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Abstract 

 

Freemasonry is often seen as 'a thing apart' rather than 'a part of things'. This thesis 

applies well-established anthropological and sociological theories to the material 

culture of freemasonry, in particular Actor Network Theory. It establishes for the first 

time that this method binds freemasonry into the broader world of material culture 

and also provides unexpected insights into freemasonry itself.  

Centring the examination on my personal experience as Curator at the 

Museum of Freemasonry in London I consider how the collecting and display or 

failure to display objects used by, created by and commercially produced for 

freemasons provides insights in the round on how the material is regarded by 

society. The perceived secrecy of freemasonry is considered and I show that this is a 

contested and variable boundary between concealment and revelation. Most of the 

information needed to study the material culture of freemasonry is accessible to 

external researchers. 

I establish the nature of these objects and the way in which the inanimate 

material culture of freemasonry has innate properties that generate affect and 

agency on the freemasons and wider society. I show how this material culture is 

bound into the development of capitalism and consumerism from the early 

eighteenth century onwards. It forms the first and only continuous example of 

identity supporting material culture to arise ex nihilo and develop in parallel with the 

consumer society from the early eighteenth century. This has strong parallels with 

later material cultures reinforcing identity but is the paradigm and key point for 

comparison.  

I view freemasonry's material culture from different viewpoints, firstly its 

development and relevance to freemasons then establishing its relationship with the 

broader non-masonic world. I then de-contextualise it by examining its role as 

collectable giving the material a new agency not always related to its intended 

function or meaning. 

The thesis establishes for the first time that masonic material culture has a 

meaning and significance beyond the specifics of freemasonry studies. I show that a 

wide range of theories can be brought to bear on this topic and argue that there are 

multiple significant additional routes to study that have yet to be investigated. 

I conclude that the material culture of freemasonry is indeed 'a part of things' 

and if as researchers we fail to investigate the 'things' that freemasonry creates we 

lose a significant tool to investigate and analyse freemasonry as part of the wider 

social and anthropological world.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Freemasonry a very brief history 

 

In commencing this research I am aware that knowledge of freemasonry and its 

evolution is not widespread even in academe. This first section of the introduction is 

intended to provide a simple framework within which to view the emerging picture 

drawn by the four core chapters of the thesis. Elements of this short history will be 

revisited, particularly in chapter four, but a strategic overview is helpful at this stage.  

 Freemasonry is a membership organisation with its modern origins in Scotland 

and England in the period between the English Civil War and the early years of the 

Hanoverian monarchy in the UK. It introduces members by having them undergo 

three dramatic ceremonies termed degrees, after each of which the aspiring member 

is invested with an apron of symbolic significance. From a simple origin and these 

three ceremonies it has developed into an international web of independent masonic 

bodies conferring degrees within a range of ritual systems. Early freemasonry 

contains many paradoxes and contradictions, including aristocrats dressing as 

tradesmen, rational men of the enlightenment seeking esoteric ritual and an 

egalitarian brotherhood which developed an ornate hierarchy of regalia and 

ceremony. Önnerfors expands on these contradictions and freemasonry’s position at 

the balance point between rational enlightenment and superstition. He concludes 

that it ‘ultimately forces us to grasp the contradictory nature of Enlightenment 

culture and thus of modernity itself’ (Önnerfors 2017: 17).  The large range of 

ceremonies have generated a similarly diverse materiality in the room settings and 

regalia. The ability for a masonic organisation and its material culture to absorb all 

these contradictions renders it a powerful exemplar of how objects in other 

organisations or cultures may behave and as the earliest secular ritual body of this 
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kind it has been influential. Persons external to freemasonry see in its symbolism and 

practices evidence that it is a religion although masonic bodies specifically state that 

it is not, for instance Urban (2021: 24-5) and his analysis of the Scottish Rite in the 

USA while others see evidence of Jewish conspiracy in its symbolism.  

 Freemasonry is not static in its structure or relationships. French freemasonry, 

for example, was introduced from England in the 1730s, was destroyed by the French 

Revolution which attacked its initial aristocratic membership, was revived by the 

Imperial regime of Napoleon Bonaparte, and then broke with English freemasonry 

when its rules changed allowing atheists to join.  

 In Germany freemasonry was an establishment organisation with shared 

membership between the British Royal Family and the German Grand Lodges. It was 

shut down under the Third Reich as was freemasonry in all the occupied countries.  

England, site of the original masonic Grand Lodge, the Premier Grand Lodge of 

England divided into two competing Grand Lodges in 1751 with the second Atholl or 

Antient Grand Lodge expanding on the range of ceremonies but since their union in 

1813 has remained stable. The body created at that union, the United Grand Lodge of 

England (UGLE) remains the governing body for male freemasonry in England and 

Wales. Society has taken a variety of viewpoints on freemasonry ranging from 

amusement through suspicion to outright hostility and persecution. In the twenty-

first century most countries in the world have some form of freemasonry or its 

equivalent. These masonic or 'masonic' bodies are diverse and independent of each 

other. There is not one freemasonry but many, all derived from a small group of 

individuals in England and Scotland three hundred years ago.  

 Freemasonry makes remarkable claims for its significance over the last 

three hundred years as in this statement by UGLE on its website: 

 

OUR HISTORY & ACHIEVEMENTS 

Barely a decade after the foundation of the Grand Lodge of England in 1717, 

Freemasonry had become the largest and arguably the most influential of 
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Britain's many clubs and societies. This continued into the 20th century. A key 

factor was the widespread promulgation of the 1723 Constitutions of the 

Freemasons, which pioneered the cutting-edge principles of the 

Enlightenment:  

 

Religious tolerance, something wholly radical in a world characterised by 

religious conflict; 

 Meritocracy, at a time when birth and wealth determined success; 

 High standards of interpersonal civility;  

Scientific and artistic education; 

Societal and personal self-improvement. (UGLE 2023) 

 

A web search on freemasonry produces a massive number of books, online films and 

blogs and images of a vast variety of objects. At date of writing for instance the 

website Saleroom.com has one hundred and forty six masonic items for sale 

(Saleroom.com: 2023) and EBay in excess of ten thousand. The header to the search 

page advertises 2,970,000 hits (EBay). Freemasonry has influenced the dress and 

regalia of all subsequent fraternal organisations, partly through parallel development 

by the same commercial manufacturers and partly though shared symbolism. It has 

penetrated many forms of manufactures and appears in the streetscape. Far from 

being niche, freemasonry is known globally as is its ‘logo’ of the square and 

compasses and it provokes a wide range of opinions. Miller has considered the 

material culture of Coca Cola as a globally known brand which:  

 

Comes to stand, not just for a particular soft drink, but also for the 

problematic nature of commodities in general. It is a meta-commodity. On 

analogy with the swastika this may make it a rather dangerous symbol. It 

allows it to be filled with almost anything those who wish to embody or 

critique a form of symbolic domination might ascribe to it. (Miller 2002: 246)  
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The material culture of freemasonry can claim to a similar level of awareness 

internationally and, as I will show, the comparison with the swastika as a meta-

symbol is an even closer analogy for freemasonry’s material culture.  

  

Research topic selection and motivation for undertaking this research  

 

This research is an extension of both my publication and curatorial development in 

this subject area as Curator of the Museum of Freemasonry (MoF). Over 15 years prior 

to the start of this research I investigated and exhibited the material culture of 

freemasonry and fraternity in the UK and overseas. I combined this with publications 

and conference papers including the first conference on historic costume held in 

Greece and the second Materialities of War conference at the Imperial War Museum, 

London. My University of Greenwich MA dissertation Squaring the Circle: An 

Examination of the Possible Approaches to the Interpretation of Masonic Collections 

and the Possible Effect of These on the Masonic Community (Dennis: 2003) 

underpinned my curatorial practice, leading notably to an exhibition at Schloss 

Rosenau in Austria in 2004 Living with Symbols: The Four Worlds of the English 

Freemason. This in turn led to a chapter on Masonic Material Culture published in 

Brill Academic 2014.  

Throughout this time, I became aware that there were few if any researchers 

investigating the impact of the rich material culture of freemasonry on material 

culture more widely. I decided that a PhD would allow me to combine novel research 

with knowledge gained in my professional curatorial practice to produce a work that 

would allow researchers into freemasonry and, more importantly, researchers of 

material culture more generally, to orientate themselves and see the potential of this 

material for wider study. Philip Morbach, Curator of the Grande Loge de France in 

conversation with me at the Association of Masonic, Museums, Libraries and Archives 

(AMMLA) Conference, Edinburgh 2001, commented that ‘The interpretation of 
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masonic history is a dream that has yet to be realised.’ (Dennis 2014: 607-8). 

Fourteen years later Aimee Newell, then Director of Collections at the Scottish Rite 

Masonic Museum & Library, suggested that 'the material and visual culture of 

Freemasonry and fraternalism is woefully understudied and offers potential for a 

great deal of academic progress on the subject’ (Newell 2015).  

The focus of this research project is on museums of freemasonry. These are 

the most common way for this material culture to be encountered by non-members. 

This approach draws directly on my experience as curator since 1999. I here review 

issues around the use of masonic material culture in a museum context based on my 

personal experiences and consider how the relationships between collections, staff 

and freemasons has affected both my curatorial practice and the design of this 

current research project. I return to these themes throughout this thesis. Curation of 

any subject requires a practical and philosophical underpinning and here I first 

consider issues that affect the museum curation of this particular body of material.  

 

Introduction to the display of Masonic Material Culture in a Museum Context 

 

The notion that the material culture of freemasonry might be publicly displayed 

seems at first glance counter-intuitive given that freemasons were historically 

encouraged to be discreet about discussing or exhibiting their history and practices. 

This is emphasised in the obligation taken by all freemasons after their initiation. In 

one variant, known as Taylor's ritual it is expressed thus: 

 

(I)…solemnly and sincerely swear, that I will always hele, conceal, and never 

reveal, any part or parts, point or points, of the secrets or mysteries of or 

belonging to, Free and Accepted Masons in Masonry, which may heretofore 

have been known by, shall now, or may at any future time be communicated 

to me, unless it be to a true and lawful Brother, or Brethren, and not even unto 

him or them until after due trial, strict examination, or sure information from 
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some well known Brother that he or they are worthy of that confidence, or in 

the body of a just, perfect, and regular Lodge of Ancient Free and Accepted 

Masons. (stichtingargus 2023) 

 

This obligation places all freemasons under a moral pressure with regard to what can 

be revealed regarding freemasonry even to fellow members who may not have 

reached the same point in the various ritual ceremonies of the organisation. It 

contrasts with the UNESCO definition of a museum which is a: 

 

Non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity 

and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment. 

(UNESCO 2023)  

 

It follows that the obligation to 'conceal and never reveal' stands in opposition to the 

museums duty to reveal and not to needlessly conceal. A freemason with 

responsibility for a museum has permanently to be mindful of their obligation. A 

museum employee must be permanently mindful of the agreed definition of a 

museum. It is through the material culture of freemasonry that such institutions 

engage with both the tangible and intangible heritage of freemasonry and this thesis 

considers how the development of that material culture by various actors and 

underpinned by this central tension can be central to our understanding of 

freemasonry and other organisations or movements with parallel material cultures. 

This review considers these aspects in the light of my experience of curating the MoF.  

 This tension over revealing the material culture of freemasonry to a museum 

audience resembles the museology of other contested subjects. A decision to display 

items is not made without intent and that intent always has a political dimension as 

the choice of display aims to control the intended meaning for the museum visitor. 
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There is now a widely held belief that cultural groups should have their norms 

respected when displays of their material culture are held, but this was, and is, not 

always the case. There is also an understanding that objects can have multiple 

meanings depending on how they are juxtaposed and interpreted, especially when 

this is by outsiders. Kraamer remarks that museums 

 

 …have become much more open to recording the perspectives of source 

communities on the continuing relevance and local knowledge of these 

objects. They increasingly consider how museum representations are 

perceived by and affect source community members (Kraamer 2012: 283). 

 

This reversal of meaning occurred during the totalitarian regimes of the mid 

twentieth century, as Crispin Paine has remarked in the context of material seized 

from lodges in the Channel Islands by the Nazis (Paine 2021). Greenblatt outlines the 

way in which the Jewish artefacts and records seized by the Nazis were gathered in 

Prague for display and study, and how these displays later became a memorial rather 

than reverting to their original function (Greenblatt 1991: 47-48). The material culture 

of freemasonry seems fixed in meaning, and possibly unknowable, but in reality it is 

capable of both benign and malign re-contextualisation. This can be based on 

misunderstanding or on current trends in curation as well as overt hostility to the 

material. Recent controversy over queering collections, as with material from the 

Mary Rose (Hanna (Curatorial and Collections Intern): 2023) shows how even 

relatively uncontroversial material can be grouped in ways that alter what it 

communicates and not always from a basis of fact or evidence. In this case items 

without a direct queer connection are used to illustrate issues of queer identity. The 

symbolic nature of masonic items can be used in contexts that its creators would not 

support or expect, sometimes with unforeseen consequences. I will show how the 

approach taken to confiscated masonic material by Nazis led to the display and 



28 
 

interpretation of that material culture by the regime and subsequently catalysed 

public display curated by the freemasons themselves.  

Freemasonry on display resembles many other groups of objects. The robes 

and vessels that allow the materialisation of the immaterial aspects of religion, the 

inward-looking and identity-reinforcing artefacts in regimental museums and messes 

and the regalia of royal courts. In addition freemasonry's networks link to a wide 

range of subject matter. Display of masonic material culture, with all the nuance and 

complexity that it involves shows that this material can embody multiple, sometimes 

contradictory, meanings depending on the context and the intent of the display. 

These displays are an attempt by society and museums of freemasonry to 

communicate and attach meaning to this body of objects. The material objects are 

more available for display than the immaterial nature of the ceremonies, which 

remain confidential. The artefacts, as I will show, have the ability to create affect; and 

the impact of displays is not always what is intended by their creators.  

 The diverse motivations of collectors also show that a desire to own 

masonic material is not restricted to one group of individuals and that, potentially, 

any collector could find a masonic item of relevance to them. These motives are not 

always benign, and can alter the survival of the material and attitudes towards it. I 

will discuss this in chapter six concerning how the personalities and organisations 

that collect freemasonic items do so with political motives.  

 The prevalence of this masonic material in popular culture and as 

commercial wares show that in the non-masonic world it has been widely absorbed 

and adopted, spreading far from its origins in scale and diversity. It is no longer 

necessary for freemasons to be directly referenced when their materiality or 

symbolism is used in dramas or comedies, as the presence of ornate symbolism and 

costume is often sufficient to create the emotional reaction. The acknowledging and 

collecting of this material is a relatively recent development in masonic museums, 

seeming as it does frivolous.  
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 Freemasonry is not unique in its practices or appearance, at least in the 

sense that it sets itself apart by means of regalia that cannot be comprehended 

purely by their being seen but become merely ‘aprons embroidered with esoteric 

symbols, swords —all telegraphing distinctions of rank legible only to insiders' 

(Brubach 2010).  

Priestly groups, military regiments and freemasons are all ‘other’ compared to 

wider society, and all generate a materiality that reflects their identity and practices. 

This mediates their relationships with the wider world. The membership of these 

groups in the UK is (historically) mainly male, mainly white and in the case of 

freemasonry and the British Army the development occurs in the same time period 

and culture, that of the post-Civil War era from the late seventeenth century to the 

present. There are strong parallels in the evolution of the materiality of these groups, 

as they use it to reinforce internal identity and purpose while at the same time 

mediating their relationship with wider society.  

Freemasonry is an ongoing social experiment where a group of men who may 

otherwise have little in common create a self-generated identity in adulthood while 

not being removed from their external networks. The evolution of the materiality of 

this group is a unique narrative that may have much to say about how men 

(particularly western men) create and reinforce their identities. Is it surprising that 

similar people generate similar things?  

 

Freemason - Priest - Soldier 

Tracing board = Icon = battle scene. 

Working tools = communion set = rifle and cleaning kit.  

Ritual book = prayer book = drill book  

Apron = cassock = uniform.  

 

There is, superficially, no connection between these groups but actually there 

are strong parallels in their material culture. There is also the reality that the 
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complexity of the management structure in each group increases over time and the 

hierarchical pressure from within the organisation to conform increases too. Taboos 

and aspects of sumptuary rules begin to emerge in the ways that the material culture 

is displayed while the material culture itself expands and evolves. There is also 

membership overlap. A member of the Royal Army Chaplains' Department of the 

British Army for instance might also be a freemason.  

But a soldier is always a soldier even off duty, a priest in the street is still a 

priest; but a freemason, while still a freemason, may not admit it or show it. To the 

outside world freemasons are still an integrated part of society. There is an element 

of closeting in the freemason and his relationship with the world where, as with 

queer identity, coded means of identifying other members and allies are key and the 

interaction and materiality of the group will reinforce that and exclude others. The 

wish to wear signals of membership in the street is part of this. In the totalitarian 

Europe of the mid- twentieth-century this closeted behaviour was also a survival skill. 

The need for this is even enshrined in the UGLE book of constitutions: 

 

BEHAVIOUR IN THE PRESENCE OF STRANGERS NOT MASONS 

You shall be cautious in your words and carriage, that the most penetrating 

stranger shall not be able to discover or find out what is not proper to be 

intimated; and sometimes you shall divert a discourse, and manage it 

prudently for the honour of the worshipful fraternity (UGLE 2020:150).  

 

Harrison discusses secrecy in the context of information management, the 

power of knowledge and proposes that it has a cultural component. He suggests, in 

the context of a New Guinea tribe that: 

 

…a clan cannot maintain too tight a grip on its sacred lore, and has to make its 

myths at least in part known to outsiders. It must do so firstly to have these 

outsiders acknowledge the legitimacy of its territorial possessions. They 
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cannot give this acknowledgement unless the know something of the 

mythological justification of the clan’s land–rights. (Harrison 1995: 13) 

 

This has a parallel in freemasonry where UGLE needs to communicate its role 

as the only proper form of freemasonry for men in England and Wales while 

remaining true to its vows. Its identity also needs to be communicated to potential 

members and the wider community. This need to be visible in controlled 

circumstances I will consider in more detail in chapter five. That this issue of keeping 

secrets or communicating information is, Harrison asserts, a commonplace tension 

with one or other position normally dominating. He summarises the issue thus: 

 

The ‘management’ of knowledge seems therefore to consist in a sort of 

balancing act, in an attempt to function with some combination of two equally 

credible, but contradictory, models of the value of knowledge at the same 

time. (Harrison 1995: 14) 

 

I will discuss below how this need to keep in balance the constant competition 

between concealment and revelation that I have identified has immediate and 

practical impact on the museum that I curate.  

There is another key element to the display and interpretation of this material. 

If freemasonry is in the main masculine in its membership, the components of its 

material culture often transcend or subvert gender. The apron is as often a female 

accessory as male, especially when decoratively trimmed, and the wearing of 

identical regalia by both male and female freemasons (and now those 

transgendered) places these aprons and collars in a liminal state where their masonic 

meaning transcends the wearer. Apparently gendered garments are also worn by 

female freemasons including the mock-medieval dress of the masonic Knights 

Templar thus causing women to wear masculine clothing. This suppression of the self 

by the imposition of an external visual identity is common to the parallel groups of 
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soldiers and clergy that I have mentioned. In those worlds too the garment indicates 

the place of the individual in a wider hierarchical structure. Uncaptioned the gender 

of the wearer is invisible to the viewer of the items in a museum context.  

 The creation of additional items for freemasons places freemasons in 

consumer society rather than the moral and ritual spaces where they originated. Here 

too the gender aspect is more blurred. Masculine items such as ties and cufflinks are 

purchased alongside gender-neutral items such as coffee mugs; but ornamental 

plates and ceramic models of freemasons cross into the traditionally feminine sphere 

of ornamenting the home. The collecting of ceramics is more often a feminine 

activity and yet very prevalent in freemasonry. Loiselle suggests that in the 

freemasonry of the eighteenth century a close and emotional friendship between 

men remained possible even as society moved away from this as an acceptable 

interaction between men (Loiselle 2014: 248-9). The behaviour of modern 

freemasons and their creation of material culture may be a survival of that pre-

enlightenment ability to form platonic emotional relationships; or it may be a natural 

result of close male contact in the lodges. The material culture suggests that 

freemasons are behaving in ways that would be seen as less masculine in western 

society and the satirical and homophobic prints of the eighteenth century onwards 

are an early indicator of the reaction of wider society to this. More work is needed on 

this point.  

The adoption by freemasons of symbolism from outside their organisation has 

led to some symbols such as the square and compasses being wholly identified with 

freemasonry in the popular imagination. Other symbols, like the all seeing eye in a 

triangle, representing God in the Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, pass into 

masonic hands and when they emerge society is not clear how their new 'masonic' 

meaning relates to previous understanding. There is an 'uncanny valley' effect as 

what was once clearly understood becomes contested and suddenly 'masonic'. The 

most popularised example is perhaps the eye on the dollar bill in the USA which is 
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often no longer seen as God looking over the Republic but an 'Illuminati' symbol of 

Satanism and conspiracy.  

 

The agency and affective nature of objects in museum displays. 

 

As with all exhibitions, museum displays of freemasonry have underlying motives. In 

the case of the MoF this has traditionally been to encourage new audiences to visit 

and understand the history and principles of freemasonry. For the Nazis it was simply 

to reinforce existing propaganda around the belief in a Jewish/Masonic world 

conspiracy; and for more general museum exhibitions it is most often linked to local 

history or object displays where freemasonry is only incidentally important such as 

displays of ceramics. Museums are important communicators of the meanings of 

freemasonry, but in this category of display I also include the controlled interactions 

between freemasons and the outside world including processions, white table dinners 

and open day events.  

Kroon (Kroon 2016) and Camargo (Camargo 2020) have treated masonic 

objects as surrogate documents, with Kroon in particular using them as a vehicle for 

art history. This parallels much of the literature about masonic material culture which 

aims to explain the objects within their intended context. Many of the objects created 

by and for freemasons have an artistic or crafted element; and this may be one of the 

roots of their affect, as the historical approach omits the notion that (art) objects are 

not simply documents. Gell, in Art and Agency comments:  

 

In place of symbolic communication, I place all the emphasis on agency, 

intention, causation, result and transformation. I view art as a system of action, 

intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions about 

it. The 'action'-centred approach to art is inherently more anthropological 

than the alternative semiotic approach because it is preoccupied with the 
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practical mediatory role of art objects in the social process rather than with 

the interpretation of objects 'as if' they were texts (Gell 1998:6). 

 

This approach, and the awareness that it brings, goes some way to explaining 

why reactions to masonic display, and indeed the construction of such displays, is not 

simply about information or mis-information. The objects have affect for the general 

viewer in the way that they puzzle or provoke an emotional reaction and agency for 

freemasons who are moved to use the embodied moral lessons to shape their lives. 

In their original context they were intended to activate a set of reactions in the 

freemasons and encourage behaviour and actions in line with the principles of 

freemasonry ; and removed from this context they continue to act, based on the 

cultural and knowledge base of those encountering them.  

One example from my curatorial experience is the reaction to the 'Star of 

David' as an emblem in freemasonry. Many visitors see it as an expression of Jewish 

control of freemasonry and 'proof' of their existing knowledge (or prejudice). For 

freemasons the 'star' is two interlocking triangles and is the 'seal of Solomon', Jewish 

only by virtue of the Old Testament being the story of Israel. The narrative that a 

freemason would draw from the image is quite different to that of an outsider. In the 

same way the reaction of a candidate to three skulls displayed in a Nazi exhibition in 

Brussels would have been very different to that of the general population. There are 

jewels for masonic lodges which feature swastikas in their original Hindu context, 

which have now become problematic because of the Nazi association. Freemasonry's 

use of symbols from wider society, combining them to make something distinctively 

masonic can have unforeseen consequences. The interlaced triangles and use of Old 

Testament imagery was uncontroversial in its origin and simply placed the 

ceremonies in another place many thousands of years ago regardless of where they 

were performed. In the febrile anti-semitism of the late nineteenth and mid-

twentieth century this symbolism became a hazard for both members and the 

organisation itself. 
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In considering how an object can provoke multiple reactions and embody 

multiple meanings, Keane, drawing on Peirce makes the point that: 

 

material things always combine an indefinite number of physical properties 

and qualities whose particular juxtapositions may be mere happenstance. In 

any given practical or interpretative context only some of these properties are 

relevant and come into play. But other properties persist, available for 

promotion as circumstances change (Keane 2003: 200).  

 

An example from freemasonry is that of a plate jewel in silver, which is the 

only masonic item I have ever found on display in the Victoria and Albert Museum in 

London. It is displayed with other items in the silver gallery of the museum. All of its 

original context is missing and ignored: it is simply ‘silver’. This is, perhaps, the 

corollary to the many ashlars in masonic collections that were 'just rock' but now 

have a ceremonial masonic biography and significance. It also underpins how a 

single facet of a masonic item, such as the interlaced triangles, can re-contextualise 

the item into another grouping such as 'Jewish'. It is this effect and the changes that 

it makes to objects that underpins, in Keane's view, the object biography approach as 

advocated by Appadurai and Kopytoff (Keane 2003: 414); allowing objects to change 

their core identities by (others) selecting just one aspect of their many facets to be 

the focus. Gell takes his experiential approach one step further by stating that, ‘I have 

just provisionally defined the “anthropology of art” as the theoretical study of social 

relations in the vicinity of objects mediating social agency’ (Gell 1998: 7). 

These exhibitions and the affective nature of their exhibits are creating and re-

creating the social networks around them. The viewers form visible and invisible 

networks based on their reactions to the displays. I discuss below how the use of 

Actor Network Theory (ANT) is an appropriate way to analyse this interaction between 

the objects, the display and those who create or view it. A closeted freemason in Nazi 

Germany would have a very different reaction to the display from a member of the 
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general public. They in turn might be obliged to react appropriately to the 

propaganda aspect of the display but have different reactions to it in private. 

Museum design now recognises these varying reactions to exhibitions and expends 

much effort in drawing these out and creating a space for dialogue and debate, 

particularly where subjects are contested. Kraamer summarises this complexity thus: 

 

Even though a museum will never be able to do justice to all the potential 

interpretations of a particular object, it can try to highlight , in more general 

ways that pasts are contested and interpretations caused by present concerns; 

that meanings are always in flux and identities always in the making. (Kraamer 

2012: 290)  

 

This 'polyvocality' is potentially useful in museum displays around 

freemasonry, but is typically resisted by the freemasons themselves as will be 

discussed below. 

 

The masonic museum compared and contrasted with curating practice for 

religious, ethnic and other secular group identities 

 

There is, as remarked above, an ongoing tension between revelation and 

concealment in museums of freemasonry and displays featuring the subject. I 

suggest that freemasonry exhibits the characteristics of a minority cultural group. The 

Grand Orient of France has claimed this explicitly in the booklet created for its re-

launched museum (GoDF n.d.: 9). Just as museums are now reconsidering the display 

of colonial objects with a focus on their meaning and context for the original maker 

community, freemasonry’s material culture should be re-displayed as its members 

wish.  

I consider that one of the nearest mainstream secular comparisons to a 

museum of freemasonry is that of military museums: which started as places for 
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recruits to absorb the ethos of their units but which, under civilian curation, 

increasingly look beyond this to issues of warfare and its impacts. The impact of 

external curating is to devalue the viewpoint and concerns of those who originally 

created this material culture and derived identity from it. I have cited above the way 

in which queering the Mary Rose uses objects without a direct connection to queer 

history to engage with it nonetheless, and by extension associate those objects for 

the first time with an unrelated and currently controversial subject. It appears that 

while the exotic ‘other’ in the form of an ethnic or religious group is now to be given 

a voice after a period of colonially based and external interpretation, then by contrast 

a sub group formed from western and predominantly male individuals can still be re-

examined to de-centre their narrative whether that is freemasons or the crew of a 

Tudor warship.  

 The content of a military museum is typically uniforms, weapons, trophies and 

paintings of battles; the timespan mirrors freemasonry with an origin in the late 

1600s and the formation of the British army. These artefacts create and reinforce 

identity, show the ‘tools’ of the soldier, emphasise their victories and provide the 

opportunity to create an internal narrative around the battle scenes. This parallels 

freemasonry’s regalia, working tools, lodge treasures and tracing boards. The context 

and content of the battles are, of course, viewed differently by a soldier than by a 

civilian, pacifist or a member of the community or nation that was being fought. 

Modern museum displays of military subjects generally accept this polyvocal 

environment.  

 Museums of religions, the military, of ethnography and freemasonry (among 

others including industrial museums, particularly where that trade is extinct) share a 

key element. They display, and attempt to communicate the ethos of groups whose 

personal experiences whether of the experience of faith, of combat, of cultural 

understanding or initiation cannot be replicated in the visitor or the museum staff 

except by direct experience. Scott ( Scott 2015: 490-497) suggests that military 

museums use three strategies, that of celebration, of sanitisation and of realism to 
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communicate their messages and collections. The Museum of Freemasonry has, 

traditionally been celebratory with displays of items from famous freemasons or high 

prestige objects. In the period when I became Curator my wish to be realistic was 

politically tempered and sanitised creating consciously neutral narratives and 

displays. This could be guided by my Director in quite subtle ways such as absorbing 

available word limits on captions with description and accession details leaving little 

room for context or comment. My intention to reveal was thus restricted.  

Freemasonry has mostly been curated internally, as few external curators or 

professionals have had the opportunity to take an independent view of it, and most 

of those that have (including myself) remain restricted professionally by virtue of 

being employed by Grand Lodge bodies directly or indirectly. This limits in practice 

the breadth of viewpoints represented or emphasised. The MoF manifesto of 2018 

makes this issue explicit, while emphasising that the subject matter is broader and 

more nuanced. 'We acknowledge the many varieties of freemasonry around the 

world whilst foregrounding English masonic traditions – in the Craft and beyond’ 

(MoF 2018) 

Freemasonry is sometimes compared to a religion, one reason being that the 

material culture also has significant similarities to the regalia, church fittings, icons 

and sacred relics of a cathedral chancellery.  

 The tendency in display of religious objects in cathedral museums, for 

example, is to let these items be displayed with minimal comment, on the basis that 

the faithful will experience one form of encounter, potentially an emotional or 

spiritual one, and the merely curious will observe only the surface of what is shown. 

There are parallels with the under-interpreted displays of masonic material which, for 

the literally ‘uninitiated’ are simply a sensory overload but for freemasons are full of 

layering and nuance of meaning. All three groups of freemasons, soldiers and priests 

carry out controlled interactions with wider society, with parades, religious 

ceremonies or masonic stone laying all requiring a visible materiality. This further 

reinforces the analogy.  
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 The ways in which objects are grouped in museum displays changes 

their meaning, even before the museum staff add interpretation to indicate the 

preferred outcome of the display whether that is informative or evocative. These 

inanimate actors form their own network of meaning when viewed by visitors. 

Kopytoff argues that objects are viewed at a moment in their biographical life and 

this exposes meaning (Kopytoff 1986: 68). Latour suggests that they form an active 

part in our human networks (Latour 2005: 248) and Gell suggests that they have the 

potential for agency (Gell 1998: 6). All these facets combine in a museum display in 

which intention on the part of the exhibition design team meets prior understanding 

in the visitor to produce a new result. The choice of objects to fit the narrative may 

follow their previous existence or subvert it.  

A display in Brighton Museum during the 1990s chose to display a mayoral 

chain, a masonic jewel and a Gay Pride t-shirt together as identity statements that 

were personal, organisational and societal at the same time (Pers. Comm. Andy Durr 

2005). The mayoral chain might more normally be grouped with other treasures 

reflecting the practical and ceremonial structure of the City, and the Gay Pride shirt 

be part of a display of protest or activism. The masonic jewel would be unlikely to 

release its multiple meanings easily except in an externally curated display that 

sought revelation. The collections of the MoF also reflect past practice when the 

similarities and links between, for example, the sash of a freemason and the ribbon of 

an order of knighthood would be shown.  

 The techniques and constraints of museum practice are the same in a 

masonic museum as in the wider museum field. In a military museum medals and 

tunics are carefully displayed but inanimate, rifles are no longer cleaned daily or 

periodically fired. The masonic museum likewise shows the jewels flat and removed 

from the man’s body, the masonic working tools no longer move or participate in the 

dramas of the masonic ceremonies. In spite of this, the non-masonic museum has an 

ever-increasing range of methods to communicate the day-to-day reality of the 

objects displayed. There is a further parallel between military museums and 
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freemasonry in that the interpretation can evoke, but not give the experience of, 

being at war in the same way that a masonic museum can explain but not give the 

experience of initiation and what it feels to be a member of a lodge. The masculine 

nature of freemasonry means that the members of the military and freemasonry can 

overlap and so both experiences may be present in a masonic museum. I have 

previously encountered this in both research and exhibition work (Dennis and 

Saunders 2003, Dennis 2009).  

 The MoF is a unique space in Freemasons’ Hall London as it is the inverse of 

the rest of the building where the ceremonial and ritual practices of freemasonry are 

carried out. In this museum space there is no explanation of ritual (even the word 

itself is taboo and the term ceremony is substituted) and the material culture is 

displayed in a way that downplays its symbolic function. The context is concealed 

almost as if a damping field surrounds the museum. MacDonald asserts that 

museums are magical spaces and that in spite of the efforts to make the MoF a 

neutral space this is destined to fail. She says that: 

 

…museums have sought to present to their audience knowledge grounded in 

disciplinary expertise. This canonical knowledge, the museum equivalent to 

the Holy Truth, has also, however, always been entangled with a kind of magic 

in its realisation into exhibitions. This magic consists of both the relatively 

calculated enchantment of museums - the architectural and aesthetic 

exhibitionary strategies used to attract the visitor - and also the magical 

excess provided by objects, which allows visitors to read their own 'occult' (in 

the sense of alternatives to the Holy Truth) meanings into that which is 

displayed. (MacDonald 2005: 212-3) 

 

It follows that my experience as Curator of the MoF has been exposed to a range of 

actor networks, power structures and tensions between intent and outcome in our 
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evolving displays. I now review how this personal experience has interacted with my 

curatorial practice over the last two decades, and continues to do so.  

  

 

The Museum of Freemasonry, a place of concealment, revelation and tension 

 

The curating of the Museum of Freemasonry in London is, as I will show, subject to a 

range of actor networks which do not always align and which are not static over time. 

This and my personal experience of curating that institution is both the origin of this 

project, the reason why it is structured as it is and was undertaken as it was.  

 There is a permanent tension between concealment and revelation in the 

museum, indeed in all masonic museums, as the level to which masonic bodies are 

willing to open up and communicate varies over time while the museum staff are 

always trying to remain on the leading edge of what can be shown without criticism 

by the parent organisation. The visitors likewise have a tendency to seek a truth or 

secret behind the displays. Freemasons are required to be cautious in what they say 

or reveal and there is a proscription on displaying membership documents. As I will 

show later this is not the whole reality.  

In considering the impact of all this it is helpful to reverse the view of the 

network and centre the core subject of this thesis. The material culture of the 

freemasons.  

 

In a conventional view a museum is a set of objects collected by people. But it 

is possible to reverse this formula and see a museum as a set of people 

gathered up by objects. (Gosden, Larson and Petch 2007: 64) 

 

The material culture of freemasonry was, and is, instrumental in drawing together 

men, and later women, from vastly differing cultural backgrounds. It also drew to it 

those who opposed it, or who engaged with it in a professional or academic sense. 
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This entire process began in the early eighteenth century. The foregrounding of 

objects as the catalyst for this thesis follows the principles of Actor Network Theory 

in treating the objects as active participants in the networks that form around them. 

These personal networks are always complex as in the case of the Pitt Rivers 

Museum.  

 

Museums emerge through thousands of relationships…through the 

experiences of anthropological subjects, collectors, curators, lecturers and 

administrators among others, and these experiences have always been 

mediated and transformed by the material world, by artefacts, letters, trains, 

ships, furniture, computers, display labels and so on. (Gosden, Larson and 

Petch 2007: 5)  

 

Freemasonry in England is formed of individual lodges, grouped into regional 

structures known as Provinces if in England and Wales or Districts if overseas. These 

combine to form the United Grand Lodge of England which is governed by a Grand 

Master and administered centrally by a network of committees. These all answer to 

the Board of General Purposes and the Standing Committee of that Board. The 

organisation resembles a Kingdom, the Grand Master as Monarch, with the regional 

rulers as his Dukes, each with a retinue to serve in active roles or gain preferment. 

The masonic charities (now one charity, the Masonic Charitable Foundation) and the 

Museum of Freemasonry are stand-alone entities which nonetheless have boards 

which mirror the authority structures of UGLE and in practice take their instructions 

from them. 

 Colliding with this come corporate standards and modernisation. A corporate 

structure time and again nailed or glued on the centuries old informal relationships 

beneath only to find itself slipping loose as the older, oral and courtly (almost feudal) 

structure asserted itself and made a bid for freedom. The Chair of our Trustees as a 

Provincial Ruler finds himself facing the President of the Board, his effective manager 
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in freemasonry. We are an independent charitable body but in reality a satellite state 

of UGLE. The Trustees are appointed mostly as a result of their position in 

freemasonry. At date of writing only one Trustee has heritage experience, she is an 

externally employed professional archivist and the only non-freemason on the Board. 

Information flow is erratic as minutes of the meetings are not shared and papers put 

up by staff proposing actions or exhibitions frequently disappear with no apparent 

reaction or effect. This makes decisions and exhibition curating a matter of intuitively 

second guessing what the actual views on matters are. It is nearer to fortune telling 

than evidence based planning. This is not, it must be emphasised, a purely masonic 

issue. MacDonald, writing of London’s Science Museum in 2002 points out that  

 

Indeed, information about what went on at meetings of Trustees was not 

routinely available to Museum staff. Even those who were present at the 

meetings…did not always find it easy to interpret what was going on. 

(MacDonald 2002: 83) 

 

In the case of the MoF this situation is further complicated by the removal of the 

Director post in 2021 meaning that no member of staff can be present at these 

Trustee meetings or the regular Director meetings in UGLE. The ability of museum 

staff to access a shared kitchen (only recently granted) means that informal 

conversations and the weekly UGLE staff newsletter are the main means of MoF 

employees reading the weather and being able to ‘align’ with the wider strategy and 

development of UGLE.  

Looking beyond freemasonry the Museum, as a charitable trust, is externally 

answerable to the Charity Commission for its conduct and publishes an annual report 

of its achievements. It answers to the Arts Council for its Accredited and Designated 

status and to UGLE in practice for its priorities. The inherent tensions are similar to 

museums of commercial enterprises and to museums representing cultural groups. 

The unspoken and unremarked relationships are more significant in many cases than 
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the overt and legal frameworks. The tension identified above between the duty of a 

freemason and the duty of a museum professional is always present.  

The level of external control or influence by UGLE varies and reflects both 

personal and organisational level concerns. In 2019 an image of a French freemason 

c.1800 was used as a blog post by the MoF. This showed a gesture in the third 

degree ceremony of freemasonry, Raising. This was recognisable to all members and 

the Grand Secretary, Chief Executive of UGLE, immediately ordered the museum to 

delete the post. The image itself would have been incomprehensible to an outsider 

and, in addition, there is an argument that the same gesture is used as a coded sign 

of membership in portraiture, notably in portraits of Benjamin Franklin and Paul 

Revere. Earlier a postcard in the shop depicting a freemason prepared for the first 

degree ceremony or Initiation had to be withdrawn as being inappropriate although 

eighteenth century prints reflecting an identical preparation remain on display.  

 If, as remarked, the ability to display can be prevented by external factors 

failing to display items, images and narratives in a museum can also be an act of 

cultural sensitivity. Revealing the content of the degree ceremonies could damage 

the experience of initiation for prospective members. I have explained that members 

promise on oath not to reveal these details and the presence of freemasons on the 

Trust’s board means that their oath is vicariously extended to the displays in the 

museum. Even so overseas freemasons frequently remark that we expose more than 

they would regard as proper. This underlines that even within different masonic 

bodies the balance between revelation and concealment varies. UGLE itself has 

undergone a series of public relations exercises over the last quarter century with 

each receiving a predictable repeated response in the press that the freemasons 

were opening up for the first time. The impact on the MoF is that the words used and 

the focus change each time. This affects what can, or should, be displayed and how 

its interpretation needs to alter to reflect the communication needs of the parent 

organisation. These sequences of text form their own palimpsest of freemasonry's 
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mutating self-image on top of an allegedly constant core of principles and practices. 

What is acceptable for the museum to reveal one year may be transgressive the next.  

