of a child who has not yet developed the ability to speak, but which is able 

to communicate through facial expressions. 

Although non-verbal communication precedes the verbal form from an 

evolutionary viewpoint, when we communicate we usually use both forms 

together; for example, when we speak we associate words with many body 

gestures, especially those of the hands.
46

 

V.2 Modern society and the misappropriation of symbols 

 

There are two expressive forms of language: direct language and indirect 

language. In direct language, the use of the word prevails and therefore there is 

immediate comprehensibility. Indirect language, instead, is expressively richer, 

but it is also more controversial and hence easily misunderstood. Both are very 

important, since they are complementary forms of communication. Indirect 

language, in particular, does not express a single meaning, and it implies an 

interpretation of the metaphors and symbols of which it is composed. In fact, a 

symbol is a communicative artifact, and it is considered not for what is per se, but 

for what it is capable of representing. 

                                                 
46

 Lorenzo Gatto, Comunicare senza le parole. Esperienze di comunicazione con le persone 

pluridisabili. 
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Today, non-verbal signals are a form of alternative communication and act as a 

support for the direct message. A person’s movements, their way of gesturing, the 

intonation of their voice and other factors all appear to have great importance. The 

construction of what is being said, as well as colors and sounds, help to make the 

message more easily perceptible. Finally, if we talk about persuasion, simplicity, 

concise but effective brevity, are of the utmost importance. For example, 

advertising slogans, aphorisms and judgments are made up of phrases rich in ideas 

but above all synthetic, catchy and engaging. They are designed to remain etched 

in the mind, and thus to persuade the person to whom they are addressed. 

In today's society it is often difficult to recognize and characterize the various 

symbols that pass before us and it is very easy to judge them erroneously. The 

swastika, for example, was adopted by the Third Reich during the terrible years of 

World War II and for many people it represents the sadness and darkness that 

characterized that period dominated by Hitler, but in reality, it is a symbol of 

prosperity and fortune, adopted by some ancient civilizations including the 

Greeks. In this case there has been a veritable misappropriation of a symbol and a 

criminal modification of the historical meaning of the symbol to bend it to a far 

less noble ideal. 

In today's society there are many of these examples, though less dramatic, some 

random, some deliberate, some mistakenly associated with something that in 

reality is light years away. 

V.3 The importance of symbols in communication and their origin 

 

Large companies worldwide are committed to constantly increasing their profit 

margin and are willing to do anything to make more money: very often they even 

resort to the use of psychology and esoteric symbolism to unconsciously influence 

people, using ancient and positive symbols to their advantage. 

Does the logo of Mercedes Benz make you think of luxury, style, class and 

comfort? 
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This is probably the message that this brand transmits today, but for thousands of 

years, this symbol had a very different meaning. It was the "Triquetra", from the 

Latin tri ("three") combined with quetrus ("corners"). This symbol belonged to 

the Druids and Celts, who argued that its natural form has the ability to stimulate 

the human psyche and to revitalize our spiritual powers when we observe it. 

The Triquetra was primarily an instrument used in ceremonies during the 

Neolithic Age, in magic and in rituals and religious spells. 

The Triquetra appeared in numerous works in pagan temples and on the walls of 

Gothic cathedrals. Mercedes took this symbol and implemented a semantic 

change in the symbolism of the logo, linking it to the products they sold: cars. 

However, some think it was simply a coincidence and claim that the logo 

Mercedes reproduced was actually the symbol of the "spokes of a wheel". 

We can also find the Triquetra in the logo of another carmaker, Mitsubishi. 

"Mitsu" means "three" and "Hishi" means diamond or rhombus. Combining the 

two terms we get the word "three diamonds or three rhombi", the exact form of 

the logo. 

It could be a coincidence, but it is unlikely and many people believe that the 

founders of Mercedes and Mitsubishi understood the power hidden behind this 

symbol and exploited it in order to persuade their consumers. 

Psychologists and mythologists, such as Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell stated 

that symbols like these continue to have influence on the mind and spirit of man. 

They are deeply rooted in our cultural consciousness, even though with a meaning 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Mercedes-Triquetra.png
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that has been long forgotten, but which continues to emerge, beyond logic and 

reason.  

Marketing experts for nearly a century have known the bond that exists between 

these icons and the most primitive emotions of the consumer. 

