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There comes a point n most American Masonic degree rituals where the Worshipful
Master calls the brethren to “form a lodge’, whereupon those present stand and arrange
themselves around the center of the lodge room. This phrase and the resulting activity
have always struck me as rather strange since we are aready in a lodge room
symbolically arranged and furnished to represent a lodge. A lodge also is a certain
number of Masons convened for work, and not just the room, or even the building where
that meeting takes place. But the Worshipful Master has aready declared the lodge to be
open while we are in our original formation. So why are we supposed to “form alodge” if

we are already formed as alodge and in alodge?

The answer to this particular puzzle leads us back to the ritual practices of the 18"
century “Table Lodges’ held in private rooms of taverns rather than in purpose build
lodge rooms in use today. The answer involves the significance of the number of masons
required to form a lodge, not as a minimum or quorum for a lodge meeting, but as a
particular number that actually composed the body of a symbolic lodge. In addition to a
certain number and arrangement of Masons, this symbolic lodge was represented in other
ways as well, some of which have come down to us in forms that we do not immediately
recognize as such today. The answer also sheds light on other matters, including some of
the differences between English and American practices in the arrangement of lodge
rooms, the handling of candidates, the use of lodge decorations, and visual aids to the
lectures. By exploring this question not only have | gained a deeper understanding of our
ritual’s history, but also a fuller appreciation of the significance of this particular aspect

of our ceremonies.

Our operative forbears met in sheds or huts on the work site. These structures were called
lodges. Based on their name, these must have been the places where Masons lodged, and
probably took their meals or other refreshment as well. As lodgings, these lodges
undoubtedly contained the Masons' tools and clothing, and perhaps pieces of work in
various stages of completion. Thus, these articles were available for use in whatever

rituals operative Masons may have practiced in their lodges.



Early speculative Masons had no such lodge buildings available to them. So following
typical practice of the multitude of other clubs, societies, fraternities, and associations
that existed in the 17" and 18" centuries, these Masons met in rented rooms, typicaly in
taverns. This undoubtedly was convenient so far as the refreshment and Q&A lecture
portions of a Masonic meeting was concerned. But from a ritual perspective | imagine
that it left something to be desired. Masons can only be made in a lodge. As we know
from the surviving early lectures or catechisms, a lodge has some very specific attributes
and contents not typicaly found in rented tavern rooms. So it appears that in true

speculative fashion, these Masons devised a symbolic lodge for use in their degree work.

The earliest documentary evidence for this usage dates to about the 1740's, which is a
quarter century after the founding of the Grand Lodge of England in 1717. This evidence
consists of two diagrams of lodge layouts found in a private manuscript titled “Dialogue
between Simon and Philip”.* One diagram is purported to be the arrangement used by the
“Old Masons’ (below left), and the other (below right) as the “new lodge under the
Desaugliers regulation”. The reference to Desaugliers, an early Grand Master of the
Premier GL of 1717, and later its' longtime Deputy GM, indicates that this form was
used by the GL of England, later called the “Moderns’. The term “Old Masons’ likely
refers to independent lodges unaffiliated with the GLOE, not to the “Antients’, since the
English Antient GL was not formed until a decade after this document appears to have
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These diagrams are symbolic representations of lodges drawn on the floors of meeting
rooms. The common features of both are the presence of three candles, the Master in the
East, two Wardens in the West, the letter “G” in the center, and a pedestal (not an altar)
in front of the Master in the East. Also notice that both of these diagrams are quite
specific about the number of Masons required to form the figure: either five in the “old”

diagram or seven in the “new”. No indication is given about where any other brothers are
located. Also notice that places are designated for EA’s and FC's, but not for Masters
apart from the WM. So these configurations seem to date from that time period before the
general usage of the MM degree. But then, the note on the right hand diagram mentions
that “the circle and holy flame [around the “G"] is added when Masters are taken up.”
Yet places for EA’s and FC's are still noted on the diagram. Interestingly enough, if we
presume that the EA’s and FC’s are absent when masters are “taken up”, then the figure
is composed of only three Masons, which is the number of Masons in alodge of Masters.

There are significant differences between these diagrams as well. The most obvious
difference is that the “Old” lodge is cross shaped, while the “New” is an oblong square.
The “Old” lodge has the candles in the north, west, and south while the “New” lodge has
them as an equilatera triangle around the “G” in the center. The “old” lodge has the “G”
within a diamond; the “New” lodge has the “G” in a flaming circle. The most distinctive
feature of the “New” lodge is the tools (quadrant, square, compasses, and plumb) arrayed
in the east. The manuscript states that these and the letters of the compass points are of

thin metal, and are brought by the brothers to each meeting.

Some of these lodge symbols are familiar to us while others are not. Thisis not surprising
because Masonic symbolism was far from settled in those days. Two different sets of old
catechism test questions make reference to the diamond as one of the jewels of the

"3 while still others give

lodge.? Other old catechisms make reference to a “blazing star
various collections of tools as necessary items. While | cannot match either of these
diagrams with the contents of a lodge as given in any single old catechism, everything in

both diagrams is accounted for in one or another of them.