 The Museum of Freemasonry is physically situated in the dedicated space 

created for it during the 1927-33 construction of Freemasons’ Hall London (formerly 

called the Masonic Peace Memorial). It occupies three spaces on the first floor: a 

room on the front façade facing Great Queen Street which, as built, formed part of a 

suite of rooms for smoking, reading and committee meetings. It is now occupied by 

the Museum’s North Gallery, created in 2016 but, as I will show, the usage of this 

space has been varied and contested as part of the power plays within the building 

and the level to which public understanding of freemasonry and access to the 

building is permitted. The two main spaces, the Library and the South Gallery are 

traditional museum and library spaces with a gallery around the perimeter. This 

layout was a commonplace with libraries and museums as diverse as Glasgow’s 

Hunterian Museum and the Science Museum adopting similar architecture. This 

position inside the building means that visitors have to pass over UGLE controlled 

space to reach the MoF. The reception area has been redesigned many times to 

reflect the wish to welcome visitors or to control them. A recent development 

(announced at a ‘Town Hall’ meeting of all staff and without prior warning) is that 

when the Grand Temple, main meeting room in the building is in use the public are 

not to be admitted. This closes the museum for the equivalent of seven weeks a year 

and forces us to rely on our online offerings.  

 Bouquet and Porto suggest that a Curator is constrained by the broader 

organisation but can, in small measures, overcome the very bland superficial 

message with more complex and contested narratives. The act of displaying any 

masonic object has the potential to be subversive and any added context or 

explanation can be transgressive and they express this notion thus:  
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…there are always likely to be Curators who manage to subvert or alter the 

course of official messages just as there are visitors who domesticate the 

museum for their own purposes (Bouquet and Porto 2005: 21) 

 

I have not subverted the collections or displays during my time as Curator but 

I have, and continue, to test the barriers to interpretation in the galleries and online. 

Displaying objects relating to freemasonry and religion was initially opposed by UGLE 

until the Bishop of London was invited to visit. I used the opportunity to create a 

display, elements of which remain on show. In probing what is acceptable I am, as an 

outsider, challenging what the freemasons themselves would display. The online 

aspects, emphasised as a priority by UGLE, appear to seldom be accessed by the 

Trustees or senior freemasons and are in many instances our place for more 

conscious testing of the barriers. Articles supplied to the house magazine 

Freemasonry Today, now abbreviated to FMT, are regularly edited to remove humour 

or perceived missteps in emphasis.  

This auto-ethnography of my experiences needs an important caveat. I am 

asserting my right, and the right of my colleagues to reveal freemasonry as we see fit. 

There is a direct parallel with colonial museum interpretation of objects created by 

colonised peoples, now being actively dismantled as an idea. By virtue of being a 

self-selected group within our 'normal' society freemasons are considered as 'other' 

in all respects except having their norms of behaviour respected by those who would 

see gender, race and belief as to be explained based on the wishes of communities 

rather than curators. Some of the historic norms of freemasons are now contentious 

as in the case of being a single sex organisation. An example of a parallel situation is 

where Alexander Lister in his unpublished MPhil thesis on the Brisbane Tattersall’s 

Club in Australia discusses the impact of single gender organisations in the modern 

world pointing out that this once commonplace activity, now creates barriers to 

membership and stigmatizes those who choose to join (Lister 2018: 184-201). 

Publicity stalls created by UGLE for public events now regularly invite female 
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freemasons to show that there are options for women. (Pers Comm. Ian Chandler 

2023). Mixed male and female freemasonry remains beyond the pale.  

Curating this material, learning about but not experiencing freemasonry 

except vicariously through the narratives of its members places me in a unique 

situation. Unique in this subject area but in a parallel situation to curators of other 

culturally contested collections as I have discussed. I will show that from this existing 

body of material to use as an influence freemasonry, in step with emerging consumer 

culture, can give us powerful insights into the use of material culture as identity 

creating and reinforcing within a framework generated as much by commercial 

consumer culture as the freemasons themselves.  

 

Broader significance of this research project 

 

 The development of this material culture has, in my view, another significant 

parallel. The material culture of freemasonry drew on existing forms generated by 

religion, particularly Christianity and also those of guild and state to be a basis for its 

material culture. I will show that from this existing body of material to use as an 

influence freemasonry, in step with emerging consumer culture, rapidly generated 

new secular forms of identity objects and in doing so became the key test bed for 

these objects which could then be rebranded for sale to other clubs, organisations 

and even political regimes.  

Political movements in society have from the eighteenth century used material 

culture not just directly but also to bind individuals into a group identity just as 

freemasons can fill their homes and dress their bodies in ways that reinforce their 

masonic identity. In the French Revolution and even in Nazi Germany the diverse 

range of official and unofficial objects available for purchase allowed (possibly even 

morally compelled) organisations and individuals to absorb the new regimes and 

their new, or adopted symbolism into their day to day lives. Conversely the 

suppression and survival of these material cultures, whether a masonic gavel hidden 
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from Nazi attacks on freemasons or a Bonapartist icon hidden from Royalists inside a 

masonic box, speak to the overturning of the previous actor networks and the crises 

that Latour suggests are the moments when ANT is most effective. The application of 

ANT to these material cultures and comparison of them, emerging as they do into 

the modern consumer and media culture from the eighteenth century onwards has 

the potential to draw out new meanings and insights. I would suggest that as the 

earliest of these all-absorbing secular material cultures to develop after the origins of 

the consumer society freemasonry's material culture is the archetype and paradigm 

for this impulse. Unlike most of the parallel material cultures it has survived three 

hundred years, adapting to new commodities, fashions and technological changes in 

wider society and continues to do so. This project seeks to bind masonic material 

culture into the wider field of anthropological investigations into material culture. In 

doing so I intend that it will be shown to have immediate impact in how some other 

material cultures are viewed and studied.  

 

Structure of this Thesis 

 

In chapter one I introduce freemasonry as an idea. I outline the background to this 

research project reviewing the challenges of curating freemasonry and drawing 

parallels with other material cultures. I describe the tensions between revelation and 

concealment as they have, and continue to, affect my curatorial practice and the self-

identity of the United Grand Lodge of England.  

 

In chapter two I review the literature sources for freemasonry, also establishing that 

this project is novel within the academic study of the subject. I derive my 

methodology by reviewing the use of an anthropological approach to museums and 

the potential efficacy of Actor Network Theory in combining this contested and 

affective material culture with the networks created by those that encounter it. I also 

considering the literature on museums engaging with parallel material cultures 
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including those of religions and military organisations. I state my research questions 

and objectives.  

 

In chapter three I consider the display of freemasonry in museums both in the UK 

and in continental Europe. I review the very different histories of masonic museums 

across the UK and Continental Europe, and consider how this has altered their 

display strategies and accessibility.  

 

In chapter four I review the range of material culture created by and for the 

freemasons themselves using a chronological approach to show how the material 

spread geographically and in an increased diversity of forms. 

 

In chapter five I reverse the viewpoint, looking as masonic material culture from the 

perspective of outsiders who may include opponents of freemasonry and 

manufacturers seeing in freemasons a market for their wares.  

 

In chapter six I return to the collecting of masonic material culture as an impulse by a 

range of groups. I consider how the interactions between the available material and 

the motivations of collectors create a series of politicised actor networks that 

underpin the ability or otherwise of museums to display this material culture and 

note that by resisting the collecting of it museums are aligning with unsavoury 

bedfellows.  

 

In chapter seven I conclude that, far from being niche or unknowable masonic 

material culture is an important body of material for studies of consumption and 

identity creation, created ex nihilo at a fixed point in time and space. I assert that by 

applying Actor Network theory to this a material at different points in the biography 

of the object new insights emerge about the networks that form. The material culture 
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of freemasonry, being symbolic or symbolically decorated has affect and is 

deliberately created to be an actant. 

I identify additional projects: I suggest that applying Actor Network Theory to 

equally emotive bodies of material may be an advance in how the theory is 

integrated with the study of material culture. The study of the development of 

masonic museums over time may provide further insights into the wider society in 

which they develop and the interplay between that society and the freemasons. The 

relationship between the purely commercially driven aspect of this material culture 

being the first comprehensive body of material linked to secular identity is a key 

comparator to the development of other such passionate self-created identities. 

I suggest that by creating a layered series of historical actor networks around 

individual objects it is then possible to de-centre the object and track the 

relationships of the human actors to it over time gaining insights on how that 

relationship shifts. This is a development of Actor Network Theory that can be tested 

on masonic material culture, and then be applied far more widely.  

 Freemasonry has penetrated into the consciousness of societies on a global 

scale much like commercial brands such as Coca-Cola, Google or Amazon. In the 

world of fraternal organisations its logo of the square and compasses is recognisable 

in a way that other the imagery of other groups such as the Foresters or Oddfellows 

are not. Indeed they are often mistaken for freemasons. Freemasonry’s material 

culture is not a thing apart and merits more academic study. 
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Chapter 2:  

Literature Review, Methodology and Conceptual Framework  

 

 Introduction  

 

This chapter draws together the written sources for masonic history, the material 

culture anthropological texts that I consider can be brought to bear on the subject 

and broader theoretical works. From these sources I develop research objectives and 

questions to achieve my aim of situating masonic material culture in the wider 

material culture field. This has the potential to offer new insights based on 

anthropology and considering parallels between freemasonry and other cultures and 

cultural practices. It will open up this material culture to interdisciplinary study by 

indicating approaches to study and structuring analysis. The study of this materiality 

forms an ex-nihilo creation of a body of material connected to the broader material 

and social culture of the period and places where it was and continues to be 

generated. Focussing on material culture rather than purely the written record has 

the potential to provide a new perspective on the development of freemasonry. This 

material culture is simultaneously unique to freemasonry and universal in its 

relationship to the ways in which people create meaning, identity and exclusive 

groups. I also assert that it is the first identity based secular organisation to develop 

a material culture in parallel with consumer society and that, as such, it is a 

benchmark against which similar organisations should be compared.  

In the course of my curatorial practice I became aware of the diversity of 

masonic material culture over time and the differing physical spaces and practical 

roles in which it is encountered. I have proposed a simple division of these into 

ceremonial spaces, interactions with the public, in the home and on the body. I have 

used these ‘four worlds’ (Dennis 2004) to structure this literature review by 

considering how anthropological theory can draw out insights and analysis from 
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these very different environments and test my four world structure. I have done this 

by looking for parallels to freemasonry’s material culture that have already been 

researched and by looking at more general theory that can be applied to any 

material culture.  

 The study of freemasonry requires an understanding of the range of works 

available that reference the subject. This is not a well-known field and accessing 

many of these works is only possible through masonic institutions or museums. It is 

also critical to consider the motivation of authors when preparing their works. 

Freemasonry’s history is contested both within masonic bodies and in wider society. 

Few authors exhibit reflexivity in their writings about it, but their motivations can 

normally be determined. There are very limited academic resources for studying 

masonic material culture, and so the bulk of works referenced are by corporate or 

amateur authors.  

 As will be shown below, freemasonry exhibits characteristics that are well 

recognized by and amenable to anthropological analysis including performance, 

symbolic clothing, creation of ritual spaces, biographical objects, and an interplay 

between presence and absence, concealment and revelation, and the senses. It 

therefore requires a broad spread of theory to engage with this topic in depth, but a 

critical selection within this is required to target it most effectively. I acknowledge 

that literature concerning the material culture of religion best supports a model for 

the study of this corpus and that Actor-network Theory, coupled with the concept of 

object biography is a powerful and fruitful underpinning for this research.  

  

Masonic material culture literature review 

 

Masonic literature sources can be categorised into a number of main threads. The 

literature of masonic material culture is limited and appears in only some of these 

threads in any significant quantity. I define these categories as:  
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Official publications of masonic bodies that seek to regulate the items used: 

 

Books of Constitution 

Ritual books and manuals,  

 

Unofficial publications by freemasons or lodges: 

 

Self-published histories of masonic lodges or regions,  

Publications by masonic lodges of research and study circles,  

Vindications of freemasonry,  

Books seeking to inform and educate freemasons.  

 

Non book publications 

 

Trade catalogues, 

Catalogues of masonic exhibitions whether organised by freemasons or not,  

Masonic periodicals. 

 

Publications by those outside freemasonry  

Exposures,  

 Anti-masonry, 

Histories of freemasonry. 

 

Online sources include: 

 

online museums such as Phoenix Masonry  

online collections such as Praga Masonica, which aims to document artefacts 

of Czech masonic heritage dispersed after the suppression of freemasonry in 

the Second World War  
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websites for masonic museums 

websites for Grand Lodge bodies  

 

The majority of these works are not academic and frequently lack footnotes or 

citations of sources. They are however essential as they are an internally published 

record of the materiality and history of freemasonry and provide much data if, alas, 

the analysis that should follow is missing.  

Many histories of freemasonry have been written, but this literature review 

and thesis focuses on five works by contrasting authors with very different 

motivations. John Hamill was the Librarian of UGLE when his book The Craft: A History 

of English Freemasonry was written (Hamill 1986). It is very much an organisational 

history taken from the official perspective of UGLE and focussing on English 

freemasonry in a fashion that is uncritical of the official narrative and provides little 

context about masonic activity. It is also worth remarking that when republished in 

1994 it had a new title The history of English Freemasonry (Hamill 1994). The title now 

suggests that it is 'the' history and others may be less legitimate. Andreas Önnerfors, 

former Professor of Freemasonry at the University of Sheffield (and himself a 

freemason) has written a short work Freemasonry: a very short introduction, intended 

for a general audience, which nonetheless considers freemasonry from an 

international perspective and provides suggestions around its development when it 

began to be practised outside the UK (Önnerfors 2017).  

The Freemasons by Jasper Ridley (Ridley 1999) is written from the perspective 

of a non-freemason and is thus freed from the need to judge the legitimacy of any 

particular form of freemasonry. More recently John Dickie (2020) has reviewed the 

history of freemasonry in his book The Craft. He attempts to unpick the importance 

of freemasonry in history and the motivations of its members, but again does not 

consider the agency or significance of its material culture. Finally Freemasonry and 

the Radical Enlightenment by Margaret Jacob (Jacob 1981) considers the earlier 

period of freemasonry and challenges many of the stated ideals and assumptions of 
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modern Grand Lodges. She makes the point that what freemasonry became is not 

the whole story and that at its inception it was far more of a challenge to established 

society and religion. These perspectives are useful in avoiding reliance on internal 

narratives although, from a post-modern perspective, what freemasons say about 

themselves is a form of truth even when incorrect from an academic standpoint. The 

foreword to Hamill's book was by the Grand Secretary (Chief Executive) of UGLE and 

it contains a summary of what UGLE perceived as the problem with books about 

freemasonry: 

 

Over the last 250 years many books have been written about freemasonry, 

both by Masons and by commentators who are not members of the Craft. 

Some of the books are highly speculative; some are inaccurate, and some are 

deliberately misleading. A few, by long-dead Brethren of some Masonic 

eminence, contain embarrassingly fanciful ideas of what Freemasonry is about 

(Hamill 1994: 13). 

 

The source for the masonic literature review centres on works available in the 

Library and Museum of Freemasonry in London which is the largest specialist 

masonic library in Europe and which holds a representative selection of foreign 

language works. The more general anthropological review has used a range of 

University libraries. Online sources have been used, particularly to access newspaper 

reports and the websites of freemason bodies and museum catalogues or online 

exhibitions.  

These sources generally treat objects as historical items and concentrate on 

their origins and the identity of donors. Lists of lodge fittings are, as with historical 

wills, important data sources for the objects used by freemasons, particularly in the 

earlier period after 1717.  

In France the Grand Orient is the oldest and largest masonic body, although it 

has not been recognised by English freemasonry since the late nineteenth century 
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and had a brief break in operation during the French Revolution. Its library and 

museum has published a stream of works, often linked to exhibitions held centrally 

or regionally, with the aim of communicating (Grand Orient) freemasonry’s aims and 

history. Some of these exhibitions have been international in character and included 

loans from other bodies. Some exhibitions have been on specific subjects and have 

generated additional publications. The catalogue for the Freemasonry and Faïence 

exhibition at Nevers in 2000 (Published in English and French) has been followed by 

the book Trésors de la faïence maçonnique française du VIIIe siècle by Jean-Claude 

Momal (Momal 2017).  

The many catalogues of temporary exhibitions held to commemorate 

freemasonry in the regions of France place heavy reliance on a limited range of 

objects which are repeated in the publications. The single exhibition created by the 

Association Tours 5997 attempted some analysis and grouped items not by 

nationality but by masonic rite. Its catalogue was published in both English and 

French, containing a number of essays by specialists (Association 5997: 2002). Access 

to the collections of the Grand Orient has produced a small range of relevant books 

including La Franc-maconnerie – les secrets des objets whose author Raphael Morata 

reviews material culture with some analysis, as when he notes that the use of swords 

in French freemasonry was driven by the sumptuary law which restricted them to 

aristocracy (Morata n.d.: 56).  

 Francophone books also feature material culture and some researchers 

including Andrea Kroon of the Netherlands have considered freemason material 

culture from an historical perspective in articles and theses (Kroon 2005,2015; OVN 

2023).  

Books on masonic and fraternal collectables have been authored since the 

millennium by Bill Jackman (Jackman 2002), Victoria S Dennis (Dennis 2005), Trevor I 

Harris (Harris 2007) and B. D. Krivstov in Russia (Krivstov 2010) among others. These 

mainly concentrate on the collectable value or rarity of items and do not undertake 

analysis although Dennis’s book gives context and history for the organisations 
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whose objects are shown (Dennis 2005). They are generally authored by non-

academics and so may not represent current states of historical research and 

knowledge. They do, however, place images of privately owned items into the public 

domain. The masonic jewel collector circle Jewels of the Craft publishes a journal, The 

Diadem. This contains original research on the badges worn by freemasons but is not 

peer reviewed and so is of variable quality; in particular referencing is poor and the 

expertise of the authors is presumed uncritically. This journal was until recently only 

available to freemasons, with even the non-masonic staff of the MoF excluded from 

reading it or contributing to it. The website of this specialist group states that ‘Very 

few quality books describing Masonic jewels have been written recently, most of the 

texts having been written before 1940.’ (JOTC Accessed 4 January 2018).  

There are parallels here with much of popular culture and mass-produced 

material in that it has, until recently, been considered unworthy of academic study. 

This is not just because of the material itself but also because the written sources are 

community or commercially driven and do not have the referencing and reliability 

that is a prerequisite of academic publication. This current study has the potential to 

add a significant body of material to existing research into consumer culture, 

collecting, identity and cultural reactions to the material culture of a defined minority 

group. It is thus not only research about freemasonry but about material culture 

more generally. There are parallels with other material cultures that have only 

recently been considered by academics. Saunders' codification of the meaning and 

nature of trench art over time, utilising non-academic sources such as trade 

catalogues, is one example of how an apparently niche and insignificant body of 

material can produce insight into a wide range of activities and relationships 

(Saunders: 2003).  

Most recently, at time of writing, Hughes' review of Nazi memorabilia has a 

detailed focus on the more numerous and apparently insignificant badges that were 

produced in their millions during the Reich (Hughes: 2022). It is part of a series on 

modern conflict and material culture published by Routledge. On their website the 
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publishers make the extraordinary claim that 'Out of the numerous books and 

articles on the Third Reich, few address its material culture, and fewer still discuss the 

phenomenon of Nazi memorabilia.' (Routledge 2022). This statement should, 

perhaps, more accurately state that few respectable academic publications do this. 

The range of specialist books serving the collector of these items are legion but, as 

with freemasonry, are published by enthusiasts and dealers non-academically and so 

only now become subject to engagement by scholars who can draw from them 

deeper meaning and place them in a wider context.  

More general books on freemasonry feature images and description of 

objects including Kirk MacNultie’s Freemasonry: Symbols, Secrets, Significance 

(McNulty 2006) which features a wide range of images from the MoF. Mark Tabbert’s 

American Freemasons: Three Centuries of Building Communities which features 

American materiality but uses it to illustrate a history (Tabbert: 2005). Works are also 

published by, or in partnership with Grand Lodge bodies. In England the coffee table 

book Treasures of English Freemasonry 1717-2017 (Gan: 2017) was published in 

partnership with the MoF and leaned heavily on the MoF’s resources. It was authored 

by a freemason who had no qualification in history but senior membership in most of 

the UK’s masonic orders. The cover notes suggest that ‘Each treasure is pictured in 

glorious detail, alongside a skilful explanation of its historical context and relevance 

to the Fraternity as a whole’ (Gan: 2017). The work thus omits any notion that the 

objects have any relevance or agency other than in their masonic context.  

Cent Ans de Spiritualité Maçonnique, published to celebrate the Centenary of 

the Grande Loge Nationale Francaise (GLNF), is mainly a history of freemasonry in 

France with associated illustrations of material culture. It devotes 35 pages to 

captioned photographs of masonic objects without further comment; but in its 

introduction to the museum collection quotes Alphonse de Lamartine ‘Objets 

inanimés avez-vous donc une âme?’ (Inanimate objects, do you have a soul?) (GLNF 

2013: 152). This is not explored beyond remarking on the role of objects in 

identifying a freemason and also being a secondary function of household items 
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such as clocks that become masonic purely by their decoration. The question, 

pondering on the possible agency of objects, neatly prefigures the utility of actor-

network theory as a means of answering the question and of more meaning being 

present in the materiality than is generally noticed. David Heathcote has published 

basic catalogues of masonic jewels (badges) relating to the charitable institutions of 

English freemasonry (Heathcote 1995; 1999). 

Academic publication on masonic material culture is limited. The Journal of 

the masonic research lodge Quatuor Coronati forms the most significant body on 

masonic generated research on freemasonry which it publishes in its transactions Ars 

Quatuor Coronatum (AQC). In 120 years, however, only a limited number of articles 

have featured material culture, and of those most have been simple illustrations of 

items acquired by the MoF. Where more detailed information is provided this tends 

to be in the form of unanalysed listings or simple historical description. The articles 

on lodge inventories by C.M.Rose (Rose 1949;1950;1951) and an article on masonic 

ceramics by Winterburgh (Winterburgh 1957) remain the only substantive articles on 

material culture.  

The Journal for Research into Freemasonry and Fraternalism recently produced 

a special number on material culture from an historical perspective. This focused 

mainly on the USA and Canada but included a chapter on the Grand lodge building 

in Brussels (Ed. Tyssen: 2018). Once again the perspective was historical with no 

anthropological analysis.  

 Catalogues of masonic collections have mostly been published from the late 

nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century. They mostly fail to provide analysis for the 

bare descriptions or to place the objects in a wider context. Exhibition catalogues, in 

contrast, can set items in context; but, depending on whether the exhibition was 

devised by freemasons or not, the nature of that context can be limited or focused 

on a particular viewpoint.  

Official works are limited in that they mainly deal with constitutional matters 

and the regalia that identifies the hierarchy of the organisation. They represent an 
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idealised version of what may be actual practice and provide no usage context for 

what is described. They are however the core documents for the description and 

identification of regalia, much as dress regulations are the foundation of study into 

army uniforms.  

Dramatic written (and sometimes illustrated) accounts of masonic practice 

created by outsiders are an important source. Although they cannot be verified 

scholars have used them as primary evidence of descriptions of ritual generated by 

the freemasons themselves. Masonic scholars group this type of publication under 

the heading of Exposures, reflecting their perceived status as illegitimate and 

transgressive publications of masonic ritual. 

Quite separately, books published for freemasons or describing freemasonic 

practice either provide information to assist holders of masonic offices (and are often 

authored by respected senior masons), can reflect particular viewpoints of individuals 

or aim to place freemasonry in a wider legendary significance. These latter books are 

problematic as they aim at a wider audience that desires, if not conspiracy theory, 

then at least a deeper significance to fraternal activity than is generally found by 

mainstream historians from the written record.  

Masonic periodicals are also published by masonic bodies themselves. These 

are not normally seen on newsstands in the UK; but elsewhere as, for example in 

France, magazines are publically available to serve the appetite for masonic and 

symbolic reading. Authors and editors vary widely. Freemasonry Today (now called 

FMT) is the official publication of UGLE and concentrates on Craft freemasonry as 

practiced by UGLE. It maintains a very neutral political tone and a concentration on 

charity and news. The Square gives space to a wider range of authors and continues 

to consider aspects of fraternity outside the basic experience of a twenty-first century 

English freemason’s membership, but is now an online-only publication.  

Overall the literature of masonic material culture presents data and sometimes 

context, but seldom any analysis of the significance of the material being described. 

There is no evidence of an anthropological approach being taken thus far, and this 
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isolates the existing literature from the wide-ranging body of theory and practice 

that has been produced by social anthropologists since the mid-twentieth century. 

The use of anthropological analysis would seem to be an innovative approach to the 

subject matter that will produce new data, associations, and insights. This requires 

matching the subject to the relevant theories.  

  There have been few academics, practitioners or PhD candidates considering 

the materiality of freemasonry from a theoretical standpoint. Many of the Curators of 

masonic museums have published on the material itself, aiming as Camargo notes to 

try to ‘make sense of the ‘maze of material’ (Camargo 2019: 247). Andrea Kroon in 

her PhD from 2015 used the material culture of Dutch freemasonry in the East Indies 

to underpin an art history approach (Kroon 2015). The objects for her became 

surrogate documents with the imagery contained more important than the object 

itself. Aimee Newell, then head of collections at the masonic museum in Lexington, 

Virginia, USA in her book The Badge of a Freemason considers aprons from various 

intellectual directions including partnerships between non-masonic makers and 

lodges (Newell 2015: 62), or as possible means to track regional variations in 

symbolism and manufacture (Newell 2015: 87). She nonetheless does not take the 

additional step of utilising theory. Felipe Corte Real de Camargo comes closest to 

engaging with the material, perhaps because he has admitted that my chapter on 

Masonic Material Culture (Dennis: 2013) was a key influence in his research design 

(Pers. Comm. Camargo: Dennis 2016). He considers the need for materiality, but then, 

as with Kroon, moves into analysis of the imagery on early aprons as evidence of 

higher degree ceremonies. The aprons become, once again, surrogate documents 

legitimised as such by theory. In a closing of this circular examination of those 

working in the field he says:  

 

Articles like Mark Dennis’s ‘The Material Culture of Freemasonry’, showing us 

how we can experiment with interpretative structures towards material culture 

and books like the one by Dr Aimee E. Newell, The Badge of a Freemason, in 
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which a collection of eighteenth century aprons were deeply analysed 

(including the exposure of some conjectures about the items), show that 

Masonic material culture is entering, at a slow pace, the lexicon of sources for 

the study of the Craft (Camargo 2019: 258). 

 

I thus establish that in a limited subject area the number of active practitioners 

is just four, two of whom, Kroon and Camargo, have now completed their PhD and 

are, no longer engaging with the material culture. In both cases they came from 

history departments rather than from an anthropological standpoint and used 

theorists only to legitimise study of the imagery on objects. Newell has not published 

on the subject since 2015. Either of these two might have taken the step that I 

propose in this thesis but, for now, there remain no academics in this subject area 

working on the material culture of freemasonry and there has never been research 

applying anthropological and sociological theory to this body of objects. Occasional 

research articles do appear as with Sommers paper on the UGLE Sword of State 

(2022) and Eisler’s paper on the Folkes Medal (2011). This research project and my 

role as Curator has however provided me with a continuing opportunity to publish 

that is not easily available to these other researchers. Preparing my publications 

(Dennis 2002; 2003; 2009; 2012; 2014; 2017; 2022a and 2022b) has allowed me to 

review a wide range of material culture at an academic level and this is reflected in 

this thesis. 

 The most immediately relevant academic paper that I have located is that 

given by Professor Andrew Prescott on leaving the (now closed) Sheffield Centre for 

Research into Freemasonry and Fraternity. Prescott, approaches the subject from an 

historical perspective noting that existing masonic historians regarded just three 

dates as key, the formation of the Premier Grand Lodge in 1717, the Antients in 1751 

and the amalgamation to form UGLE in 1813. This reflects a focus on history that is 

wholly internal to freemasonry. Prescott takes a different approach, that of the 

external historian:  
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…the history of British Freemasonry will only begin to make sense if we 

interpret it in the light of wider history. Freemasonry cannot be explained by 

Freemasonry. For that reason, it is perhaps more urgent that we establish a 

framework of interpretation for the history of Freemasonry than that we 

continue to explore those neglected documentary materials (Prescott 2006: 

10). 

 

In comparing the history of freemasonry to the history of society more 

generally, Prescott derives ten time periods driven primarily from external sources 

rather than from internal developments in freemasonry (Prescott 2006: 5-6). He 

commences these periods prior to the creation of organised freemasonry in the 

eighteenth century and extends them into the latter part of the twentieth century. 

This approach is appropriate for an historian, but as an anthropologist I seek to alter 

the gaze through which freemasonry is encountered. This renders internal masonic 

developments more key, as being created by the minority community itself. External 

factors are mainly those that impose crisis on freemasonry by opposition or ridicule. 

Prescott’s segmenting of masonic history nonetheless remains in the background as 

a countermelody to my anthropological approach. As with historians, anthropologists 

require a structure to engage with this body of material. Prescott also proposes a 

method for engaging with freemasonry as a historian. He suggests that: 

 

(if) Freemasonry does not have a home disciplinary base, it again runs the risk 

of becoming sterile. The subject field in which the study of Freemasonry sits 

most comfortably is that of the history of religion. Freemasons, anxious to 

stress that their craft is a moral and not a religious system, have fought shy of 

admitting that the history of Freemasonry forms part of the history of religion, 

but I would suggest that the tools of the historian of religion are precisely 

those which the historian of Freemasonry requires (Prescott 2006: 29). 
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This suggestion leads on to a wider anthropological review below where I 

consider how the material culture of religion has been theorised and studied. Finally 

Prescott makes this very pointed comment to draw attention to the approach of the 

internal and member-led study of freemasonry in contrast to the external 

professional approach:  

 

Cf. the comment of Lord Northampton as Pro Grand Master of the United 

Grand Lodge of England at a meeting of European Grand Master on 5 

November 2007 that ‘Freemasonry has no role outside Freemasonry and that 

the only influence it should be seeking is over itself and its members’. 

However valid such a view may be within a masonic system of morality, from 

the point of view of the historian it is an oxymoron (Prescott 2006: 3). 

 

Prescott thus underlines the key problem in masonic history (including the 

study of its material culture). The members have very different priorities and 

approaches to the subject from professional academics, and this clouds perceptions 

of access and comprehension. This starting point for external analysis suggests that 

freemasonry is ‘other’ only when the key factor making it so is the way that it is 

studied and communicated by members.  

 

Secrecy and its relevance to the study of freemasonry  

 

In anthropology, secrecy and secrets are long-standing themes. The 

knowledge we produce is founded on our ability to elicit information: to 

extract specialist knowledge systems; to reveal the secret codes of language 

and communication within everyday and supernatural worlds (Manderson, 

Davis, Colwell and Ahlin 2015: S183) 
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Secrecy is both a potential barrier to research and a feature of the role of masonic 

material culture. Urban, in his book considering the relationships between secrecy 

and religion (Urban: 2021) devotes a chapter to the Scottish Rite of freemasonry in 

the USA. In this he perpetuates the suggestion that freemasonry is not merely a 

mirror of religious practice but actually a religion. He touches on material culture and 

its role in both freemasonry and religion: 

 

Indeed, if we can speak of “material religion” and “material Christianity,” we 

can also speak of “material esotericism” – that is, the role of clothing, jewellery 

and physical regalia in the practice of esoteric religious movements. Like 

masks in African and other indigenous religions, Masonic regalia is an art that 

at once “reveals and conceals”. (Urban 2021: 24-25) 

  

Urban further contextualises this by saying that ‘(one of)… the paradoxes of religious 

secrecy is that it often displays or publicizes every bit as much as it conceals. (Urban 

2021:11) 

 Scholars of freemasonry have considered secrecy as it is one of the most 

contested and defining aspects of the subject for outsiders. Jan Soek of the 

University of Heidelburg summarises the basic situation thus: 

 

Nowadays it is fashionable among Freemasons to claim that Freemasonry is 

not a secret society. Clearly, that attitude results from the desire to clear 

Freemasonry of undeserved blames that it would conceal anti-social activities. 

However it also betrays that most Freemasons are not aware that the term 

“secret society” is not only used for groups that try to hide their existence, or 

of which members try to hide their membership but also for groups which 

guard a secret. And in that last respect Freemasonry is a secret society. (Snoek 

2003: 39) 
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This sense of denial is parallel to freemasonry’s assertion that it is not a 

religion. In reviewing secrecy in the context of freemasonry and religion Urban 

touches on an ethical concern which I share: ‘Is the very attempt to penetrate the 

secrets of another tradition itself a kind of violation , perhaps even a form of 

intellectual imperialism or a kind of cultural theft’ (Urban 2021: 15). As a way past this 

ethical problem Urban suggests that ‘we shift our gaze from the ever-elusive “hidden 

content” of secrecy to the more visible forms through which secrets are concealed, 

revealed and exchanged’ (Urban 2021: 16). This parallels my approach of using the 

material culture of freemasonry to explore its nature while leaving the secrets 

suggested by Snoek in their proper places as intellectual property of the members. 

Freemasonry remains very visible while at the same time trying not to reveal more 

than is appropriate. Harrison contends that this tension between revealing and 

concealing information is universal: 

 

all institutions producing and managing knowledge are faced with the same 

basic dilemma in one form or another. The dilemma is that they depend for 

their existence on both producing and communicating knowledge and on 

keeping this knowledge in some respects their property. (Harrison 1995: 13) 

 

The question of secrecy around specific objects is addressed by Colwell (2015) 

in the context of sacred statues created by the Zuni tribe of native Americans which 

had been purchased by Denver Museum. They were not to be displayed for ten years 

in order that the tribe would (the sellers hoped) not object to them being in a 

museum. This cultural insensitivity ended with the exposure of the museum’s 

ownership of the statues and their return to the tribe. Colwell identifies the 

contradiction in this secrecy which I suggest parallels the dichotomy of the 

freemason’s vow and the UNESCO definition of a museum.  
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Museums often keep secret information concerning the acquisition and 

stewardship of their collection seven though retaining such privileged 

information may contradict the ideal of the museum — serving the public 

good in the public trust. (Colwell 2015: S263) 

 

There is an example in the MoF with a jewel presented by Mulberry Lodge 

which was required by the lodge not to be displayed until after the Golden Jubilee of 

Queen Elizabeth II. This was present in the museum stores but secret except from the 

staff. This condition, made by the freemasons of the lodge, was not formally 

acceptable to the MoF (Thus maintaining theoretically the duty to the public) but was 

nonetheless honoured in practice.  

Bok in her introduction to Secrets (Bok: 1989) proposes that these debates 

around the professional ethics of secret keeping can  

 

…remain partial and narrowly professional…As a result, the underlying issues 

of concealment and revelation and probing are too often ignored, and moral 

problems get short shrift. (Bok 1989: xvii)  

 

I use my methodology of applying material culture theory to the forms of 

freemasonry in order to answer these concerns. Yet even here Bok, when writing 

about secret societies betrays a clear bias in her view of them concluding that: 

 

Were these activities out in the open, criticism and social action might 

call into question the practices of secret societies. But here, their 

secrecy guards them against such open inspection and thus prevents 

the feedback and correction that might have helped the initiates as well 

as affected the group’s decision. Bok 1989: 58) 
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Secrecy, in the context of studying freemasonry is mediated through a complex web 

of actors whose loyalties, biases and levels of knowledge and agency vary widely. In 

order to accommodate this, and to reflect the similarities between freemasonry and 

other human impulses, particularly religion, I turn to Actor-network theory.  

 

Theoretical approaches to the material culture of religion as a comparator for 

freemasonry  

 

Prescott asserts that the study of religion provides a parallel to freemasonry. This 

parallel considers the ceremonial aspects of religion and the ways in which the 

material culture of religion services the religious community and gives it a distinct 

identity. The material culture of religion has been studied widely and since 2005 has 

had its own academic journal Material Religion. The editors of this have also 

contributed in their own publications to an understanding of how the material 

culture of many different religions underpins their performance and agency. While 

they remain concerned that these studies are too western-centric in this research, as 

previously remarked, that is an appropriate frame for this study. Freemasonry 

appears in the journal just once as a separate article. In 2005 Diane Clements, then 

Director of the MoF, submitted a piece giving a simple outline of freemasonry’s 

history and of the MoF (Clements 2005). Freemasonry only appears subsequently 

within articles dealing with other subjects, as with an article on the use of magic 

lantern slides by the Belgian Catholic Church where numerous slides showing the 

dangers of freemasonry have been identified (Kessler and Lenk 2020) Ritual in its 

broader sense has been researched by Bell who identifies that: 

 

A community's attitudes and styles of ritualizing are inseparable from their 

worldview, and it is not hard today to find a great variety of communities, 

worldviews, and styles of ritualizing living in close proximity to each other (Bell 

1997: 252).  
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This broader conception of ritualised and ceremonial behaviour marries with 

Prescott's suggestion of a religious component to freemasonry's practice. Bell (1997) 

cites cases of deliberate invention of ritual to create coherence in groups and thus 

suggests that while religion may be a good parallel, the behaviour and, potentially, 

the material culture of groups may not require the Divine to make the ritual function 

effectively.  

Freemasonry is adamant that it is not a religion, at least no masonic body has 

ever claimed to be one and protestations to the reverse are a common defence. This 

does however rely on a particular definition of religion. Chidester, discussing popular 

culture as a religion (note, not a religion substitute) challenges the common notion 

of what a religion is and that it must have a component beyond the mundane.  

 

The academic study of religion draws upon an intellectual legacy of 

competing definitions. For example, E. B. Tylor, the founder of the 

anthropology of religion, defined religion as beliefs and practices relating to 

the supernatural; Emile Durkheim, the founder of the sociology of religion, 

defined it as beliefs and practices relating to a sacred focus that unify people 

as a community. These academic definitions share a common interest in 

setting religion apart from ordinary, everyday, or mundane aspects of human 

life. (Chidester 2018:179) 

 

He gives further examples and bases the religious element around parallels with 

more understood examples of a religion. He references the campaign by the 

Southern Baptist Church against the Walt Disney Corporation considering them to be 

offering a pagan and pantheistic religious message in their films. Chidester uses this 

to suggest that:  
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If religion refers to a symbolic system of beliefs and practices, experiences, 

and social relations revolving around a sacred focus, a focus of attention that 

is set apart from the ordinary, then many forms of popular culture seem to 

have a religious character. (Chidester 2018: 166-7)  

 

He continues this proposal by introducing Coca-Cola as a product which resembles 

the material culture of religions: 

 

Coca-Cola is a sacred object at the center of a cultural religion that is both 

American and global, within arm’s reach of desire, all over the world, 

according to former Coca-Cola president Robert Guizueta. In its materiality, 

the religion of Coca-Cola recalls the importance of icons, relics, and 

other sacred objects in the history of religions. (Chidester 2018: 172) 

 

Finally, Chidester summarises his argument thus: ‘In all of these cases, the term 

religion seems appropriate because it evokes a sacred solidarity.’ (Chidester 2018: 

167).  

Crispin Paine has written on the relationships between religion and museums 

with a particular focus on how religious buildings create museum or museum-like 

displays over time. He has reviewed the masonic museum in Jersey making 

comparisons between it and genuinely religious displays (Paine 2021) and also 

commented on the way that Nazi displays of freemasonry inverted the meaning just 

as Soviet Russia’s museum of atheism had done. This article also linked to a film in 

the German Bundesarchiv that provides evidence for how material seized in Jersey 

was displayed publicly in Berlin. Paine explains that religions that become less 

materially focused or had a surplus of items such as altar cloths end up creating 

collections as these items could not simply be destroyed. Many ended up displaying 

them and these became simultaneously interesting to believers and the secular alike 

(Paine 2014: 241).  
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 David Morgan’s works on the material culture of religion emphasise how 

objects permit the practising of religion through repetition and possession of ritual 

objects. He agrees with Chidester on a more liberal definition of what constitutes a 

religion and in particular identifies that belief as a central identifier of religious 

practice is a western Christian attitude and is not universal to all religions (Morgan 

2010: 1-5). This points to an overlap with freemasonry where the practice of the 

meetings is complete in itself to fulfil their function. He identifies the categories of 

materiality and the role of colour and material in allowing the objects to function. 

The ways in which souvenirs proliferate and collections form is also discussed and the 

similarities between freemasonry and some religious material culture is evident. 