Even if enterprises do not know the real meaning behind an esoteric symbol, they 

intuitively understand the effect it has and exploit it by inserting it into their brand 

unconsciously creating, in the minds of consumers, a link between these symbols 

and their products. 

V.3.1 The occult logos of oil companies 

 

There is another sector, in particular, which has always used the power of ancient 

symbolism. I am talking of the oil sector and its companies, Texaco, Shell, 

Sunoco, Amoco, Chevron, Gulf and Mobil. 

All these names probably sound familiar to most of you and the logo of each one 

them contains an ancient, esoteric symbol full of mystical energy. 

They all possess an inherent power derived from the ancient symbols represented 

in them and they are so successful in dominating people that their use seems to 

transcend mere marketing and enter the domain of mind control. 

Before analyzing in detail these symbols we need to understand why they are so 

influential on people. The effectiveness of these symbols is illustrated by Carl 

Jung’s "collective unconscious" theory according to which humans have a genetic 

memory, memories of ideas, images and many other things. These memories are 

common and often occur in the form of symbols such as the sun that is known as a 

symbol of warmth, or skulls that symbolize death. Jung called these symbols 

"Archetypes". According to the psychologist we do not know these symbols from 

personal experience, but from thousands of years of experience accumulated from 

our ancestors. 

These logos then leverage these archetypes. They are imprisoned in the soul of 

each one of us and the industrial giants like oil companies seem to know it. 
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Take for example the symbol of the shell, which is the logo of the Shell Oil 

Company. 

 

THE SHELL 

 

 

Above, from left to right: the corporate logo of Shell, "The Birth of Venus" by Sandro Botticelli; 

Aphrodite in a shell of Amisos which is now in the Louvre. Below, from left to right: a shell in the 

design of the Capitol in New York, an ancient coin with shell, a shell over the entrance of a bank 

in Buffalo, NY, a shell inside a Mormon church. 

 

Most people love shells; scattered on beaches like jewels of the sea, since time 

immemorial they have been collected by children and adults alike. Few people 

know, however, that throughout history, shells have had a fundamental role for 

humans and have been used in a variety of ways, from a form of money to art. In 

the Stone Age people used shells to decorate their jewelry, houses and boats. In 

many tropical countries, tribes used shells as currency. The Incas buried their dead 

with shells. Throughout history, architects and artists in their works have 

incorporated several symbols including the shell. In the ruins at Pompeii, shells 

used to decorate statues of the gods were found. 

The result of these ancient customs is that shells have been absorbed into our 

collective unconscious as a positive symbol. 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-5.jpg


84 

 

In Greek and Roman myths shells were a symbol of prosperity, rebirth and, if 

linked to the sea, indicated the source of fertility. The shell became a symbol of 

the womb and the birth of the goddess Venus or Aphrodite. 

For this reason, the shell represented the female deity in the pagan cult and was 

associated with love, birth and reproduction. 

So, the pagan symbol of the shell is embedded in our collective unconscious. It 

has always had positive connotations, just like the next symbol we are going to 

analyze, the diamond / rhombus. 

 

THE PERFECT DIAMOND 

 

 

 

Above, from left to right: The company logo of Sunoco, the rhombus symbols on the top of the 

staircase of the Reid Hall, Manhattanville College; rhombus at the Temple of Borobudur. Below, 

from left to right: esoteric Masonic drawing found in the books by René Guénon, the ancient runic 

alphabet letter called "Ingwaz" rhombus lattice pattern in Peru, tiling of the outside floor, the Reid 

Hall, at the Manhattanville College, Navajo rug, with stylized rhombus. 

 

The diamond symbols appear in every age, culture, religion, esoteric and spiritual 

tradition. The word diamond comes from the Greek "adamas" which means 

"authentic", "unalterable", "unbreakable" or "untamed". 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Diamond-Symbol-Article.jpg


85 

 

A diamond is something that lasts forever, it symbolizes eternity, it is the 

apotheosis which culminates in acquiring physical and spiritual abilities superior 

to all other human beings. 

Hence, all men possess the skill with which they can become an eternal being. A 

parallel citing the metamorphosis of a caterpillar into a butterfly goes as follows:  

 

Is it possible that the human body acts as a cocoon for a higher, more complex 

longer lived form which has the potential for immortality? 

