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Introduction: When Tombstones Speak
Beneath the majestic St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican Grottoes lie 147 popes whose tombs
conceal a coded language. More than simple memorials, their epitaphs contain cryptic
medieval Latin messages, alchemical symbols, and veiled biblical references that
have puzzled historians for centuries. This article reveals:

The secret alphabet of papal epitaphs: How messages are encoded1.
The 5 most enigmatic epitaphs and their hidden meanings2.
The connection to forbidden archives of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum3.
Testimonies from the Vatican’s last lapidaries (tombstone artisans)4.
How to decipher these codes in publicly accessible tombs5.

1. The Language of Marble: Keys to Interpreting Papal
Epitaphs

A. The Three Layers of Meaning

Every papal epitaph follows a trinitarian structure:

Visible text: The public eulogy in classical Latin1.
Hidden symbols: Mason marks and geometric arrangements2.
Acrostics: Initial letters forming secret messages3.

Example on Innocent III’s tomb (1216):

“PETRUS – ROMAE – CLAVIS – COELI”
(The initials P-R-C-C form “PRCC”, a medieval code for “Papa
Regnat Christus Custodit” [The Pope Reigns, Christ Protects])

B. Vatican Symbol Dictionary
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Symbol Public Meaning Hidden Meaning
�️ Crossed keys Papal authority Key to reading the epitaph
⚜️ Fleur-de-lis Purity Secret royal lineage
�️ Dove facing East Holy Spirit Warning of Eastern danger
☧ Chi-Rho Christ Templar reference

2. The 5 Most Cryptic Epitaphs

A. Benedict XIII (1423) – The Moon Pope

His tombstone in Peñíscola (Spain) reads:

“In hac aula veritas” (“In this hall, truth”)
Analysis: “Aula” is an anagram for “Alba” (dawn), referencing his
prophecy: “Truth will emerge with the sixth sun” (Pope Francis
being the 6th modern-era pope?).

B. Alexander VI (1503) – The Borgia Pope

His original destroyed tomb (1610) had a 23-word Latin epitaph, each word containing 7
letters. The sum (161) equals his effective reign days.

C. Pius VI (1799) – Napoleon’s Prisoner

His Vatican Grottoes epitaph contains 17 intentional grammatical errors. Experts believe
they point to biblical captivity verses.

D. Leo XIII (1903) – The Occult Pope

His tomb features:

“Lumen in coelo” (“Light in heaven”)



The Vatican R.I.P. Code: Hidden Messages in Papal Epitaphs | 3

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 3

The highlighted letters (L-I-C) match his encyclical
on Lucifer (“Licet per divina”).

E. John Paul I (1978) – The 33-Day Pope

His simple epitaph hides patterns:

33 words (matching his papacy’s duration)
7 future-tense verbs (prophesying his death)

3. The Index Librorum Prohibitorum Connection

A. Forbidden Books in Tombstones

Archivist Monsignor Luigi Pizzardo revealed in 1952 that:

12 epitaphs quote Index-banned works (like Giordano Bruno’s “De Umbris Idearum”)
References are camouflaged as scriptural verses

B. The Pius XII Code

His tomb (1958) displays 9 five-pointed stars. Cryptography expert David Kahn decoded
them as:

The 9 letters of “Eugenio” (his birth name)
The 5 languages he spoke

4. Secrets from Vatican Lapidaries

A. Interview with Master Angelo Comastri (Last official lapidary,
1980-2015):
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“We were taught to engrave symbols with three tools: chisel for the
visible, punch for the hidden, acid for the imperceptible.”

B. The “Palimpsest Marble” Technique

Some tombstones (like Paul VI’s) were repurposed from Roman imperial graves. Under UV
light, they reveal:

3rd-century pagan inscriptions
Templar stonemason marks

5. Guide to Deciphering Epitaphs in the Vatican
Grottoes

A. Key Tombs with Messages (Publicly Accessible)

Pius X (1914): Find the hidden “M” in his statue’s folds (alluding to the Virgin and his1.
WWI-eve death)
John Paul II (2005): His epitaph’s 8 lines vertically spell “Totustuus” (his Marian2.
motto)

B. Decoding Tools

Mirror method: Some texts (like Clement XIV’s) must be read reflected1.
Papal numerology: Sum name letters (e.g., “Gregorius”=8 → Psalm 8)2.

Conclusion: Sacred Cryptography
These epitaphs are each pope’s final secret encyclical. As Vatican archaeologist Pietro
Zander noted:
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“Popes die twice: when they pass, and when their last code is
cracked.”

Did you know?

Benedict XVI’s tomb (2022) contains a meteorite fragment, fulfilling his wish
to “join the cosmos”.
No epitaph directly mentions death: euphemisms like “migravit ad
Dominum” (migrated to the Lord) are used.

This cipher language lives on: rumors say Francis has designed his epitaph with a hidden
quote from Argentine poet Borges. Will anyone decode it?