 While reviewing this literature it became evident that research into religious 

communities is often (perhaps mostly) carried out by anthropologists who are not 

members of those communities. This is a parallel with this study as, being a non-

freemason, I am also outside the group whose material culture and cultural practices 

I am studying. Timothy Carrol, writing in the context of religious relics, says that 

'anthropologists are often met with phenomena that do not easily fit into categories 

with which they are already acquainted' (Carroll 2017: 119) and this perception also 

applies to non-masonic reactions to masonic objects. His commentary on 

researching religious relics also addresses the fact that first hand access to the 

monastery's treasures was unexpectedly denied to him (Carroll 2017: 119). This 

meant that he instead embedded himself in that community as an outsider to 

observe indirectly through behaviours that were exhibited when the monks 

interacted with their material culture.  

 Lilith Mahmud considers this issue in the context of her study of female 

freemasonry in Italy (Mahmud 2014: 38-42). She was considered 'profane', the term 

used by freemasons in continental Europe for those not initiated into freemasonry. 

This she asserts was not pejorative but rather a reflection that she was 'pro fanum', 

literally 'in front of the temple' but not able to enter. In this state she could be 

exposed to freemasonry as much as its members chose but not in its full state. 
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Likewise, she brought with her the outside world that she had not left. I will return to 

the consequences of this liminal state for a researcher in Chapter Six.  

 

Material culture and museum anthropology 

 

Anthropologists look at the world from many different perspectives including 

landscape analysis, the phenomenological, the consideration of value systems and 

gifting (Mauss 1966 [1950]), the political dimensions (Bender 2002), the ways in 

which apparently complex systems and networks can be described for analysis (Gell 

1998, Latour 1988,1990, 2007), and the sensorial (Howes 2005, Howes and Classen 

2014). This review is intended to first identify those theorists whose work is 

applicable to all material culture and which will allow me to provide structure and 

depth to my analysis. Prescott’s assertion that freemasonry resembles a religion leads 

me to then focus on theorists who have applied material culture theory to the 

material culture of religion, particularly in a museum context. I focus particularly on 

display in museums as a key interface for encounters with this material culture by 

non-freemasons. I thus provide myself with a targeted range of theory that can be 

tested on this novel body of material and establish whether it is susceptible to 

analysis using external material culture theories.  

Freemasonry is sensorial and performative, creates landscapes in its lodge 

rooms, uses symbolism and iconography and has an almost tribal structure of 

hierarchy and roles. Much of this is unwritten and has evolved through custom and 

repetition. The written record, in the form of minutes, rituals and manuals, is 

constructed to exclude the non-member from full comprehension of what is 

happening and the significance of the items used. The written aspects may even 

contradict the physical attributes of the material. The full breadth of anthropological 

analysis could therefore be brought to bear on it, but for this research certain aspects 

will be targeted to provide insights not created by more historical approaches  
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  Freemasonry’s ceremonies are closed to outsiders and their interpretation in 

masonic museums is on the boundary of this. In a liminal space the significance of 

the objects collected (or not collected), the displays and their limitations and the 

significance of absence in that context are all suitable for anthropological study. I 

have identified above that a tribal model for freemasonry matches its structure well 

(Dennis 2014) with the material culture having significance that is restricted to 

particular levels of membership. The existence of freemasonry as an ‘other’ in society 

lends itself to anthropology and to consideration of what lies behind the statements 

of fact that are presented by both freemasons and their critics. 

 The anthropology of museums has been examined by MacDonald (2002) who 

shadowed the preparation of a major exhibition at the Science Museum in London 

using Actor-network. Theory I propose below that this is an appropriate approach for 

this project. She identified the wide range of power networks present and the ways in 

which these networks were mediated. Gosden, Larsen and Petch (2007), considering 

the Pitt Rivers museum sought to emphasise that the apparently unchanging 

museum had been evolving throughout its history and that the objects seemed to 

collect the networks of people engaging with them rather than the reverse. Saunders 

has taken this a step further by proposing that ‘objects make people’ (Saunders 2003: 

6). MacDonald has considered the museum displays of objects in the preserved rally 

grounds of the Third Reich and discovered a fear among curators that the kitsch, 

cheap and mass produced badges, beersteins and postcards of the era may, without 

proper contextualisation, still act on visitors as originally intended.  

 

Unless they could be embedded in strongly educational narratives, the placing 

of such items in the documentation centre (at Nuremburg) risked turning it 

into a museum, a site with the power to accord value to artefacts just by the 

fact of their being there, and a site which would invite a kind of gaze which 

the exhibition makers wish to deter. (MacDonald 2005: 222) 
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This affective power parallels that of masonic objects, as does the concern 

(timidity?) of museums in dealing with them. Hughes (2022) has recently addressed 

this agency of Nazi material in more detail quoting the author Paddy Leigh Fermor as 

having found shops full of Nazi clothing for sale even before Hitler’s rise to power 

was secure. If, as I suggest, masonic material culture led towards this immediate 

ability to reflect a movement through logo branding of commercial products and 

thus achieve penetration into all aspects of a member (or a nation’s) life then 

masonic objects merit anthropological investigation. McKendrick’s. work on the 

evolution of consumer culture from the eighteenth century onwards indicates that 

clubs and societies were, and are, important generators of consumer items that 

reinforce identity and belonging (McKendrick 2018). The emergence of consumer 

culture and museums operated by professionals created new actor networks in 

society. Russell Belk, exploring collectables in the consumer society says that ‘one of 

the key ways of expressing and defining group membership is through shared 

consumption symbols.’ (Belk 1988: 152). He compares male and female collecting 

practices and suggests that men collect items such as models, weapons and games, 

while women prefer jewellery, ceramics and decorative items (Belk 1995: 97-101). 

This, as I will show is contradicted by the objects created for and collected by 

freemasons. 

 

Material Culture of Contested Subjects in a Museum Context 

 

 The ways in which museum collecting and display can potentially provide 

insights into masonic material culture led me to museum studies theory. Dudley has 

suggested that museum studies should be central to material culture studies (Dudley 

2012). She also asserts that museums are inherently political. This reflects the 

assertion by Bender that landscape is also ‘something political, dynamic and 

contested' (Bender 2002: 169). The museum is an intentionally created physical 

landscape with an underlying motive. The collecting of masonic items by non-
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masons or by organisations such as museums has the potential to identify 

relationships between the collectors and freemasonry. Pearce states that: 

 

 All of our collections were made with political agendas - albeit unconscious 

ones - in mind, and all bear the indelible marks of the contexts from which 

they arose once we choose to look for them (Pearce 1994: 1).  

 

Pearce further identifies that ethnic items enter museums at the point of 

encounter between collector and the community of origin (Pearce 1995) and that the 

encounter is not a neutral moment politically or socially. There are parallels here with 

the collecting of masonic material by non-masonic museums. Graham, Moran and 

Whitehead (2013) explore the current trend in museums for ‘polyvocality’ and how 

this blending of differing voices in the same exhibition can expose tensions in the 

exploration of meaning. The museum is as much a form of landscape as is the home 

or the lodge room. Barbara Bender (2002: 169) considers landscapes as contested 

and political and it follows that a museum of freemasonry is likely to embody a 

contested and political space that is capable of analysis by use of material culture 

theory.  

Tensions in museums around interpreting material from a defined community 

and determining whose voice(s) can be heard have been explored by Kraamer 

(2012).This is in the context of items where there are contested elements of 

ownership. Gieryn (1998) has cited the case of the Enola Gay exhibition at the 

Smithsonian Museum in Washington to underline how differing perspectives on 

material culture and the narratives it embodies can be powerful to the point of 

intellectual conflict. He describes how an exhibition about the dropping of the Atom 

Bomb on Hiroshima would have set that moment in historical context using material 

from before and after the event (Gieriyn 1998: 200-202). The exhibition was as a 

result attacked by veterans who saw this as a balanced view that conflicted with their 

own narrative which they also considered to be balanced (Gieryn 1998: 207-8). 
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This passion underlines the assertion by Gell (1988) and others that objects 

have agency. It also highlights the issue that multiple narratives are possible around 

collections and that many viewpoints may be considered legitimate. The curator is no 

more a neutral voice than any other individual or group and the display is a 

palimpsest of past, present and potential future meanings, narratives and 

juxtaposition of objects. Graeme Were, writing in the context of Extreme Collecting, 

has identified a range of barriers to the collecting by museums of challenging 

material both in their subject matter and, subjectively, of poor quality and existing as 

mass-produced objects (Were 2012: 3-6). Considering displays of freemasonry with 

these factors in mind is likely to expose actor networks and the agency of the 

displays for different audiences.  

 In locating material for analysis, reviewing museum catalogues and 

publications is a fruitful source of data about previous attempts to display and 

interpret freemasonry. These catalogues can provide unexpected insights, as with 

those produced by Nazi curators of so-called ‘anti-masonic’ exhibitions (Fuchs n.d.). 

Some of these catalogues also include summaries of the interpretative approaches to 

exhibitions, perhaps most powerfully in those masonic museums forced to rebuild 

after seizure or destruction of their collections in wartime (Nevermann 1949), (Lesser 

van Waveren 2002). They also embody changes in approach to communicating the 

material culture and this can suggest what was then appropriate to reveal (or not) 

from the viewpoint of the freemasons themselves and wider society reacting to them. 

I have also carried out an analysis of their websites and of images posted on the 

internet of present and previous exhibitions and museum layouts to augment the 

material provided by their publications. Museum displays of freemasonry in non-

masonic museums are rare and more often are a single loan item in a display about 

other subjects. Here I use the records of the MoF and catalogues of the exhibitions to 

demonstrate the diverse displays where freemasonic objects have proved suitable.  

 



77 
 

Actor-network Theory as an analytical approach for Material Culture 

 

Any review of material culture theory must start from Prown’s assertion that 

material is ‘primary data’ (Prown 1982: 1). Latour goes further to say that ‘objects get 

on very well without us’ (Latour1988: 193). Taken together these statements place 

object based research as both valid and essential when considering subjects that 

have material culture. Latour developed Actor-network Theory (ANT) as a means of 

placing objects and non-humans as active participants in networks as much as 

people. He states that the focus of the network or actant ‘does not limit itself to 

human individual actors but extends the word actor -or actant- to non-human, non 

individual entities’ (Latour 1990: 2). Latour further suggests that ANT works well in 

moments of controversy and where there are shifting frames of reference (Latour 

2007) and it attempts to bring together the inanimate object, the non-human and 

the human into a single web of relationships and agency. ANT is contentious but as a 

way of acknowledging the power of objects it has particular relevance to this study 

given the symbolic and affective nature of most masonic objects.  

In the course of this literature review many of the authors have mentioned, 

referenced or used ANT (e.g. Wylie 2007: 200, Miller 2010: 75-76, Hodder 2012: 91-

94 and Dant 2005: 61-83). There is therefore evidence that ANT as a technique is 

applicable across a wide range of material culture studies. I consider that exploring 

actor networks at the moments of crisis and development in freemasonry has the 

potential to expose new meanings and relationships. These are both physical in the 

forms of masonic material culture and psychological in the impact that both the 

practice and the idea of freemasonry have on a range of audiences both internal and 

external.  

Law states that under ANT ‘entities take their form and acquire their attributes 

as a result of their relations with other entities. In this scheme of things entities have 

no inherent qualities’(Law 1999: 3). This has a close parallel with museum objects 

which gain meaning not from their inherent properties but from the ways in which 
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they are juxtaposed and interpreted. Law goes on to consider how entities are 

created by relationships in the actor network:  

 

entities achieve their form as a consequence of the relations in which they are 

located. But this means that it also tells us that they are performed in, by, and 

through those relations. A consequence is that everything is uncertain and 

reversible, at least in principle. (Law 1999: 4) 

 

Here again ANT is a good fit with objects in a museum which flow between their 

original context, the museum stores and museum displays, altering their nature as 

they do so. A masonic apron changes from an indicator of rank to a vulnerable textile 

in the store and then forms part of a display where it may indicate a range of things.  

 Latour, revisiting the theory that he devised critiques how networks are 

viewed, reminding the reader that he intended ANT to analyse the ‘type of 

transformations and translations that we want now to explore’ (Latour 1999: 16). This 

he contrasts with the sense of a network as a static arrangement. He goes on to 

suggest that: 

 

To have transformed the social from what was a surface, a territory, a province 

of reality, into a circulation, is what I think has been the most useful 

contribution of ANT. (Latour 1999: 19)  

 

In this view of ANT he asserts there is no gap between the micro and the 

macro, nor is there necessarily a stable network at any point. It follows from this 

conception that the networks being considered can cope with the actant in the form 

of an object displayed in a masonic museum having relationships with things as close 

as the Perspex mount that holds it and as far away as the tourist flying from abroad 

to view it. All are part of a single, global, ever shifting network. This idea makes ANT 

suited to the complex and evolving relationships in museums that have been 
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identified by MacDonald (2002) and by Gosden, Larsen and Petch (2007). Latour 

emphasises this property of ANT thus: 

 

This is the most counter-intuitive aspect of AT [sic.]. Literally there is nothing 

but networks, there is nothing in between them, or, to use a metaphor from 

the history of physics, there is no aether in which the networks should be 

immersed (Latour 1990: 4) 

 

ANT was not devised with museums in mind nonetheless it has been successfully 

applied as in Hetherington’s article taking up the importance of heterogeneity in 

ANT and using it to compare and contrast the apparent lack of heterogeneity in 

current museum displays with past practices. He says that:  

 

Taking elements of actor-network theory (ANT) out of the laboratory and 

putting them in the museum, then, might allow us a clear and unique 

perspective on the museum, not least on the relationship between 

heterogeneity and its agentic performance within such a network that 

constitutes the spaces that we call a museum. (Hetherington 1999: 52) 

 

In doing this he tests what he considers as a weakness of ANT, that it fails to have an 

historical perspective and shows that it can be used in this fashion. I will suggest 

below that object biography is another way to bridge this historical gap. 

 Farkhatdinov and Acord, writing of the ways in which art is encountered in 

museums suggest that:  

 

Actor-network theoretical vocabulary is also useful for studying museum 

experiences and visitors’ interactions with artworks, understood not simply as 

texts to be decoded but as material objects endowed with certain capacities. 

(Farkhatdinov and Acord 2016: 504) 



80 
 

 

They identify that art can behave as the actants previously discussed and that the 

networks around them are always in flux: 

 

Artworks are always multiple in the sense that their meaning is never pre-

ordained and fixed, and that meanings arise contingently in and through 

encounters between a variety of actors and objects. (Farkhatdinov and Acord 

2016: 504) 

 

The similar way in which masonic objects provoke differing reactions in different 

groups reinforces their role as potential actants within actor networks. They are 

partially understood by the viewer and thus have multiple interpretations. Morphy 

has suggested that art in particular can socialise groups into a world view (Morphy: 

1991) and Tilley expands on this, citing Gell and suggesting that art creates social 

effects and outcomes. Objects are not inert, they have agency and affect (Tilley: 2006; 

Gell: 1988). This allows for consideration of the material culture of freemasonry 

having agency as a deliberate part of its function in ceremony, but also as a set of 

symbolically decorated items that create an affect reaction in outsiders that is 

culturally conditioned by perceptions of freemasonry. In my experience few people 

are neutral to this material.  

 

Object Biography  

 

Considering the objects themselves in isolation from actor networks, the most 

important aspect is the ‘biographies of objects’ approach (Appadurai 1988; Kopytoff 

1986). From before their creation to after their destruction, objects can live multiple 

lives and have agency or significance for differing groups. In each actor network 

these can be considered in their relationships with each other, but over time a 

different pattern emerges as objects from the same source diverge in their 
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biographies. Joyce and Gillespie have suggested that biography in isolation is 

insufficient to document and analyse the histories of objects. They propose the 

concept of an object itinerary:  

 

which traces the strings of places where objects come to rest or are active, the 

routes through which things circulate, and the means by which they are 

moved… Itineraries are spatial and temporal, and they converge with sites and 

routes singular, multiple, virtual and real. They have no real beginning other 

than where we enter them and no end since things and their extensions 

continue to move (Joyce and Gillespie 2015: 3).  

 

This extended version of object biography suits the present study as the 

material culture of freemasonry is in constant movement. It also suits the use of ANT 

as Latour has stated that moments of change and crisis are where it works best. 

Rather than looking at the network as a static thing it is, by definition always making 

and remaking itself. The absence of objects is, potentially, as significant as their 

presence. The reverse is also the case. Saunders has suggested that physical trench 

art stands for the ‘missing’, whether dead soldiers or the gap where the World Trade 

Centre stood in New York. Buchli makes the point that ‘the immaterial is always 

produced materially’ (Buchli 2016: viii).  

Combination of ANT with object biography provides the core intellectual 

method for this study. ANT disentangles the relationships between the objects and 

those who engage (or choose not to engage) with them. These networks at given 

moments are joined by biographies and itineraries of the objects that compose them 

and so are linked across time and space. The physical properties and agency or affect 

of this material culture form part of the description of the objects and so allow an 

initial analysis of their impact on those who encounter them.  

These theories have all been applied to a wide range of material cultures and 

are not specific to the study of freemasonry. Nonetheless I consider that they provide 
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a targeted and powerful basis for the study of masonic material culture by providing 

structure and analysis that has not previously been considered.  

 

 

Conceptual framework and methodology  

 

In this thesis, I draw on my personal experiences as Curator at MoF to examine 

masonic material culture from the perspective of public display and then use the 

sources identified in this review to create an historical timeline for the evolution of 

the material culture of freemasonry in the UK and elsewhere. I will then use the 

theories and methods selected to interrogate my findings with particular regard to 

how revelation and concealment are always present in this material. I will use ANT to 

examine the networks that are made and re-made around this material as it becomes 

the actant in a wide variety of contexts. The itineraries and biographies of the objects 

created will bridge these network descriptions and allow understanding of how 

objects and object categories are created and develop in their meanings and agency 

over time. Where key objects or object categories are identified I will use them as 

case studies within the relevant chapter. The use of theories relating to collecting and 

display will permit me to shift the gaze from the perspective of an historian or 

practitioner of freemasonry to external viewpoints, thus providing multiple 

anthropological data sets to be considered together in a final synthesis of what this 

research has discovered or clarified 

 Throughout this thesis material culture theory will be tested against the 

material culture of freemasonry to confirm/deny that freemasonry’s materiality 

responds to analysis that has proved effective for other bodies of objects. The nature 

of freemasonry as generated in the UK and Western Europe within a defined 

timescale will allow comparison with other novel material cultures that developed 

alongside freemasonry. This will focus on the birth of consumer culture and museum 

display, but will also consider other parallels such as the creation of a distinct 
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material culture in the military and the evolution of the material culture of religion in 

the period under consideration.  

  

Research objectives 

 

In summary, this research is intended to make available this body of material culture 

to academics and researchers by situating it in the wider field of anthropological 

research, using my experiences of interpreting in museum displays as an entry point. 

The theoretical underpinning of this is the use of Actor Network Theory combined 

with object biography.  

The research objectives that I consider will meet these needs are:  

 

1/ To explore how the principles and history of masonry are depicted in the liminal 

space of the museum gallery by a wide range of actors. 

 

2/ To make a significant contribution towards material culture and consumption 

studies focusing on how the development of the material culture of freemasonry 

provides a model for examining parallel but more ephemeral western material 

cultures from the eighteenth century onwards.  

 

3/ To show how studying the balance between concealment and revelation of 

masonic material culture can produce insights into the mainly unexpressed concerns 

of the freemasons and those who engage with them.  

 

4/ To demonstrate how the study of masonic material culture through appropriate 

anthropological methods yields new insights into its creation and changing 

relevance. 
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5/ To illustrate how engaging with this subject is of relevance to many 

interdisciplinary fields of research. 

 

Research questions 

 

The specific research questions lead on from these objectives by considering what, if 

anything, is created ex nihilo for freemasonry and then using anthropological theory 

to analyse with a particular focus on identity creation how this materiality functions 

for members and for others.  

  

1/ What does the nature of masonic material culture (and its relationships with both 

members and wider society) contribute to our understanding of the role of material 

culture in the definition and transmission of identity? 

 

2/ What evolving role does material culture play in masonic bodies? 

 

3/ What aspects of masonic material culture are unique creations of freemasonry? 

 

4/ What is the role of concealment and revelation in the ways that a range of groups 

engage with freemasonry and its material culture? 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3: 

The Display of Masonic Material Culture 

 

Comparison of the approaches to display adopted by Freemasons and Non-

Masons 
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Museums curated by freemasons seem to have followed a standard pattern 

which appears to be nearly universal, to judge from the photographs of early 

museums in Germany and elsewhere and lodge museum catalogues from England. 

The ceremonies are confidential, so nothing that relates to their narrative is 

displayed. I have already explained that the drama of the active lodge space is quite 

consciously absent in the museum gallery. The sensorial aspects of membership are 

removed except in any memories triggered in members by viewing familiar items 

from the lodge room. The preference is for elite items either owned by important 

freemasons or showing high levels of craftsmanship. Interpretation is either poor or 

absent. Ceramics and glassware are displayed in quantity, as are jewels. This parallels 

the ‘connoisseur’ and 'curio' approach to collections prevalent in early museums as 

they emerged from their origins as 'cabinets of curiosity'.  

The role of freemasons in collecting for charity is often emphasised, and UGLE 

displays will normally feature the Royal Arch ceremony in order to emphasise its now 

central role in English freemasonry and to encourage existing freemasons to join. The 

Royal Arch is a fourth ceremony acting as a sequel to the degree ceremonies held in 

masonic lodges and involves the discovery of a hidden vault in the ruins of the 

Temple of Solomon. It is closely linked to the lodges but requires a different room 

setting, regalia and, of course, membership fees. Famous freemasons and members 

who have come from royal families are also given prominence in museum displays. 

The MoF was displayed in this way prior to the creation of the Library and Museum 

Charitable Trust in the last decade of the twentieth century. One key aspect of these 

self-curated masonic displays is how feminine they appear with textiles and 

decorative arts prominent. This again points to the enclosed male world of 

freemasonry being able to perform their masculinity in a different way to outside in 

society where different cultural norms are enforced.  

 In Grand Lodges where there is such a connection, moments of 

interaction with the Royal Family are often materialised by gifts, and these will 

normally be on long term display. There is a tension between items that cannot be 
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easily withdrawn from display (Sir Winston Churchill’s apron is the key item in this 

respect in the MoF) and museum conservation needs.  

 There is another professional tension in displays. Museum professionals 

now generally avoid an approach that celebrates elites and prioritises the museum 

object as something to be observed and appreciated. On the contrary, they are often 

ruled by the need for a narrative which forces meaning and story-telling on to all 

displays and prefers the stories of ordinary people, while sometimes being 

judgemental of past structures in society. There is also an increasing trend towards 

community curating and to regard the various voices of the public being as valid as 

the authoritative voice of the curator. I have already cited Kraamer discussing the 

need to involve source communities in displays (Kraamer 2012: 283) and Mason, 

Whitehead and Graham note that: 

 

Since the 1990s there has been increasing discussion about community 

involvement and participation in museums. In this scenario, museums are 

encouraged to give up some of their control and their authorial voice to allow 

the public or specific communities to speak for themselves and be heard in a 

public space (Mason, Whitehead and Graham 2013: 163-4).  

 

This move to multiple voices introduces uncertainty and debate in a place 

where freemasons and their Grand Lodges would often prefer that their voice is the 

only one heard, or indeed valid. The objective of freemasons wishing to be seen as a 

home for all that is worthy, and that of outsiders often wishing to examine the 

legends and rumours that have surrounded freemasonry from the outset, are in 

competition or even in conflict. In particular the reaction to the display and analysis 

of what is termed anti-masonry, the use of masonic material to suggest that 

freemasonry is in opposition to the norms of society at the time, as in Nazi Germany 

or embodies an evil as in the assertions by some evangelical Christians that it is 

Satanic varies widely. UGLE prefers to ignore this aspect of history, while continental 
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masonic museums see attacks on them as actually enhancing their standing. The 

presentation to the MoF by the Grand Lodge of Serbia of anti-masonic stamps from 

the Serbian exhibition during the Second World War is a good example of this. There 

is, perhaps, a Christian parallel, apparently stronger in Europe than in the UK, that 

would assert that persecution is a necessary trial for virtue. The Gospel of St Matthew 

expresses it thus: 'Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and 

falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me.' (Matthew 5:11). 

 

The Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The MoF, the institution where I have curated since 1999, is naturally, the one about 

which I have the most personal experience and whose collections have been 

referenced throughout the preceding introductory chapter. In its history it has been 

subject to multiple influences on display but has not experienced the trauma of 

wartime loss and re-creation of the European museums. Created in 1838 it predates 

the major museum boom that followed the Great Exhibition of 1851. Its permanent 

and temporary exhibitions are well documented from the twentieth century onwards 

and provide a useful comparator for the other displays that I reference. Here I will 

consider the more static elements of the museum where the core story was told and 

which changed in a more gradual fashion than the temporary exhibitions.  

The museums first created by members and lodges were private and usually 

secondary to a library where freemasons could 'advance in their masonic knowledge'. 

Even the MoF began as the Library and Museum of Freemasonry with UGLE not 

finally opening it to the public until the 1980s. There was no incentive to use these 

collections other than as curios. These private displays remain in many lodge 

buildings and one is replicated in the publicly accessible reconstructed masonic hall 

at Beamish as I discuss below. The need to create these displays and collections 

appears to be near universal in Europe and I show later that they formed the basis of 

displays by the opponents of freemasonry in the mid twentieth century. That 
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individual freemasons may have adopted similar display strategies is suggested by a 

remarkable photograph.  

 

 

Figure 1: Display of a personal collection themed around freemasonry on the 

mantelpiece of the Reverend Fox-Thomas (GBR 1991 PA/21). ©Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

The crowding and sensory overload is typical of the Victorian period and 

concentrates on domestic wares and membership certificates. The non-freemason 

would struggle to derive meaning from these items and so the confidential nature of 

the organisation and its ceremonies is preserved.  

The photograph of Reverend Egbert Fox-Thomas's mantelpiece (Figure 1) is a 

good example of a collection gathered for display in a single space, possibly in a 

room where the majority of the owner's family did not have everyday access. The 

mantelpiece is crowded with ceramics and glasses including, ironically, one from the 

Orange Order not freemasonry. There are also framed photographs and certificates 
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of Fox-Thomas surrounding the mantelpiece, and tucked in one corner a pipe rack 

and bell to ring for the servants.  

This supports the observation that male collectors tend to create focused 

spaces for display whereas female collectors spread the objects around the house as 

décor (Pearce 1998: 141). There is however an interesting parallel with this in that the 

mantelpiece might easily be in a public room as part of the crowded décor schemes 

popular in Victorian England and is adorned with ceramics, which are normally an 

indicator of feminine collecting and usage.  

The museum store at MoF is, perhaps ironically, a democratising space for 

material culture. Items are grouped by material type for conservation reasons and so 

material that may be incompatible in a narrative or display environment co-exists in 

the store. A visitor to the store examining its cabinets would not realise that two 

medals side by side represented masonic bodies which regarded each other as 

illegitimate. The store exists in most masonic museums and private collections. It 

conceals what is collected and holds what is either not proper or not practical to 

show. The grouping by material type preferences the conservation needs over the 

classificatory and if, as Latour suggests 'objects can get on well without us' (Latour 

1988: 193), then this grouping links similarities rather than differences. The 

'communities' of medals, working tools or regalia co-exist perfectly well as 

manufactured items divorced from the tensions and problems of context and 

narrative. Viewed only by staff, its composition is the mirror opposite of the actual 

displays, an exhibition of the discarded, duplicated or denied. It is also outside the 

control or concern of freemasons or even UGLE. A non-masonic, professionally 

controlled space inside a museum operating under the constraints of alignment with 

the contemporary value system and information management concerns of UGLE and 

the trustees.  

The proportion of each object type may give an indication of its prevalence as 

an aspect of masonic material culture or indicate collecting priorities. In addition to 
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this collections relating to one man or one lodge will be broken up and dispersed 

much as if they would be if sold even if it is a temporary state.  

During the writing of this thesis a box was created in the stores that broke the 

rules and landscape that I have outlined. At the urging of the Collections Manager, all 

Covid related items were grouped together for ease of locating them when we 

wished to display UGLE's reaction to the pandemic. In a sense these items were 

'quarantined' from the rest of the collection and, from an actor network perspective, 

a new landscape element as a result of a crisis is appropriate. It is from these storage 

spaces that displays are created and new meanings and juxtapositions of objects 

made.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: 1933 image of the South Gallery of the MoF. (GB 1991/P13). The gallery is 

essentially an extension of the mantlepiece in Figure 1. Glass drinking vessels to the 
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right, ceramics to the left and no captioning. Grouping by type with the objects 

justified only by their decoration. ©Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The MoF as originally displayed in Freemasons' Hall was an un-interpreted 

jumble of items. The first iteration of the current museum in what is now termed the 

'South Gallery' focused on decorative arts with glass down one side and ceramics on 

the other. This is documented both by views taken at the time (Figure 2) and by 

photographs of individual cases in their final state before the museum was cleared 

into storage at the start of the Second World War. It is noticeable that by that stage 

the cases were more cluttered and a wider range of items were on display grouped 

loosely by type. This phase of display is documented in the Tudor Craig catalogue of 

1939 (Tudor Craig 1939) which includes photographs of the main display cases. Belk 

summarises the problem of this approach in 'the inability of mere taxonomy and 

classification to produce coherent meaning' (Belk 1995: 39). There appears to have 

been little engagement with the objects in the collection beyond observation for 

pleasure.  

In 1977 the Queen's Silver Jubilee was marked by a temporary exhibition in 

the then Reading Room of the museum and this was opened to the public. In 1983 a 

'Permanent Exhibition' was created in the same space, also open to the public, and 

this remained until the early 2000s when the room was reclaimed by Freemasons’ 

Hall’s management as a space for hire. In 2016 it reopened as the gallery 'Three 

Centuries of English Freemasonry’, now termed the 'North Gallery'. It is unique in that 

it opens onto an actual functioning lodge room rather than a room dressed to 

resemble one (there is a parallel in the Museum of the Household Cavalry in London 

which has a glass wall through which the functioning stables can be seen). It is not 

possible to view the room when in use and the doors are closed on it. It remains 

however 'authentic' in a way most replicas of a lodge are not. If it is considered as a 

landscape from multiple viewpoints it is a portal between the inner and outer worlds 

of freemasonry. The room when displayed to the public looks exactly as it would to a 
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freemason; but, by altering the position of the wardens’ columns the museum staff 

have configured it as called off which is a phrase used in lodge ceremonial and 

means that freemasons consider it appropriate to be viewed by outsiders. The public 

looking through the open door doubtless perceive that they are viewing a closed 

masonic space, alien to their experience. When the landscape is analysed from an 

anthropological perspective, however, this division becomes much less clear and new 

meanings and connections emerge.  

The furniture in the form of the master and wardens' thrones was created for a 

specific lodge, Grand Master's Lodge No.1. Although commissioned for masonic 

purposes they are in the Gothic style fashionable when they were made in the 1830s. 

 The ashlars were donated from Jerusalem by the Grand Lodge of Israel and 

are formed of limestone from the supposed quarries of King Solomon, forming a 

direct link to the Biblical aspects of the ritual and to the Holy Land itself. They also 

make a link to the British Imperial occupation of Palestine at the time of their supply. 

 The candlesticks and pedestals have the classical capitals adopted in the 

eighteenth century as part of the revival of classical forms by Palladio and Adam. 

When the Royal Alpha Lodge meets they use their own candlesticks, which are in 

silver and Sheffield plate as supplied by the famous industrialist and silversmith 

Matthew Boulton. These then connect freemasonry to the evolving manufactures of 

the industrial revolution and the societal changes that it created showing 

freemasonry's links to consumer society and consumption.  

The material culture of the lodgeroom embodies all these external influences 

in its adopting of externally generated symbolism, style and meaning. These layers of 

meaning create the identity of the lodge, and each lodge room when dressed with 

the items used is unique and a palimpsest comprised of multiple phases of gifting 

and purchase. The presence or absence of the freemasons themselves create small 

moments of change that are suitable for analysis through ANT.  

I will return to the trope of visitors being able to view the closed space of the 

lodge room as replica or as evocation as I review other museums featuring 
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freemasonry. This North Gallery exhibition uses the material culture of freemasonry 

as a means to access the meaning of freemasonry as practiced by UGLE.  

The use of material culture altered on the creation of the Library and Museum 

Charitable Trust in 1997 which moved management away from UGLE and began a 

process of recruiting external staff with museum sector qualifications. The then 

displays had been created in the 1970s as evidenced by the brown felt case linings 

purchased at that point. There were cases themed around additional masonic orders, 

jewels for rank and object categories including snuffboxes. Temporary exhibitions 

continued to be held in the library. Most of the material on display was high status 

and 'exceptional' with no features that would be commonplace to a freemason.  

 

 

Figure 3: Mannequin wearing the regalia of a Past Master of a Craft Lodge 

c.1930s. Nicknamed ‘Crafty’ by the museum staff. The collar with Past Master jewel 

and one of the breast jewels formed a set owned by one individual (2005.9 Past 

Master's jewel for Composite Lodge, No. 4076 presented to W. Bro. Percy W. J. 
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Ayerst, 1945, 2005.97.1-.2 Past master’s collar and jewel for Composite Lodge, No. 

4076, presented to Percy W. J. Ayerst, 2005.95 Hallstone jewel to Percy W. J. Ayerst, 

Composite Lodge, No. 4076). The remaining breast jewels and apron were generic 

and un-accessioned spares and were the Permanent Stewards Jewel for the Royal 

Masonic Hospital and a Steward’s jewel for the Royal Masonic Institution for Girls. 

The gauntlet cuffs were from Drury Lane Lodge No. 2127. (1999.358.1-.2) Together 

they formed a typical grouping for a freemason at the period. ©Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

The first major change made by the new staff was to display the Craft and 

Royal Arch regalia and rank jewels (Figure 3). These items were very familiar to 

members but unknown to the public. These mannequins fondly nicknamed 'Archy 

and Crafty' by the staff, proved very successful, with members using them as a 

vehicle to explain their freemasonry to their families. The craft mannequin was 

dressed as a lodge past master from the 1930s with the typical jewels that would 

have been earned at the time and the now obsolete gauntlet cuffs. The collar had a 

jewel pinned to it. This was in place from when it had actually been worn before the 

Second World War. This style of jewel wearing is not now permitted, and it caused a 

number of visitors to consider that we had 'got it wrong'. This assumption by 

members that as non-freemasons we could not understand the subject would be an 

enduring trope as we created displays that featured alternative ways to arrange the 

symbolism of the lodge and its regalia or displayed less familiar aspects of 

freemasonry. This reaction is not unique to our museum. Malika Kraamer gives the 

example of Ghanaian style printed cloth from Nigeria provoking a reaction from a 

Ghanaian who would not accept that it could have been made elsewhere than 

Ghana. She raises a key question: 
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When collections comprise objects from hundreds of different source 

communities which one should have priority? Furthermore, which voices in 

those communities should be taken as the authority? (Kraamer 2012: 290).  

 

In the case of the MoF the governing body of UGLE claims to speak for English 

freemasonry, and a parallel organisation Supreme Grand Chapter, for the Royal Arch 

degree. In the latter case the captioning of the mannequin 'Archy' changed several 

times over the lifetime of the display as the definition of the Royal Arch ceremony 

was revised. The regalia shown, and the ceremony itself, remained unchanged.  

 For more than a decade one wall of the gallery was filled with the colourful 

regalia of the additional degrees of English freemasonry. These remained un-

interpreted as the then Director was concerned that each of the individual masonic 

orders, being self-governing, were the only people who could agree on any 

captioning beyond a simple identification label. Consulting overseas Grand Lodge 

bodies was even more challenging as some no longer existed or were not recognised 

by UGLE. The actor network which controlled the interpretation of the collections was 

thus both international and complex with certain bodies asserting more power than 

others. 
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Figure 4: Three Centuries of English Freemasonry Gallery, now termed North Gallery, 

at the MoF. View from the entry point facing towards the Grand Master’s throne. This 

first zone aimed to explain the origins and principles of freemasonry with a timeline 

in the cases ahead, charity to the left and ceremony to the right. Photograph © Reier 

Gmbh. 

 

The creation in 2013-16 of an exhibition to summarise the history of 

freemasonry and that of UGLE gave the MoF a chance to develop a coherent 

interpretation strategy and create a new gallery (Figure 4). The display was to be rich 

in objects but each was selected to make a narrative point. This is now reckoned to 

have been less successful than hoped for, not least because the design restricted the 

amount of text available to support the content as did the previously mentioned 

actions of our then Director. One major flaw in the design is that the Grand Master's 

throne centred the exhibition and caused visitors to move through the first section 

too swiftly, missing the explanation of freemasonry's origins and principles. The 

affect of this object in causing visitors to move towards it overrode the intended 

narrative of the gallery.  
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Figure 5: South Gallery at the MoF in 2021. This image was taken after the restoration 

of the floor and the thinning of the artifacts displayed. The effect is of a reduced 

version of the 1933 displays. The minimal interpretation prioritised a space for rest 

and reflection over storytelling. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

In contrast a 'light touch' reinterpretation of the South Gallery of the museum 

in 2021 (Figure 5) was interpreted by single captions for each case which were 

intended to evoke as much as inform. Two cases facing each other, each containing 

nine ceramics, carried a simple message that rich and fashionable freemasons might 

use expensive wares from China while the less well-off would use crudely decorated 

earthenware. The layers and nuances of the careful curatorial selection of the items in 

the gallery were not remarked upon in the interpretation, although it remained 

available for guided tours or social media activity. Some of the exhibits had QR codes 

alongside linking to Youtube videos which expand the information provided. This is a 

major change in the manner of contextualising the collections. A copywriter was 
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employed to produce captioning that would best achieve this with an informal and 

open tone quite unlike that used before. Visually, the gallery now resembled a less 

cluttered version of the original displays in 1933. The displays and the space came 

full circle, providing a visual experience rather than a didactic and informative 

display. This redisplay lasted only one year before being replaced.  

 

Commercial Display - The Shops at Freemasons Hall 

 

 

  

Figure 6: The eponymous Shop at Freemasons’ Hall, 2022. © Author 

 

Public displays of freemasonry can also include those in commercial premises. Given 

that the visitor to the MoF enters through the shop it is appropriate to conclude this 

review of museum displays in Freemasons’ Hall with this space. The first shop in 

Freemasons’ Hall was a small counter selling postage stamps, postcards and guide 

books. It was named after an historical Grand Secretary (Chief Executive) Sir Edward 

Letchworth. The masonic lodge for building staff is also named after Letchworth, so 

the effect was to create an internalised space which did not seem to welcome non-

members, and where its identity was very bound up with the building as 

headquarters of UGLE. It reflected the very modest efforts to attract attention to the 

building even though open to the public.  

In the early 2000s the shop moved to take over a section of the general office 

on the ground floor. This rebuilt shop, much extended, now diversified with a range 
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of souvenir items, but also a regalia and later tailoring supplies for members. It was 

now owned by the (Library and) Museum of Freemasonry. During its operation the 

continuous production of lines for sale could sometimes conflict with UGLE’s view of 

what was proper. A caricature on a greetings card which showed a candidate dressed 

for the first degree ceremony was removed when noticed by a senior member. On 

one level this was because of ‘spoilers’, but it was also showing that our retail offer 

was still required to align with the public image of freemasonry as decided by UGLE.  

In 2019 the shop was transferred to UGLE and at time of writing the eponymous 

Shop at Freemasons’ Hall, as it is now branded, is operated by the United Grand 

Lodge of England but also serves museum visitors. It is now located at the top of the 

main entry staircase adjacent to the North Gallery of the museum. Visitors can either 

access the museum gallery directly or via the shop. The shop logo is of the square 

and compasses in the form designed for the tercentenary of UGLE with a drawing of 

the hall superimposed. This follows the more general branding of the organisation, 

the Masonic Charitable Foundation having the same square and compasses with a 

heart in the centre and UGLE using just the square and compasses.  

On entering the shop directly from the stairs it becomes evident that its 

landscape is divided into two (Figure 6). To the left is a zone featuring male clothing 

and accessories alongside the regalia and jewels of freemasonry. There is a sense 

that non-members, and particularly women, will not find this area of interest and it is 

usually occupied by freemasons in formal wear conversing and browsing. The décor 

is polished brass, period prints and the feel of a gentleman’s club.  

To the right is a very different zone with generic souvenirs and specific lines 

derived from imagery in the building and museum. Nothing in this zone is directly 

required by members to perform their functions in the lodge and they form a 

grouping of the additional commercial wares created from the eighteenth century to 

the present for freemasons to purchase. There is a brighter and more modern feel to 

this zone and no immediate sense of gendering, although with themed cooking 

aprons and oven gloves it is, if anything, feminine. This is also the zone where books 
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on freemasonry are sold and members wanting to study freemasonry have to leave 

the masculine ‘members’ area of the shop to locate them. The materiality here avoids 

the symbolism of freemasonry with the building itself the focus. The visitor is subtly 

guided away from purchasing items that might indicate membership and towards 

more neutral wares. The zone leads on to the North Gallery with large gilt throne of 

the Grand Master prominent in the view through the door separating the two areas. 