 

Dr E. Mitchell Gibson 

 

This comparison was already known to our ancestors: diamond symbols in the 

shape of a butterfly were common among indigenous people native to North 

America, Canada and Mexico. Many of the Indian nations identified the butterfly 

with "immortality." 

 

The symbol of the butterfly for Native Americans in the form of a diamond / rhombus. 

 

The diamond/butterfly symbol conveys a sense of rebirth, revitalization and 

transformation, incorporating all these ideals and deep meanings in a single 

poignant symbol. 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-9.jpg


86 

 

Clearly, the diamond/rhombus symbol has accompanied man for centuries and it 

occupies a place in our "collective unconscious". Its presence in the Sunoco logo 

is therefore anything but a coincidence. 

 

TORH/ETERNAL FLAME 

 

 

Above, from left to right: the logo of Amoco, the back of the dime, steel gate at the Book and Snake 

Society at Yale, the fourth oldest secret society at Yale University. Below, from left right: Replica 

of the torch of the Statue of Liberty, Statue of Liberty, Flame of TriStar Pictures; Olympic torch. 

 

The torch is, by modern standards, an old-fashioned technology, having been 

supplanted by electricity more than a century ago. For our ancestors, however, the 

torch represented light and life for 

thousands of years, symbolically 

depicting immortality and eternal 

light. It has always been considered a 

very positive symbol in the collective 

unconscious. 

One of the most famous images is the 

Olympic torch. The Olympic torch is 

the torch of Prometheus, who gave fire 

to man. Prometheus was he who stole 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-10.jpg
http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Prometheus-Pic.png
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fire from Zeus and donated it to all mortals. Zeus punished him severely for his 

crime. According to the myth Prometheus was condemned to eternal suffering; 

tied to a solitary rock, every day a giant eagle devours his liver which re-grows 

during the night to be eaten again the next day. 

The Statue of Liberty is another impressive symbol and the woman represented in 

the statue holds an enormous torch. When it is placed over the head, a torch 

symbolizes life and the regenerative power of the flame. Many universities and 

colleges use this symbol in their emblems. 

For the ancient Greeks, fire torches were sacred; they used them in their rituals 

and in major sporting events, which had an almost religious connotation (the 

Olympic Games). 

The torch is therefore a positive symbol, depicting the life and light of our soul, a 

very deep meaning that has been exploited by corporations in an attempt to 

influence consumers. 

 

THE SHIELD 

 

Above, from left to right: Company logo of Chevron; detail of the U.S. seal, American Seal. Below 

from left to right: Castilla y León Shield, shield on top of the southern facade of the Reid Hall at 

Manhattanville College in Purchase, NY to; ancient Roman shield. 

 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/Chevron-logos.jpg
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The shield has always been considered a defensive weapon, intended to stop an 

attack, bullets and arrows or to dampen a shot. Shields were already used by 

primitive men, thus becoming part of the collective unconscious. The shapes of 

shields have changed with the passage of time and depending on the place, the 

shape of the shield can be square, circular or corrugated. Often shields were 

brightly colored or decorated with pictures of animals that later became heraldic 

emblems. 

The shield is a positive symbol which has the characteristics of spiritual protection 

and fortitude. 

 

"The symbolic meaning of the shield is equivalent to a simple transposition of its 

defensive function to the spiritual plane."
47

 

 

 

A seal is a type of shield, a symbol that, in fact, resembles the Chevron logo seen 

above. Seals are unique to each family and many of them were handed down 

through several generations and therefore had distinctive features in addition to 

their purely defensive use. 

The shield is now no longer used today, but for thousands of years it represented 

defense and protection for human beings all around the world. For this reason it 

has a very important significance in our collective unconscious. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
47

 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols 
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THE SOLAR DISK 

 

 

Above, from left to right: The  Gulf logo, Horus with solar disk, Japanese flag. Below, from left to 

right: again Horus with the solar disk. 

 

The symbolism linked to the figure of the sun (also known as "the cult of the 

sun") is very old and was probably born during the prehistoric era. The solar disk 

is an archaic symbol, used in reverence and veneration by many ancient 

populations all over the world, especially by the Egyptian. 

The transposition of this symbol is quite obvious: the sun is a source of heat and 

light, necessary for both life and prosperity. As a result of this extraordinary life 

force, the solar deities such as Ra in Egypt, were often portrayed as powerful, 

strong, almost supreme figures. 

