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Freemasonry, a brotherhood comprised of highly respected men across the world, was the secretive society that Dan Brown chose to write about in his novel The Lost Symbol, which is sequential to his previous best-seller, Angels & Demons.  In his novel, Brown includes some of the inner happenings of Freemasonry, such as the initiation and induction rituals and mentions various Masonic symbols and buildings that appear in Washington D.C., implying the fraternity’s influence on the city.  Though Dan Brown has been under careful scrutiny in terms of the accuracy of his writing, evidence of Masonry being a part of the development of America is very prevalent and nearly impossible to overlook.  Not only is Masonic influence in the United States reflected in tangible structures in Washington D.C. that Brown mentions, but it also reaches to the root of American development, right to the core of American values that are stated in the Constitution. 


The development of Masonry can be traced back to the medieval guilds of stonemasonry (Wasserman 14).  Craftsmen of the trade possessed the ability and knowledge to create and erect tall architectural phenomena such as large cathedrals and castles.  The techniques and methods used became so important that they became clandestine knowledge. Among these men, rules and standards were implemented, which separated these craftsmen by skill level and knowledge.  These levels based on skill formed a spectrum of prestige, and secret signals and designated words were used to convey the stonemasons’ level and ability.  These masons worked all around Europe at various construction sites and thus became known as “Freemasons.
”   Since the masons traveled from site to site, lodges were built in the cities in which they worked in and were used for lodging as well as a place that masons could gather. Up until the middle of the eighteenth century, Freemasonry consisted solely of stonemasons, but as Freemasonry spread throughout Europe and the idea of joining became attractive to some of the most influential and intellectual individuals.  Operative freemasonry turned to speculative freemasonry
 and the fraternity continued to grow and to attract the attention of the educated elite, including the men that would eventually be integral in the development of what would become the United States of America. 


It was in London in 1717 that Masonry officially transformed into a social group and network
.  England’s first official Masonic lodge, the Grand Lodge of England, consisted of four of the existing original lodges
.  English noblemen, including numerous members of parliament, joined and became Freemasons and gathered together within the walls of the lodges.  This idea of speculative freemasonry was not confined to England; the idea of joining attracted many European kings and other members of the elite, upper class.  Members of the middle class were also drawn to the idea and gained membership, which effaced some of the social rankings and allowed for mobility in social status.  By 1735, there were 140 lodges established throughout Europe
.  At this point, the goal of Freemasonry shifted from building tangible architectural wonders to “the construction of living cathedrals within the human heart to serve as fit temples for the indwelling of the Lord
.”  Though Freemasonry was nondenominational, and accepted men of all religions, it did require that members hold a belief in the existence of a God
.  


Inevitably, the British elite brought Masonry across the Atlantic Ocean over to the “New World”: colonial America.  The first lodge, which was considered to be St. John’s Lodge, was founded in Philadelphia in the early 1700’s, but Masonry was deemed official in 1730.  That year, the Grand Lodge in London chartered new Grand Masters for the colonies of New Jersey, New York and Pennsylvania
.  Just as the fraternity did in Europe, Masonry grew in the colonial America and soon enough was well established in all of the thirteen colonies.  Freemasonry was something that tied the elite together; it was something that was common among the important figures in the developing New World, the frontier.  It was so prevalent, that even some of the most influential men were masons, namely Benjamin Franklin and George Washington—two of the key Founding Fathers.  The fact that so many important figures were Masonic members elicits the question of whether or not the colonization, and the eventual independence, of America

was a Masonic experiment and intention from the start
.


Though it is debated on both sides about how much of an influence Masonry had on the United States, it is hard to ignore how big of a part the fraternity was in not only the lives of George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, but also in the lives of many other influential men.  Not only were the two men Masons, they also used the brotherhood as a networking system.  Ben Franklin, especially, used his membership to gain alliances and partners on various boards and committees
.  Freemasonry was an integral part of the colonial social life for the elite: meetings would often be complemented with food and drinks, even women
.  Though the company was great and the drinks refreshing, important topics were discussed and planned out and important connections were made.  Franklin spent much of his time in England where he socialized extensively with England’s most elite figures who belonged to the Freemasons along with men from other various clandestine societies in and outside of England.  Since the nature of the meetings was secretive, details about what was discussed are unknown, but it is known that Franklin spent a lot of time meeting and socializing with these groups, which undoubtedly fostered connections to many influential people and new ideas, and views that he could have introduced to the New World.


Back in the Colonies, politics saw a great deal of Masonic involvement during and after the Revolution. Thirty-three Generals of Washington’s Continental Army were Freemasons
. Not only that, but other Brothers were a part of two of the most important events in American history: the signing of the Declaration of Independence, and then later the creation and signing of the Constitution.  In total, nine signers of the Declaration of Independence were Freemasons and thirteen signers of the Constitution also pledged loyalty to the Brotherhood
.  After the United States government was established, Freemasons filled numerous political positions throughout history, ranging from cabinet members to governors to Presidents. In terms of Presidents alone, out of the forty-four American Presidents, fourteen have been Freemasons.  The complete list includes: George Washington, James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, James K. Polk, James Buchanan, Andrew Johnson, James Garfield, William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, Warren Harding, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and Gerald Ford
.  These statistics would be meaningless if the signatures of the signers of the Constitution were simply scribbles on a piece of parchment paper and if these politicians’ affiliation with the Freemasons was not somewhere reflected, but evidence of influence can be found directly in the words of the Constitution and in the streets of Washington D.C. 