Between these zones and facing the visitor as they enter is a wall of regalia 

behind the counter of the shop. This resembles the didactic display of the additional 

orders of freemasonry that was, until recently, on show in the museum itself. For 

members the display is obviously systematically arranged, as it shows regalia at entry 

level and at a more senior level for several of the different orders of freemasonry, but 

for non-members this is merely a colourful and puzzling array of symbolism without 

context. In the North Gallery of the MoF we had created a display of contemporary 

items in the form of a wardrobe stacked with typical purchases by freemasons. The 

shop staff were confused by the presence of modern items in our displays to the 

extent of assuming that it was an outreach of their own display and asked for items 

no longer stocked to be removed. Here the converse is happening, with a display of 

items for sale which resembles a didactic museum display although they are simply 

shop product.  

The background to the shop's fittings are the full length portraits of senior 

freemasons which remain from the space’s previous role as a smoking, and later 

sitting, room. These are not in masonic regalia apart from one of George Washington 

(now in the ‘masculine’ zone and therefore rarely noticed by visitors to the museum). 

A large circular table in the middle of the room was formerly in the Victorian display 

space of the MoF.  

The first zone of the North Gallery deals with freemasonry’s origins and 

principles. On entering and looking back towards the shop the cases flanking the 

route mirror the zoning of the shop itself. To the left are portraits of early freemasons 



101 
 

and displays relating to symbolism and ritual. On the right the display focuses on the 

consumer society of the eighteenth century as discussed. 

 

Museum of Freemasonry - Exhibitions in Partnership  

 

In addition to smaller loans to external exhibitions, the MoF has partnered with local 

museums and freemasons to create large scale temporary exhibitions themed 

around freemasonry. The key material elements that we loaned were intended to 

attract visitors and press attention. They were normally high profile, as with the 

Grand Master's throne for Carlisle or the Duke of Windsor's apron in Hull. 

Two case studies will serve to illustrate the tensions and expectations of this 

level of collaboration. 

 

Case Study 1: Tullie House Exhibition 2013 

  

In May to July 2013 the freemasons of West Lancashire worked with Tullie House in 

Carlisle to create a major temporary exhibition, Into the Light: The Story of 

Freemasonry. The MoF acted as advisors and loaned key objects. The Tullie House 

website says that: 

 

This groundbreaking exhibition explored and examined the hidden world of 

Freemasonry. The display told the story of Freemasonry in Carlisle and the rise 

of the organisation throughout the province of Cumbria. Tullie House 

Museum and Art Gallery Trust's Masonic collection was complemented by 

iconic objects from the National Library and Museum of Freemasonry never 

seen outside London before, as well as material from Carlisle's fourteen 

Masonic lodges. The exhibition also examined Masonic symbolism and ritual 

in a display which illuminated a practice shrouded in mystery (Tulllie House: 

2013). 
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The items loaned by MoF were:  

 

All Seeing Eye - as the head of a wooden sceptre  

Eighteenth century apron  

Antient Grand Lodge ceramic showing coat of arms  

Churchill apron pouch  

Donald Campbell apron and centenary jewel 

Firing glass 

Rummer style glass 

Burnes medal, also Ffoulkes and Sackville medals 

Harris Royal Arch tracing boards 

Royal Arch companion jewel  

Jean Paul Gaultier dress with masonic symbolism  

Jackie Milburn picture 

Apron/sash  

Plate jewel  

Antients grand lodge apron  

Grand Lodge Thrones  

  

The local freemasons displayed a wide range of artefacts relating to local 

lodges. The ephemeral materiality of the exhibition is preserved online in articles 

reacting to its content and existence including one on the Tullie House website 

(Tullie House Museum 2013). Local freemasons had a display team who materialised 

the Temple of Solomon by giving a lecture entitled ‘The Building: King Solomon’s 

Temple’ and also constructing a replica of the Temple physically in the lodge room. 

This model was loaned for public exhibition as part of the Tullie house event 

(Westlancsmark 2013).  
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Not all comment on the exhibition was positive. The Graphic Design and 

Illustration Department of the University of Cumbria attended the exhibition and 

blogged a satirical article about it (Grillust 2013). They nonetheless chose to be 

photographed wearing masonic regalia and in front of the Grand Master’s throne 

while exhibiting some of the classic 'anti-masonic' tropes of rolled up trouser legs 

and strange gestures. The way in which even those who are uncertain about 

freemasonry are nonetheless drawn to interact with its materiality is a constant 

feature of these public displays. That the exhibition had an impact is underlined by 

one comment in this blog showing surprise at the information it communicated and 

an ironic wish to become 'part of' local freemasonry:  

 

We're not at liberty to divulge what exactly went on at the exhibition, but we 

can tell you that Carlisle now has a brand new Masonic Lodge to add to the 

fourteen (yes, we couldn't believe it either) that already existed. Grillust™ 

Lodge No.2391 currently has three members (Grillust 2013). 

 

FMT, house magazine for UGLE, featured the exhibition and illustrated the 

temple model, Grand Master throne and Gaultier dress. The article focused on the 

exhibition demystifying freemasonry (UGLE 2013: 9). Demystifying freemasonry was a 

jargon phrase used by UGLE when justifying steps towards revealing aspects of 

freemasonry. The exhibition also received national publicity in the Guardian 

newspaper (Sykes 2013) which focused on freemasonry more than the exhibition but 

illustrated the Gaultier dress, the thrones and mannequins in regalia. Overall, this 

partnership gives a good overview of an actor network that comprised local 

freemasons, museum staff and the MoF but which, when exposed to public view, 

created a new set of networks as visitors and press created their own meanings.  

 

Case Study 2: Beamish Open-Air Museum 
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 The open-air museum at Beamish has a reconstruction of a masonic hall as part of 

its period streetscape. The live interpreters at Beamish cannot display a lodge at 

work, and so are perpetually preparing the rooms for a meeting that will never 

actually take place. The material culture on display serves mainly to create 

atmosphere and anticipation. Once again there are multiple liminalities at play, with 

the moment before the meeting perpetually frozen in time, the interpreters, not 

necessarily freemasons, being 'pro fanum', and the visitors coming from the outside 

world into the displays.  

 

 

Figure 7: 1913 style masonic museum in the reconstructed masonic hall at Beamish 

Open Air Museum. The artefacts are predominantly those transferred to Beamish 

from the collections of the research lodge Quatuor Coronati. The arrangement of the 

displays was carried out by the staff at Beamish. Photograph © Author 
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The masonic hall at Beamish also has a museum display as it might have been 

in 1913 (Figure 7) and it is interesting that this is the only example of a reconstructed 

museum on the site. It is thus a 'display within a display' and fossilises all the tropes 

of an early museum be that of a town or a masonic body. The nature of a living 

museum is that the material culture exhibited is not captioned or interpreted except 

during the interactions between visitors and the costumed guide. The museum is un-

interpreted as it would have been in 1913 when, of course, only freemasons could 

have viewed it.  

The local freemasons advised on the creation of the spaces in the building, 

and at their insistence no imagery of the Royal Arch was included. This request 

necessitated the creation of a replica with overpainting of a key portrait that featured 

the regalia of that degree. In a remarkable irony the room, reconstructed from old 

photographs (much as I will show the Nazis had done for a display of seized material 

from Jersey), had a large emblem on the back wall used only in the Royal Arch 

ceremony  

I have mentioned the carefully created and interpreted masonic hall, but there 

is one other masonic item on display in one of the rebuilt structures representing a 

town of c.1913. In the Bank Manager's office a masonic apron pouch is visible on a 

shelf signalling his membership of a lodge. The slightly hostile trope of freemasonry 

as a membership organisation for the 'well to do' is thus maintained for those that 

care to see it, even in a museum where freemasonry is understood and interpreted 

more thoroughly. Barnes, citing Pearce, considers the display of items relating to 'the 

Other within' in the context of Communist items whose collection, display and 

interpretation can be 'deemed 'improper' transgressive and irrational' (Barnes 2012: 

316). I have encountered similar reactions when freemasonry’s material culture is 

exhibited outside the safe space of the masonic museum. 

 

Freemasonry – objects and exhibitions 
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This need to broaden and deepen the contextualisation of objects in museum 

displays has been much researched in recent years. Even within a masonic museum 

objects may find multiple contexts in successive exhibitions; the presence in the MoF 

of a gavel block made from wood salvaged from the ruins of Ypres cathedral after 

the destruction of the cathedral by German forces in 1914 is a case in point. The 

block has been displayed multiple times over the last twenty years, each time 

representing a new facet of its materiality with the contexts including trench art, its 

Canadian links (it was presented by a Canadian general), as a token of remembrance, 

and as folk art. This is explained more fully in the context of the MoF as part of the 

Masonic Peace Memorial (Dennis and Saunders 2003, Dennis 2022b) but here it 

simply illustrates the possibility of masonic objects being open to multiple meanings 

when displayed.  

If, as I propose, the material culture of freemasonry is a part of a wider and 

more interconnected world, then masonic objects should also be capable of multiple 

re-contextualisation that is independent of, or at least not subordinate to, their 

meaning to the freemasons themselves. The presence of masonic objects in 

exhibitions curated by institutions that do not have freemasonry as their prime 

subject matter provides examples of how this can indeed be so. During the last 

twenty years the MoF has loaned material to many external exhibitions and they 

illustrate the relevance of freemasonry to a range of topics.  

The exhibition Art at the Rockface, held at Norwich Castle Museum and then at 

the Millennium Galleries Sheffield between the years 2006-7, was an examination of 

the materiality of rock in art. We loaned a tracing board made of inlaid marble. Here 

the materiality of the object had primacy but it was also being considered an art 

object. The introduction to the exhibition catalogue says that the show ‘examines the 

principal ways by which artists have explored the geology of landscapes and the 

forms within individual stones in their quest for truth’ (Larkin and Moore 2006: 10). 

 The tracing board was in the final section of the exhibition entitled 'Memory, 

Myth and Meaning'. This featured in addition stones used as symbols in a lovers’ ring 
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and also paintings and sculptures. Unfamiliarity with the subject led the museum to 

seek guidance from the MoF, and the text which accompanies the tracing board is 

strongly factual and narrative in contrast to the more evocative and anthropological 

descriptions of the paintings and sculptures. The masonic item thus maintains an 

intellectual and emotional distance from its companion objects. It is nonetheless in 

the section of the exhibition that includes the item chosen as the cover image of the 

catalogue (a painting called The Human Condition by René Magritte) and so gains 

standing by this juxtaposition. The catalogue notes that ‘the use of stone as a 

metaphor reaches its peak in masonic symbolism’ (Moore: 2006: 83) 

The exhibition Egypt in Britain, created by English Heritage in the Marble Arch 

in London, sought the loan from MoF of a rough ashlar made from Cleopatra's 

needle. In this instance narrative led the context as a freemason Erasmus Wilson had 

funded the transport of the obelisk to London and this was why elements of it were 

available for recycling into masonic objects, in this case as a donation to his lodge 

Antiquity No. 2. This recycling thus allowed an element of the famous London 

monument to be physically present in the exhibition. The presence of this item linked 

to the actor networks of the two museums concerned but also to the multiple 

realities of the object. The obelisk was a gift from the Ottoman ruler of Egypt in 

thanks for the liberation of Egypt from the French invasion force of the Napoleonic 

wars. The expense of transporting it led to the obelisk remaining in Egypt. It was only 

finally collected and installed in the UK in 1877. This gave it a link to previous military 

victory at a time when the UK's imperial expansion was at its height, and also 

emphasised that Britain's Imperial prosperity now made transporting it practical. 

Wilson makes this aspect plain in his account of the events (Wilson 1877). Today the 

current concerns of Egypt regarding the removal of its heritage makes this stone 

fragment a contested object. I consider this artefact again in Chapter Four.   
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Figure 8: Plaster relief map of Jerusalem, showing various historical features, in an 

olive wood box. Presented by Lt. Col. Sir Hugh Protheroe-Smith, OBE, November 

1937. (M2012/744) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

If the masonic context of the preceding objects was, in part, maintained in 

these external exhibitions, there is also an example of an object completely escaping 

from its masonic context. In 2011 an exhibition 'Building Solomon's Temple' was held 

in the library area of the MoF (UCL 2011). One exhibit was a relief map of Jerusalem 

purchased as a souvenir by a freemason visiting the city during the British 

Protectorate (Figure 8). Following attendance at the opening of the exhibition 

academics at SOAS, seeing the relevance of freemasonry to the British Protectorate in 

Palestine, requested loans including the map for their own exhibition 'The British in 

Palestine' during 2012 (Brunei Gallery 2012). A visitor to that exhibition approached 

the MoF for a further loan of the map to the Jewish Museum in Hohenems in Austria. 

There the map lost its masonic context and was used instead as part of an exhibition 

on A Streetcar Named Desire. A Journey through Yerushalayim-Jerusalem-Al-Quds 

held in 2015 (Jűdisches Museum Hohenems 2015). The map thus moved from a 

completely masonic context to a totally non-masonic one quite seamlessly, crossing 

from a masonic museum to external museums and finally moving geographically 
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across Europe, maintaining a relevance for each location and audience where it was 

displayed. 

 

Case Study: Exhibiting freemasonry in an exhibition themed around wider society.  

 

One example from England draws together the themes of this chapter, and indeed 

this thesis. In 2000 the Museum of London held an exhibition which would capture 

the range of clubs and societies in London at the Millennium. They saw this as an 

aspect of contemporary collecting, and their methodology aimed to draw 

sociological and anthropological meaning from the objects donated. It is not clear if 

further academic research was carried out on what was collected at that point.  

UGLE participated in the exhibition as a way to demystify freemasonry by 

placing it in a wider context. I selected a pair of the gauntlet cuffs previously part of 

the regalia of freemasons with Provincial Grand Rank but which were by then not 

used, and which had a cloth panel sewn into the base making them un-wearable but 

now able to be used as a collecting box. The cuffs chosen had the design of London 

Grand Rank linking to the theme of the exhibition as being London-centric. The cuffs 

were exhibited by the Museum of London in a grouping entitled ‘belonging 

allegiance as adornment’ (Reynolds 2000: 13) and the caption was reproduced in the 

catalogue: 

  

Freemasonry is one of the world’s oldest fraternal societies, concerned with 

moral and social values. Its members wear regalia – usually an apron and 

collar. In the past gauntlet cuffs were worn; today they are often converted 

into charity collecting bags as a reminder of past traditions and a practical aid 

to the charitable giving of the organisation (Reynolds 2000: 15).  
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The catalogue was arranged alphabetically and so on the same page were the 

City of London Club, The Girls brigade, the Grand Order of Lady Ratlings (a show 

business charity group) and Guild of Registered Tour guides. 

  The exhibition's aims reflected many of the themes that will emerge in this 

thesis. The collecting method of the Museum of London sought contextual 

information on what the donated item is for, who uses it, whether it represented a 

tradition, evoked feelings, or was valued aesthetically (Reynolds 2000: 9). In placing 

freemasonry among the exhibition many of the facets of anthropological significance 

that I am exploring here were, for a brief moment, validated publicly.  

The cuffs have travelled across most of the actor networks discussed as part of 

a complex object biography. Commercially made, they formed part of the investiture 

ceremony when their owner received his rank. For LGR this would have taken place in 

the Grand Temple of Freemasons Hall in London with the Grand Master. They would 

have been worn at all meetings until they became redundant in 1967. Passing from 

redundancy to recycling they then had a second life as collecting box, until the lodge 

itself ceased to exist and they became museum artefacts. Finally as a result of the 

donation to the Museum of London they passed out of masonic hands and are now 

subject to the actor network of a major museum with all its politics and nuance. They 

have not been displayed since the exhibition in 2000, but are memorialised in the 

catalogue which itself exists in many locations and acts as a printed surrogate of the 

object.  

 

The display of Masonic Material Culture from Jersey - a liminal case. 
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Figure 9: Captured masonic flag from Jersey in the Berlin Anti-masonic exhibition. 

The combination of the Union Flag, the ‘Jewish’ hexalpha, the ‘Satanic’ five pointed 

star and the square and compasses providing Nazi propagandists with a a powerful 

image. ©Bundesarchive Deutschland: Ausstellung_Britische_Freimaurei_M-23960_B-

97536_1_TC_BA_von_DVD 

 

Freemasonry in the Channel Islands is governed by UGLE in spite of the islands being 

geographically closer to the French coast. The islands sit between the two countries 

culturally as well as geographically. The seizure of the building during the German 

occupation in the Second World War was followed by detailed photography of its 

interiors and loading of many portable fittings and lodge items onto lorries for 

transportation. The building was inspected for use as an officers’ club but rejected 

and it was not used for any other purpose during the occupation. The removal of 

items from the museum and library also resulted in damage to the display cases. The 

freemasons considered this ‘looting, pillaging and burning’ but it is unclear whether 

it was simple practicality in accessing items in locked cabinets. There are witness 

reports that large quantities of material were piled in the caretaker’s garden and 

burned (Perrin 2011: 4-5). I show later that this element of destruction and failure to 

reuse the building or display the seized items publicly in Jersey was atypical in the 
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context of how the German forces dealt with masonic property elsewhere in Europe. 

Paintings were left on the walls, perhaps because of practical issues.  

A copy of a letter written by an unknown author (possibly Alfred Rosenberg, 

who commanded a Nazi body which collected, studies and displayed Jewish and 

Masonic material in a pseudo-academic manner.): the letter has a Nazi reference 4 

February 1941 (3661/R/Dt) to Reichsleiter Martin Bormann and translated by the 

Jersey freemasons indicates that the material culture aspects of the seizure were as 

significant to the Nazi Party as the records of membership and organisation.  

 

I am asking the Fuhrer to allow me to exhibit here in Berlin this material which 

is extremely interesting from a historic point of view, together with the 

contents of a lodge which bears the name of King Edward VII – with the 

captions necessary for political education. Already at this time I would like to 

mention to you a very effective symbol: this is an enormous flag bearing in the 

one corner the Union Jack, in the other the Jewish Star of David, in the third 

Circle and Square as a Freemasonic symbol. All this is here intentionally 

proclaimed as one unit (Perrin 2011: 25).  

 

I discuss the Berlin exhibition (Figure 9) later in the context of the display of 

freemasonry by the Nazi and Fascist regimes of the mid-twentieth century. On the 

liberation of the Channel Islands freemasonry resumed. Improvised aprons were 

created to replace those lost, and Perrin confirms that their historic nature was 

recognised early on with samples being placed in the Museum of Freemasonry where 

at date of writing one remains on display in the context of opposition to freemasonry 

and its consequences for the members. The museum in Jersey was rebuilt after the 

war and continues to be important to the local freemasons.  

 

Exhibiting freemasonry in Continental Europe 
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The practice of freemasonry in Continental Europe and the manner in which it is 

displayed differs from the experience of the UK because of the suppression of 

freemasonry in many countries due to Nazi and Fascist influence. In strongly Catholic 

countries too there is a greater reticence. This emphasises the way in which the views 

of wider society influence the display of freemasonry both by freemasons and 

externally.  

 

Germany  

 

The display of masonic material culture in Germany follows a unique path. 

Freemasonry in Germany was widespread and relatively elite. There was shared 

membership with the British royal family, including the Prince of Wales, later King 

Edward VII, who was a Past Grand Master of the Lodge of the Three Globes in Berlin. 

The creation of masonic museums that were of significant size and quality paralleled 

the German competition with Britain on the world stage in the race to create 

battleship fleets. Prior to the rise of the Nazi regime and the closure of freemasonry 

the masonic museum in Bayreuth had become, in its own view, the largest in the 

world apart from Philadelphia in the USA and the MoF in London. It displayed 100 

aprons, 3000 medals and jewels and 20 symbolic floor cloths (Lesser van Waveren 

2002: 21-23). The museum was closed to non-members and traditional in form with 

jewels displayed mounted in wall cabinets and other items in glass display cases. 

During Nazi rule museums of freemasonry (in reality of 'anti' masonry) were 

set up in a number of cities following the seizure of the lodge buildings and their 

contents. This network of exhibitions across Germany remains the most concentrated 

public exhibition of masonic material so far attempted, albeit with a malign purpose. 

There is little chance that the German lodges would have displayed their heritage 

publicly at this time had they not been taken over by the Reich. The catalogue of the 

Dusseldorf exhibition gives strong indications of how the objects were interpreted. 

The photographic plates include a grouping of Old Testament Jewish styled items 
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from the temple under the ironic caption ‘Ritual objects for “Christian” lodges’ 

(Ritualgegenstande fur ‘Christliche’ logen) (Fuchs n.d.: 11) and a selection of stamps 

‘with freemason symbolism’ (Fuchs n.d.: 4). In this case none of the stamps have 

actual masonic content; merely symbols also used by freemasons.  

The basis for these exhibitions was the guidance issued by the office of the 

Reichsfuhrer SS in 1935 which explained that the context of all material in lodges was 

to be photographed and full listings created, in order that not only museum displays 

became possible but academic research could be carried out (Paine: 2020). This 

guidance allowed, for example, the reconstruction of the UGLE lodge room in Jersey 

as part of an anti-masonic exhibition in Berlin; the propaganda film of this exhibition 

is the only evidence available for the room layouts of that hall (Bundes Archive 

Germany 1941).  

The fascination showed by the public for these exhibitions may explain why 

the Grand Lodge of Germany felt able to curate a public exhibition in 1949, close to 

the end of the war (Nevermann 1949: 30-31). By the 1950s the museum at Bayreuth 

was reconstructed in a modern form and had been repopulated with a limited 

collection of objects, mainly those which had been hidden during the war. A 

newspaper review in the early 1980s seems to have been the catalyst for change as it 

termed it a ‘collectors’ museum’, a muddle with no explanation for the visitor (Lesser 

van Waveren 2002: 27-28). In 1982 the museum re-opened in, as the organisers 

phrased it, a more didactic style. The museum now had a narrative structure leading 

the visitor through the principles and history of German freemasonry by using 

stonemason tools, regalia and jewels to illustrate the points being made.  

The display of freemasonry in post-war Germany was not restricted to that 

controlled by masonic bodies. The city of Chemnitz had hosted a Nazi (anti) masonic 

museum in the seized masonic hall. This led the local Castle museum to create a 

small display of material relating to the local freemasons as a form of reconciliation. 

The web element of this exhibition explained that the Nazi display had attracted 

more than a million visitors, many foreign, even during the Second World War and 
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claimed to be the biggest museum of (anti) freemasonry in existence. It had 

exceeded the visitor numbers for all other museums in the town during the period. 

The museum expressed its intentions in curating a display of material from the local 

masonic lodge 'Harmony' thus: 

 

A yesterday "museum of shame" obliges a museum of today! Therefore our 

exhibition on the history of the "Harmony" is intended to be an effort to undo 

a bit of the public damage caused by the Nazi-museum and to restore the 

honour of the lodge they have deserved in the history of our town. The new 

exhibition is on the other hand a great and successful effort to turn up 

masonic objects of our town. Hitler did achieve to some extent to destroy 

masonic life and culture in Germany. It is up to us to save at least the 

memories (Schlossbergmuseum Chemnitz: n.d.).  

 

Braunschweig museum in Lower Saxony held an historical exhibition in 1978 

exhibiting the history of freemasonry in Germany with a focus on the local area 

(Hagen:1978), and the historical museum in Hamburg hosted an exhibition of lodge 

glasses in 2000 based on the collection of a single individual (Jaaks 2000). There is in 

these exhibitions a sense of catharsis as freemasonry is embraced within the 

museology of post war Germany. There is also, in the popularity of the Nazi-curated 

displays, a clear visitor interest in the customs, practices and material culture of 

freemasonry. The displays that I have studied were and are all undertaken in 

partnership with freemasons or their lodges. There appears to be a strong wish, as 

with exhibiting Jewish history, to respect the right of the community to control its 

own narrative.  

 

France and Belgium  
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French freemasonry is the second oldest after Great Britain, albeit with a break during 

the French Revolution. There are multiple Grand Lodges, and at time of writing the 

Grand Orient of France (GOdF) has a major public facing museum, the Grande Loge 

de France a far smaller museum, also with free access, and the Grande Loge 

Nationale Francaise a museum for members only.  

The current GOdF museum presents a very polished display of beautiful 

objects with minimal context. There is no attempt to show room layouts and the 

overall effect is of beauty and a sensory experience; but on leaving after my last visit I 

found that the informational content faded more rapidly than the memory of the 

space and atmosphere. This contradicts the booklet produced when the exhibition 

opened which notes that it is particularly designed to be a chronological view of 

freemasonry which considers the whole while respecting the diversity of 

freemasonries past and present. This chronology would be punctuated by thematic 

displays and further augmented by temporary exhibitions. The GOdF is very aware of 

the significance of its museum displays in a broader sense and the booklet created 

for the opening of the museum states that in reference to freemasonry: 

 

As for other "minority" cultures and like all museological evolution, only its 

historical or ritual interest has been appreciated, its artistic qualities and, even 

more, its anthropological value, having remained ignored for a long time 

(GOdF: n.d.: 9). 

 

In addition to these fixed displays the Grand Orient is active in promoting 

regional displays of masonic material. These are intended to draw attention to the 

importance of freemasonry to these regions and to showcase key items from the 

GOdF collections as a hook to bring visitors into the display, much as the MoF has 

done.  

There have also been exhibitions which focused on one aspect of freemasonry. 

At Nevers, a town to the south of Paris noted for its ceramic manufacture the 
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exhibition Freemasonry and Faience considered the role of freemasonry in creating a 

market for the ceramic makers of the area (Ghivasky 2000). The exhibition drew on 

international loans to reassemble a full table service dating from the late eighteenth 

century and contextualised it both with interpretation of how it was manufactured 

and also how it was used. New Faience items were created for sale, both as replicas 

of existing wares and as modernist interpretations. These immediately moved from 

the commercial phase to that of domestic and, in the case of a plate purchased for 

the MoF, to public museum display.  

In 2016-17 the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris held a major exhibition in 

partnership with the GOdF celebrating the tercentenary of freemasonry. Loans were 

obtained from several major institutions including from England but not from the 

MoF as the GOdF is not recognised by UGLE (recognition of overseas Grand Lodges 

by UGLE is controlled by a series of internal rules: the admitting of atheists as 

freemasons in the GoDF is unacceptable to UGLE). The audience for this display was 

broad and the approach taken was historical and chronological mirroring the GOdF 

museum itself.  

In 2001 the Chateau of Tours hosted a major exhibition with loans from a wide 

range of Grand Lodge bodies. It grouped the artefacts around the particular rite that 

they represented and not by the country of origin or the particular organisation. In 

that respect it was groundbreaking, as masonic bodies that did not necessarily 

recognise each other found their material culture juxtaposed in the displays. A 

temporary symbolic garden was created outside and this was accessible to the public 

even if they chose not to enter the exhibition. The exhibition also generated 

contemporary artworks with masonic themes and these were available for sale. The 

symbolism of freemasonry was thus materialised in a commercial form and could be 

obtained by members, academics or the simply curious as tourist items. This 

reinforces my assertion that freemasons as consumers of commercial items themed 

around freemasonry continue to catalyse new wares. 
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More work is needed to discover the extent to which freemasonry has inspired 

art, and the motivations of the artists and the commissioners of the art. The 

headquarters of the Grande Loge Nationale Française has a number of 

commissioned modern artworks on display including the 'All Seeing Eye' in a neon 

display attached to the ceiling with a half-silvered mirror on the front, causing it to 

be projected on the floor and apparently repeated into infinity on the ceiling inside 

its display case. The dual nature of freemasonry as material and yet immaterial is 

encapsulated in this display. 

 

 

Figure 10: Body painting created during the Les Imaginales festival 2016. The 

painting was created by a non-masonic artists group Pygmalion. The painting 

combines imagery from the craft degrees with regalia and fittings of a craft lodge. © 

Gérard Plumecocq (using the pseudonym ‘Géplu’) 

 

 In France one other contemporary instance will demonstrate another means 

of materialising the symbolism of freemasonry in an ephemeral form. The 

freemasons of Epinal engage with the literary festival Les Imaginales to encourage 
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visitors to understand their esoteric heritage. In 2016 a body painter at the festival, 

not a freemason, created an artistic intervention themed around freemasonry and 

completed in the lodge room with the approval of the freemasons (Figure 10). The 

symbols created in the mind and exhibited in the fittings of the lodge now took on 

new life on a woman's body as an ephemeral artwork and were displayed in public. 

There is in my mind a link from the early masonic lodges, whose symbols were drawn 

on the floor in chalk and immediately erased and this symbolic artwork, animated 

and evocative but destroyed within hours and existing now only in photographic 

form. The artwork proved provocative both for the visitors to the conference and the 

freemasons of the town. The online description explained this in detail (translation): 

 

This artistic work was filmed and presented to Didier Desor, professor 

emeritus at the Faculty of Sciences and specialist in behavioral biology, to 

Frédéric Vincent sociologist and psychoanalyst and to Jacques Oréfice, 

gynecologist-midwife…  

They questioned the evolutions of the relationship with the body in 

modern societies in which tattoos, piercings and bodypainting have become 

commonplace. The debate continued on the relationship between masonry 

and artistic expression in general and, in particular, on the place of Masonic 

symbolism in artistic expression today, on the ephemeral nature of 

bodypainting, on the persistence of the image in video (is it still the work or its 

representation?) on the re-tribalization of society by symbols, signs and 

brands, on the supports of artistic expression, on the meaning to be given 

artistic performances, on the relationship between bodies and sets (Déplu 

2016a). 

 

In a further irony the work is now only accessible behind the subscription wall 

of a Belgian masonic blog (Déplu 2016b ) or in an age restricted video on Youtube. 

This particular public materiality is now caged online and the revelation concealed. 
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Figure 11: Interior of the Belgian Museum of Freemasonry, Brussels. This entry point 

is designed to create an air of mystery and a feeling of leaving the outer world 

behind. The interplay between light and dark reflects the use of this in the ritual 

ceremonies themselves. © Author 

 

The use of design to communicate a mood or atmosphere has been 

extensively used by designers but, as I have remarked, often less so in museums of 

freemasonry where ceremonies cannot be shown. In the case of the Belgian Museum 

of Freemasonry this issue is addressed by lighting effects to draw the visitor into the 

sense of the lodge and its ceremonies without giving away content that would spoil 

the impact of the ceremonies on a new member (Figure 11). The museum re-opened 

in 2006 as a partnership between several of the masonic bodies in the country, and 

as such interprets a wider range of material culture than most masonic museums. 

The entry point to the museum has a starry sky of LED lights, and black walls within 

which symbolic aprons and tracing boards are embedded. The visitor walks down an 
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enclosed corridor at the end of which is an Egyptian-style lodge master’s chair 

flanked by columns. When you reach this point and turn you are in a more traditional 

museum space; but by now you have a sense of the outside world being left behind. 

This evocation uses light, dark and strong symbolism as encountered in the 

ceremonies without providing any detail of what they may actually happen in them.  

 

 

Figure 12: Three skulls from a chamber of reflection and as used on the poster for the 

Anti-Masonic exhibition in Brussels. The skulls represent the ephemeral nature of 

power, religious practice and glory. The poster adds the Star of David which was not 

present in the original. ©Bundesarchive Deutschland: 

Ausstellung_Britische_Freimaurei_M-23960_B-97536_1_TC_BA_von_DVD 

 

This use of the sensory and emotive mirrors the Nazi anti-masonic exhibition 

held in Brussels during 1941 which featured three skulls on its poster (Figure 12). 

These, wearing a royal crown, a papal crown and a laurel wreath would have been 

part of the chamber of reflection and seen only by potential initiates. They 

symbolised the ephemeral nature of power, religious practice and glory. On public 

display in the Second World War they were used for dramatic effect to create an 

atmosphere of Grand Guignol around the practices of freemasonry. In an irony the 

Nazi poster featuring them is now on display in Brussels and features in the 

catalogue of the modern museum as an example of how the Nazis attacked 

freemasonry (Schreiber and Tyssens 2006: 148). These items, never intended for 
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public view, are now widely known and their significance can be openly debated. 

Their use by Nazi propagandists has now been inverted again to serve the museum 

which is, understandably, pro freemasonry. These objects have formed the core of 

multiple actor networks over time, starting with the freemasons who gathered and 

dressed them, the freemasons who encountered them as part of initiation, the Nazis 

who first found and exhibited them, the visitors to the exhibition and the freemasons 

who reclaimed the image. In each network there will have been overlaps of 

individuals and if the data were available it would be possible to decentre the skulls 

to follow their relationship to each of these groups of people in turn. The museum is 

now online in a fully virtual form that can be navigated on a website or as a 360 

degree virtual experience in a VR headset.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spain  
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Figure 13: Reconstructed Lodgeroom in the Fascist-designed museum of 

freemasonry in Salamanca, Spain. The room combines the fitting of multiple lodges 

seized under the Francoist persecution of freemasons. It does not represent an 

accurate lodge interior, rather it aims to shock and confuse. © Maria S Varela 

 

The only remaining exhibition from the anti-masonic closure of freemasonry is in 

Spain. It forms part of a dual museum exhibition created by the Franco regime which 

was intended to celebrate the Fascist victory in the Spanish Civil War. It would also 

reinforce the belief that there was a Jewish-Masonic-Communist conspiracy which 

was behind the opponents of the Fascists. The museum did not open as intended but 

was preserved, and now exists as a government-run museum and archive of the war. 

There was a version of the museum in existence by 1941 but it was not installed in its 

present location until 1967, and finally opened to the public in 1993 long after the 

Franco regime had ended (Velasco: 2016). There are three spaces, firstly a didactic 
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display of regalia, documents and lodge fittings resembling the Berlin exhibition in 

that it is a carefully curated and interpreted display. This then leads into a corridor 

and finally to a 'replica' of a lodge interior (Figure 13). Velasco states that this is 

based on: 

 

…a Gijón lodge, whose movable objects were seized during the campaign of 

the North Front of the Civil War and sent to the DERD, to Salamanca. The 

skeletons, dressed in Masonic dresses and costumes, also come from Masonic 

lodges (Velasco 2016).  

 

The appearance of this replica is one of sensory overload much as in the 

Brussels exhibition. The walls are painted a deep blood red and the ceiling has a 

painted skyscape. There is, as with the Belgian exhibition, a chamber of reflection 

featuring a painting of the same three crowned skulls and, ironically, a sign saying 'if 

curiosity brought you here - retreat'. There is a strong feeling that freemasons were 

aware that some people would try to join just to experience this outsider world, and 

the motivation of visitors to these exhibitions may well have been similar. On the left 

wall of the room three boards link the names of Hiram Abiff's murderers with failings 

of character Jubilo: Hypocrisy, Jubila: Ignorance and Jubelum: Ambition. Skeletons 

dressed in black with masks occupy the Master and Warden chairs at the end of the 

room, and all around further half masks are hung. The actual layout bears limited 

resemblance to an actual lodge. The chairs around the edge are of three different 

patterns, emphasising the composite nature of the display and the pedestals of the 

lodge officers are randomly crammed into the available gaps. The square and 

compasses are prominent as is a smooth ashlar. Tracing boards and banners fill every 

possible gap on the walls.  

 This museum is a hybrid of the approaches taken in Berlin and Brussels. 

There is a sense of multiple display techniques being used to engage the potential 

audiences. An intellectual and didactic approach to establish that freemasonry is in 
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opposition to Fascist Spain followed by a visceral and sensory experience where the 

less academic can have their prejudices reinforced. This may reflect Salamanca as a 

major university city where liberal or intellectual thought is likely in a significant 

sector of the population (the very sector that is under suspicion for harbouring 

masonic or communist leanings). For the remainder of the population the sensory 

experience would be enough to reinforce what their priests had said about the 

subject. The overcrowded lodge room nonetheless mirrors the intensely decorated 

baroque Catholic cathedrals in Spain and the gatherings of plaster saints in individual 

dwellings which would, to a staunch Protestant, be adequate evidence of idolatry and 

deviance in the Catholic faith. That the museum has been allowed to continue in its 

original form may also suggest an ongoing ambivalence to the practice of 

freemasonry even in modern Spain. It is unlike any of the other current museums of 

freemasonry in Europe and a more detailed research project on its continuing 

curation may well yield further insights.  

 

Museums elsewhere in Europe.  

 

There are masonic museums in many other European countries, and more 

comprehensive research on their display techniques and underlying strategies is 

needed. There is however a strong commonality in what is shown and how it is 

contextualised. It is an irony that the exhibitions under the Third Reich appear to 

have been among the best curated for their time and, had they survived, might have 

formed an immediate basis for reinterpretation and opening as actual museums of 

freemasonry. The main museums today typically have websites and a high profile. 

The Swiss museum, recently created, was nominated for European Museum of the 

Year. Its video presentation repeats the displays in other countries with mock-ups of 

stonemasons at work, displays of regalia and drinking vessels and symbolic tools. 

Some of the regalia is incorrectly identified and relates to non-masonic organisations 
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in the UK. A forthcoming museum in Riga exists only as a website with artist 

impressions of what may later be achieved.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Masons curating their displays, particularly in museums, are traditionally sensitive to 

issues around revelation and concealment. They tend to avoid exposing ritual or 

symbolism, preferring to concentrate on decorative items. Non masons curating 

freemasonry have the opposite focus; they seek revelation and interpretative context. 

This applies to modern professionals as much as the ‘anti-masonic’ propaganda 

exhibitions created during the age of the great dictatorships. This mirrors the ways in 

which subject matter attaches to freemasonry. The masons ‘pull’ towards them any 

activity or individual that they consider creditable, suppressing critique except where 

their status as virtuous victims of tyranny is concerned. Non-masons ‘push’ towards 

the masons any activity or assumption that they consider should be attached to the 

masons. This is often not complementary, and equally often not accurate. Neither 

group has the proverbial 'monopoly on truth'.  

Absence is a key factor in displays of freemasonry. What is left un-shown, 

although it may exist in the collections, reflects the current view of freemasonry 

towards how it relates to society and organisations that appear similar to it, or which 

are in legend considered to be connected to it: for example the Knights Templar. In 

particular, as mentioned, the decision on whether to feature the artefacts of 

opposition to freemasonry is contested. The near total absence of freemasonry in 

British museum displays, in contrast to France or Germany for instance, is striking and 

requires further investigation.  

 The ability to insert masonic items into more general exhibitions based around 

their ability to create affect, their phenomenological nature or simple connections to 

people and places has shown that, often to the surprise of external curators, 
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freemasonry has a wide application as equal partner, and more often as interesting 

footnote, to almost any given exhibition of a local place or specialist subject. There is 

not a widespread awareness of this or that such items are available to be placed on 

loan. At time of writing this appears, after twenty years of effort by the MoF to 

identify appropriate exhibitions and offer loans, to be changing. A print has recently 

been loaned to the Hogarth and Europe Exhibition at Tate Britain and an eighteenth 

century masonic apron appeared in the Wellcome Collection’s major exhibition In 

Plain Sight highlighting the symbolism of the eye on masonic regalia.  

 The opponents of freemasonry were the first to display its material culture 

widely and use its sensory aspects to emphasise that freemasonry is an 'other', 

potentially sinister or just worthy of ridicule. These reactions to the material culture 

also occur when freemasons themselves create displays, suggesting that the material 

culture is triggering responses that are less due to the interpretation of the display 

than to existing knowledge or cultural references.  

The display of freemasonry's material culture creates multiple actor networks 

which act as palimpsests, as the gathering of the display items, the creation of the 

display, interactions of the display with its audience and, ultimately, the legacy of the 

display all have personal networks that engage with the same objects in different 

ways over time. The division of museum stores, exhibitions and shop displays are 

always in a dynamic relationship with shop products both derived from the imagery 

of the collections and themselves becoming museum exhibits as part of the 

contemporary collecting of the museum.  
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Chapter 4:  

The origins and development of masonic material culture 

 

Masonic material culture: a chronology up to the Tercentenary of UGLE 

 

‘Freemasonry is a peculiar system of morality, veiled in allegory and illustrated by 

symbols’ (Emulation Lodge of Improvement 1986: 107-108). 

 

The preceding chapter considered the public display of the material culture of 

freemasonry and the actor networks that it creates. Here I expand this examination 

with a broadly chronological review of what items comprise this material culture, 

looking initially from the perspective of the freemasons themselves. Freemasonry and 

its visual tropes are familiar from present day popular culture, yet much of what 

would be considered ‘masonic’ today is of relatively recent origin and has evolved 

over the three centuries of organised freemasonry. Even the square and compasses, 

now considered to be diagnostically masonic, are not present in this combined form 

in the early years of organised freemasonry. The square is used by stonemasons to 

check right angles. In freemasonry it is now associated with the master of a masonic 

lodge and is used symbolically to represent life lived in an upright fashion. The 

compasses, used by stonemasons to scribe circles, represent life within boundaries. 