The sun is depicted as a circle, a figure that has always been a symbol of eternity 

having neither a beginning nor an end. 

In the religion of the ancient Egyptians the figure of the 

sun disk became a primary symbol of the god Ra, the 

sun god. It was engraved on the doors of many Egyptian 

temples and tombs and appeared on many papyri. 

The tower located in the center of the city of Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, has the shape of an Egyptian pyramid and 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-12.jpg
http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-13.jpg
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was the headquarters of Gulf, one of the major oil companies in the world, which 

chose the Egyptian sun disk as its symbol.  

The characteristics of the figure of the sun represent a very positive concept that 

has been etched into the collective consciousness of man. Aware of this, Gulf Oil 

used the symbol of the sun in its logo because man has been attracted by its power 

for millennia. 

 

PEGASUS 

 

Above, from left to right: The Mobil Oil logo, Flying Pegasus, Greek bronze 300-268 BC, bronze 

plate depicting Pegasus. Below from left to rigiht: Bellerophon and Chimera, the ceiling of an 

attic, approx. 425-420 BC, silver Pegasus in Greece 480-450 BC, ancient Greek coin of Corinth 

360 BC 

Pegasus is one of the most popular mythological creatures. It is a white winged 

horse and has represented speed and power since prehistoric times. 

This divine animal is closely related to various Greek gods, like Poseidon or 

Neptune, Athena or Minerva (divine wisdom); Zeus or Jupiter (genius and 

imagination). 

Pegasus was a symbol of wisdom and especially of popularity from the Middle 

Ages to the Renaissance. In the nineteenth century, it became a symbol of poetry 

and poetic inspiration. 

http://www.neovitruvian.it/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/symbols-14.jpg
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The symbol of Pegasus itself is already a unique union between a horse and the 

wings of a bird and for every mythology and religion of the world is a powerful 

symbol that represents strength and virility. The wings, on the other hand, 

represent prayer, meditation, the soul and the ability to transcend the pull of the 

earth. 

It is fairly obvious, therefore, why large multinational oil companies have used 

powerful and iconic archaic symbols for their logos. These companies have 

always known that it would be easier to attract the consumer by using well-known 

effective and positive symbols used in the past, rather than starting from scratch. 

V.4 Symbols in consecutive interpretation 

 

In consecutive interpretation, still considered the most complete and complex 

process of transposition of a spoken text or speech from a source language to a 

target language, the interpreter returns in one go or in segments of varying 

duration a message formulated by others and directed to others through note 

taking. 

The annotation language allows you to put down on paper what is being said in 

the source language using a code of signs and to re-transform it into the target 

language in order to reproduce a semantically equivalent speech. 

From the point of view of the morphological development of the code, the sign 

can be seen from three different angles: the first is a semantic approach to the sign 

or symbol, i.e. how to establish coherent association between form and content. 

The second consists of an analytical approach to the sign, or how to establish the 

relationship between form and function, how to differentiate and give value to the 

main information rather than secondary ones. The third angle is a procedural 

approach to the sign to manage syntactic aspects, or how to order the sign on the 

sheet so as to preserve and accurately reflect the communicative intention of the 

speaker. 
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When switching from linguistic level to the graphic one, the interpreter can form 

their own code of signs on the basis of which reflect the possible relations 

between meaning and significance. Charles Sanders Peirce, one of the proponents 

of the development of semiotics (the science or more simply the study of signs) 

distinguishes three types of signs: icon, index and symbol. 

The icon is a sign characterized by a relationship of similarity between the sign 

and the external reality. For example, a press      can mean "print" or "journal", a 

chair       can be "president" or "government." 

The index is a sign characterized by a continuous relationship with the outside 

world, so it is somehow connected to the meaning. For example, "smoke" means 

"fire" or the symbol of the smoking  may indicate "factory" or "industry". 

The symbol is a sign that does not resemble the meaning but which is arbitrary or 

purely conventional. For example, the scales icon            that symbolizes justice.
48

 

Most of the communication takes place without saying a word, the so-called non-

verbal communication that I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Our 

world is full of objects, signs and symbols that represent for us meanings already 

ingrained in our minds. 

There are many conventional symbols used in consecutive interpretation. 

There are standardized signs that are used by most interpreters, as we saw earlier 

with the scales icon. 