Many of the Masonic values that are stated in the Masonic Constitution are reflected in the U.S. constitution.  The idea of separation of church and state is a value that is one of the fundamental bases of Masonry: religious affiliation does not matter when it comes to being a Mason; the only requirement is faith in God.  Which God you believe in does not affect your status as a Mason, and discussion of religion was and is still prohibited in the Masonic lodges.  Essentially, religion is meant to stay out of Masonry, just as it is in government.  Masons also highly valued equality and liberty, which is one of the central ideas that the Constitution conveys.  This idea of liberty and freedom, along with others that the Constitution presents, were very much based on the philosophical ideas of John Locke, an enlightenment thinker whose words and ideas the Masons very much agreed with and adopted
.  Along with these philosophical ideals, various concepts stated in the Constitution can be related to various Masonic symbols.  The idea of checks and balances is just like the Masonic plumb line “swaying back and forth as it seeks to find the true vertical
.”  A more obvious relationship exists between the way that the constitution separates the government and one of the most important symbols in Masonry: the triangle.  The three branches of government, executive, judicial and legislative, represent the three points of the triangle, which in a Masonic context represent “the Great First Cause, the creator and container of all things as one and indivisible, manifesting himself in an infinity of forms and attributes in this visible universe
.”  Whether or not these are the intended symbols, knowing that a number of men involved in the creation of this document makes the idea very plausible. 


Not only did Masons take part in framing the country’s government and reflecting their own values in the most important documents in United States history, but they also left more physical marks, ones that Brown discusses in The Lost Symbol, which can be seen all over Washington D.C. After Washington was given permission to decide where the capital was going to be located, he chose a piece of land that was somewhat in between the rivaling northern and southern halves of the country. The shape of the capital was intended to be a perfect square with a side length of ten miles
.  Like the triangle, the geometry of a square has significance in Freemasonry, and represents “moral integrity—equality, fair dealing, and honesty
.”  When the land was confirmed, he commissioned, then later fired, Pierre Charles L’Enfant to draw up the layout of Washington D.C
.  Though L’Enfant was not a Freemason himself, George Washington overlooked all of L’Enfants plans.  L’Enfant’s egotistical attitude was what eventually led Washington to dismiss him from the job.  The surveyors Andrew Ellicott and Benjamin Banneker filled L’Enfants place.  Ellicott decided to make a few changes, including adding or removing certain streets, but in essence, L’Enfants plan, which is depicted above
, was used and still stands strong today. 
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The physical layout of Washington D.C. has been analyzed and reanalyzed by many conspiracy theorists, who have, by connecting various roads, buildings and monuments in the city, have discovered occult and Masonic symbols such as the pentagram and triangle, among many other symbols, depicted in the image below
.   Also shown in the image is the linear alignment of the White House and the House of Temple, which is a Masonic Temple.  Theorists explain that this alignment exemplifies the connection between the government and Masonry. It is debated back and forth whether these symbols were intentionally placed in the design or if they are simply coincidental, or even that the conspiracy theorists have overanalyzed the layout.  Some even argue that some “Masonic symbols” are not even genuinely or uniquely Masonic, but were adopted by Masonry
.
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Though many debate the influence that the Masons had on the placement of the said symbols formed by the capitals layout, their influence and presence is more evident in the construction of various buildings, including some of the most important government buildings, namely the Capitol and the White House, both of which have come to symbolize Washington D.C. and the United States government.  It was the Freemasons that laid the cornerstones of these buildings, and of many others. Cornerstone laying became a traditional ceremony after the first cornerstone, that of the Federal District, was laid in 1791
.  The first ceremony, and those that followed, consisted of members dressed in full regalia, which included white gloves and an apron, and various customs that were carried out, such as offerings of corn, wine, and oil, which in Masonry, were symbols of health, peace, and plenty
.  Not only that, but Washington used the traditional Masonic tools, the square, level and plumb line to “true” the cornerstone
, which is depicted in the image above
. Evidence to support Masonic involvement in the construction of the White House was discovered in 1948, during the Truman administration, when the White House underwent extensive renovations
.  Though the original cornerstone was not uncovered, various other stones were found etched with Masonic symbols.  Being a Freemason himself, Truman set some of the stones aside, and distributed others to various Masonic Lodges.  As for the Capitol Building, its cornerstone was laid on September 18, 1793
. 


In addition to the major buildings that were dedicated and constructed by Masons, the rest of Washington D.C. is punctuated with numerous statues, sculptures, engravings, and various other sorts of reflections of their influence.  It is clear that many Masons have been in all aspects of American development, and even to this day, many influential members, not only in politics and government, but also in philanthropy and business, among other things, are proudly part of the secretive brotherhood.  But does the involvement in of Masons, especially in eighteenth century America, mean that Freemasons are behind a huge conspiracy?  It is commonly though so, especially due rumors that tend to arise due to the secrecy of the society.  But if one is to step back, and digest all of the evidence provided, it will become evident that though Freemasonry has been affiliated with many things, it is more the individual Masons themselves that make the influence, rather than the entire society as a whole. 
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