These two devices are now always displayed in a masonic lodge and in the majority 

of those lodges they are placed on the Bible. Durr argues that much of what would 

be considered masonic today is indebted to the so-called Emblem Books of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century (Durr 2006). Emblem books contained a series of 

images each with an associated verse and paragraph explaining how to decode the 

moral lessons being shown pictorially. They were popular during the 1600s and 

1700s with thousands being published. They could illustrate general moral principles 

or be targeted at specific religious or political aims.  
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Drawing on these, the image of the compasses as symbolising life lived within 

bounds, literally ‘within compass’, and the ‘square’ reminding the viewer to live in an 

upright or ‘square’ fashion, led to these two tools being linked and becoming a focal 

point within lodges and the universal logo for freemasonry. This image combines a 

visual identity for freemasonry and freemasons, with a permanent reminder of the 

moral lessons that the mason learns when initiated. In the majority of these lodges 

the square and compasses are displayed on a Bible to remind the freemason of their 

duty to God before everything else. It is, perhaps, ironic that for some non-

freemasons this same combination of stonemasons’ tools can evoke a fear of the 

‘global conspiracy’ of world freemasonry. 

The material culture of freemasonry, embodying the immaterial in its physical 

representation of the masonic moral lessons, is central to all masonic activity even 

when conducted in conditions of duress. A pointed example of this is the masonic 

badges of rank created in secret and used in a lodge held in the internee camp at 

Changi in Singapore during the Second World War (Dennis 2012: 606). The evolution 

of this material culture, and the ways in which the world outside freemasonry has 

reacted to it, can tell us much about the role of ritual and symbolism in the 

development of material culture more generally. Organised freemasonry was born in 

the eighteenth century in Western Europe, but in creating a fictive world within its 

lodges it exhibits many features of non-Western cultures or much earlier states of 

Western culture.  

  The origins of freemasonry are contested and unclear (Ridley 1999: 1-28, 

Hamill 1986: 15-25). There are early references to gentlemen becoming masons in 

sources including Plot's History of Staffordshire (Ridley 1999: 22-23) and the journals 

of Elias Ashmole (Hamill 1986: 30-31). These references, dating from 1686 and 1646 

respectively, show that freemasonry existed prior to the creation of organised bodies 

in the eighteenth century. Significantly too there are references in publications which 

draw attention to this new phenomenon, not always viewing it in a positive light. 

Freemasonry did not appear in a social vacuum. There are contemporary references 
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(Cooper 2005: 1-10) to ‘Free Gardeners’ in the late 1600s; and the social 

phenomenon that would become the Enlightenment was already gathering pace. The 

Freemasons were also part of an increasing number of organisations that owed their 

existence to new structures, not derived from the authority of religion or state. 

Examples include the London Society of Antiquaries (1707) for historians and the 

Royal Society (1660) for scientists. These grouped people (mainly men) who had a 

shared interest.  

Freemasonry and its competitors took a radically different approach. They 

sought to give a point of common experience to those who, in freemasonry's own 

words, "must otherwise have maintained a perpetual distance" (Walker 1979:102). 

The vehicle for this was the secular ritual. This was a dramatic rite of passage 

that drew on the initiation ceremonies of apprentices in trade guilds to give new 

members a feeling of mutual experience and 'secret' knowledge. The ritual was 

supported by objects and costume that reinforced the change of state that occurred 

to the candidate in the ritual (Hamill and Gilbert 1992: 78-79). 

  Much research has taken place into the history of freemasonry, but has 

concentrated on the written sources and in particular on the networks of 

personalities involved (Berger 2010; Harland-Jacobs 1999) or as an addition to other 

aspects of study. The Brill Handbook of Freemasonry has 31 essays on freemasonry, 

but 22 of these are titled 'freemasonry and' (my emphasis) (Bogdan and Snoek (Eds) 

2014). The rich material culture generated by freemasonry from the outset remains 

relatively ignored or, when noticed, referenced only in a secondary fashion and 

without analysis. This reflects the purely historical approach to the subject. But Nancy 

Farriss, writing in the foreword to Arjun Appadurai's Social Life of Things, summarises 

very neatly the need to consider similar systems anthropologically: 

  

Seen through anthropologists' eyes, myth, ritual and symbol are no longer 

historical trivia, decorative elements that can be tacked onto the serious 

subjects of analysis when they do not obscure these altogether; they become 
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vital clues, interwoven with and revealing the very issues considered the real 

stuff of history (Farriss 1988: x).  

  

This research into masonic material culture is not concerned with the period 

prior to the start of organised freemasonry. The situation regarding origins can be 

summarised in a quote from the first volume of the masonic research journal Ars 

Quatuor Coronatum in 1888 where the Reverend A. F. A. Woodford stated: 

  

All thinkers and students are struck with one great difficulty attendant on 

masonic research, the impossibility of accounting for its origin, preservation, 

and perpetuation in the world, from any one known source of origin, or in any 

one distinct line of existence and development. It is in truth much more 

probable that Freemasonry does not depend on any one single channel of 

progress, but it may have several co-existent and convergent sources of origin 

(Woodford 1888: 30). 

  

The first organised body in freemasonry is generally held to be the Premier 

Grand Lodge of England. Its successor body, the United Grand Lodge of England 

(UGLE), considers the Premier Grand Lodge to have been formed at a feast held in 

the Goose and Gridiron tavern in St Paul's Churchyard on St John's Day 1717. This 

date is contested by some modern scholars but, as with much in freemasonry, its 

symbolic existence serves a purpose in giving a firm, if possibly legendary, origin and 

legitimacy to UGLE as the Mother Grand Lodge of the World. 

The freemasons' particular innovation was the use of secular ritual to create a 

common experience between members. The legendary origins of freemasonry in 

guild stonemasonry, and the adoption of the biblical story of the building of the 

Temple of Solomon, provided a visual and sensorial palette for designing regalia, 

room settings and items for use in the ceremonies. This approach was later adopted 

by other fraternities including the Ancient Order of Druids and the Oddfellows 
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The self-generated material culture of freemasonry dates only from the 

publication in 1723 of The Constitutions of the Freemasons (Grand Lodge of England 

1723). It could be argued that the physical presence of this book in the libraries of 

European aristocrats and American free thinkers was responsible for the rapid spread 

of the masonic idea across the world, following the expansion of the European 

mercantile empires. James Anderson based his book on examples of what are now 

referred to as the Old Charges. These were scrolls containing the legendary history of 

the stonemasons. Having relied on them he created a quite different work intended 

to supplant them in favour of Hanoverian and enlightenment ideals. The copies of 

this first edition in the Museum of Freemasonry (MoF) show prestigious bindings, 

presentations contemporary to publication, and later annotations, including one 

copy with an apparently contemporary transcription of the 1738 Papal Bull against 

freemasonry (Clement XII 1738). Another copy is noted as having been found in the 

Registry of the Cathedral Church of Canterbury, which raises the possibility of 

purchases of the book by religious and perhaps governmental bodies seeking to 

understand this new phenomenon. 

In the same year as this publication, minutes of the Grand Lodge began to be 

kept and were given a high status leather binding. Andreas Önnerfors, former 

Director of the Centre for Research into Freemasonry at the University of Sheffield 

explains that freemasons exist in an oral and performative culture (Önnerfors 2017) 

but from the earliest date the written word and the preservation of records was given 

primacy by the organisation. In 2005 I worked with colleagues to prepare a list of 

items to be retrieved as a priority if Freemasons' Hall in London suffered a disaster. 

The Grand Lodge official concerned listed a number of early documents and minute 

books but no objects, stating baldly 'we can always obtain more' (Pers. comm. July 

2005). This, in my view, was based on the need for legitimacy embodied in the 

written word and the lineal descent of one masonic body from another. Loss of these 

documents would, at least in the view of this Grand Lodge official, render UGLE less 

able to prove its status and moral authority. Lodges were also required to keep 
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minutes and preserve them for inspection, the earliest survival being a minute book 

for a Master's Lodge at the Swan and Rummer [tavern] in London covering the dates 

1726-1738. It continues to be preserved by the successor lodge and is currently on 

loan to the MoF. 

Evidence for the use of regalia and objects in the period 1717-1751 is 

relatively sparse: reflecting, perhaps, the small size of the organisation and the 

relative simplicity of its early customs. 

 

       

  

Figure 14: Frontispiece to the Constitutions of 1723 (L2406 BE 94 GRA). The 

constitutions of the Free-masons : containing the history, charges, regulations, etc. of 

that most ancient and right worshipful fraternity : for the use of the lodges. 

Published in London and printed by William Hunter, for John Senex, at the Globe, 

and John Hooke at the Flower-de-luce over against St. Dunstan's Church, in Fleet 
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Street, In the year of masonry ---- 5723 Anno Domini ---- ----, 1723. The frontispiece 

engraved by John Pine. © Museum of Freemasonry 

  

In the frontispiece to Anderson's Constitutions of 1723 the Constitutions 

themselves are being passed between the Duke of Montagu and the Duke of 

Wharton, both dressed in their robes as a Knight of the Garter and as a non-royal 

duke. The freemason's main symbol, that of a stonemason apron, is already in 

evidence as a figure to the left carries a bundle of large aprons (Figure 14).  

Lawrence Dermott, in the 1764 edition of the publication Ahiman Rezon (this 

acted as a constitutional rulebook for the Antient Grand Lodge), satirised these 

aristocrats adopting the tradesman's garb of an apron by suggesting that they wore 

them upside down to prevent any thought that they were real or 'operative' 

stonemasons. 

 

The wearing of aprons, which made the gentlemen look like so many 

mechaniks (sic). It was then proposed that they should be turned upside down 

in such a manner as might convince the spectators, that there was not a 

working mason amongst them (Dermott 1764: 24-31).  

 

Hobsbawm makes the observation that ‘Objects or practices are liberated for 

full symbolic and ritual use when no longer fettered by practical use’ (Hobsbawm 

1984: 4), and this admittedly satirical, account by Dermott signals a movement from 

the authentic to the symbolic in the material culture of the lodge landscape. Dermott 

was writing for the Atholl or 'Antient' Grand Lodge which was formed in 1751, and, as 

will be shown later, the social and organisational tensions between these rival Grand 

Lodges would prove a rich source of material culture. 

Freemasonry is stated by its Grand Lodges not to be a religion or a substitute 

for religion, but frequent confusion on this point by detractors and those studying 

the phenomenon provides the best early image of English freemasons. Bernard 
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Picart's review of religions, published between 1723 and 1737 (Picart 1723-37) 

included a chapter on the freemasons and the illustrative plate shows regalia in wear 

along with badges (Figure 15). 

  

        

  

Figure 15: Les Free Massons. (GBR 1991 P51) Chart giving names of lodges existing in 

c.1737 and decorated with a scene within a lodge room. The image is valuable 

evidence for types of working tools, regalia and furniture. The figure in the cartouche 

is Sir Richard Steele. No proof of his membership exists and it is unclear why he 

features so prominently. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

  

The tools of the stonemason are now symbolically indicating rank, worn 

hanging from simple silk collars, and are physically present as objects for use in the 

masonic ceremonies. The presence of furniture and a table bearing food and drink 

give one of the earliest evidences of the nature of the performative space that was 
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being created in masonic lodges, which combined the repurposed stonemasons' 

tools with normal room fittings such as candlesticks to create the novel configuration 

of the room setting. Ritual was developing and had at its core a sensorial and 

affective experience which sought to change the state of the initiate (Hamill and 

Gilbert: 1992: 78-79). Tilley suggests that  

 

landscapes have massive ontological import from the moment we 

conceptualize them as being lived through, mediated, worked on and altered, 

replete with symbolism and not just something looked at or thought about, 

objects for contemplation, depiction, representation and aestheticization 

(Tilley 1994: 26).  

 

The lodge room now became just such an environment, embodying meaning 

which was slowly revealed to new members. In particular, the masonic idea of the 

member as being a rough stone gradually changing into a perfect polished cube was 

represented by actual stones in the room. Tilley writes on the significance of stone at 

a phenomenological level and, using prehistoric menhirs as his example states that  

 

the architecture of the stones resides in a fusion of their physical form 

and location or placement in the landscape, the sensual experience of these 

stones and the ideas and memories, histories and mythologies that became 

associated with them (Tilly 2004: 35). 

 

I suggest that there is a clear parallel between the menhirs in an actual 

landscape and the ashlars in the lodge. Even at this early date freemasonry was 

drawing, consciously or not, on deeper impulses and traditions.  

The ritual drama of freemasonry is based around biblical stories heavily 

modified to suit their use. The combination of the stonemason allegory and the 

ceremonies around the Temple of Solomon meant that the ritual always referenced a 
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time and location distant from the participants. This would prove to be significant 

when freemasonry, in competition from other fraternities, began to spread. This 

author notes that the core founding members of the Premier Grand Lodge were 

based in London and would have been exposed to the stonemasons rebuilding 

London. They would also have had the opportunity to see the model of the Temple 

of Solomon commissioned by Gerhard Schott (1641-1702) and which was exhibited 

in London 1723-1730. The date may possibly be significant, given that the 

Constitutions were published and Minutes commenced in that year; but in any event 

academic and philosophical conjecture regarding the Temple was already rife in 

Europe and the UK by the early 1700s, and this may be the reason for the model 

although Schott's motivation is not recorded. 

If the written record is the first actual artefact of the Premier Grand Lodge, 

then the earliest surviving non-documentary artefact, i.e. a three-dimensional object, 

is the ceremonial sword of state whose blade was presented by the Duke of Norfolk 

in 1730. The blade was later stated to have been found on the body of Gustavus 

Adolphus, King of Sweden after the battle of Lutzen in 1632. Sommers (2022) 

considers this a deliberate attempt to alter the meaning of the gift as the sword 

could stand as a pro-Hanoverian statement at a time when some scholars consider 

that there was a strong Jacobite faction in masonry. MoF tours of the museum 

traditionally stated this without further interpretation and the legend endures. 

More recent arms and armour scholarship also considers that the blade is of 

the period but unlikely to have belonged to the King (Southwick 2011). There is an 

alternative viewpoint that the blade may have been a deliberate forgery or at least 

passed off as being connected given that a number of swords exist that claim to have 

been owned by Gustavus Adolphus (Sommers 2022). Whether deliberately or not the 

original intention of its link to the Protestant aspects of the King has now been 

forgotten or suppressed. One possible reason is that it would have been carried in 

front of the Catholic Grand Masters who held office between the Jacobite uprisings. 

This is yet another internal contradiction and tension between the levelling effect of 
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masonic membership and its presence in the evolving nature of society in eighteenth 

century England. The sword and its decoration was published as an engraving 

contemporary with its presentation, first in England by John Pine (Figure 16) and then 

in Germany. 

 

Figure 16: The Grand Lodge Sword of State. Printed and Sold by Brother Scott at the 

Black Swan Paternoster Row. (GBR 1991 P43) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The sword had a second and more overt function. The carrying of an inverted 

and scabbarded sword in procession was a feature of court and guild ceremonial. 

Southwick cites this sword within the wider context of swords as symbols of state 

and guild power (Southwick 2011). The adoption of hierarchical and ceremonial 

features alongside the egalitarian and allegoric world of the lodge and its members 

is yet another early contradiction. The ownership and use of this sword also linked 

freemasonry to the ceremonial conventions of the contemporary world. Finally, the 
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sword is further evidence of masonic clothing and accoutrements, as its scabbard 

includes two cartouches depicting masons. These are consistent with other 

depictions of the period. The sword thus functions effectively and the authenticity of 

its blade is not necessary for it to perform that function.  

A set of stonemason tools presented to the Castle Lodge No.36 in 1732 (AQC 

1915: 34-34a) and now in the possession of the MoF reinforces the impression that 

actual items of stonemason equipment were being utilised in lodges for the 

ceremonies rather than the ornamental and symbolic versions that would later be 

created (Figure 17). The tools in question were, nonetheless, engraved in a way that 

would immortalise the donor even though the actual monetary value of the tools was 

modest as they were made in brass. The inscription being ‘ In Latomorum Usum Ex 

Dono Ric Rawlinson ,LLD et RSS An Lat.5732.’. 

  

 

     

Figure 17: Senior Warden’s Level presented by Richard Rawlinson (M2015/1003). 

Level in brass, originally donated by Dr. Richard Rawlinson to Castle Lodge, No. 36, in 
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1732 and subsequently owned by the Lodge of Temperance 169. © Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

The custom of sending membership returns to Grand Lodge allows research into 

donors and in this case reveals high social status. Richard Rawlinson was a Fellow of 

the Royal Society. Chetwode-Crawley references a copper printing plate donated by 

Rawlings to the lodge ‘held at the Sash and Cocoa Tree [tavern] Moore fields in 1733’ 

as the only proof of his membership that had been found at that point, and once 

again the date and name are present on the plate (Chetwode-Crawley 1898: 13). The 

unusual dating in the inscription is because freemasons use a calendar based on 

Bishop Ussher's calculation of the date of the creation. This was held to be 4004BC, 

but in freemasonry is frequently rounded to 4000. Freemasons call this the Anno 

Lucius or Year of Light. It first appears in print on the title page of Anderson's 

Constitutions (Grand Lodge of England 1723). 

  

“In Latormorum usum 

D[ono] D[at] 

R[icardus] R[awlinson] LL.D., 5733." 

 

The use of the Anno Lucius completes the sense of the lodge being outside 

conventional time and space. It is always in another country and another time as the 

ceremonies progress. Once that dislocation was in place there was, logically, a need 

to build this ‘world outside the world’ and the material culture of freemasonry began 

an increase in diversity and depth which continues today. The freemasons themselves 

sought to bring that displaced world into their own lives outside the lodge room 

through practical objects decorated with masonic imagery creating the first group of 

secular identity objects driven by the strong symbolism of the organisation. The 

square and compasses would increasingly be not just a physical embodiment of a 

masonic moral principle but the understood ‘logo’ of freemasonry.  
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This is one of the earliest examples of a freemason wishing to leave a trace of 

their membership in the material culture of a lodge. The tools themselves passed to 

the Lodge of Temperance No.169 by purchase in 1855 when the original lodge ceased 

to convene. They were donated to the MoF in 1940. There is no correspondence 

relating to this but, as will be shown, the years of the Second World War were 

conspicuous for donations to the MoF by lodges. It may well be that this Lodge saw 

in the MoF a safeguard against loss of the items and the memory of the Lodge itself. 

The Lodge eventually ceased to meet in 2003 and, ironically, the items are now 

displayed referencing only the older of the two Lodges. 

  The impulse to wear identity objects is also evident from the early years of 

organised freemasonry. The Sackville medal, struck in 1733 for an English lodge 

meeting in Florence, Italy, was an item commemorating the membership of Charles 

Sackville, The Earl of Middlesex, and was not intended for use with the lodge’s 

regalia; nevertheless, an example exists with evidence of a suspension ring being 

fitted in order that it could be worn. (Figure 18) This medal is held to be the earliest 

masonic medal and was published on the title-page of Gründliche 

Nachricht (Thorough News) (1738) only five years after it was struck (Pellizzi 1992: 

137). 
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Figure 18: Medal known as 'The Sackville Medal', with bust of Charles Sackville, 2nd 

Duke of Dorset (1711-1769) and Harpocrates with masonic tools, Florence, 1733 

(M2013/1143). Sackville is purported to have founded a lodge in Florence in 1733 

while he was on the Grand Tour and the medal itself was struck in Florence rather 

than in England. The maker's mark 'L. NATTER F. 1733' and 'L. NATTER F. / FLORENCE' 

belongs to Laurence Natter (1705-1763). © Museum of Freemasonry 

  

The medal is masonic in a very subtle fashion. It has on the obverse a bust of 

Sackville where he is termed magister (master) and on the reverse a figure of 

Harpocrates, Greek god of silence, carrying a horn of plenty and the legend ab 

origine'. Little of the expected formalised imagery of freemasonry as would be 

recognised by modern freemasons is present, although a perfect ashlar is at the 

figure’s feet surrounded by stonemason tools.  

Van Gennep identified that most ritual has three stages (Thommasen 2018: 

42-43) and the two stones embody the first and third points in the tripartite ritual of 

the freemasons. The liminal stage is not materialised in the lodge's fittings, only in its 

activity. The masons’ tools here are simply strewn around and the square and 

compasses are not given prominence. The term 'master' for the leader of a lodge was 

taken from the livery companies of the City of London. The Latin could however 

mean a number of types of leader or teacher and so to a non-freemason of the 

period it would not necessarily be recognised as a masonic term.  

The medal also makes the point that freemasonry did not remain an English 

phenomenon. Charles Lennox, 2nd Duke of Richmond, was an enthusiastic 

freemason and Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of England in 1724. He had a 

subsidiary title in France as the Duke of Aubigny and formed lodges in Aubigny and 

Paris. This aristocratically led introduction and membership base allowed the masonic 

impulse to begin to spread across Continental Europe. There it began to evolve in a 

direction different from the English system as the prosperity of the members, and the 

need to avoid antagonising the Roman Catholic Church, led to increasingly elaborate 



143 
 

and Christianised ceremonies. This initially had no effect on the Premier Grand Lodge 

of England but would later have a major influence on how freemasonry evolved and 

how it was perceived by non-members, as will be discussed later.  

The antagonistic relationship between the Roman Catholic Church and 

freemasonry does however produce an unexpected source of evidence for the 

fittings and symbolism in use during this early period. A member of the same lodge 

as Sackville, one Tommaso Crudeli, was arrested by the Inquisition and interrogated 

as to the conduct of the lodge (Pellizzi 1992). During this interrogation he described 

the lodge's fittings. Key among these was the drawing of symbols on the floor that 

could later be washed away after the meeting. This early custom is also held to be 

prevalent in England at the time but evidence is understandably sparse, although a 

snuffbox believed to be contemporary shows one configuration and some references 

exist to payments made for this function. Roy Wells quotes several instances in his 

1977 examination of the duties of the Tyler (Wells 1977).  

The Tyler acted as a ceremonial form of security guard for the lodge but also, 

at this period, had the role of creating the ritual space from scratch at each meeting. 

This was termed drawing the lodge. The lodge was, essentially, an immaterial body in 

that until animated by the Tyler, it existed as a mental image only. This was a 

conception of the division between mind and external world that was evolving in 

wider society at the time (Buchli 2016: 113-115). This role gave the Tyler an 

apparently high status; but as the person guarding the lodge outside the closed door 

he took no part in the actual ceremony and so was, in reality, the lowest status 

member of the lodge. This is further evidenced by the earlier title of Doorkeeper for 

this role. The differing ways in which masonic material culture was used by, and 

affected, members of different status and at differing points in their membership will 

be discussed later. 

Wells' examples indicate that the drawing might be monochrome or colour 

and even mixed media: "tape and nails were used to form the larger items and 
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templates to outline some of the symbols were used by the inartistic" (Wells 1977: 

40). Crudeli is cited by C. Matteo Pellizzi as having described the lodge floor thus:  

 

he sees the sun on the floor as above described (which is depicted with chalk 

on the floor and in the middle of the sun there is written Geometry) in the 

middle of a double square made of chalk and representing West, East, and the 

other two Parts - South and North (Pellizzi 1992: 133).  

 

Wells also produces the earliest known reference to a floor cloth being used 

to substitute for the live, almost performance art of 'drawing the lodge' with Brother 

William Goudge having presented a painted cloth to the Medina Lodge No.35 at 

Cowes, Isle of Wight, in March 1737 (Wells 1977: 400). 

The change from an ephemeral painting to a fixed floor cloth is significant in a 

number of ways and represents a shift in the nature of how the oral elements of the 

ceremony were represented. The ceremonies of the lodge were oral and 

performative, committed to memory and not published. The drawing itself varied 

depending on the ceremony being performed and involving additions to what had 

already been seen by the candidate. This had more in common with the customs of 

indigenous societies than with the published forms of Western church and state 

ritual.  

  In the same way, the 'drawing of the lodge' had greater similarities with the 

sand paintings of the Navajo than normal western convention. These were created to 

provide a connection to deity for healing purposes, but the role of the drawn lodge 

as a performance space has some similarities. By moving to a floor cloth, lodges 

created a physical permanence to their symbolism that had not previously existed. 

They also moved, perhaps unconsciously, nearer to a Western style of symbolism 

transmitted through art, as 'a painting made out of sand defies the whole Western 

system of art and preservation' (Classen and Howes 2006: 214), as does the 
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immaterial lodge. The removal of the need for the Tyler to draw the lodge floor also 

reduced still further the status of that role. 

The same snuffbox which shows the drawing of a lodge also includes a table 

with a punchbowl and clay pipes. This draws attention to the other major aspect of 

freemasonry, that of sociability and its relationship with material culture. All masonic 

meetings included refreshments, and initially this was in the form of snacks and 

drinks alongside the ceremonies. The sharing of refreshment enabled social 

interaction between members who may have had formal relationships that prevented 

such interaction in the outside world. The earliest record of a Grand Lodge feast 

records venison patties, Westphalian ham, salmon and plum pudding (de Salengre 

1723), and menus more generally do not show specific masonic foodstuffs.  

In contrast, from the 1730s in France table lodges are mentioned which used 

the fittings of the dining table symbolically and allowed the allegorical world of the 

lodge to overlap into the dining (Travenol 1749: 100-118) (Figure 19). Bell reminds us 

that 'shared participation in a food feast is a common ritual means for defining and 

reaffirming the full extent of the human and cosmic community' (Bell1997: 

123). Interaction outside the ritual ceremonies was encouraged by communal 

singing, and the Constitutions of 1723 included songs with lyrics appropriate to the 

lodge officers and the candidates joining the lodge. This reinforced the self-identity 

of members as freemasons during the meal, and even from this early date the 

discussion of religion and politics was evidently banned (de Sallengre: 1723).  

  



146 
 

 

Figure 19: Louis Travenol. Catechism des Franc Macons.1749. (L19226 A 795 TRA). 

Catechisme des Francs-Maçons : précédé d'un Abrégé de l'histoire d'Adoniram,... et 

d'une explication des cérémonies... à la réception des maîtres... / par Léonard 

Gabanon. Published: Jerusalem : L'auteur : Limoges, France. : P. Mortier, 1744. © 

Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Turning from the lodge fittings to the evolution of costume and regalia and 

their association with status display and identity, portraits are a rich source for 

costume history and anthropological analysis. Members of freemasonry identified 

strongly enough with the organisation from an early date to have portraits painted 

depicting them in regalia. This seems normally to have coincided with and captured 

the moment of transformation inherent in a change of rank or investiture of a 

masonic honour. The earliest portrait known is that of Colonel Pitt painted in 1732 

when he was serving as a Grand Steward (Figure 20).  
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Figure 20: Portrait in oils of Colonel John Pitt, first Worshipful Master of Britannic 

Lodge, No. 75, 1730 and Grand Steward, 1732; in carved gilt wooden frame. The 

regalia worn is that of a Grand Steward (M2010/1195). © Museum of Freemasonry 

  

It shows an apron trimmed in red, a badge worn hanging from a pleated 

length of silk as a collar and plain white leather gloves. A stonemason's mallet and 

full size square, compasses and level are displayed on the table in front of the figure. 

The Grand Stewards hold an annual feast for the Grand Master and have special 

regalia with red trimming as shown in the portrait. Only 18 lodges have the honour 

of contributing to this feast; they are colloquially known as the ‘red apron’ lodges. 

Pitt would later be appointed governor of Bermuda; that a person of Pitt's stature 

would have been prepared to be so depicted is an indicator of the social status of 

freemasonry at that time. The badge he wears is in the form of the square, level and 

plumb line combined. The design of this badge is traditionally ascribed to the artist 
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William Hogarth who was also a Grand Steward; and while there is no direct 

evidence, the tradition has endured and versions of this badge continue to be worn. 

These three stonemason tools had already become the conventional badges of office 

for the lodge master and his two wardens. The Master of the Lodge took the square 

as his badge of rank, the Senior Warden the level and the Junior Warden the plumb 

line. 

Aprons from this early period are not known to have survived, but a 

manuscript in the Bodleian Library transcribed by Chetwold Crawley gives an 

indication of emerging visual distinctions of rank in the Premier Grand Lodge that are 

contemporary with both the Pitt portrait and the gifts to lodges by Rawlinson. 

  

No. 57.--ORDER FOR APRONS at the Constitution of the Lodge at the Prince 

of Orange's Head in Mill Street, Southwark. given by Thos. Batson, Esq., D.G.M. 

1734…" Two Grand Masters aprons lined with Garter Blue silk and turn'd over 

two inches with white silk strings. Two Deputy Grand Masters Aprons turned 

over an inch & silk ditto. One apron lined with the deepest yellow silk for the 

Grand Master's Swordbearer." Beneath the foregoing is the following in a 

different hand:- "The order for Aprons at the Constitution of the Lodge at the 

Prince of Orange's Head, in Mill Street., Southwark, given by Thos. Batson, 

Esq., D.G.M." (Chetwode-Crawley 1898: 36). 

  

Freemasonry at this period had no further ritual ceremonies than the three 

‘craft degrees', and so the range of visual signals communicated through regalia was 

limited. Stonemasons' protective aprons were adopted from the earliest period of 

organised freemasonry and as depicted in the Constitutions of 1723 were full 

lambskins. Later aprons were made from diverse materials and became garments to 

indicate status and allegiance. The use of coloured silk trimming established in this 

early period has continued to the present day, as has the use of varying depths of 

trim to indicate rank. The apron for the Swordbearer gives no indication that the silk 
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was to show on the front of the apron, but practicalities of construction would 

suggest that a thin line of yellow would have been turned onto the face to hide the 

stitches holding the lining in place. A portrait of the Senior Warden of an unknown 

lodge dated to c.1740 shows just such a narrow border (M2015/1307). 

A portrait now in the possession of the MoF in London shows the rapid 

development of masonic dress in the next quarter century (Figure 21). Dated to 1760, 

it embodies the point that the Premier Grand Lodge had reached in the evolution of 

symbolic regalia. 

 

 

Figure 21: Portrait in oils of Anthony Ten Broeke (d.1812), Master of Caledonian 

Lodge, No. 134 in 1766; in gilded frame. Painter Samuel Drummond, 1765-1844. 

(M2008/256) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Depicting Antony Ten Broeke as master of the Caledonian lodge, it shows that 

the apron was now reduced in size to a symbolic garment and, being made of silk, 

was no longer a practical item in any respect. The master's neck jewel (badge) is now 

worn from an elaborate silver collar and he has a jewel to indicate that he has 
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previously been master. The exact date of purchase is unclear but the chain is made 

of Portuguese silver and is heavily detailed with arrangements of stonemason's tools. 

Similar chains for the wardens also exist. The chain remains in use by the lodge with 

the addition of a medal to show their role in funding the first Freemasons' Hall in 

London. It is worn by the Master of the lodge when he is first installed. Igor Kopytoff 

reflects on the multiple biographies of objects and how 'alien' items (which in this 

case I use to mean items with an external origin, as with a chain of office that draws 

on court and civic conventions) can 'make salient what might otherwise be obscure' 

(Kopytoff 1986: 68). The simple neck jewel of the early eighteenth century has now 

become associated with the sort of chain already used externally to freemasonry and, 

as a result now signal’s the master’s status more clearly. This has evidently become 

an object with which to invest each master of the lodge and has clear parallels to the 

collars worn in civic and court ceremonial which also confer status when presented. 

Kopytoff makes the point that the mundane can become 'singularised' and gain 

symbolic status for a group or individual (Kopytoff 1986: 73-74). This chain gives the 

master his authority and has begun to exhibit a function as a biographical object 

worn in memory of each master. This reflects Kopytoff’s assertion that items can 

increase in significance over time. 

This collar was later fitted with a medal in 1783, awarded to commemorate the 

Lodge's role in the funding of the first Freemasons’ Hall for the Moderns Grand 

Lodge. As with the Sackville medal this was not designed for wear, and so has been 

fitted inside a silver rim and protected by a watch glass on each side. The collar is 

now backed with light blue ribbon in order to conform to later regulations for 

regalia. In this development it remained as a contemporary piece of regalia as the 

usages of the Grand Lodge changed around it and has become a palimpsest. 

Although not worn at every meeting it is still used to invest each Master, being 

displayed at other times as an archetypical object in the MoF alongside the 

portrait. The Past Master’s jewel worn in the painting is also still in existence and is in 

the collections of the MoF. It was given personally to Ten Broeke and another of 
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identical form shows that, in some lodges at least, a permanent reminder of having 

served as Master was being created in a specific form for the lodge and not the wider 

grand lodge body. Freemasonry now had an emerging cumulative material culture at 

an organisational and personal level.  

A third painting, formerly in the possession of the London art dealer Theo 

Johns Fine Art Gallery suggests that a tension between concealment and revelation 

did sometimes emerge in portraits. When purchased by Theo Johns it depicted a 

man in a c.1770s frock suit of green with a small, discreet, gilt masonic jewel (badge) 

on the breast. This was a typical portrait of the period with masonic membership 

indicated in a subtle fashion. There was however a paint layer beneath the surface 

and after x-Ray analysis the gallery took the decision to remove the surface 

completely. This had a dramatic effect on the image. The original painting showed a 

man in gold edged regalia, wearing a large collar and neck badge. His suit was now a 

salmon pink and of an earlier cut to that of the over-painting. The gallery now 

attributes this painting to Sir Nathaniel Dance-Holland and identifies it as a portrait 

of Joseph Montfort 'Provincial Grand Master of and for America'. This overpainting 

seems to have been a deliberate attempt to conceal the regalia while also subtly 

updating the style of coat worn.  

These elements of masonic material culture and practice drew heavily on 

external sources including guild, state, and religious imagery. The organisation's key 

image, that of the setsquare and compasses, drew from emblem books where both 

items were depicted in a moral context. In freemasonry these were placed on the 

bible in front of the lodge Master. In early masonic semiotics they are just part of the 

range of symbolism, but over time they assumed the status of an iconic logo. The 

roles of the Master and Wardens of the lodge reflected the practice in the Worshipful 

Company of Stonemasons in the City of London; but, unlike the gowns worn by 

them, the freemasons chose to use stonemasons' tools adapted for wear as emblems 

of office. The coat of arms for the newly created Grand Lodge mirrored that of the 

Worshipful Company but was in different colours and adopted without any authority 
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granted by the College of Arms. Arms were regarded as a sign of legitimacy and it is 

significant that the organisation adopted them. In doing so they were following the 

model of the Livery Companies who were also adopting arms, and they too 

sometimes did this without authority (Goddard 2017: xvi-xvii).  

 Organised freemasonry in England at the start of 1751 had, in just 34 years, 

developed into a fashionable and stable fraternity with a modest but distinctive 

material culture which was attracting interest from manufacturers who identified an 

emerging market. It was relatively unaffected as yet by the evolution of freemasonry 

on the continent. The formation of the rival Atholl or 'Antient' Grand Lodge on St 

John's day 1751 in London produced a seismic change to this situation. This author 

considers that there are a number of key moments in the history of freemasonry that 

affect the material culture. This date is the first identified. The material culture of 

freemasonry in England up to 1751 was limited to items for use in lodges where only 

members would experience them and in a situation where only one masonic 

organisation existed. This is the first ‘world’ identified by this author in his 

classificatory system (Dennis 2014: 613-615). The items themselves fall into a limited 

number of forms, these being Lodge Fittings – items used in masonic ceremony and 

which only perform their symbolic function when the lodge is closed to outsiders - 

and jewels and regalia which are items signifying rank, status and ritual progression 

but whose significance is not always evident to outsiders. This author considers that 

by classifying the forms of material culture and then identifying the ‘world’ or 

‘worlds’ in which they are used a more nuanced picture of their significance can be 

produced.  

The Atholl or Antient Grand Lodge of 1751 was composed mainly of Irish 

freemasons. In spite of being created in a period with substantial written records its 

origins, whether as a new body or as a schism of the Premier Grand Lodge, remain 

contested (Berman 2013). The major innovation of this Grand Lodge was the 

introduction of additional ceremonies, derived from those used in France and Ireland. 

The most important of these was the previously mentioned Holy Royal Arch.The 
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Antient Grand Lodge became a significant competitor to the Premier Grand Lodge, 

which in an ironic inversion they termed the Moderns. The second half of the century 

would see the introduction of additional ceremonies, often with elaborate fittings 

and regalia and the proliferation of masonically decorated items for use in the world 

outside the lodge, often indicating a tribal loyalty to one or other body. 

 

 

Figure 22: ‘Hiram’s reputable memory disgraced by an illegitimate lodge’ published 

on June 22nd 1776. This image shows an insiders awareness of lodge fittings and 

may have been an affectionate parody rather than an attack, possibly even intended 

for purchase by members. (GBR 1991 P80) © Museum of Freemasonry 

  

In contrast to the sober and ritualistic use of food and drink previously shown, 

a comic print dated 1777 and entitled ‘Hiram's Reputable Memory Disgraced by an 

Illegitimate Lodge suggests the bawdy and drunken aftermath of a meeting (Figure 

22). Dermot once again has a comment to make in that in Moderns lodges:  
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It was also thought expedient to abolish the old custom of studying Geometry 

in the lodge, and some of the young brethren made it appear, that a good 

knife and fork in the hands of a dexterous brother (over proper materials) 

would give greater satisfaction…than the best scale and compass in Europe… 

and that the use of the globes might be taught and explained as clearly and 

briefly upon two bottles as upon Mr Senex’s globes (Dermot 1764). 

 

In this image the three candlesticks of the Master and Wardens teeter on wine 

bottles and the symbolic cloth is reduced to the face of a hollow drum. Even the rank 

jewels are figured by wine bottles slung on ribbons from the necks of the lodge 

members.  

Importantly, the social aspect of freemasonry began to generate themed table 

wares with masonic imagery, and these early ceramics are a significant source of 

contemporary masonic imagery outside the published record. Material culture is the 

study of the values of a community through its artefacts, which are themselves 

primary data for study rather than merely illustrative material (Prown 1982). Masonic 

ceramics are a powerful example of this in the ways that they capture the evolution 

of symbolism in their decoration. The importance of ceramics was acknowledged by 

a paper read to the premier masonic research lodge in 1957:  

 

All the gaps in the history of the world were at least partly filled 

with the help of ceramics. This should be particularly true of the 

history of the society of Freemasons, which was more or less 

secluded from the outside world.(Winterburgh 1957: 101). 

 

The historic and critical literature currently available for English ceramics is 

sparse, with Holdaway’s essay in the Proceedings of the Wedgewood Society a notable 

exception (Holdaway: 1995).  
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Despite the lack of published literature these objects exist in large quantities 

from the 1750s onwards and, in common with ceramics more generally, were 

deployed for display as well as use. The development of transfer printing enabled 

consistent mass produced decoration. This had substantial set-up costs as it required 

the production of an engraved copper printing plate to generate the transfers. The 

importance of this market is underlined by the production of fraternal items by 

major manufacturers such as Wedgwood and Worcester. Aesthetic taste generally 

originated in the upper levels of society and was copied (often more cheaply) by the 

middle classes. Here it is the customer that appears to drive production - fraternal 

objects for all classes and, perhaps, the beginning of a 'niche marketing' that could 

target the whole of society. This was, at the time, a radical trading opportunity  

 

 

 

 

Figure 23: Gillray cartoon of Cagliostro visiting the Lodge of Antiquity No. 2.  

A Masonic Anecdote, hand watercoloured print by James Gilray published 

1786(detail). (GBR 1991 P80) ©Museum of Freemasonry 
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The combination of food and drink with the masonic ceremonies prior to 1813 meant 

that a simple grouping of punchbowls, glasses and sometimes water jugs or plates 

were needed for lodges. There is evidence for this in lodge inventories and also in 

prints as with this satirical print of the visit of Count Cagliostro to the Lodge of 

Antiquity (Figure 23).  

 

 

 

    

 

Figure 24: Qianlong punch bowl, decorated with masonic symbols including a 

representation of the William Tringham tracing board design and the arms of the 

Moderns Grand Lodge, circa 1760. (L) (M2008/1274) and painting in oils called 

‘Mysteries that here are shown, Are only to a Mason Known’, which is based on 

William Tringham’s 1755 tracing board design, within a wooden frame. (R) 

(D2009/55) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Export porcelain punchbowls are a common survival of the period 1751-1813 

in England. They vary widely in decoration although there are clear themes which will 

be explored. Rarities (in the surviving examples) include designs showing ephemeral 

symbolism which did not continue in use (Figure 24). The tracing board designed by 
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William Tringham is known from a print but also survives as a tracing board used in 

the Royal Sussex Lodge of Emulation and on a punchbowl. Almost without exception 

their decoration reflects the symbolism of the Premier Grand Lodge reflecting the 

generally higher status of its members.  