There is a good deal that we do not know about these diagrams. For one thing, we do not
know how large they were. They must have been at least six or eight feet on a side to
hold their contents while providing room for those standing around the figure. But their
dimensions could have been in yards as well. Stll, it is evident that they were not
intended to fill the entire room since the brothers stand outside the diagrams themselves.
Neither do we know how these early diagrams were used for ritual purposes. The ritual
use of these floor diagrams is clarified at a later date in the well-known exposures from

the 1760’s, another quarter century after the confidential “Dialogue between Smon and

Phillip” was written.

The floor diagram depicted below is from the 1762 exposure “Jachin & Boaz” (J&B)*.
Essentially the same diagram is published in “Three Distinct Knocks’ (TDK) of 1760°.
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Before discussing the actual use of this representation of the symbolic lodge, 1 will

discuss the figure itself. Notice first that it is in the oblong square shape, but with the
addition of three “steps’ at the bottom. The arrangement of candles is still triangular, but
they are more closely aligned with the east, south, and west. Notice that the candles are
not placed around the bible, which isin front of the WM in the east. Also notice that there
is still no altar. Altars are a feature of Scottish, Irish, and American lodges, but even to
this day, are not found in English lodges. Since J&B is an exposure of English Masonry,
it is not surprising to find English custom regarding the atar.

The placement of officers aso follows current English practice. While seven masons are
still required to form this symbolic lodge, their situation is much closer to the
configuration known today. The JW is now in the south and the deacons, previously
absent, are now in their accustomed places. The Wardens held pillars, while the deacons
held rods or wands. The Secretary now appears, but in the North. This is not his place in
American Lodges, but it is exactly where the Treasurer and Secretary both are located in
English lodges to the present day. There is an additional officer in the lineup that requires
some explanation for Americans. The Immediate Past Master (last year’'s WM) isalso an
officer in English lodges to this day. His place is to the left of the WM, exactly where
placed in this figure. The item that most closely bears on the starting point of this inquiry,
however, is the arrangement of the other brothers in the lodge. Notice that the diagram

has them “ standing round at the ceremony” on three sides of the figure.

Now how was this symbolic lodge used in the ceremonies? Both J&B and TDK, as well
as other sources of the period inform us that the lodge was opened in a table lodge form
with the brethren seated around the table. If there was to be degree work that evening,
then the symbolic lodge figure was drawn on the floor with chalk or charcoa (if not
aready done) and other preparations made while the candidate himself was being
prepared. Depending on the space available, the table could be moved out of the way and
the symbolic lodge drawn in the space created. If the room was large enough, the figure

could be drawn at one end of the room leaving the table in place. Sometimes an entirely



separate room was used for the ceremony. The brothers arranged themselves, and the
candidate was admitted.

The candidate’s proposer or a Deacon may conduct the candidate. In either case, the
candidate is conducted around the outside of the symbolic lodge including the officers,
but inside the lines of other brothers. The candidate was stopped ‘at the back of"® the
appropriate officers and was caused to knock on their shoulders to gain admittance. For
this reason, the candidate was led by the hand, rather than by the upper arm, since the
conductor actually knocked with the candidate' s hand. This method of knocking with the
candidate’ s hand on the officers’ shouldersis still current English practice, even though it
does make for some cumbersome floor work to edge a hoodwinked candidate up to the
side of a seated Warden’s station. Typical American usage of the Deacons knocking by
rapping against the floor with the but-end of their long spear-like rods would be
impossible since English Deacons' rods are short, delicate wands that would never serve
for such a purpose. Some sources have a Warden conducting the candidate’, in which

there are no stops behind the Wardens, for obvious reasons.

At length, the candidate is conducted to the west end of the symbolic lodge where he
advances by successive steps to the line appropriate to the degree about to be conferred.
He is then placed inside the figure of the lodge among the candles to take his obligation

“within the body of a just and duly constituted lodge’.

After the ceremony is over and congratulations are given al round, the new brother is
given a mop and pail with which he erases the drawings on the floor while the brethren
resume their seats around the table. The meeting then resumes in table lodge form. The
new brother is given a seat at the WM’ s right (which corresponds with the north east). He
makes a toast to the company giving thanks for being made a mason. The WM then
presents him with an apron, and explains the working tools. Dinner is then served. After
the meal, the question and answer lectures are worked around the table with breaks for
toasts and firing before the lodge is ultimately closed for the evening.



The other brethren standing around the figure are not mere spectators. They are usually
involved with the ceremony in some way or other. For instance, several sources including
J&B? (but not TDK) describe the brethren forming up with their swords — al gentlemen
carried swords in those days — drawn and pointed toward the candidate. Depending on the
custom of the lodge, the brothers might aternate being at salute and at point. In either
case, at the appropriate moment the candidate sees the brethren thus arrayed, undoubtedly
resulting in a dramatic psychological effect. The reason for this demonstration was then
explained. This sword ritual was not used in al lodges at that time, but it is documented

to continue in the Bristol ritual from the west of England to the present day °.