Below you will find a few of these common signs that are used by thousands of 

professional interpreters every day in their note-taking: 

 

     Country – Nation – State 

 

     World – Hemisphere 

 

 €  Euro – Economy – Money 

                                                 
48

 Claudia Monacelli, Messaggi in codice: analisi del discorso e strategie per prendere appunti, 

Manuali FrancoAngeli 
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 MK Economic Market  

 

      Agriculture – Primary sector 

 

       Law 

 

      To think – Thought  

 

      Danger 

 

      Cheerfulness – Happiness – Joy 

 

      Love 

 

      Sun – Splendour – Light 

 

      Man – Male 

 

      Woman – Female 

 

      Agreement – Relationship – Integration 

 

       Prohibition 

 

       Development – Progress – To go ahead 

 

       Regress – Recession – Retrocession 

 

It should be emphasized, however, that consecutive interpretation is not learned 

systematically by accumulating a varied arsenal of signs, symbols, characters, 
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abbreviations or contractions. The most authentic essence of this art lies 

elsewhere, namely, which is true for the rest of the interpretation in general, in a 

mental space, in listening-comprehension of the original speech and its return as 

complete as possible, in a correct and appropriate target language.
49

 

I wanted to dedicate the last paragraph of my dissertation to the analysis of the 

very particular field of work of the interpreter because I myself am a student of 

this specific subject and have a passion for the profession of interpreter which I 

consider extremely fascinating, though very demanding and tiring. 

Communication is one of the fundamental aspects that distinguishes human beings 

from any other living species on this planet, and, in my opinion, making 

communication possible between different individuals for linguistic or cultural 

reasons is something simply amazing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
49

 Cateria Falbo, Mariachiara Russo, Francesco Straniero Sergio, Interpretazione simultanea e 

consecutiva: problemi teorici e metodologie didattiche, Hoepli Editore 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This dissertation is the result of a broader and deeper analysis of studies on 

communication and on how the world of symbols has changed the way of 

disseminating and reporting information. 

I therefore sought to include the main forms of non-verbal communication and to 

explain how signs and symbols have influenced human communication since time 

immemorial. From the early signs used in prehistoric times by primitive men in 

caves, up to the complex and occult symbols used by countless artists in the most 

imposing and majestic works of art in the world. 

Symbols, therefore, are to all intents and purposes a form of language. They can 

even be considered the first form of communication used by humans since, at the 

dawn of humanity, people were unable to communicate verbally. 

Over the centuries, communication has evolved, has changed; with the advent of a 

writing system the world of communications was radically transformed. As can be 

seen by the analysis in the first chapter, writing is nothing more than a system of 

symbolic representation of signs through which you can send any kind of message 

from person to person. 

The progress of writing and communication between human beings goes hand in 

hand with the development of symbols in any field or area of terrestrial life. First 

of all religion. 

Over time, the integration between different peoples and civilizations with 

customs and religions of different origins has become stronger and stronger. This 

meant that people of different races and cultures came into contact with each 

other. Hence the unexpected revival of symbols, especially religious ones, which 

have turned out to be the only remedies to deal with the growing need for social 

cohesion and a strong collective identity. 
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Religious symbols have undergone various transformations at both graphical and 

semantic level. As was discussed in the second chapter, in fact, many of the 

symbols that we use today in our daily lives have a religious origin. 

Symbols have always had an important function in art. In the fourth chapter, I 

wanted to highlight how numerous artists such as painters, sculptors, and 

architects from different eras chose to use symbols as a code to send and 

disseminate disguised or hidden messages to the rest of the world. 

It is as if the universe were a great system of symbols which are waiting to be 

deciphered and discovered. The search for the hidden meanings of things is 

essentially based on an intuitive and perceptive process, which tends to illuminate 

that which previously had remained concealed. 

Communication is a symbolic exchange, a process which actively involves all the 

subjects. Symbols are an integral part of this process and they have been among 

us since the dawn of human life and are still today the fundamental elements in 

our way of interacting and communicating. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that the study of symbolism is undoubtedly 

essential to correctly interpret reality and understand it in all its countless facets. 

But it is also for this reason that symbolism, and the world to which it is 

associated, is still something hidden and mysterious, even almost impenetrable to 

the human being. 

 

 

 

 

 