It follows from the previous statement that ceramics are also an indicator of 

prosperity and class. The Antient Grand Lodge arms appear mainly on lower value 

wares, particularly lustreware. This was a category of pottery made in Sunderland and 

‘mainly for people with moderate incomes’ (Baker 1984:17). The factories produced 

large quantities with very varied decoration, but this author has identified just four 

main masonic transfers, all redrawn rather more crudely from designs found on other 

wares (Dennis 2017: 166-167). This mirrors the social standing of the Antient Grand 

Lodge which was formed from the working and middle classes. These items seem to 

have been used in the home as well as in lodge meetings; and this forms the ‘third 

world’ of this author’s classificatory system, that of masonic objects in members’ 

houses and subject to personally decided levels of revelation or concealment. The 

majority of items made from lustreware have a non-masonic transfer on one side, 

allowing for a display on a sideboard to be changed from a display of membership to 

a neutral one. Conversely, masonic transfers exist on items including rolling pins and 

chamber pots which are unlikely to have been purely for display.  

 This prolific creation of ceramics dates from the mid-1700s and ceases by the 

1820s. This author proposes that this date range reflects the rivalry of the two grand 

lodges from 1751 to their amalgamation in 1813 and the shift in ritual practice 

following the union. At this point the custom of taking food and drink in the lodge 

room ceased in favour of a meal termed the festive board which followed the closing 

of the lodge (Dennis 2017: 170). The predominant wares from this period of rivalry 

are punchbowls and jugs, whereas in the period immediately following whole table 

settings are created. These are often only notionally masonic in character, as they 

would be seen and laid by external waiting and kitchen staff for whom exposure to 

the symbolism previously present on the ceramics would be inappropriate.  
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Figure 25: Room Settings for the seventeenth and thirty-third degrees of 

theAncient and Accepted Scottish Rite in France in the eighteenth century. Taken 

from the manuscript “Parfait tuilleur ou guide Maçonnique [manuscript] : Rite 

Ecossais Ancient et Acepté. - ca. 1810” (YFR 508 PAR Item ID L2117) 

© Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Freemasonry in continental Europe developed on a different path to that of 

England. The multiple level systems led to designs of room settings, regalia and 

ceremonial items being extremely elaborate. Hand-drawn and watercolour books 

give an indication of the richness represented in these systems (Figure 25). Some 

academics, including Pierre Mollier, Director of the Museum of the Grand Orient of 

France, assert that these rooms were never created in reality (Pers. comm. Pierre 

Mollier April 2019). The room settings do seem, nonetheless, to be formed from 

drapery and simple furniture that may have been demountable. The destruction of 

aristocratic freemasonry in the French Revolution leaves no evidence in either 

direction; but the existence in the headquarters of the Grand Lodge of Sweden of a 
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golden suit of armour worn by King Karl XIII of Sweden as a freemason suggests that 

some elaborate props and costumes may have been real (Figure 26). The armour is 

illustrated in similar fashion to the French room settings in documents originating 

from Swedish Lodges in Russia during the early 1800s. If the armour had not survived 

it is likely that this author and others would have doubted that it ever existed as a 

full-size costume (Bergroth 1991). 

 

                    

Figure 26: Duke Carl’s tournament armour from 1776. The black eagle relates to one 

of the ceremonies in Swedish freemasonry. ©The Museum of the Swedish Order of 

Freemasons. Photo: ©the Royal Armoury, Göran Schmidt 

In France the membership remained aristocratic up to the French Revolution, 

and surviving ceramics are rich in symbolism. A key publication by Jean-Claude 

Momal reviews the evolution of these wares while remaining cautious about 

misidentification due to symbolism overlap with the ceramics of the revolution itself 

(Momal 2017: 110-131). Two services are key to understanding this grouping. The 

‘twenty-five symbol’ service created in Faience for an unknown client prior to the 
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revolution mirrors a full table service of the period, with serving dishes, plates and 

even a monteith to cool wine glasses. The decoration is consistent throughout; 

surviving pieces are scattered among museum collections internationally, including 

the Metropolitan Museum in New York and the MoF. They were reunited in 2000 for 

an exhibition in Nevers, France (Momal 2017: 253-9). A second service with each 

piece decorated with the symbolism of an individual degree (level) of the French Rite 

of thirty degrees has survived in part and is similarly scattered (Momal 2017: 160-

163).  

 

 

 

Figure 27: Le Chevalier de l’Orient chart c.1780-85. Illustration from the Précis des 

huit premiers grades, ornés de discours et d'histoires allégoriques relatifs au 

respectable Ordre de la Franc-Maçonnerie [manuscript]. - ca. 1760.  

(L13053 A 180 PRE) © Museum of Freemasonry 
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The evolution of continental freemasons can be tracked, in part, through early 

floor cloths and their successors, termed tracing boards, and Tylers' guides which 

combined many symbols, as noted previously with the jumble of stonemason tools 

on the Sackville Medal. In the example shown (Figure 27), believed to date from 

c.1780-85, the image would later be deconstructed with some rites concentrating on 

the crossing of the bridge into Israel, others on Cyrus and the beasts, and yet others 

on the altar (Jardin 2019: 35,363-365). The richness of this early expansion allowed 

for considerable diversity in masonic practices and in the visual palette for fittings in 

lodges. Morphy, writing of Aboriginal art suggests that it has a function in 'socializing 

people into a particular worldview in which certain themes become meaningful in 

which certain values are created and certain things can be done' (Morphy 1991: 293; 

Cited Tilley 2006: 66). Watercolour guides such as this are essential evidence for the 

symbolism of early freemasonry and the designs of jewels to show progression or 

rank. They also memorialise ceremonies that are by their nature ephemeral and oral.  

These books also show a two-way flow of imagery. The regalia and room 

settings of freemasonry in eighteenth century France resemble the costumes and 

settings devised for Revolutionary France and the later Imperial culture of France 

under Napoleon I changed the regalia for the 33rd Degree of the Scottish Rite from a 

classical Roman dress to a military style uniform with tricolour sash. 

Tilley further states that ''The art functions by 'encoding meaning and being 

integrated with a system of restricted knowledge that is only gradually revealed' 

(Tilley 2006: 67). This has clear parallels with the extended symbolic systems of 

freemasonry where it may take many years to work through the different grades and 

where the artworks carry, encoded, the meaning of the ceremonies.  
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Figure 28: Maîtresse (Master) and Maîtresse Passe (Past Master) of the Rite of 

Adoption. “Sublimis architecture [manuscript] : ritual rectifié des trente trois degrès 

dur rite ècossais Maçonnerie d'adoption : hymnes & cantiques : documens divers 

année 5847” in the hand of Jos Quantin  

(YFR 465 FRA fol. Item ID L61421).  ©Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 

Watercolours from France at this period and later also provide primary 

evidence for the existence and physical appearance of female freemasons. Snoek 

suggests that female freemasonry had its origin in France where the aristocratic 

partners of freemasons were not so easy to exclude as in England where the 

masculine club was gathering popularity (Snoek 2014: 408-9). Lodges of Adoption 

were linked to the male lodges and had a different ritual but, even at this stage, the 

regalia was not distinctively gendered although from available watercolours it 

appears that this early manifestation was not entitled to wear the apron with a waist 

sash being substituted (Figure 28). In this thesis female masonic organisations will 

feature only occasionally, not because they are insignificant but because the material 
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culture they have generated is essentially identical in form to that used by male 

freemasons. The present masonic bodies for women in England for example match 

male regalia even when an additional ceremony such as the Knight Templar or 

Knight of Malta is performed. The regalia is normally only worn in the closed lodge 

but evidence is available in photographs published in journals and newsletters as, for 

example a photograph of two members wearing this clothing on the back page of 

the order’s magazine for members (Order of Women Freemasons 2019: 62). 

 The second half of the eighteenth century saw a major expansion in the 

marketing of items that were themed around freemasonry and this included items to 

be worn in the closed space of the lodge. In 1813 the union of the competing 

masonic Grand Lodges in England had an immediate impact on masonic practices 

and their material culture. English Freemasonry continued to expand in the period 

following the union. The regalia, which had so far been relatively loosely controlled in 

practice apart from senior ranks, was codified into a full rank hierarchy, with private 

lodges using sky blue trimmed aprons and more senior ranks having dark blue 

trimmed in gold. The devices to represent ranks also became fixed but with some 

variations. The wands of office for the Deacons (ceremonial messengers in the lodge) 

were to have the Dove from the Biblical story of Noah’s ark, but Antient lodges 

continued to top their wands with Mercury, messenger of the Roman and Greek 

pantheons. (This was rather ironic, since the Antients were far more Christian in 

outlook than the Premier Grand Lodge). 

 The lodge fittings now became standardised, with thrones, pedestals and 

candlesticks for the master and wardens, a chequerboard carpet centrally, and the 

rough and smooth ashlars exhibited on the wardens' pedestals. The actual materials 

used varied, as did the quality. These items increased the diversity and commercially 

attractive material culture. New lodges could now purchase the entire lodge room 

and its fittings off the shelf. This development altered the balance from masonically 

produced and developed fittings to items produced by traders who may not have 

been freemasons themselves. It could be contended that this manufacture is external 
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forces taking control of design away from the freemasons themselves and this will be 

examined in more detail in the next chapter. There is a parallel in the way that trench 

art items made in the First World War began as embodying the experiences of 

individual soldiers and then later became an industrial production for sale to a wider 

public (Saunders 2001: 118). This external influence will be explored in more detail in 

the following chapter.  

These fittings, now available and listed in catalogues were available to 

influence other emerging fraternities and created a palette from which symbolic 

environments could be created. I have suggested that freemasonry was building a 

world outside the world and here they furnishing it. Like a genuine stonemason 

lodge it is a home. Miller in his aptly title book Home Possessions: Material Culture 

Behind Closed Doors notes that ‘It is the material culture within our home that 

appears as both our appropriation of the larger world and often as the 

representation of that world within our private domain.’ (Miller 2001: 1). If the home 

maker might go to John Lewis’s department store to purchase items in the latest 

taste (as decided by the vendor) and appropriate price then the freemason could do 

the same at firms including Kenning or Spencer. Clarke reminds us that ‘historically 

the construction of the household as an expressive form has been associated with 

the consolidation and formation of middle-class identity’ (Clarke 2001: 24). This 

mirrors the majority membership of freemasonry which is both aspiring and middle 

class. I have discussed above the furnishings of a lodge room used by the Grand 

Master’s Lodge No.1 and the number of masonic thrones from the late eighteen 

century that show use of fashionable forms, not always crafted to the highest 

standard, seem to reflect this wish. Rather like the working class parlour they aim to 

show an appropriate front to lodge members and perhaps more significantly to 

important visitors. 

 The objects used in the lodge began to show additional levels of meaning as 

the century progressed. The ashlars (smooth and rough cubic stones) which form 

part of every lodge setting, and also the gavels and blocks used by the Master and 
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the Wardens, were by the late nineteenth century beginning to show signs of 

customisation to reflect lodge and masonic identity. Materials could be from 

appropriate locations: the quarries under the Temple Mount in Jerusalem being a 

popular source of stone, linking as they did to both the ritual and to operative 

stonemasonry. These crafted objects have been displaced from Israel and their 

relationship to the Temple Mount to become something 'other'. Tilley, considering 

stone in the landscape says this: 

 

So stones always have meanings and relationships extending beyond 

themselves. They are not replete unto themselves. They are always more than 

themselves: in a process of becoming rather than a static state of being (Tilley 

2004: 222). 

 

The ashlars have now become not a component of the landscape of the 

Temple of Solomon in Israel but an avatar of it in a lodge room thousands of miles 

away. Not anonymous stone in a quarry but the symbolic focus of the lodge and its 

members over many years.  

 Tuan suggests that touching has an affect, whether swearing on a Bible, the 

laying on of hands or the experience of ‘doubting Thomas’ who needed physical 

proof of the resurrection of Christ (Tuan 1995: 45). The ability to touch authentic and 

relevant material is a common feature in lodges and their identification with their 

own identity or their links to stonemasons. The sources of these tactile objects can be 

diverse. Imperial legends were incorporated, as in a gavel with a plaque proclaiming 

that it was made from timber in the room where Sir David Lawrence, the Governor of 

Lucknow, had died during the Indian Rebellion of 1857 (Dennis and Saunders 2003: 

37). Apparently more banal are the gavels made and sold by a Tyler which were 

sections of banister from the London Freemasons’ Hall demolished in the 1930s, 

although here affect has its place since many of the users of the gavels would have 

smoothed that very banister with their hands as they ascended and descended.  
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 The use of appropriate materials in lodge fittings paralleled this use of relics in 

churches or, perhaps, the gathering of ‘treasures’ in army regiments that reinforced 

the sense of identity, continuity and responsibility.  

 

               

 

Figure 29: ‘Wren Maul’ (L) (D2017/16) and Cleopatra’s Needle ashlar (R)(D2017/25). 

© Museum of Freemasonry and Courtesy the Lodge of Antiquity No.2 

 

Two iconic items in the collections of the MoF are indicative of the spread of 

material links to history (Figure 29). The Wren Maul in the possession of the Lodge of 

Antiquity No.2 is stated to have been used by Sir Christopher Wren to lay the 

foundation stone of St Paul’s Cathedral in London. Wren was, in legend, a freemason 

although no direct proof of this exists. The then Grand Master, the First Duke of 

Sussex, had a silver plate attached to the maul describing this alleged history in 1827. 

I have previously mention the ashlar, also in the possession of the lodge, which is 

made from a granite segment of Cleopatra’s Needle from the Thames Embankment. 

The need to link to stone masons, historical personages and events is clear.  

The custom of lodges awarding a jewel to mark a term as master of a lodge 

continued from the 1750s onwards becoming increasingly prevalent after the union 

of 1813. There seems from the surviving examples to have been very little 

standardisation until 1815, when the geometrical figure of the 47th proposition of 

Euclid, more commonly known as Pythagoras’ Theorem, was officially adopted as the 

badge of a Past Master (UGLE 1815: 122). The theorem was hung from a square. 
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From that point all the lodge themed breast jewels had to incorporate the same 

device in their design, although where and how it was incorporated was not 

specified. The next major shift in jewel wearing dates from the 1860s. Lodges were 

now reaching their centenaries and a number chose to make jewels to commemorate 

this. UGLE took steps to regularise their design and only a limited number of 

individually designed jewels were authorised before this ruling took force. The 

pattern of the Centenary Jewel was trademarked and at least at first only obtainable 

through UGLE itself (UGLE 1873: 137).  

At the same period the Past Master breast jewel generally takes on the form 

of the 47th proposition of Euclid on a blue ground and framed in gold. 

Manufacturers seem to have driven this development, as in trade catalogues 

standard patterns of jewel are offered for sale. These could be modified according to 

wealth or preference, the Spencer catalogue of 1884 featuring a modification of its 

No.3 pattern to include enamelling and a diamond (Spencer 1884: 54-56, Plate IV). 

The lodge concerned was in South Africa close to the diamond mines.  

 In the 1870s articles start to appear in the masonic newspapers deploring the 

new custom of creating founders' jewels. The earliest is in an exchange of letters in 

the Masonic Chronicle for 27th October 1877. This development was held to be self-

aggrandising and un-masonic by the writer of the letter who considers that:  

 

There are, unfortunately, many Masons who seem to delight in decking their 

honourable carcases with every conceivable device, adorning (or disfiguring) 

themselves by wearing Master Masons’ and other bastard jewels, amongst 

which category I suppose Founders’ jewels must be classed (Craftsman 1877). 

 

It is rare to see a contemporary comment on masonic material culture, but this 

correspondence provides evidence for a shift and increase in jewel wearing. In this 

tension between flouting of the regulations on jewels, and the reaction to such 

ostentation, there is an echo of the relationship between sumptuary laws and 
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emerging consumerism (Belk 1995:5-10). Belk considers that the laws were to 'to 

maintain class divisions, to protect morals and to limit extravagance' (Belk 1995:9). 

Here the masonic consumer and manufacturer succeeded in overturning convention 

as they had previously with the centenary jewels.  

The artefact base reflects this, as a design shift in lodge jewels occurs. 

Founders’ jewels begin to combine masonic elements with designs reflecting the 

name and membership of the lodge. The diversity of these designs subsequently 

extended to Past Master jewels which took on a more distinctively lodge based 

imagery, sometimes burying the 47th proposition in a larger composition. Three 

jewels illustrate this well. 

 

Figure 30: Past Masters' jewel of Ad Astra Lodge No.3808 presented to Brigadier 

Ralph Kirkby Bagnell-Wild in 1915 (M2017/351), Past Master’s jewel of Authors’ 

Lodge No. 3456 Presented to Algernon Rose in 1913, re-presented to W.F.Spalding. 

1936 (M2016/388) and Past Master’s jewel of Hortus Lodge No. 2469 presented to J. 

W. Moorman, 1908. (M2002/562) © Museum of Freemasonry 
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Figure 31: Founding Secretary’s jewel of Progress Lodge (M2002/1751). The jewel, 

created in 1914 depicts the Westernisation and militarisation of the local male 

population to service the British Empire. The central device represents a lodge with 

the chequered pavement and the symbols of faith, hope and charity on Jacob’s 

ladder. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Lodge jewels of this kind offer an insight into the concerns of members, and 

can sometimes add context to the lodge’s identity which is not evident from the 

written record. Examples of this include Engineer Lodge, formed in India for the 

officers of the Corps of Royal Engineers features the gate of the city of Delhi. This 

appears to be a neutral image, but actually references an incident in the first Indian 

War of Independence when a Royal Engineer won the Victoria Cross by destroying 

the gates.  

In an even more pointed example, Progress Lodge in Kenya founded in 1914 

depicts progress as being the native African with shield and spear transformed into a 

private soldier in the King’s African Rifles complete with fez and rifle (Figure 31). 

Waller suggests that the 'staged passage from 'savage' to 'soldier’ sometimes stood 

as a metonym of the colonial project' (Waller 2009: 99) and yet the conventions 

embodied by that change were also embraced independently by the uniformed Beni 

dance troupes which 'used military dress and ritual to fashion themselves 
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autonomous actors, not as colonial subordinates' (Waller 2009: 99). There is the 

additional aspect that ritual and a change of dress also fashioned the freemasons 

who wore the jewel. Remarkably, this imagery was maintained by the lodge beyond 

Kenyan independence as evidenced by a surviving Past Master's jewel dating from 

1976 which still features it (M2012/339). 

The mid-19th century mason now began to become a biographical object in 

his own right. Every jewel earned was worn; even when where a promotion occurred 

the rank jewel worn was substituted on the collar and transferred not to a desk 

drawer in the study at home but to the breast of the mason concerned. The extreme 

of this tendency is evidenced by a group of 72 miniature jewels created by Harry 

Blaydon, a manufacturer of jewels.  

Mention has been made of items created from appropriate materials, and this 

crosses over into lodge fittings that form part of a grouping termed Trench Art 

(Saunders 2003). A notable example in this context is the previously mentioned gavel 

block made from a beam of Ypres Cathedral and presented to the Museum of 

Freemasonry on Armistice Day 1918 by Sir David Watson, a general in the Canadian 

Expeditionary Force (Dennis and Saunders 2003:38). An identical block was later 

presented to the Navy Lodge by the Prince of Wales (Dennis 2014: 76). The 

memorialising of the lost, whether freemasons or noted buildings, becomes a 

recurring theme in English lodges of the twentieth century. If the immaterial had 

been incorporated into freemasonry through its ritual, then loss and absence was 

most commonly presenced by objects for use in ceremony or during communal 

dining. Tekton Lodge, the lodge of the Worshipful Company of Carpenters, salvaged 

its melted alms plate from the blitzed livery hall and turned a wooden support for it. 

The Lord Mayor of London created gavels from the ruins of the City of London 

Guildhall and presented them to the Museum of Freemasonry while the blitz still 

raged (Dennis and Saunders 2003: 40). These items and many of those below are a 

specific, conflict driven form of recycling. Saunders, considering trench art suggests 

that such items ‘Are a composite materialisation of individual memories and 
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experience, referring back to their original shapes and purposes, standing as it were 

between past and present’ (Saunders 2003: 184). 

 The need for funds and frugality in the Second World War led to an initiative 

within the United Grand Lodge for masonic jewels to be smelted for the war effort 

reducing the survival rate. The charities changed from jewels in precious metal to 

those made of plastic or even card (Dennis and Saunders 2003: 45). 

 

          

 

Figure 32: Gavel and Block of Paracelsus Lodge (M2009/3513/1-2) (L) Apron for a 

Provincial Grand Pursuivant made for wear a member of the Province of Jersey 

following the liberation of the Channel Islands after the Second World War (1939-

1945). (R). (M2010/1613) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The aftermath of the Second World War affected material culture on both 

sides of the conflict (Figure 32). In Austria freemasons approached a British officer in 

the army of occupation to forward a request for re-recognition to UGLE. In addition 

to the letter they presented a gavel and block from their lodge Paracelsus 

(M2009/3513/1-2). This was a significant gift as the items had been preserved, 

hidden from the Nazis, throughout the war and were, for them, a material indication 

of their courage in retaining masonic ideals through that period. In the Channel 

Islands, lodges began to meet again after the looting and closure of their halls during 

the occupation and fashioned regalia from painted paper. In Germany, where metal 

was too precious for freemasons to use, painted ceramic substitutes were used for 
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lodge jewels. The body now called the Frauen-Großloge von Deutschland (Female 

Grand Lodge of Germany) formed in 1949 as the first masonic body in Germany for 

women only and its jewels followed new age imagery with no references to the past 

of the country or its freemasonry.  

The creator of improvised jewels made and used in secret during internment 

by the Japanese in Changi Camp in Singapore delivered the set to the MoF for 

display and it remains an iconic example and exemplar of masonic behaviour under 

duress. Freemasonry in Japan had been restricted to non-Japanese by order of the 

Japanese authorities and from the late 1800s anti-masonic material had been 

distributed by Russia and later by Germany after Japan’s entry to the Second World 

War (Washizu 1994). The memoirs of freemasons in the Changi Camp emphasis that 

meeting was a risk which became, eventually, too great as the Japanese secret police 

paid greater attention to freemasonry. This author views this period as a key point of 

change in masonic material culture, as the destruction and reconstruction of the 

European Grand Lodges altered the available historical material and, in some cases, 

led to new styles of lodge fittings and jewels.  

  

             

 

Figure 33: (L-R) Engraved stones embedded in the pavement outside the tower of 

Freemasons’ Hall, London and commemorating the winners of the Victoria Cross that 

have been members of UGLE (L). Commemorative stone plaque noting the names of 

the lodges that formed the Premier Grand Lodge in 1717 being dedicated by HRH 

the Duke of Kent in his capacity as Grand Master of UGLE with Sir David Wooton, 
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Assistant Grand Master (R). © UGLE 

 

The Tercentenary of English freemasonry in 2017 was commemorated by a series of 

events, both masonic and social. A component of these was the creation of material 

culture in commemoration of the event (Figure 33). A stone was added to 

Freemasons’ Hall in London commemorating the four founding lodges of 1717, three 

of which remain in existence. The front of the Hall’s entrance was decorated with 

stones commemorating the masonic Victoria Cross winners of the First World War. 

UGLE at time of writing identifies itself closely with the service and heroism of the 

armed forces. More recently a carved VC in stone has been placed on display in the 

building and remembrance poppies projected on the façade.. The close association 

with masculine military valour has, nonetheless, potential to resonate differently with 

the wider public who view these monuments.  

Linked to these events was a re-branding of the organisation with a newly 

designed logo of the square and compasses. This was given physical form by being 

carved into a set of stone ashlars presented to charitable donors at Canterbury 

Cathedral. An example, presented to the Grand Master, was deposited in the MoF for 

display. All these examples linked actual stonemasonry with the allegorical 

freemasonry of UGLE. A jewel was also produced, as on previous significant 

anniversaries.  

Freemasonry’s material culture became central to the practice of freemasonry 

by materialising the concepts introduced in the ceremonies. This is shown in the 

repeated use of the working tools, with their physical and phenomenological 

presence, and their role in creating a bond between members by a shared experience 

and repeated use and viewing over years. 

 

Freemasonry and its evolving material culture in the twenty-first century  
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In the twenty-first century the material culture of freemasonry continues to generate 

the limited number of object forms that evolved over the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. The transfer of existing items between masonic lodges and from them into 

wider society through sale or discarding is also accelerating as membership of 

freemasonry declines. The creation of souvenir and collectable items nonetheless 

continues, but varies from country to country as the public image of freemasonry 

continues to be variable across Europe and more widely.  

 In the UK the pandemic of 2020-1 generated a unique range of objects 

reflecting freemasonry’s need to adapt its practices and also target its charitable 

work towards support for key workers. This exposed the ability of freemasonry to 

attach itself to a worthy cause and to use material culture to maintain morale during 

a period when freemasons could not meet. The objects created for charitable 

distribution during the pandemic included hospital swabs (gowns), visors, face masks 

and souvenir items such as pin badges sold in support of charity. These items were 

all branded with the square and compasses, frequently alongside more specific logos 

identifying the lodge or province responsible.  

This does indicate that at moments of change and crisis freemasonry can vary 

its material culture, and research in this field must be aware of the potential for these 

moments as providing a new and fruitful insight into the priorities and practices of 

individual freemasons, their lodges and their Grand Lodge bodies. The lodge room is 

apparently frozen in time, in the creation in 1813 of a formal space where 

candlesticks in the form of classical columns and pedestals surrounding a 

chequerboard carpet reflect the Palladian and classical traditions of that date: but the 

addition of items created by lodges can disrupt this, as can new forms such as, for 

example, the plastic apron adopted for use by vegan initiates in place of the 

traditional lambskin.  

  Lodges do continue to be created, albeit at a reduced rate, and 

amalgamation or takeover of failing lodges is increasingly preferred to erasure and 

creation of new lodges. This can mean that a membership inherits the material 
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culture of a totally distinct group of members who have generated it over tens or 

even hundreds of years. There is a parallel in the negotiations that take place when 

army units amalgamate and need to combine their traditions and uniforms into a 

new whole. Some lodges prefer to cease to exist rather than have their long 

developed identity diluted. Ad Astra Lodge is a case in point. Developed around the 

professionals who designed warplanes, they preferred not to have people from 

unrelated careers inherit their lodge. The fittings and jewels were sold or donated to 

museums and other RAF related lodges. More recently in 2021 the entire contents of 

the Blackburn Masonic Hall were auctioned with presentation portraits, regalia and 

fittings down to a cupboard with a dartboard inside (an ironic note of concealment 

given its source) all being sold publicly (Sanderson Weatherall: 2021). Miller identifies 

the behaviours around material culture that occur as a result of loss and how 

disposal or distribution of property is essential to the grieving and acceptance of this: 

‘a process of divestment of things associated with the lost person could play a major 

role in their strategies of dealing with this loss’ (Miller 2010:153) The lodges at 

Blackburn transferred all responsibility to the auctioneer and their possessions 

became a public record in the catalogue. The large proportion of lots that would 

have been fixed to the building even if of symbolic importance, suggests that it was 

the building and its memories that were being divested. The items not sold moved 

on with lodges and individuals so that, as Miller says ‘Moving becomes a means to 

reshuffle relationship and memories by bringing them back into consciousness, by 

making them explicit and for deciding which ones to reinforce which ones to 

abandon or put on hold.’ (Miller 2010: 148).  

  The wearing of regalia remains the most important generator of 

material culture. In parallel to this freemasons are a key purchaser of formal wear and 

in particular gloves, once again preserving a form of dress that is vanishing elsewhere 

to the extent that seeing it worn in such numbers becomes another aspect of 

masonic material culture. The importance of freemasonry to the producers of these 

clothing accessories was celebrated by an award to UGLE by the Worshipful 
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Company of Glovers recognising that having around two hundred thousand men 

required to wear clean white gloves was an important driver of their industry.  

 The modern corporate roles required in freemasonry are materialised by 

traditional imagery which is compatible with the existing, much older, symbolism. 

The Provincial Communications Officer, created as a role in 2021, now has a jewel 

featuring not a PC or mobile phone, but a bell as used by the traditional role of Town 

Crier. This continual innovation, with newly perceived needs for symbolism absorbed 

within the existing limited palette of forms and rendered traditional, makes the point 

that freemasonry's material culture, just like language, is forced to adapt to changing 

circumstances. The internal contradictions and tensions of freemasonry will continue 

to be illustrated by objects and material culture continues to be central to the 

practice of freemasonry in the twenty-first Century.  

 

Conclusion 

  

The internally created material culture of freemasonry evolved from the early 

eighteenth century onwards, with the creation of organised masonic bodies only 

from 1717. In a possibly unconscious mirroring of 'authentic' folk behaviour, 

freemasonry created liminal spaces for ritual use, themed around an invented story 

about Biblical stonemasons, with affect embedded by use of actual stone and the 

repurposing of stonemason aprons and tools for ritual use. They created closed 

lodge rooms where, in the ceremonies, the bodies of the freemasons and their 

gestures linked to the ephemeral landscape of the lodge itself, making them one 

with it.  

The evolution of this material culture can tell us much about the role of ritual 

and symbolism in the development of material culture more generally, as it formed 

over a relatively short period and relied on external sources for its imagery and 

practices, drawing on the court and trade guilds for structure and the Bible for 

imagery. The items, although mainly used behind a guarded door, cannot be 
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separated from the times and societies that created them. Hobsbawm cites 

freemasonry among those organisations that were innovative in creating new and 

invented traditions amid the Enlightenment's destruction of older forms (Hobsbawm 

1984: 8). 

The material culture evolved in different paths in different countries, reflecting 

the varied social states of those nations. The creation of elaborate regalia, scenery 

and sequential ritual plays drew on external factors: as in France and Sweden, where 

the Christian and aristocratic membership embedded courtly and chivalric elements, 

even including armour and swords drawn from their national and royal spheres of 

culture. The role of women is underplayed in this material culture because, in the 

main, they chose to follow male practice; or, perhaps, regarded freemasonry as non-

gendered.  

In addition to ceremonial items, drinking and eating vessels carried the 

symbolism into the social sphere of the lodge; while charts and prints used as 

references for the physical ceremonies are primary evidence for the evolution of 

symbolism and its derivation from external sources, mutating over time into a 

distinctive masonic form. Even the lodge badges or ‘jewels’ are often hybrids of 

internal masonic and external identity, linking to professions or localities 

unconnected with the ceremonies but of importance to the specific group of 

freemasons. These items could also signal status in the quality of their manufacture. 

The internal material culture of freemasonry was derived from a wide range of 

sources, amalgamated and modified to make it distinctive to the freemasons and 

functional in its symbolic and affective environment. The creation of this material 

culture, and the increasing fascination in wider society about freemasons and their 

practices, led to an externally driven extension to masonic, and 'masonic', material 

culture which was exhibited outside their lodge rooms, as we will see in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 5:  

Masonic material culture and its interaction with the world 

 

The previous chapter considered masonic material culture from an internal 

perspective and focused on items used in masonic practices including the 

ceremonies and internal sociability. Freemasonry's material culture did not remain 

behind closed doors however. From the early 1700s freemasonry interacted with the 

outer world in a controlled fashion, whether by participating in civic ceremony, 

inviting non freemasons to carefully constructed 'masonic' events, or by display of 

masonic items in their homes or on their bodies while in public. This chapter takes an 

external perspective and considers masonic items for use in controlled interaction 

with non-members inside or outside the lodge room, or as items purchased by 

freemasons out of choice rather than need. There was no immediate need for 

freemasonry or freemasons to possess or purchase items outside those immediately 

required for their ceremonies nonetheless such items began to proliferate as I have 

indicated in previous chapters, driven by emerging patterns of production and 

consumption in wider society.  

 The first significant exposure of masonic material culture in the public realm 

was through processions. In 1735 the members of Grand Lodge passed through 

London on the way to the annual St John's Day meeting. Their procession formed a 

complex and layered series of personalities and material items that embodied the 

order. Ward (Ward 2009: 6) cites a description of the procession published in the 

General Evening Post of 15-17 April that year: 

 

One Kettle Drum 

Four Trumpets, two and two 

Two French Horns 

Two Hautboys and Two Bassoons 
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All on white horses. The Musick had all Leather Aprons and white gloves. After 

these, six Coaches, with Twelve Stewards, with their white Wands, followed by 

an infinite number of Gentlemens [sic], the Officers of each Lodge, being 

distinguished by their proper Badges of Office, pendant to red Ribbons, as 

Squares, Levels, Plumets &c., some Silver, others Gold, the Grand Master and 

the Grand Wardens closing the procession.  

 

The description indicates that many of the garments and jewels that had 

previously been seen only in closed lodges were now exposed to view, and clothing 

the musicians in leather aprons was a particularly pointed way of making them seem 

'masonic' (at least to the freemasons who understood the symbolism being 

displayed). Accounts of other Grand Lodge processions such as the 1730 procession 

add further details and indicate that the Book of Constitutions was carried and that 

processional swords were present prior to the presentation of the current Grand 

Lodge Sword in 1735 (Wade 2009: 11). 

 These processions were embedded in the streetscape where some observed 

them, some recorded them and others ignored them completely. The bodies of the 

freemasons themselves became part of the organisation's public existence by 

choosing to identify openly as a freemason and choosing that identity over others, 

particularly in a procession where they may have had optional roles to play. The 

sensorial, in the form of music and the appearance of the brightly coloured regalia, 

fluttering banners and shining working tools, also became a beacon for the curious 

gaze of onlookers.  

They passed workshops where their regalia and jewels had been made, often 

by craftsmen who had their main trade in other commodities, such as John 

Barraclough in Yorkshire who turned from making the cogs of his clocks to engraving 

and piercing sheets of silver to make masonic jewels. The wider soundscape was also 

a critical factor, with the hubbub of the spectators and the neighing of horses being 
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totally independent of the procession's own existence. After the procession ceased 

its only material traces, themselves ephemeral, would have been the wheel marks of 

carriages and horse dung. They would thereafter exist only in the minds of those who 

experienced the procession, remembered it and maybe discussed it. They had, in fact, 

become a permanent part of the temporality of the street and its function in the city. 

The onlookers had now witnessed elements of the material culture of freemasonry 

but without context. The complex web of symbolism and relationships that was 

evolving within freemasonry itself now had a parallel in the outside world; Its material 

culture now belonged to everyone and was capable of being misunderstood, 

ridiculed, or studied independently.  

 It is suggested here that Actor Network Theory (ANT) is one way that the 

complexity of this event can be considered. ANT is more often used in active social 

science research. Its creator and populariser Bruno Latour nonetheless suggests that 

it provides an opportunity for an anthropologist of the documented historical past by 

noting that 'ANT claims to be able to find order much better after having let the 

actors deploy the full range of controversies in which they are immersed.' (Latour 

2007: 23). 

 This applies to the narrative of the Grand Lodge procession. The actors are in 

place, documented by the records of the procession and augmented by what 

architecture and activity can be assumed to have been around the event based on 

records and study of London at the time. ANT now asks us to consider the 

relationship between all these elements.  

 

ANT claims that it is possible to trace more sturdy relations and discover more 

revealing patterns by finding a way to register the links between unstable and 

shifting frames of reference rather than trying to keep one frame stable 

(Latour 2007: 24).  
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Here again the Grand Lodge procession gives us an initial opportunity by 

disrupting the streetscape and creating, albeit temporarily a new set of relationships 

in Georgian London. In this analysis the affective nature of objects is critical. 

Freemasonry leaves few observers or participants neutral. Alfred Gell considers the 

impact of 'affect', the emotional impact of objects on people. Tilley summarises this:  

 

Our cultural identity is simultaneously embodied in our persons and 

objectified in our things. Things may be attributed agency, not in the sense 

that they have minds and intentions, but because they produce effects on 

persons (Tilley 2001:260).  

 

  He also cites Gell examining a decorated tribal canoe and suggesting that this 

decoration is not merely a symbolic gesture. It is rather  

 

 to trap, beguile, enchant so as to impress others to yield up their valuables. 

For Gell art is not so much a matter of symbolizing and communicating 

as doing things in the world, creating social effects and realizing outcomes 

(Tilley 2001: 260). 

 

When exposed to view outside the confines of the organisation, the affect 

created by masonic items is often not that intended by their creators but rather that 

which, when combined with the existing cultural references of wider society, 

produces a strong emotional reaction to the 'other' that freemasonry represents to 

non-members. The constant stream of literature from the early 1700s reacting to the 

sight (or invisibility) of freemasonry evidences the affective nature of the material 

culture. Where the reality was not known, satire and invention filled the gap.  

 The efficacy of ANT is disputed, but I consider that it points towards an 

engagement with all the factors around masonic material culture. It also bridges the 

gap between mainstream masonic research, which concentrates on human 
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interaction and networks, and the apparently mute and inanimate material culture 

itself.  

 The controlled engagement of freemasons with the world outside the lodge is 

mediated by their material culture and controlled very strictly by rules that are, in the 

main, disseminated by Grand Lodges through constitutional documents. The 

boundary between what is considered appropriate for non-members of freemasonry 

to view and what was not could, and can, be nuanced as in the previously mentioned 

change in the orientation of the wardens’ columns in the lodge room displayed in 

the MoF. The master controls the activities of the lodge and symbolically represents 

the master stonemason who is training his apprentices. The senior warden acts as his 

deputy when the lodge is carrying out masonic ritual and business, with the junior 

warden taking this role for the non-ritual activities such as the communal meal. Each 

warden has a miniature architectural column on a pedestal in front of them. If a non-

mason enters the lodge to give a talk (for example) the column of the Junior Warden 

is raised and the Senior Warden’s lowered.  

When the lodge is in operation the reverse happens. The only physical change 

in the room on calling off is that the architectural columns on the pedestals of the 

two Wardens change their orientation. In every other respect the room and the dress 

of those in it is identical, although to the freemasons present it is transformed. An 

outsider would not be aware of this change as from their perspective the room 

would appear complete. The lodge and its Master maintain control of the guest as he 

(or she) is escorted throughout the visit by an officer termed the Director of 

Ceremonies; and the ceremonial security guard, the Tyler, determines when the 

closed door of the room can be opened to allow access. The level of exposure of 

regalia to public view is also strictly controlled but varies over events and over time. 

The ruling by UGLE at time of writing is that: 

 

No Brother shall appear clothed in any of the jewels, collars or badges of the 

Craft, in any procession, meeting or assemblage at which persons other than 
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Masons are present, or in any place of public resort, unless the Grand Master 

or the Metropolitan, Provincial or District Grand Master, as the case may be, 

shall have previously given a dispensation for Brethren to be there present in 

Masonic clothing (UGLE 2019:93). 

 

 

 

Figure 34: London freemasons processing in the Lord Mayor's Show 10th November 

2018. The square helium balloons reference the rough and smooth ashlars and 

publicise the giving of funds to the London Air Ambulance. The regalia worn is from 

Craft lodges. © Author 

 

The foundation stone laying at the open-air museum at Beamish in 2000, 

which marked the rebuilding of a masonic hall on the site, was carried out in full 

regalia. When the reconstructed hall was opened in 2007 a debate ensued over the 

regalia to wear, as it was only considered proper to wear aprons, collars and chains at 

a stone laying ceremony. Appearances by freemasons at civic events including the 

Lord Mayor’s Show in London had developed the convention of wearing collars only. 

In the end a compromise was reached with the local masons in full regalia (including 
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one individual who also wore the gauntlet cuffs abolished for senior ranks in 1967) 

but the Grand Officers and the Grand Master wearing only their collar chains. The 

significance of these nuances were probably lost on the crowds observing the event, 

and only a few years later the wearing of full regalia became more common when 

authorised: at the date of writing those processing in the Lord Mayor’s Show wear all 

variations of the regalia to which they are entitled (Figure 34). This contrasts with a 

more general move in society away from flummery and ceremony. The freemasons 

are emerging into a ceremonial world that is already in retreat. I have previously cited 

Harrison as saying that for organisations: ‘The dilemma is that they depend for their 

existence on both producing and communicating knowledge and on keeping this 

knowledge in some respects their property.’ (Harrison 1995: 13.) Here it is not just 

information but appearance that is the contested element from the freemasons’ 

perspective. UGLE has in recent years had an ambivalent view on the merit of 

showing regalia to potential members given its unfamiliar appearance and 

significance. To conceal or reveal the appearance of a freemason in his lodge is a 

decision taken not only from a concern about the propriety of the action but also 

uncertainty about public reaction.  