Other methods of participation by the on looking brethren aso continue to the present
day. In some American jurisdictions the brethren form the lodge before the obligation,
then stand and hold the sign of Fidelity during the obligation. Other American
jurisdictions form the lodge after the obligation with claps and gestures at different
points. In English lodges | have visited, the brethren remain seated on the sidelines, but
punctuate the obligation by slapping their apronsin unison at a certain point, and holding
the penal sign during the obligation. Having the brethren forming the walls of the lodge
as represented on the floor diagram is simply another way of being involved in the
ceremony. It is aso away of symbolically representing the lodge when a floor drawing is
unagdvisable or impractical.

A floor drawing might have been impractica for traveling military lodges. While
meetings in local taverns must have been preferable, if need required meetings also were
undoubtedly held in tents pitched on open ground. During the Revolutionary War George
Washington is said to have initiated new brothers in meetings held in his tent using a
drum for an altar. The need to improvise might have led to the brothers forming the
symbolic lodge rather than using a physical drawing on the ground. It is generaly
accepted that traveling military lodges were quite influential in spreading Freemasonry in
the American colonies. So it is not surprising that much of our ritual practice could have

derived from the ritual practices of military lodges.



Another consideration is that standing brethren leave no marks on the floor for others to
find. This was a bit of a problem at the time. It is difficult to erase all sign of chak or
charcoa markings on a wooden floor. The author of TDK notes that non masons often
wondered why masons always wanted a mop and pail, so curious nnkeepers would
sometimes pretend not to have them available!. He goes on to say that as a result some
Masons took to making the figures with tape and tacks, which could be more completely

removed. Ultimately some Masons took to using painted floor cloths and floor carpets.

The floor drawings that | have discussed so far are relatively simple affairs. The author of
the exposure Mahabone!! describes a much more elaborate floor drawing filled with
multicolored symbols that took some hours to produce. Lodges that used such elaborate
and time consuming drawings also undoubtedly spent at least some time explaining these
symbols to the new brother before washing them out. This may have contributed to the
transition from catechism or question and answer lectures to the narrative lectures we use

today. It also accounts for the increasing use of the elaborate floor cloths or floor carpets.

It seems likely that the elaborate but small floor cloths and floor carpets preserved from
that period in Masonic museums and libraries were used either as visual aids to lectures
or as adjuncts to the floor drawings rather than symbolic representations of the lodge in
its entirety. Floor cloths large enough to use as symbolic lodges would have been quite
bulky and difficult to hardle. But the evidence of this well known French engraving®?

from the 1740’ s suggests that larger floor cloths were known.
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Another factor leading to the disuse of floor drawings is smply the fact that speculative
Masons moved their meetings out of taverrs and into permanent, purpose built lodge
rooms. Speculative Masons now had their own “space” just as their operative
predecessors once enjoyed. But these rooms were not the combination lodgings and
workshops of operative Masons. Instead, they were furnished and arranged to be scaled-

up versions of the symbolic lodges once represented as drawings on the floor.

With the room itself now representing the lodge and the symbolic items such as ashlars
and pillars now physically represented in the room, there was no need for symbolic
depictions of these either as floor drawings or floor carpets. So the use of floor carpets
even as lecture aids gradually died out in America, athough magic lanterns and dlide

shows were sometimes used in the late 19" and early 20" centuries.

In England floor cloths took a different form by evolving into tracing boards, which are
not used in American lodges. Tracing boards are a set of pictures about three or four feet
tall, one for each degree, displaying the symbols of that degee. The tracing board
appropriate to the degree is displayed leaning against the JW’s pedestal while the lodge is
a labor on that degree. The lectures in English degree work are called tracing board
explanations. Typical practice has the tracing board brought to the front of the lodge for
the lecturer to point out the various symbols to the candidate during the course of the
lecture. In other lodges, including the Emulation Lodge of Improvement — a standing
lodge of instruction held to preserve and teach the Emulation ritual — the lectures are
given with the tracing boards laid on the floor in the center of the lodge room in front of

the candidate exactly as they would have been if they were still drawings or floor cloths.
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So what have we discovered by unraveling, as it were, this particular thread of which the
web of Masonic ritual history is composed? That in the absence of an actual lodge room
or building, our early speculative brethren created a symbolic lodge, complete with the
necessary symbols, by drawing it on the floor when needed for conferring degrees. This
representation also required a precise number of masons arranged in a particular way for

it to be considered “ajust and perfect lodge” within which a mason could be made.

Over time these lodge representations, especially the symbols, became more elaborate,
and for a variety of reasons, came to be made on floor clothes and carpets rather than
directly on the floor. Also over time, ways were found for the side-line brethren to be
more active participants in the degree ceremonies. One such method, evidently in
common usage among those who brought masonry to the American Colonies, was to
have the brethren themselves form the figure of the symbolic lodge.

The move to purpose built lodge rooms rendered the floor drawings unnecessary, and
also required some adaptation of the floor work and ritua practices that had grown up
around the use of floor drawings symbolically representing the lodge. Old customs die
hard, however. Just as our English brethren have retained the use of some curious
practices from those days that we have abandoned, so we have retained some practices
abandoned by our English brethren. One of those curious practices that we have retained
isthat of the brethren forming a symbolic lodge.
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