 Laying the foundation stone of a public building is a ceremony that 

freemasons were traditionally often asked to undertake. This was for a number of 

reasons. The freemasons had a formal procedure for the process, presented a 

colourful and impressive appearance and, perhaps critically, would normally have a 

locally important person in a senior position. At times even the Grand Master might 

undertake the ceremony, and where that role was occupied by a member of the 

Royal family it raised the profile of the whole ceremony.  

 The laying of such a stone creates a permanent element in the streetscape. A 

corner stone is not necessarily made from the same materials as the rest of the 

building, it is literally a 'free stone' laid by a freemason. Inscribed with the 

circumstances of its laying, it creates an element that may later become a contested 

object. There may also be speculation whether items related to freemasonry have 



185 
 

been buried in or under it. The laying of stones by freemasons gave them a 

permanent presence in the streetscape across the country.  

The ceremony of stone laying by freemasons is codified and has an approved 

pattern. The tools used are frequently significant in their own right and together 

form a distinct group of masonic material culture intended for use both in publicly 

visible ceremony and in the closed world of the lodge. The items required are 

consecration vessels containing wine, oil and corn to dedicate the stone, a builders 

mallet or maul to set the stone, and a trowel to lay the mortar. The maul features in 

the drama of the third degree ceremony and is immediately available, pre-used by 

freemasonry. The consecration vessels are also used to dedicate masonic lodges and 

are held regionally and nationally for that purpose. The trowel is generally created for 

the event and gifted to the stone layer. It is the most specific of these items. UGLE 

reserves for the most important stones the maul alleged to have been used by Sir 

Christopher Wren when building St Paul's cathedral. This has already been 

mentioned in its masonic context in chapter four, but here performs its actual rather 

than symbolic function albeit in the context of ceremony. 
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Figure 35: Trowel used by Lord Ampthill at Pro Grand Master of UGLE to lay the 

foundation stone of the Royal Shakespeare Memorial Theatre at Stratford upon Avon 

in 1929. (M2009/1399) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The stone laying at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre in 1929 was carried out 

by the Pro Grand Master Lord Ampthill. The trowel created focused not on 

freemasonry but on the theatre and Shakespeare (Figure 35). It was created by a local 

art college in the Arts and Crafts style. More generally the trowels preserved in the 

MoF are hybrid in their design, normally incorporating references to or even 

engravings of the building being dedicated, with the freemasonry sometimes 

referenced visually but more commonly as part of the inscription.  

 In addition to presence in the streetscape and participation in public 

ceremonial, over the latter part of the 1800s there was a movement to welcome non-

members to carefully controlled events in masonic buildings. Key to this was the 

gradual development of an annual dinner or ball to which non-masonic partners and 

guests could be invited. This introduced outsiders to the meal and so the customs 

and toasts were curtailed in their presence. The practice is more generally known as a 

white table in contemporary masonic terminology, which reflects a broader and non-

gendered view of it. In most cases a gift would be presented to guests and this could 

incorporate the jewel design of the lodge, breaking the ‘fourth wall’ of world one and 

allowing that image to be considered by a wider audience. These gifts, of course, 

now had independent life; they could be traded or gifted to persons far from the 

social circle of the originating lodge and might be displayed in a domestic setting by 

the non-masonic recipient. In the 1800s a number of firms, mainly based in London 

or the manufacturers' quarter of Birmingham, began to specialise in masonic wares. 

The range of gifts reflected the wealth of the lodge Master, who traditionally paid for 

them, and the social standing of the event. They also embody what the donor 

considered an appropriate gift for a woman (if a male lodge) or for a man in the 

parallel events held by the female Grand Lodges. That there are now same sex 
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partners acknowledged as such in lodges the nature of these objects may be 

evolving. These gifts allow an element of masonic identity to be removed from the 

sphere of the lodge and be used, displayed and treasured (or not) by an individual 

who has only a tangential relationship with the lodge through a friend or loved one. 

The gift has no physical reciprocity; rather it is an acknowledgement of the transient 

presence of the recipient in the life of the lodge and their acceptance of the gift from 

it. The gift also forms part of the landscape of the recipient's home, whether 

displayed or preserved in storage to be revisited occasionally, or found after the 

recipient's death and passed through the family (or sold on the open market). 

 Gifting is a key aspect of freemasonry, mediating as it does relationships both 

internally and externally, whether in presenting commemorative jewels and regalia to 

members, formal gifts to dignitaries or non-masonic guests and the gifting of money 

and objects for charitable purposes. Carrier suggests that 'the object given uniquely 

carries the identity of the giver, the recipient and their relationship, which can be 

summarized as the spirit of the gift.' (Carrier 2006: 376). Gifts therefore are an 

effective way to study the relationships that freemasonry has forged out of the 

immediate grouping of the lodge itself. The regalia presented as the ceremonies 

progress may also be considered a gift, even if purchased by the individual, as it is 

the investiture by other freemasons that entitles the member to wear the item.  

 The gifts by freemasons to senior members of freemasonry and by one Grand 

Lodge to another follow the practices of Royal Courts (and indeed the procedure 

used by the MoF to evaluate official gifts consciously follows the established 

procedures for gifts to the Royal Family). Analysis of a particular set of official gifts 

will stand for the wider range over time. At the tercentenary of UGLE in 2017 more 

than a hundred Grand Lodges from around the world were represented at the 

commemorative meeting. The majority brought gifts for UGLE or the Grand Master. 

These were a range of items that spread across freemasonry, cultural references and 

simple purchase.  
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 These gifts were, quite specifically, required to be put on display first for the 

Grand Master to inspect and then in the MoF for other visitors and the public. The 

Museum of Freemasonry has devised a simple classificatory system for these. 

Category one consists of non-masonic items; category two, items that are masonic 

only by virtue of a presentation inscription; and category three, items that are 

inherently masonic by virtue of their design and use of symbolism. A fourth category 

outside this schema is that of presentation plaques. The gifts indicate self-identity 

and the relationship between the Grand Lodges. The expenditure varied widely and 

not in any apparent relationship between the size and prosperity of the donating 

masonic body and the scale, and thoughtfulness, of the gift.  

 

 

Figure 36: Antique collecting box presented to UGLE by the Grand Lodges of 

Scandinavia at the tercentenary of English freemasonry 2017. (M2023/108) © 

Museum of Freemasonry 
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 The Scandinavian Grand Lodges combined to present an antique collecting 

box with a plaque added to indicate the circumstances (Figure 36). This contained 

the actual gift, a scroll recording the donation of a substantial sum of money to the 

charitable trust of UGLE. The immaterial nature of the money transfer was embodied 

in the scroll, the immaterial nature of the sentiment in the plaque, and the context of 

continuous giving in the box, which had undoubtedly been filled at regular intervals 

with physical coins and banknotes over an extended period. The box itself was made 

of cheap tin, painted in bright colours and, of itself, of limited monetary value at least 

when manufactured. Buchli, writing in the context of archaeology, asserts that 'the 

immaterial is always produced materially' (Buchli 2016: viii) and further suggests that 

'the significance of these shifting dimensions and valences are lost when it is only 

the…actual durable 'artefact' of material culture that is the focus' (Buchli 2016: 2). The 

nuanced meanings of this gift go beyond simple generosity but are not immediately 

evident and need to be interpreted for the viewer.  

 The masonic plaques embody a sentiment in a form that can be displayed and 

which, more than a document or oral statement, is durable. It creates an expectation 

that the sentiment will be treasured and displayed, whereas in reality it is often 

stored and transferred to the museum. The materials and size vary widely.  
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Figure 37: Maul carved from iron wood of Santa Isabel in the Solomon Islands. Inlaid 

with brass from 20mm US Navy cartridge case dated 1942. (M1985/62) © Museum 

of Freemasonry 

 

 Gifts to dignitaries and visitors often embody meanings outside of their 

masonic context. During an official visit to the Solomon Islands in the 1980s, many 

years after the Second World War, a senior freemason was given a maul by 

Melanesia Lodge, made especially for him (Figure 37). The wood came from the 

island of Santa Isabel and the brass decoration was made from an American Navy 

Cartridge case dated 1942. This was the site of the brutal Guadalcanal campaign 

against the Imperial Japanese. This gift combined wood from a tree that may have 

witnessed the fighting with the casing of an actual bullet fired during it, but 

represented a memory of war as much as a direct reaction to it. Saunders shows how 

multiple facets can be extracted from items such as this that are ‘recyclia, art, 

memory objects and commemorative pieces’ (Saunders 2003: 208). Even more 

important was that the local freemasons wanted this item to represent them in his 

possessions. (Dennis and Saunders 2003: 41) The maul is now part of the MoF 

collection. 
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Figure 38: Fire turntable presented to the London Fire Brigade by the London 

Metropolitan Grand Lodge and bearing the square and compasses. © Author 

 

 Members would consider that the most significant gifting in freemasonry is 

their charitable giving. This is, in the main, in the form of money transfers to causes 

perceived to be worthy. There are exceptions where the funding enables the logo of 

freemasonry to be applied to the item and placed on public display. Recently in 

London the funding of an Air Ambulance and turntable ladders for the fire services 

(Figure 38) has allowed the square and compasses to be displayed not only in public 

but in situations of great trauma and drama. In 2020 this principle was extended by 

the creation, and branding, of protective masks and personal sanitiser bottles during 

the Covid pandemic. Kopytoff considers that a situation of a generous donation 

made in money may be perceived as wishing to 'purchase influence'. Where the 

donation is used to purchase an agreed item this is transformed to one that, by 

acknowledging the gift on the product (be it university building or fire engine as in 
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this case), shows ‘that it is free of any lingering obligations to the specific donor' 

(Kopytoff 1986: 77). 

In summary, therefore, gifts, as with parades, establish actor networks of 

freemasons, non-masons and objects. The creation of art medals themed around 

freemasonry is an example of this and a key category of masonic material culture 

that merits a case study here.  

 The material interactions of freemasonry with the wider world were very much 

self-generated even if they relied on outsiders for production of the items used. The 

development of organised freemasonry did however coincide precisely with the birth 

of consumer culture and, over three centuries, has proved a consistent and possibly 

unique market for that culture. The freemasons became the beneficiaries (or perhaps 

victims?) of this evolving market as it matured alongside them. I have already stated 

that the early part of the 1700s is poor in masonic material culture; and while the rapid 

evolution of the organisation is one possible cause, the development of consumer 

culture was not ready to support a greater level of marketing to the freemasons. The 

key element to this was the purchase of objects other than those required for the 

lodges and their ceremonies. In this period prior to the rivalry of the Premier Grand 

Lodge of 1717 and the Atholl or 'Antient' Grand Lodge created in 1751, the one early 

indicator of the masonic wish to purchase items celebrating freemasonry but drawing 

on forms from wider society is the creation of medals. This is a key case study of the 

marketing of material to freemasons as it predating as it does the rivalry of competing 

Grand Lodge bodies.  

 

Medals and Medallions 

 

 As previously noted in chapter three, the first masonic 'jewel' was actually a 

repurposed fine art medal commemorating Thomas Sackville's mastership of a lodge 

in Florence. The creation of art medals is of considerable antiquity but is specific to 

the cultural environment where freemasonry began. Mark Jones, then Head of 
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Medals at the British Museum, asserts that 'It is specific to one particular civilisation, 

that of Renaissance and post-Renaissance Europe' (Jones 1979: 6), although he 

qualifies this by saying that from the latter part of the twentieth century this may no 

longer be the case. Jones further outlines that the skills and expenditure employed to 

create art medals, which have no intrinsic monetary value, requires prosperous 

societies. In particular he asserts that 'almost every medal bears a portrait…Medallic 

Art can be seen as the ultimate celebration of the individual.' (Jones1979: 6).  

 The MoF has a collection of more than a thousand medals, commemorating 

individuals but also lodges and Grand Lodge bodies. While the majority have 

portraits it is not as prevalent as Jones asserts, which suggests that the individual in 

this case may also be the lodge, or grand lodge, effectively acting as a conscious 

entity.  

 

 

Figure 39: Medal commemorating Martin Folkes. Engraved by Jacques-Antoine 

Dassier. (M2013/1054) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The second oldest masonic medal known is that commemorating Martin 

Folkes (Figure 39). It is a near contemporary of the Sackville medal and was also 

created using Italian craftsmen. It offers a window into the creation and distribution 

of these early medals. Philip Attwood, the most recent Head of Coins and Medals at 

the British Museum, has advised me that the literature on the social and 
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anthropological significance of art medals in the long eighteenth century is very 

limited compared to that on numismatic description (Pers. Comm. July 2020). It 

follows that the article in The Medal by William Eisler considering the making of 

Folkes personal image through the distribution of this item, is an important starting 

point for understanding the role of medals more generally. Eisler also makes the 

telling point that the design for the medal had to be licensed by the Vatican, this at a 

time when the trial of the Freemason Tomas Crudelli was underway as discussed in 

the previous chapter. He suggests that permitting it to be struck was a signal of 

reconciliation by the Roman Catholic church towards freemasonry and that Jacobite 

supporters in Rome may have been influential in this (Eisler 2011: 6-7). The context as 

well as the design of medals may therefore add contextual information not available 

in the written record. When the medal was ready to ship the English Customs agent 

in Rome kept an example for himself, writing to Folkes to excuse himself: 

 

 As a mark of pardonning my theft [sic], if such is your goodness, pray let me 

have the explication of the reverse of your medal, which I can only in part 

make out, and as I presume if it be not your own invention it has att [sic] least 

the sanction of your approbation, the being let into the mystery of it will still 

increase my veneration of it (Eisler 2011: 9-10). 

 

This action highlights two aspects of the medal when seen initially by those 

not involved in its design and creation. It mystified and, because of this, attracted 

attention to the extent of motivating theft. The agent was experienced in the 

shipping of items to England from noblemen undertaking the Grand Tour and so 

could have been expected to be familiar with much of the classical symbolism 

available (Eisler 2011: 9).  

 It also suggests that masonic symbolism was something genuinely novel, at 

least as synthesised in the composition on the medal. There is a modern parallel to 

this lack of understanding in a quote from a journalist of the New York Times visiting 
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a masonic ceremony in the USA in 2009 and finding that access was not the same as 

comprehension. She remarked on ‘aprons embroidered with esoteric symbols, 

swords —all telegraphing distinctions of rank legible only to insiders' (Brubach 2010). 

There are also quantities of medals that embody lodge identities or more general 

masonic symbolism. 

 

 

Figure 40: Snuff-box in wood decorated with a temple and masonic emblems and 

contained within a medal behind a watch glass bearing the profiles of Napoléon 

Bonaparte, Marie Louise, Empress, consort of Napoléon I and Napoléon François 

Charles Joseph Bonaparte, circa 1820. (M1988/45) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The use of medals as a keepsake of the newly unfashionable is keenly 

exhibited in a French masonic snuffbox from the 1830s held in the MoF. The lid has 

the expected symbolism but the hidden content is a medal of the Emperor Napoleon 

and his family (Figure 40). To be a Bonapartist in France at the period was dangerous 

but freemasonry was suitable for display (M1988/45). Holding masonic medals would 

be a discreet way to maintain contact with the symbolism of the organisation in 



196 
 

times of trouble, and the high survival rate of such medals suggests this may indeed 

be the case.  

 

 

Figure 41:  Reverse of medal commemorating Doctor James Burnes and the 

founding of Rising Star of Western India Lodge, No. 342, Bombay, India, 15th 

December, 1843. (M2013/1271) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The Burnes Medal was commissioned by the native [sic] members of the 

Lodge Rising Star of Western India under the Scottish Constitution, to commemorate 

the District Grand Master who had supported the creation of a lodge to admit men 

from local communities who had found difficulty in joining existing lodges. Burnes 

would be presented with one in gold, and eminent freemasons in Grand Lodges 

across the world would receive them in silver (Musa 1986: 319-320). The medal also 

exists in a frosted silver form for presentation as a jewel to be worn between watch 

glasses on a collarette, and in bronze as a collectible item (Figure 41). The Masonic 

Museum in Worcester also has one of the silver medals pierced crudely for wear, 

much as the Sackville medal. The figures depicted are Maneckji Cursetji and 

Mahomed Jaffer: one a Parsee and one a Muslim, dressed in the traditional costumes 
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of their communities with the addition of the masonic aprons that mark them as 

brothers and equals.  

 

         

 

Figure 42: ‘Kent Cube’ comprising a decorative art medal with the arms of UGLE on 

the obverse and the facsimile signature of HRH Duke of Kent as Grand Master on the 

reverse. The medal is embedded in a synthetic resin cube giving the gift its name. 

(Private Collection) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 

Jones comments that art medals were a means for rulers to distribute their 

likeness to visitors, peers or subjects. He also asserts that this is a past usage and that 

it is more normal to gift photographs in modern times. Freemasonry has continued 

this earlier custom with many of the Grand Masters of American States striking 

medals for their year of office, and even the official gift of the Grand Master of UGLE 

is a medal (Figure 42). It is traditionally given embedded in a transparent resin cube 

known as the 'Kent Cube' and is a very personal gift. The Duke of Kent's speech at 

the investiture of the first Metropolitan Grand Master describes both the item and its 

significance.  

 

 For many years it has been the custom to present each new Provincial or 

District Grand Master or Grand Superintendent with what has come to be 
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known as 'the Kent Cube'. It is a paperweight consisting of a gilt medallion, 

which was first struck in 1967 for my Installation, set in a cube of clear plastic. 

On one side of the medallion are the arms of the United Grand Lodge of 

England in low relief, on the other side is my signature. Brother Lord Millett, I 

am delighted to present you with your own Kent Cube - and I say "your own" 

deliberately: it is my personal gift to you as the first Metropolitan Grand 

Master (UGLE 2004: 36). 

 

Jones suggests that in a world where statues are a more normal way to 

commemorate the notable ‘the use of the medal as a memorial for lesser people has 

come to seem tasteless and egotistical' (Jones 1979: 176-7). Lest this seem to be a 

legitimate criticism of the masonic retention of the custom, the 2020 spate of re-

evaluation and destruction of a wide range of statues calls this view into question (at 

date of writing freemasonry has yet to be a target for this movement) 

If the medals exhibit a non-competitive form of identity reinforcement the 

creation of commercially printed aprons in the late eighteenth century can embody 

issues around allegiance to differing forms of freemasonry.  
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Figure 43: Apron predating the Union of the Antients and Moderns Grand Lodges in 

1813, printed with a design by John Cole. (M2008/224) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 

John Cole was a freemason but also a printer, engraver and publisher. His 

father was appointed in 1766 to print the list of lodges and John produced a number 

of masonic publications over the 1790s and early 1800s (Songhurst 1907). Cole's 

apron (Figure 43) showed the universe in symbolic form with the sun, moon and 

seven stars. The theological virtues of Faith, Hope and Charity were represented as 

allegorical figures and in the centre was the Volume of the Sacred Law (generally a 

Bible) topped by the square and compasses and surrounded by working tools on a 

chequered carpet. There are two variants, one having Noah's ark under the arch and 

the other omitting it. It may be that this reflected the additional ceremony of Ark 

Mariner which was practiced in the Antient Grand Lodge but not the Premier Grand 

Lodge. If so it shows Cole making a subtle change to maximise sales to members of 

both Grand Lodges while not including anything that would directly offend the rulers 

of either.  
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Figure 44: Apron with imagery of the Antients Grand Lodge, presented by W. Bro. 

John Lane to Jordan Lodge, No. 1402, June, 1899. Plate engraved by Robert Newman. 

(M1963/228) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 

Robert Newman produced a sophisticated design for members of the Antient 

Grand Lodge with the Temple of Solomon and the coat of arms of the Antients both 

featuring prominently. This apron is also among the first aprons to give a central role 

to the eye in a triangle to represent the Great Architect (Figure 44). The apron is 

inscribed: 

 

Dedicated to the Brethren at Large of the Anc't and Hon'ble society of Free 

and Acc'd Masons by their Sincere Well Wisher Br. Rt. Newman / Pub'd as the 

Act directs May 1st A.D. 1708 A.L. 5708 by Br. R. Newman Engraver &ct. 

 

Newman used his membership and the tribal affiliation to one of the rival 

Grand Lodges to both legitimise and popularise his product.  
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Figure 45: Moira Apron, copper plate print on silk with a dark blue silk ribbon trim 

suggesting ownership by a Grand Officer. (M2010/16) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

In 1813 the Moira Lodge of Honour No. 326 (Bristol), then No. 606, adopted a 

distinctive apron engraved by G. Johnson of Bristol (Figure 45). This design was made 

available for sale and other lodges also began to use it. The 'Moira apron', took a 

marketing approach a step further by dedicating its design to Lord Moira, the Acting 

Grand Master of the Premier Grand Lodge. He appears, dressed not as a freemason 

but as a general in the army, in a cartouche on the flap. The copper plate was so 

large that the apron had to be printed on silk as suitable lambskins were not 

available. The allegorical scene was very elaborate and a written explanation 

provided to purchasers. The dedication is remarkable in owing far more to the 

dedicatee than any element of freemasonry: 
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If wisdom in council, eloquence in debate, valour in arms, steady patriotism 

and universal benevolence, be deserving of record in the page of history, and 

archives of masonry, no subject in the British dominions possesses more 

genuine claims than the Right Honourable the Earl of Moira, A.G.M. of 

England, whose memory this Masonic Badge is designed to perpetuate. 

 

These aprons competed with the diverse range of home produced regalia and 

are also differentiated by a wide range of trimmings around the printed image. These 

trimmings may reflect progression in rank or through the ceremonies but printed 

evidence is sparse. Aprons from the Antient Grand Lodge are often found with three 

applied lines of silk ribbon in sky blue, red and dark blue which may represent the 

Craft, the Royal Arch and Grand Rank. The Moira apron illustrated has an elaborate 

edging of red and blue triangles derived from the regalia of the Royal Arch degree. 

There was, even with these aprons, an element of freedom for members to further 

express identity within the organisational structure of their branch of freemasonry.  

 

 

Figure 46: Post Union regalia bearing a border of pomegranates and ears of corn to 

indicate rank as a Deputy Grand Master. (M2010/1684) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

On the amalgamation of the two Grand Lodges to form the United Grand 

Lodge of England in 1813 differing approaches to ritual and ceremony led to a 

decision to standardise and codify regalia. The then Grand Master, the First Duke of 
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Sussex, stating in a circular produced by UGLE that this was for 'the sake of that 

perfect unity which ought to subsist throughout the Craft, by which the English 

Mason will be recognized as uniform with the Antient Brotherhood throughout the 

world' (W. White and E. Harper: 1814). Simple aprons trimmed with ribbon and 

rosettes were designed to give a visual signal of the progression through the three 

degree ceremonies were and these continue in wear today. The diversity of English 

regalia was extinguished overnight, including recent innovations such as the Moira 

apron.  

The converse of this loss of diversity was that commercial manufacture now 

became a simple matter of conforming to the published rules, and from this point 

regalia was almost always purchased rather than homemade. The Duke's wish to 

control had benefitted the manufacturers rather more than his fellow freemasons, 

and had also halted the trend towards regalia that could be used to symbolise 

factions within the membership whether loyalty to an individual, or an element of the 

organisation. The new regalia for the more senior ranks also required elaborate 

embroidery, laces and braids (Figure 46) further removing the potential for non-

commercial makers to service the need. All the regalia for the most senior ranks at 

this period were, from the evidence of the maker's labels, made by the Duke's own 

tailor, further ensuring uniformity.  
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Figure 47: Harris pattern tracing boards for the three Craft Degrees. (GB1991 P45) © 

Museum of Freemasonry 

 

In the 1800s, after the creation of UGLE the diversity of tracing boards, 

symbolic images illustrating the ceremonies, was also subject to a standardisation 

driven not by regulation but by commerce. John Harris devised designs for the three 

degree ceremonies (Figure 47) and made them readily available in printed form both 

in a large size suitable for lodges and in a readily transportable form, often bound 

into a red morocco leather cover which folded like a wallet. He dedicated these to 

the Grand Master, the First Duke of Sussex. The impact, particularly at a time when 

freemasonry was expanding and new lodges were equipping themselves, proved 

electric. Many seem to have assumed that, as with much else, the Duke was 

promoting uniformity in the tracing boards (Haunch 2004: 30-32).  

Today the Harris boards are the most commonly found across the whole of 

English freemasonry. Older variants do survive but most if not all date from prior to 

the publication of Harris' set and are most often found painted on canvas. Harris later 

produced boards for other ritual variants including the Royal Arch which showed the 

room layout and also what it symbolised, a vault in the ruins of the Temple of 

Solomon. These proved less successful as the room setting contained all the 
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symbolism needed to perform the lecture following the ceremony and so these fell 

out of use quite rapidly. This commercialisation of regalia also spread to other 

nations. The MoF has in its collection a sample book from Paris c.1805 that shows the 

available printed designs for the Grand Orient of France.  

 Here, I summarise the evolution of object categories during the period into 

the following groupings based on my earlier classification scheme (Dennis 2014: 616-

619): 

 

a/ Homewares – domestic items augmented by masonic decoration. Some may have 

been intended for use in dining by the lodge, others are simply for use in the home. 

Most are commercially produced. 

 

b/ Commemoratives – a wide range of souvenir items with no practical function. 

These may be gifts or commercially purchased. They can be serious, produced to 

mark lodge events, or totally frivolous, as in a contemporary barbeque apron printed 

with masonic regalia.  

 

c/ Items for personal adornment – intended for wear in the street, these encompass 

watch fobs, pin badges and ties. They generally communicate their meaning only to 

other freemasons, but the level of concealment ‘in plain sight’ varies widely. 

 

The middle classes in particular accumulated large quantities of commercial 

objects in the later 1700s and onwards as the consumer society developed. 

McKendrick asserts that the notion of consumption of luxury was controversial up to 

that point but 'by the late eighteenth century the value of a heightened propensity to 

consume was widely accepted' (McKendrick et al. 2018: 19).  

   Baudrillard, discussing authenticity and antiques, suggests that at heart: 

'Man is not at home amid pure functionality - he requires something like that lustre 

of the wood of the True Cross… a shard of absolute reality ensconced, enshrined at 
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the heart of ordinary reality in order to justify it.' (Baudrillard 2005: 84). This may in 

part explain the later transformation of many of these items into treasured 

mementos of early freemasonry and authentic antiques in their own right. This will be 

considered in more detail in the next chapter on collecting.  

 Many of these items were practical in nature, particularly items of personal 

adornment such as snuffboxes, fob seals and walking canes. They provided a way to 

advertise membership in a controlled and sometimes covert manner. A watch with a 

fraternal or masonic face might be expected, but decoration could also extend to the 

mechanism, allowing for a discreet display of membership to a person thought to be 

a fellow member. It is the reverse of the normal Georgian tendency to place taste 

and prosperity on show. McKendrick quotes the British Magazine of 1763 as saying 

that 'The present rage of imitating the manners of high life hath spread itself so far 

among the gentlefolks [sic] of lower life, that in a few years we shall probably have 

no common folk at all' (McKendrick et al. 2018: 25).  

 Freemasons increasingly acquired collections of items that reflected their 

membership and which could now be part of their lives. They collected in a reflection 

of their own self-created masonic identity, and in a sense became what they 

collected with the presence of the objects reinforcing their masonic sense of self 

(Baudrillard 1968:96-97). The landscape of the closed lodge could now be reflected in 

the homes and on the bodies of the members, but in an oblique way, closed to the 

full comprehension of outsiders. A doggerel verse on masonic pottery transfer 

printed on a creamware mug in the collections of the MoF summarises this impulse: 

'the mysteries that here are shown, are only to a mason known' (M1971/12). Daniel 

Miller refers to this saying that 'it is the material culture within our home that 

appears as both our appropriation of the larger world and often as the 

representation of that world within our private domain' (Miller 2001:1).  
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Figure 48: Wedgewood creamware tankard with transfer decoration of Solomon’s 

Temple with broken handle and contemporary repair with iron banding. (M2009/796) 

© Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The extent to which items were bought for use or for display is not clear; 

however, a substantial number of the jugs in the MoF collections show breakage and 

wear suggestive of actual use. This is particularly prevalent in the lower value wares, 

and repairs to handles in particular are common. A striking example proving usage is 

a Wedgwood tankard in creamware (Figure 48). This was, as made, a high status item. 

It now has an iron banding and handle replacing its original (M2009.796). This is 

strongly suggestive of re-use after breakage and being discarded. All the objects 

discussed in this chapter were, and are, subject to passing in and out of the 

commodity situation as identified by Appadurai who defines this for an object as 'the 

situation in which its exchangeability (past, present, or future) for some other thing is 

its socially relevant feature' (Appadurai 1988: 13).  

 Some of these items began to achieve terminal commodity status by being 

permanently lodged in the MoF or similar institutions in perpetuity. Kopytoff 

summarises this situation suggesting that: 'To be a non-commodity is to be 

'priceless' in the full possible sense of the term, ranging from the uniquely valuable 

to the uniquely worthless' (Kopytoff 1986:75). The nature of such terminal objects 
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and how they may revert to commodities will be considered in the following two 

chapters.  

 The membership of freemasonry was substantially from the emerging middle 

classes (although extending to the aristocracy and downwards to the working 

classes), themselves a key target for manufactures. Brewer cites the passion for the 

Bill of Rights and its promoter John Wilkes as an example of manufacturers creating a 

wide range of items across all levels of society. Cash (provides a concise description 

of Wilkes’ varied career in the Prologue to his biography including this and many 

other aspects of his political popularity (Cash 2006: 1-4). There are parallels with 

masonic wares, particularly in the comment that 'First and foremost among the 

Wilkite [sic] artefacts were the ceramics', but he indicates that these may have been 

following rather than leading the masonic wares by the comment that 'the medallets, 

like Masons' badges, were frequently worn round the neck' (Brewer 2018: 239).  

Wilkes' career started in the late 1750s and was effectively over by the time of 

the French Revolution. It post-dated the emergence of the rivalry of the two 

freemason Grand Lodges from 1751 and ended, along with its material culture, 

before those Grand Lodges amalgamated to form UGLE. I suggest that the wide 

range of material for sale to supporters of Wilkes benefited from the existing 

marketing of items to freemasons and may, in return, have generated previously new 

commodities. The items connected with Wilkes were, after all, a public and political 

rather than membership statement and, unlike the masonic wares, proved as 

ephemeral as the cause that they espoused.  

 The commercialisation of freemasonry did not abate: rather it continued to 

grow and adapt. By the mid nineteenth century the range of material had apparently 

reached a peak but, as mentioned in chapter four, this is exactly when the 

proliferation of jewels in lodges begins. The previously mentioned introduction of 

ladies’ nights and the associated gifting towards the end of the century diversified 

the market still more.  
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 The passion of freemasons to acquire items that reinforce their identity 

continues to drive the production and sale of newly created collectable items. 

Collecting will be considered in the next chapter; but as consumers of anything 

'masonic', members of the organisation certainly follow McKendrick's proposal that 

membership of a club drives consumerism. He cites this in context of the previously 

mentioned 'Wilkite' items suggesting that 'Without the clubs there would have been 

no solid centre, no reliable, steady market for politics and political artefacts' 

(McKendrick et al. 2018: 239). The prevalence of masonically themed wares at the 

same time is evidence that freemasons too consumed what they could that 

supported their identity as masons.  

 In the later twentieth century and into the twenty-first, the range of items for 

sale to freemasons once again proliferated. These are frequently of poor quality or 

even verge on kitsch, the eighteenth century style Toby Jugs sold in the shop at 

Freemasons’ Hall London wearing modern regalia being a case in point. The MoF, 

when designing a new exhibition on ‘Three Centuries of English Freemasonry’ 

(opened to the public in 2016), debated what material culture would accurately 

represent the early twenty-first century. In the end a dresser and wardrobe were 

created as a display space and filled with ties, pin badges and souvenir or branded 

wares. This nadir of innovation does, it appears, represent the state of masonic 

material culture for the majority of members. The growth in the market for souvenir 

and collectable items continues to be led by traders rather than the membership. The 

assertion by McKendrick (McKendrick et al. 2018: 239) that clubs and societies were a 

key market for the early development of consumer culture continues to hold true.  

 There are few novel forms of masonic material culture evolving although the 

branding of charitably funded items, even including fire brigade turntable ladders 

and air ambulances, extends the symbolism of freemasonry into wider society on 

items that are neither owned nor operated by freemasons. In the same way the 

branded items donated during the Covid pandemic point to future practice in 

ensuring that masonic generosity has a material legacy. 
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Personal adornment in the form of ties, cufflinks and pin badges continue to 

proliferate. The last ten years have seen most of the additional orders create ties and 

many of these are sold in the Shop at Freemasons Hall. The visibility of these orders, 

little known by the public, is increased by the tendency for these ties to have the 

badge of the order woven into the tip of the ties. Ties are also produced for clubs 

and societies within freemasonry including research lodges and ‘light blue’ clubs for 

younger and newer freemasons. The apparent reduction in tie-wearing post Covid 

pandemic appears not to be affecting this and freemasonry may be one of the key 

organisations preserving the tradition of tie wearing. This development may well 

gather pace as freemasonry opens up to society and these items become public 

identity proclamation rather than a coded signal to fellow members.  

The symbolism can be multi-layered. A tie for the 'light blue' club in 

Warwickshire the Five of Nine Club which combines the bear and ragged staff badge 

of the county with an image evoking an early Christian story of four soldiers and five 

stonemasons who refused to participate in the making and dedication of a pagan 

statue (Five of Nine Club: 2022). The layering of meaning in this tie is thus both 

complex and subtle. It also subverts the inclusive membership of freemasonry by 

evoking a purely Christian legend.  

In variety and quantity these ties and associated items such as cufflinks and 

pin badges are beginning to surpass the pre-Second World War boom in personal 

items. This branding also extends to ties and bow ties with the MoF logo. These are 

for sale to members of the general public and this created unease among the 

museum staff, as persons wearing these items might be considered to be museum 

staff by visitors. This unease may also be reflected in the membership of freemasonry 

as there are no controls on what ties may be purchased and worn. Both the MoF 

librarian and I regularly wear a masonic tie for the Supreme Council of Italy which 

was gifted to us on an overseas visit. The logo at the tip is hidden by our sweaters or 

waistcoats leaving a very neutral pattern of triangles, but the slight risk of mis-

identification as a member remains. For the first time too the Shop at Freemasons' 
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Hall is producing ties based on designs in the collection much as any other museum 

shop would.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49: Replica Washington Gavel made out of resin and wood, reduced in size 

from the original and with a new dedication engraved on the brass plate applied to 

the head. (M2011/82) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 Internationally the range of commemorative items is even wider and not 

always targeted specifically at freemasons. The United States Capitol History Society 

now sells a replica of the gavel used by George Washington to lay the foundation 

stone of the Capitol with masonic ceremony in 1793 (Figure 49). The original gavel is 

authentic not only in its historical context but has a solid stone head linking its 

construction to operative stone masons. The authenticity of the replica is quite 

literally 'diminished' by being less than full size and made of partly synthetic 

materials. It nonetheless resembles a secularised sacred artefact by containing 

elements of the Capitol building in the form of stone chips from a later portion of the 
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building mixed with resin to form the head of the gavel. It is marketed as an artefact 

linked to George Washington and not as specifically masonic, but the offer of an 

engraved plate to the front present on the original (but here left blank for 

personalisation rather than with the original engraving) clearly signals that it is 

intended as a gift to be presented as much as simply purchased.  

 

 

 

Figure 50: Masonic Snow Globe containing models of historic masonic temples and 

the flags of the USA and freemasonry. (M2023/107) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 The MoF has recently acquired a souvenir object that embodies many of the 

features of these items and their kitsch nature. This is a snow globe, filled with glitter 

and decorated inside and out with models of historic masonic halls in the USA 

(Figure 50). The globe was made in China and not the USA, further reducing its 

authenticity. The original description at time of production was this: 
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When you wind up this beautiful globe you'll hear Brother John Phillip Sousa’s 

“Stars and Stripes Forever” being played as the flags and Masonic Symbol turn 

inside the globe. This water snow globe depicts the Masonic Temples in 

Danville, Decatur, Evanston, Freeport and Ottawa; Scottish Rite cathedrals in 

Belleville, Chicago and Peoria; the Medinah and Peoria Shrine Temples; and 

Masonic Homes at Sullivan and LaGrange; with the Old State Capitol in 

Springfield (the cornerstone of said building laid by the Masonic fraternity). All 

proceeds from the sale of these Snow Globes go directly to the Illinois 

Endowment Fund for Lodges (Phoenix Masonry n.d.).  

 

The items reviewed in this chapter range from the emotive to pure kitsch. 

There are direct parallels to this for other organisations and even political 

movements in more recent times. Hughes, discussing Nazi material culture in the 

early period of the rise of the Nazis, says that the proliferation of swastika branded 

commercial products became in the end an embarrassment to the regime. They were 

forced to impose quality controls on what could be created as Hughes states ‘The 

legislation prohibited products which did not have artistic merit; hence taste was 

replaced by specifications’ (Hughes 2022: 27). This parallel suggests that freemasonry 

in its early engagement with material culture and the consumer world was probably 

the first secular logo branded organisation to experience a tension between what is 

deemed appropriate and what simply sells and the standardisation of room fittings 

and regalia under the Duke of Sussex was the response by UGLE. I have mentioned 

items being withdrawn from sale in the Shop at Freemasons hall and this tension 

continues with a masonic themed Tarot set being withdrawn from sale following 

pressure from UGLE. (Pers. Comm. Martin Foulkes 2023). The power balance of these 

actor networks is continually shifting and in this case the actant is the tarot deck and 

the network of freemasons it has created that are reacting to it. Just as there is a 

tension between concealment and revelation in freemasonry and its museums there 

is a constant contest between traders and Grand Lodge bodies. A conversation with 
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an elderly Hungarian researcher visiting the MoF also offers a tantalising glimpse of 

what may have been happening to masonic manufactures under Communism in that 

country. Officially banned the researcher told me that her father’s badge making 

factory was simultaneously making Communist and masonic badges throughout the 

period after the Second World War, presumably with the knowledge of the state 

authorities (Pers. Comm. 2009.). The masonic identity was hidden but maintained 

through material culture while the Communist imagery was public. In today’s post-

Communist Hungary the reverse is the case.  

 Having considered commercial makers there is also a particular grouping of 

commercial masonic items made by freemasons themselves that merit separate 

discussion. The creation of masonic items in prisoner of war camps has been 

mentioned in the previous chapter in the context of jewels for use in meetings. 

Masonic prisoners also created cottage industries producing commemorative items 

for presentation or sale; the two most notable phases being in the camps holding 

French prisoners during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars and the Boer 

prisoners in St Helena and Ceylon (Sri Lanka) during the Second Boer War.  

 

 

Figure 51: Napoleonic Prisoner of War Snuff Box made in bone with a carved lid 

depicting the Royal Arch degree and having an internal maritime image protected by 

a sheet of mica. (M2016/355) © Museum of Freemasonry 
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 The major creation of French prisoners were masonic jewels. These are very 

similar in form to contemporary commercial jewels made from precious metals and 

enamel but constructed from paper, bone and hair with the addition of glass mounts. 

They exist converted into tie-pins, embedded in marble mounts and suspended for 

wear in lodges. The wearing of these items in solidarity with captured brothers may 

be one of the reasons why these became popular as a collectable. Perceived 

authenticity has ensured that these jewels were preserved and presented to masonic 

museums. The designs are parallel to the silver jewels more commonly worn at the 

time. A second article is that of bone snuffboxes. An example presented to a lodge 

member Thomas Richard (Figure 51) is the only example known to the author which 

has provenance; here there are a number of unique features and, rather tellingly, a 

spelling mistake on the lid where Royal Arch has become ‘Royal Arche’ (M2016.355). 

 

 

Figure 52: Boer War Trench Art Alms Box depicting a freemason dressed for the First 

Degree Ceremony. (Private Collection). © Author 
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 Boer War prisoners seem to have concentrated on wood carvings. These can 

be crudely made or very fine work. In the same way the level of masonic imagery 

varies widely from simple squares and compasses to figurative sculpture, as with an 

alms dish depicting a freemason as dressed for his initiation (Figure 52). In 

freemasonry the initiate enters the lodge for the first time symbolically penniless, so 

this is a very suitable image for a dish used to collect charity. Unlike other items it 

references the masonic ceremonies directly and so was unsuitable for domestic or 

public display. The provenance is not known but it is likely that it was used in one of 

the lodges local to the place of manufacture. Many of the pieces are signed by 

makers and this has allowed research into their masonic links. Once again, for 

freemasons it was the link to their brothers in captivity that was the key driver in 

purchasing these items. For them, and more general purchasers who were aware that 

these items were easily imitated, authenticity was key to their value. It became the 

custom to create certificates of authenticity to validate the purchases (Saunders 2003: 

33).  

The discussion so far has implicitly assumed that all these diverse commercial 

products were benign in their representation of freemasonry, but this is not 

necessarily so. In the mid eighteenth century Germany the Meissen factory produced 

a number of porcelain figures of freemasons at this period which were, presumably, 

intended for a masonic clientele. These are generally identified as representing 

Augustus the Strong, Elector of Saxony and King of Poland. They are evidence for 

styles of regalia, showing the apron worn in different ways and sometimes with a 

collar and the Master’s neck jewel of the square. These were high status objects and 

have been copied over the succeeding years by other makers as well as later 

reproductions by Meissen.  
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Figure 53: Anti-Masonic Meissen figure in the museum of the Grand Orient of France. 

The figure depicts a lodge master with the Pug defecating on the masonic apron. © 

Author 

 

 One remarkable deviation from this set of figures exists in the museum of the 

Grand Orient of France (GOdF). The figure is unchanged and the pug crouches as 

normal but has just defecated on a trowel set on a masonic apron bearing the words 

‘La Vraie Medicine’ – 'the true medicine' (Figure 53). This piece, apparently anti-

masonic, is displayed without comment. In the MoF an identical piece exists but here 

the pug has been broken off by a subsequent owner, perhaps to neuter the 

sentiment and render the piece more capable of display.  

 This high-status piece is a portal into another reality: that besides the creation 

of items for the masonic market there evolved a rich body of material drawing from 

the tropes of freemasonry but totally independent of it. This was not, as this figure 

indicates, always a positive development from the perspective of freemasons, and it 

is a harbinger of the emerging material culture of a world that did not fully 

understand freemasonry and saw in it something both comic and, potentially, 
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sinister. Its material culture would have an impact on freemasonry itself. In addition 

to the three-dimensional the interest in freemasonry generated a rich seam of 

illustration both for books on the subject, including 'exposures', and as part of the 

emerging wider genre of satire.   

 

 

 

Figure 54: Comical Goat postcard from the USA, one of a series on the same theme. 

(GB 1991 P80) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 Satirical prints are used by historians as source material and so are 

appropriate to consider here. Collected and viewed by the public they were a wide-

ranging critique on society and very popular. Freemasonry and fraternity feature in 

them alongside more mainstream subjects such as politics and costume. The early 

examples follow the suspicion that the male only lodges were a cover for 

homosexual activity with the red-hot poker featuring widely in imaginary scenes of 

initiation. This trend towards satire continued in the 20th century in the form of 

humorous postcards. By this date the 'masonic goat' had become a trope. The image 

was imported from the USA to Europe in the early twentieth century and seems to 

have no presence prior to this. It was popularised by postcards, forming part of the 

wider humorous postcard field and presumably aimed at freemasons (Figure 54). 
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These were nonetheless sold with all other types and were not restricted for 

freemasons only to view. The confusion of this comic goat with the links to the 

symbolism of the goat in a Satanic context has subsequently become problematic. 

Other series of postcards included the 'Grandpop' sequence in which monkeys form 

a lodge. This is again American in origin and may contain racial overtones. These 

satirical images were, increasingly, the only way that the general population 

encountered the material culture of freemasonry as the lodges themselves became 

ever more discreet in their practices. This led to strong views on freemasonry, its 

material culture and its symbolism.  

 Satire is not always totally antagonistic, and gentle mockery of freemasonry is 

also common. The Simpsons animated series has an episode entitled Homer the 

Great in which the character is discovered to be the chosen one for a fraternity called 

The Stone Cutters. In spite of avoiding direct references to freemasonry the episode is 

regarded by many freemasons as a back-handed compliment to their public profile. 

Homer himself appears in the list of famous freemasons in a masonic museum in the 

USA. This despite his being fictitious and not even a fictitious freemason. Masonic 

allusions appear in many series, even children’s cartoons such as Spongebob 

Squarepants. Tilley summarises this impact of objects:  

…that things are significant in relation not so much to what they mean in the 

world… as to what they do: the influence they exert on persons. Things 

intervene, they make a difference in the world, altering the minds of 

others…They play animated roles in the formation of persons, institutions or 

cultures (Tilley 2006: 10). 

Returning to an earlier print, the image of the Scald Miserable Masons 

procession of 1742 is a good example of how a satirical document provides 

information about the actual practices being satirised. It depicts a procession held to 

mock the biannual procession of the Premier Grand Lodge to its St John's Day 

meetings (Figure 55).  
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Figure 55: Scald Miserable Masons procession showing the participants carrying 

Jachin and Boaz columns and wands of office in imitation of the Premier Grand 

Lodge procession. (Detail). (GB 1991 P20.3) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The content of the procession mirrored that of the official masonic event but 

with humorous alterations. It was documented in a print published by Guillaume 

Philippe Benoist which gives an accurate impression of the Strand in London during 

the event. The actors and interactions around the official procession have been 

considered earlier in this chapter and one might imagine that many of the 

bystanders in the print also witnessed that masonic procession. The satirical and the 

actual now mapped onto each other visually. The print is on display in many lodge 

buildings and meeting rooms in England, and it is not clear that many members 

realise that it is mocking them rather than being a depiction of a masonic event. It 

provides an external parallel to the prints of table lodges discussed in chapter three 

and suggests that they too may have been following existing practice in society.  
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Figure 56: Edward VII carte de visite photo showing him in regalia as Grand Master 

with the addition of the Order of the Garter and the Order of Karl XIII. (GB1991 P11) 

© Museum of Freemasonry 

 

 When looking for evidence of material culture and particularly how items were 

used and worn, prints are a key source of evidence; but from the middle of the 

nineteenth century the development of photography presents a further source of 

evidence for material culture and itself creates new artefacts. Photographs of 

freemasons show them wearing self-selected combinations of regalia and jewels (as 

they previously had in portraits) and form a personal identity statement. Albums held 
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by lodges can be analysed although they do not always depict members in regalia. In 

1994 the professional photographer and freemason David Peabody presented such 

an analysis at the meeting of the Quatuor Coronati Research lodge using the lodge's 

own set of photo albums as the source to be analysed (Peabody 1994). He suggests 

that the trend for photographs in regalia was legitimised by the widely publicised 

sale of a photographic negative showing the then Grand Master Albert Edward 

Prince of Wales dressed in regalia (Peabody 1994: 1220). This negative was valuable 

as it could be used to produce a souvenir carte de visite for sale to freemasons or the 

wider public (Figure 56). 

Prior to that date regalia was seldom photographed, and afterwards 

restrictions on the circumstances in which it could be imaged or displayed remained. 

The photographing of masonic ceremony remains prohibited, and the most recent 

edition of Information for the Guidance of Members of the Craft as published by 

UGLE contains a substantial section nuancing this in the light of developments in 

digital and social media. The tone of the discussion may be summarised by the 

approach to photographs considered improper being submitted to the national 

magazine of the organisation: 'The submission of any such photograph for inclusion 

in Freemasonry Today will be met with a curt rejection' (UGLE 2016: 31). The corollary 

to this is that photographs which are published may be assumed to have legitimacy 

in what they depict, and may form a suitable subject for further detailed study to 

determine changes in content over time.  

 The potential for photographic analysis to allow access to more information 

than the written record was acknowledged during the statements following the 

verbal presentation of Peabody's paper. In addition to remarks about the need to 

utilise sources other than the written, their use in considering the personal landscape 

created outside the regulated regalia was considered and during the discussion 

another masonic researcher Brent Morris commented that:  
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I am curious if the pictures in the lodge albums might reveal something about 

a member's participation in extra-Craft degrees, perhaps through a lapel pin, 

or watch fob or a stick pin…it seems reasonable that their pride in and 

promotion of various rites and orders might have manifested itself in 

unofficial but still universally recognized emblems (Peabody 1994: 148). 

 

This research lodge has, in spite of this enthusiasm, not returned to the 

subject in the intervening decades. Detailed research into the information contained 

in photographs of freemasons, whether in lodge albums or in publications, remains 

an untapped source of information that is outside the scope of this thesis.  

 

 

Figure 57: Masonic certificate frame in gilt wood circa 1910 and bearing the coronet 

of the then Grand Master the Duke of Connaught. (M2017.636) © Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

 Photographs and their display also give an insight into the creation of another 

category of masonic artefact. In describing the advertisement for photographs of the 
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Prince of Wales as Grand Master Peabody also makes reference to the 'Special 

Frames with Masonic Emblems made to suit the above, published by Marion & Co 22 

& 23 Soho Square' (Peabody 1994: 122). Frames with decoration are a common item 

in masonic museums, sometimes repurposed as mirrors but more usually containing 

the membership certificate issued after the third of the degree ceremonies (Figure 

57). This advertisement is the earliest reference to such frames located during this 

research. They seem to have remained a popular but contentious item, combining as 

they did an overt expression of membership, open display of symbolism and the 

display of the certificate as a decorative item. The governing body of UGLE has ruled 

many times that it 'emphatically condemns the display of Masonic certificates; most 

recently in 2016 (UGLE 2016: 5), and this ruling is of long standing. In spite of this the 

frames feature in the catalogues of all the major manufacturers, including Spencer 

and Kenning, up to the Second World War. Display of certificates relating to 

professional qualifications was common at the period, and in this it paralleled the 

requirement for the lodge warrant to be on show during every masonic meeting.  

 A frame in the collections of the MoF and apparently intended for a Carte de 

Visite of the Grand Master is of a much more ornate form, incorporating foliage and 

elements from the Craft, Royal Arch and Mark degrees. A second example is known 

to me, suggesting that it may have been a commercial product.  

 

The place of masonic material culture in wider society as pop culture trope and 

commercial opportunity 

 

The apparently exotic and often misunderstood nature of much of masonic material 

culture led to it being a source of imagery and comment in wider society. Much of 

the symbolism came from outside freemasonry and so is present in other objects or 

in the built environment. The appearance of freemasonry as a novel creation of the 

eighteenth century surprised onlookers from the outset. Appadurai suggests that: 
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Biographies of things can make salient what might otherwise remain obscure. 

For example, in situations of culture contact, they can show what 

anthropologists have so often stressed: that what is significant about the 

adoption of alien artefacts - as of alien ideas - is not the fact that they are 

adopted but the way they are culturally redefined and put to use (Appadurai 

1986: 67). 

 

In the case of freemasonry it was the absorption of established forms and 

symbolism and their cultural redefinition for masonic purposes which created the 

'alien artefacts' that would then be re-exported to wider society. Now they appeared 

(sometimes unchanged) in an apparently new form that would in some cases, as with 

the square and compasses, overwrite their original significance and make them 

‘masonic’.  

Just as the human actors are now considered to create a need for multiple 

perspectives in an exhibition environment so the objects have multiple voices and 

roles through their biography. These objects, including regalia and badges, were now 

simultaneously masonic and not masonic as a person unaware of freemasonry would 

attempt to interpret them in their original context. 

The symbols and artefacts of freemasonry over time become coded references 

in popular culture, standing for secrecy and conspiracy or connection to arcane 

knowledge. In many cases freemasonry is not directly mocked, rather a ‘freemason 

surrogate’ is created that has a symbolic nature invented for the purpose.  

This outward flow of masonic material culture has a corresponding return 

direction. Just as the appearance of regalia in France showed masonic influence on 

the revolution and Imperial influence on freemasonry some of the popular culture 

tropes return to the masonic realm. This can sometimes have almost comical effects. 

I have mentioned that Homer Simpson (himself fictional) is commemorated as a 

famous freemason despite his ‘membership’ being of the fictional Stonecutter order. 

A chapter of the motorcycle group ‘The Widow’s Sons’, who are all freemasons under 
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UGLE has named itself ‘The Stonecutters’; thus treating the satire as a compliment to 

be celebrated (Stonecutters Masonic Bikers Association of Wiltshire & Dorset: 2022).  

I argue that freemasonry is also trapped into learned behaviour by its material 

tropes. I have already considered the diversification of regalia over time, and the 

ways in which non-masonic items such as neckties and cufflinks can bridge the divide 

between the closed world of the lodge and public display of membership. One new 

example shows how these developments can occur rapidly in contemporary 

freemasonry. In 2010 the Order of the Scarlet Cord was created as an independent 

masonic order at a meeting in the Grand Temple at Freemasons' Hall London. It was 

based on a short lived set of ceremonies (termed 'grades' by this organisation) from 

the nineteenth century, practiced by an additional order in freemasonry called the 

Order of the Secret Monitor and whose only physical existence was three small jewels 

and a piece of scarlet cotton wound around the member’s jewel for this existing 

masonic order.  

The precursor to this newly created order was a small group wishing to revive 

historic ritual, with no intention that there would be any material culture beyond that 

needed for the ceremonies. When the re-formed Scarlet Cord emerged in 2006 it had 

nonetheless already evolved into a ritual system with six jewels, larger than the 

originals, breast stars, and jewels on collars for more senior grades. In 2010 a full rank 

structure with associated sashes and jewels was added along with robes of office. 

This supports my contention that some additional orders in freemasonry seem to 

have been similar to collectables in that they offered new experiences and new 

regalia to wear; and here the revived order provided a wide range of aspirational 

items that and bore little relation to the original order. In a final twist the sash of the 

order has, uniquely in freemasonry, the name of the order embroidered on it; and a 

necktie forms part of the compulsory dress of the order. This externally created item 

of male wear has thus passed into the ceremonial world in a formal fashion. It again 

makes the point that freemasonry absorbs symbolism and material culture from the 
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society in which it finds itself. The order itself explains this development by saying 

that: 

 

A huge appetite for the grades among Secret Monitors led to the Order being 

inaugurated as a separate Sovereign body in a magnificent ceremony in the 

Grand Temple at Freemasons’ Hall on 21 July 2010 (Mark Masons Hall: 2020). 

 

There was nothing in this 'appetite' that required more than an administrative 

structure; but clearly it was impossible to support this new structure without the 

regalia to indicate rank as well as progression.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter has considered items which emerged from the commercial and social 

opportunities and needs created by the existence of freemasonry and similar 

fraternal bodies. This material as used by freemasons mediated their social 

relationships with themselves and with the outside 'profane' world. The commercial 

world also created decorated or themed items purely from a wish to serve the 

market and profit from it. Freemasonry’s material culture is thus the longest lasting 

and most diverse body of commercial souvenirs and collectables. It is the benchmark 

against which any other grouping, from football club insignia, seaside souvenirs or 

even the items created by political movements such as Communism can be 

measured to determine what social classes and social spheres they have penetrated.  

 Society when considering these masonic objects was, in the main, either 

drawn to them or repelled almost magnetically. This remarkable level of engagement 

with the material culture of freemasonry seems to establish that it does indeed 

become an actor and provoke the moments of contact and change that are held by 

Latour as suitable for analysis by ANT. While I would suggest that in more than 
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twenty years as Curator of the MoF I have yet to encounter someone indifferent to 

freemasonry, there is an alternative viewpoint, or lack of it, when people are able to 

pass by the history and material culture of freemasonry and fraternity as though they 

were not even visible. This is, as the architectural Professor James Curl remarks in the 

foreword to his book on freemasonry and the Enlightenment, particularly true of 

academics 'many of whom disapprove of the Craft and feel that the best way to 

dealing with what they regard as a distinctly dodgy subject is to ignore it' (Curl 2011: 

xxv). The presence, or more frequently absence, of freemasonry in general museum 

displays has already been considered in chapters one and three above.  

 The commercial wares created sit within the broader commercial culture of 

the eighteenth century onwards and the development of critique and reportage on 

society and politics in the press and other publications. The material culture that is 

covered in this chapter originates in many places and disciplines. It is created by 

freemasons, non-masons and 'anti-masons'. Its symbolism is predominantly drawn 

from the outside world and its meaning mutates through the prism of freemasonry 

so that when it emerges again it is perceived by outsiders as 'masonic'. Bound into 

this are the concepts of 'agency and affect' as explored by Christopher Tilley, Alfred 

Gell and others. The often visceral reactions to masonic symbolism are clear 

examples of the affect of inanimate objects and reinforce the suggestion that ANT is 

appropriate.  

 This chapter completes the review of masonic material culture as generated in 

its intended contexts both internally and interacting with the wider 'profane' world. 

Bruno Latour in his many publications on Actor Network Theory has used the 

dynamic relationships between individuals, but also objects and structures, to give 

form to complex environments and processes. He terms this 'the sociology of 

association' (Latour 2005:248), which seems appropriate in the context of this 

research. Here, I consider, is a model to draw together these disparate threads 

particularly when combined with Appadurai and Kopyfoff's consideration of value 

and consumer state. The network as considered in this chapter now has diverse 
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participants across society, media forms and material culture. The partial 

understanding of masonic symbols and material culture left their artefacts in a liminal 

state, balanced between the outside world and the closed world of freemasonry and 

fraternity more generally. The next chapter will consider these items in their de-

contextualised state as collectables.  
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Chapter 6: 

Collecting and Collectors of Masonic Material Culture 

 

Introduction 

 

The previous chapters have reviewed the material culture of freemasonry as a 

museum subject, considered its scope, authenticity and content and have suggested 

ANT as a means of analysis. This chapter takes the material culture out of its original 

context and examines it in a new state, that of items to be collected. This considers 

the ways in which collectors, whether personal or institutional, study and 

contextualise the items. The literature on collecting is extensive, and this chapter will 

lean heavily on the work of Russell Belk who has examined collections in the context 

of a consumer culture and Susan Pearce who has considered the issue from a 

museological and sociological standpoint. A wider range of other theorists can also 

be applied to this theme. Sarah Dudley considers that 'pushing museum studies of 

objects back towards a central place in material culture studies is part of a wider 

effort to re-engage the museum at the centre of object theory' (Dudley 2012: 2). 

Collecting is key to this re-engagement and therefore it is appropriate to end the 

core sections of this thesis with an examination of the evolution of and scope for 

collecting this material culture.  

I have shown in chapters four and five that the richness of masonic material 

culture only gains traction in the latter part of the 1700s and is substantially entwined 

with the capitalist and materialistic attitudes of the English middle classes. It is my 

contention that as a grouping of material that was new to society at that point it can 

be considered the first set of collectables to arise in this birth of consumer culture. 

The items to be discussed are now in a truly liminal state, capable of multiple 

recontextualisation by their new owners who may be freemasons, non-masons or 

even in opposition to freemasonry. These collectors are themselves in a liminal 
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condition in regard of their understanding of these objects much as Mahmud was in 

her study of Italian freemasons ‘pro fanum’. 

I suggest that this liminality, balanced between the inner world of the initiate 

and the outer world of the profane, is a universal experience where freemasonry and 

its artefacts are concerned. Freemasons themselves are always in a process of 

passing through different ceremonies or preparing to join a different masonic 

organisation. Each of these steps requires further ceremony: so although they can 

never again be completely 'profane' in the masonic sense they are still excluded from 

elements of freemasonry, and are in a permanent liminal state between the 

ceremonies they have completed (along with the password, gestures and regalia that 

are conferred) and those to which they have no access.  

 Non-masons stand outside freemasonry altogether but cannot easily be 

unaware of some information or a pre-formed attitude to it. The material culture of 

freemasonry in this chapter now stands outside its intended context, regardless of 

what that may have been. It balances between the understanding or lack of it applied 

by its new owners, the new contexts in which it finds itself among other collectables 

and, finally, has surrendered its identity to repeated spells in the commodity state as 

it passes between collectors. This sense of all these elements combining is 

summarised by Van Gennep in his conclusion to his The Rites of Passage when he 

says that 'our interest lies not in particular rites but in their essential significance and 

their relative position within ceremonial wholes - that is, their order' (Van Gennep 

2019 [1960]: 191). I consider that the ceremonial and commercial transactions that 

are the biographical path of masonic objects may be seen as extended elements of a 

rite. It is rare for the transfer of a masonic object to lack agency (more particularly for 

the freemason who is moved to behave differently towards the giver and see in the 

object a call to action) or affect in the emotional impact of the object. This 

ceremonial whole, as Van Gennep terms it is also an actor network.  

The previous chapters have included references to individuals incidentally. 

From this point on individuals will be considered in more detail as case studies of 
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collectors bringing the analysis of masonic material culture down from museum 

exhibitions and items required or developed organisationally to the personal level. 

If, as Baudrillard says, 'The antique object no longer has any practical 

application, its role being merely to signify' (Baudrillard 1968 [2005]: 77) then the 

direct collectables of the ceremonies of masonry are, in the main, regalia, jewels and 

other items that have been bypassed in the owner's masonic progress and are no 

longer utilitarian as items to wear. These items, presented to mark the passage from 

the liminal state of the ceremonies but now representing a distant past in the 

owner’s path as a freemason, behave in a way that Pearce suggests of souvenirs:  

 

Souvenirs are the intrinsic parts of a past experience, but because they, like 

the human actors in the experience, possess the survival power of materiality 

not shared by words, actions, sights or the other elements of experience they 

alone have the power to carry the past into the present (Pearce 1994a: 195). 

 

They form a collection which accumulates organically, almost unnoticed until 

the traditional cases holding them are finally examined, often posthumously by 

others, often in a masonic hall or museum. The collection becomes biographical as a 

whole as well as in its component parts, tracking the membership path of the owner. 

The items in it are not always masonic, and frequently include ephemera that 

documents visits to masonic lodges where the mason was not a permanent member. 

These are moments in the man's life that would otherwise be absent from the record. 

The case itself is an artefact and, more recently, changes size to accommodate the 

heavily decorated aprons of more senior ranks. Some forms of the suitcase have 

become obsolete, notably those shaped to hold the gauntlet cuffs that are now only 

worn permissively by lodge officers and so are kept by lodges rather than individuals. 

Pearce summarises this inadvertent collecting thus: 
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 The study of collectors makes clear that collections can creep up on people 

unawares until the moment of realisation…Perhaps the real point is that a 

collection is not a collection until someone thinks of it in those terms (Pearce 

1994b: 158). 

   

The case will, of course, also hold the final jewels and regalia of the individual. 

These were, until the last wearing of them and closing of the case, mere garments. 

There are often handkerchiefs or rolls of mints for breath in the pockets behind 

aprons giving a glimpse of practical concerns, or the Summons (programme) for the 

last meeting attended. These objects await the moment of the owner's demise 

before joining the collection as they represent an enduring masonic identity frozen, 

but normally cherished after attendance at meetings has ceased. Russell Belk defines 

collecting thus: 

 

 Collecting is the process of actively, selectively, and passionately acquiring and  

possessing things removed from ordinary use and perceived as part of a set of 

non-identical object or experiences (Belk 1995: 67).  

 

The notion of experiences as being a collection is mainly outside the scope of 

this thesis, which focuses on physical material culture. The briefcase's contents do 

however sometimes point towards the experiential aspect of freemasonry. In England 

there are many masonic bodies allowing members to experience additional dramatic 

ceremonies sometimes grouped under the heading 'degrees beyond the craft'. The 

jewels and regalia of these transitional ceremonies document membership and can 

indicate a path through freemasonry that is personal and guided by the preferences 

of the member. Some freemasons actively 'collect' additional degree ceremonies and 

this does on occasion form a near addiction for new experiences. The creation of 

additional masonic orders feeds this need. There is, of course, a material culture 

supporting these experiences and a committed freemason may have a wide range of 
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regalia and jewels that are held not in a single briefcase but in many cases and 

containers. A few literal 'case' studies will illustrate the use of the masonic briefcase 

in analysing the freemasonry of its owner and sometimes the character of the man 

more generally. 

 

Case Studies of collections that arose unconsciously during a masonic career. 

 

 

 

Figure 58: Alfred Allo suitcase and contents. Past Master's jewel for Letchworth 

Lodge, No. 5272 presented to W. Bro. Alfred A. Allo, 1959. (M2005/06/22) Other items 

un-accessioned. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Alfred Arthur Allo was a Catholic child refugee from Belgium arriving in the UK in 

1914.. The briefcase contains regalia for provincial rank in Surrey and ephemera 

collected during his year as master of his lodge including lodge history embossed 
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with his name, menus and place cards for him and his wife (Figure 58). Two 

photographs show him as a lodge master and in old age. The past master jewel for 

Letchworth Lodge in Birkenhead and the apron showing rank in Surrey also indicated 

his move of home during his life in England. This is a 'typical' case showing no real 

attempt at collection building but with key moments in his masonic life marked and 

retained in the closed and confidential space of his case. He also merits inclusion 

here because the manner in which the case was acquired sheds light on the differing 

value systems of museums when collecting this material.  

The case was first offered to Beamish, the outdoor museum in Durham. They 

were collecting masonic items as a new initiative in support of their reconstructed 

lodge building. The decision was not to collect anything that post-dated the 

structure or the supposed date of their reconstructed street as being 1913. They 

therefore declined the donation. This created great offence to the donor and the 

Curator therefore contacted MoF to see if we would take the case to defuse the 

situation. MoF has found this collection to be of great use as it shows freemasonry 

allowing a refugee to embed themselves in their community, and is a good example 

of a 'typical' masonic career focused on a craft lodge and family participation. I will 

discuss the impact of differing museum collecting policies more fully below.  
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Figure 59: Harold James Miller masonic suitcase and contents including Past Master 

Jewel for Lydda Lodge No.4613, Regalia for Overseas Grand Rank and Past Master’s 

collar. Displayed in the North Gallery of the MoF. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Harold James Miller worked internationally joining and visiting lodges in Israel 

and New Zealand but never taking up his freemasonry on his return to the UK. These 

were lodges warranted by UGLE and so he nonetheless counts as an English 

freemason. The case (Figure 59) holds a large number of documents relating to visits 

to lodges overseas where he was a guest, and demit certificates showing that he had 

paid all his dues when transferring from one lodge to another. This points to his use 

of freemasonry as a means of social interaction and allows us to track his travels. He 

retained his Master's collar and Past Master jewel alongside the more senior regalia 

worn at the end of his career.  

 



237 
 

 

Figure 60: Cyril Batham masonic suitcase and contents. Including a quantity of jewels 

from the additional orders of freemasonry and overseas jewels. The case is as Batham 

left it when he last closed it and the arrangement has been preserved. Currently in 

closed Museum Store and not catalogued. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

Cyril Batham was a noted masonic lecturer who travelled the world. His case is 

unusual in that when you open it all his personal jewels from various masonic orders 

are hung in the lid (Figure 60). Beneath them is a disorganised pile of 

commemorative items of all kinds. The visual effect is that of the sample case of a 

travelling salesman and it is possible to speculate that Batham had the case open 

and on display at times, perhaps when at home writing his lectures.  
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Figure 61: George Onslow masonic suitcase and contents. These include 

London Grand Rank regalia (M2015: 1031-5), Provincial Royal Arch Regalia (M2015: 

1037-9). The whole grouping is M2015:1013-1040). © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

A suitcase formerly belonging to George Onslow is held in the collections of 

the MoF (Figure 61). He was a long-term freemason, and a member of the guiding 

staff of the Museum towards the end of his life. His freemasonry was in London and 

Surrey. The case has his final regalia sets for the Craft and the Royal Arch. There are 

collections of cufflinks and bow ties, not all with masonic connections, and a number 

of souvenir tokens presumably given to him by visitors to MoF who had encountered 

him. The pockets in the lid were filled with meticulously arranged books and leaflets 

on various facets of masonic practice and history while the regalia and other items 

were simply flung into the case without care. The impression is that freemasonry 

mattered greatly to George but his personal items did not, being merely clothes. His 

tendency towards being formally dressed is indicated by the cufflinks and bow ties. I 

was acquainted with George and so my analysis of the case may be affected by this; 

conversely, once I remembered the man, the case seemed immediately to be a 
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biographical artefact. This leads to the main moment when these cases become 

viewed as collections.  

These cases and artefacts normally emerge when the family of the deceased 

freemason encounter them. Historically this may have been the first time that they 

have seen them or found a way to engage with his (or her) freemasonry. The use of 

the biographical nature of the case is a first point of interaction. It is the personal 

material culture of freemasonry that allows engagement with the intangible aspects 

of a masonic life. It is significant that many families choose to dispose of these 

suitcases rather than retaining them as family heirlooms.  

This type of unconscious collecting is not limited to the freemasons 

themselves. I have considered above the gifts traditionally made to wives and 

partners at Ladies Nights. Over a period of years an individual may build up tens of 

these gifts, each representing the intention, wealth and imagination of a lodge 

master. The gifts themselves may be totally original or collectables repurposed, and 

of any level of value. They represent an unconscious collection, much as the 

freemason's suitcase builds its layers of meaning, and viewed externally they are an 

expression of the lodge's hospitality over an extended period. No study has yet been 

undertaken on these gifts as a physical manifestation of lodge identity. Commercial 

makers target this market with generic gifts that can be personalised, typically 

through engraving. These items then become authentic by virtue of the context as 

purchased by the Master to be his personal gift to the guests.  

 

Freemasons as conscious collectors of masonic material culture 
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Figure 62: Star trek themed pin badge commemorating Frank T Praria as Grand 

Master of the State of Michigan in 2010. (M2023/74) © Author 

 

Informal collections of items by freemasons can seem superficial or kitsch as, for 

example, the lapel pins or souvenir and branded items created by commercial 

makers. These are extreme examples of the broader material culture discussed in the 

preceding chapter. This does however omit their role in communicating the lives of 

their purchasers. In this author's view the pin badges that are simply collectables and 

purchased by choice are inauthentic based on the previous reference to Pearce while 

the jewels and regalia that mark moments of passage and transformation are 

authentic. There is nonetheless a parallel between the landscape of pin badges on a 

lapel and the groupings of jewels on the breast. Both were constructed by the 

member as a means of identity proclamation mediated by regulation and practice in 

the masonic units of which he is a part. The Shop at Freemasons’ Hall stocks 

miniatures of lodge officer jewels for wearing as pin badges which is a particularly 

blunt and obvious signal of status when worn.  

Some of these souvenir items are totally frivolous as, for example, pins 

showing cartoon characters wearing masonic aprons. Examples exist that include the 

Flintstones and even Yoda from Star Wars. But as Whitcomb says, citing Stewart 

'souvenirs help us create narratives…they offer an insight into the lives of their 

possessors rather than their makers' (Whitcomb 2012: 41). A pin created to 
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commemorate the year of office of Frank T Praria as Grand Master of the State of 

Michigan in 2010 (Figure 62) is remarkable (and possibly in breach of copyright) by 

being in the form of a breast communicator badge from Star Trek the Next 

Generation. Two niche personal identities combined in one.  

One pin badge is particularly prevalent. It is a small blue forget-me-not flower. 

This badge is a very discreet means of signaling masonic membership. It derives from 

a legendary story that German freemasons during the Nazi period used this badge as 

a signal of membership that would not be recognised as having a masonic 

connection. This story is not now believed to be credible; but the knowledge of it is 

very widespread, and so purchase and wearing of this badge continues to perform 

the same function for modern freemasons. On train journeys to work in London I 

have often observed it on the jackets of men who are otherwise giving no signal that 

they are freemasons.  

Freemasonry is predominantly male, and it is appropriate to consider whether 

there are obviously gendered aspects to masonic collecting or display and whether 

these follow the established norms. Belk compares male and female collecting 

practices and suggests that men collect items such as models, weapons and games, 

while women prefer jewellery, ceramics and decorative items (Belk 1995: 97-101). 

Existing collections of masonic material both in institutions and by individuals 

subvert this assertion of the types of categories collected by men. There are typically 

large numbers of ceramics and drinking vessels and the 'jewels' collected are often 

collected for their beauty as much as their history; unlike military medals which are 

more normally valued for the heroic stories to which they relate. The result is that the 

typical masonic museum resembles a decorative art collection more than one 

displaying social history. The female orders in England do not have museums, but the 

Order of Women Freemasons (OWF) displays collectible items throughout its 

headquarters. The order is only just over a hundred years old, and the collection 

reflects freemasonry rather than their own specific gendered history. The majority of 

items are aprons or jewels, with a small number of ceramics contained in two 
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bookcases. In terms of gender it inclines more towards the masculine in its emphasis 

on the regalia and jewels. This may reflect a wish to associate itself with regular 

freemasonry.  

 

Case Studies: The motivation of committed collectors of masonic items 

 

In addition to the authentic and only partly conscious collection of a masonic career 

many freemasons do form collections of items that reflect their passion for and 

identification with freemasonry. This may relate to particular masonic orders or to 

identification with freemasonry in general. Once again I can offer case studies to 

illustrate differing approaches to building collections.  

Lord Leverhume was an industrial magnate who created a museum at Port 

Sunlight, on the Wirral, Merseyside. He assembled collections in this museum for his 

workers to view. Lever as a collector was driven by the belief that art collections were 

important for popular education, and he also collected ethnography in the countries 

with which he did business. He became a freemason late in life and engaged with it 

enthusiastically, founding lodges for his staff and donating the necessary furniture 

and fittings for the lodges. In common with his other interests he sought to exhibit 

the history and principles of freemasonry. His masonic collection was purchased 

complete from its owner Albert Calvert. Calvert was an entrepreneur and freemason 

who had contributed to masonic research journals and purchased a large collection 

‘a discerning collector who had the income to acquire important pieces’ (Hamill 

1992a: 286, Hamill 1992b). Falling on hard times, he was forced to sell. Lever 

purchased the bulk of this collection in two phases, intending it for display but 

beyond identifying with the theme he did not collect as a connoisseur himself. This 

collection and the Albert Nice collection discussed below are the largest known 

private collections to have publicly accessible catalogues. 

Albert Nice amassed a major collection which remained in store on his death 

until auctioned at Rosebery's auction house on 18th March 2014. It was of a quality 
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and quantity that mirrored a typical masonic museum and the balance of items 

parallels that of the Leverhume collection. There is no evidence that Nice publicised 

his collecting habit or made any attempt to display his collection; the family were 

astonished to find it in the attic of his house when they prepared to put it on the 

market. Nice, on this basis, appears to have been very discreet in his collecting 

although with a connoisseur’s eye for significant items. This may have been due to 

the period after the Second World War being one when freemasons under UGLE 

were discouraged from speaking about it even to family; or his awareness that his 

collection was an unrecognised drain on family resources.  

Pearce asserts that very few collectors are actively secretive about their 

collecting habits (Pearce 1998: 120-1), and in the absence of family papers his 

motivations, as with many collectors, remain unclear. The collection is now dispersed 

across the world and the individual objects are finding new contexts. The bidders at 

the sale included masonic museums, individual collectors and a representative of 

UGLE trying to reclaim jewels for re-use. The motivations exposed by this auction 

were thus diverse; but it appeared to me, as I spoke with many of those present at 

the sale, that non-masonic collectors were absent. This was a niche collection 

returning to those for whom its content already had meaning and, in its use as a 

reminder of moral lessons, regaining its agency.  

Susan Pearce discusses the nature of authenticity in collecting particularly in 

the context of what she considers 'those spurious artworks known as 'collectables' 

(Pearce 1999:383) and which she places in juxtaposition to masterpieces and the 

items normally revered by Western Culture. Russell Belk, considering collectables 

within a consumer framework, is more concerned with the boundaries between 

authenticity and the inauthentic, noting with concern the phrase 'authentic replica' as 

used by museum shops (Belk 1995: 122). The example of the Washington Gavel in 

the previous chapter as an 'authentic replica' (albeit reduced in size) is a good 

example of Belk's concerns. What then is the role of authenticity in the collecting of 

masonic material culture?  



244 
 

I have mentioned that a key, sometimes unconscious, form of collecting in 

freemasonry is that of the successive ceremonies and the associated access to new 

regalia to which the collector is entitled. There is a nuance to this in freemasonry, 

which is that of authenticity repurposed as the concept of 'regularity'. Freemasonry is 

based on the ancient landmarks. These are ill defined but are one test of whether a 

masonic body is considered regular. One key breach is that of bodies which engage 

in political activity. UGLE states that 'the Grand Lodge of England refuses absolutely 

to have any relations with such Bodies, or to regard them as Freemasons.' (UGLE 

2019: xi). The key element here is that such bodies or any others thought to be 

irregular are, from the perspective of UGLE and its members, not freemasons. Any 

item or ceremony created by them is by definition not masonic from the English 

perspective. An outsider is unlikely to be aware of this distinction and may collect 

‘masonic’ material indiscriminately from masonic bodies that would not recognise 

each other as legitimate.  

 

Figure 63: Ancient and Primitive rite regalia of the 33rd degree, Grand Sovereign 

Made by George Kenning. (M2015/1177/1-2) © Museum of Freemasonry 
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The diversity of ceremony and regalia in the wider family of freemasonry has 

ebbed and flowed over time. One example of a masonic system that did not endure 

but was briefly popular and profitable for its creators in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century is the Ancient and Primitive Rite of Memphis and Misraim. This 

had an extensive series of ceremonies to collect and associated regalia, all of which 

was apparently made by a single company, that of George Kenning (Figure 63). 

Freemasons under UGLE were initially permitted to join this order, and its creator 

James Yarker seems to have sought regularity by ensuring that only freemasons 

could join and that the ceremonies had no content that overlapped with those 

controlled by UGLE (Smyth 1998:118).  

The order was, of course, entirely invented (as the Craft freemasonry of UGLE 

had been in the early eighteenth century), and attracted seekers after novelty in its 

parallel systems of 33 and 90 degree levels with imposing titles for the degrees such 

as Patriarch of the Planispheres which may have acted as a motivator to progression. 

Viewed externally, the order appears similar to the marketing of 'collectables' in the 

form of a finite set of elaborate regalia with associated ceremony and instruction 

books. The order did not survive its creator and is no longer practised.  

The existence of this concept is present in the assembling of collections by 

freemasons or their parent masonic bodies. If the 'irregular' are by definition not 

masonic, they are simultaneously both irrelevant and transgressive. I will later 

consider the impact of this, more particularly on corporate collecting by Grand Lodge 

museums where the staff were, until recently, exclusively or predominantly 

freemasons. Outside collectors are not able to make this distinction and regard all 

masonic items as equally authentic (as indeed they may well be from an external 

perspective). Both groups are prone to mis-identify items featuring symbolism as 

being masonic regardless of their origin. This can be unintentionally comical. 

Enquirers to the MoF have produced as 'masonic' and for identification items as 

diverse as a statuette of Joan of Arc and a replica ‘Alethiometer’ from the 2007 

fantasy film ‘The Golden Compass'. This confusion is of long standing.  
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Figure 64: Sevres cup made in the late eighteen century with decoration relating to 

the French Revolution but resembling freemasonry (M2010.1-2). © Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

The symbolism of the French Revolution created items that appear 'masonic' 

because of the use of the all-seeing eye as representing the Deity, and the stone 

mason's level as representing the law (Figure 64). When the contemporary 

accusations that freemasons were responsible for the revolution are factored in these 

items do indeed seem masonic. The eye appears on revolutionary ceramics and also 

jewels indicating responsibility and rank in the new French republic. The symbolism 

flows both ways. Friendly societies commonly used the image of a handshake to 

represent unity and this links in the popular imagination to the trope of the 'masonic 

handshake'. 
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Figure 65: Orange order sash for the Royal Black Preceptory showing symbolism 

crossover with freemasonry and other organisations. (M1969/131) © Museum of 

Freemasonry 

 

The Royal Black Preceptory of the Protestant Loyal Orange Order carries this 

overlap of symbolism to extremes with their regalia (Figure 65) featuring a square 

and compasses with G inside (identical to the freemasons), three chain links (as used 

by the Oddfellows) and the pickaxe, shovel and crowbar used in the masonic 

ceremony of the Royal Arch. More general symbols include the handshake, and the 

crossed keys and crossed swords which in freemasonry have represented the lodge 

Treasurer and the rank of Inner Guard (BBC 2014). 

The range of items for non-masonic fraternal organisations parallels those of 

freemasonry. There is regalia, domestic items with fraternal decoration and simple 

collectables as with a ceramic bowl created by the Ancient Order of Foresters for 
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their 175th anniversary bearing transfer prints of their various logos over that period. 

Few of these organisations have museums of their own and their symbolism is little 

known or understood by wider society. It is a measure of the public profile of 

freemasonry that these widespread and significant bodies create items that are often 

simply grouped as 'masonic'. This confusion further illustrates my contention that 

freemasonry, as the first new social identity to arise in the consumer society that 

evolved from the eighteenth century, is the model for all subsequent material 

cultures of membership organisations. This even extends to political movements such 

as the Nazis or Soviet Communists that generated material culture which could 

reinforce new identity and belief by being present in every facet of members’ lives.  

I began this thesis with a discussion of masonic museums and I now return to 

it. Most Grand Lodge bodies had a library and from these developed museums. Their 

collecting practices varied widely both geographically and over time with the 

persecution of freemasonry under the totalitarian regimes of the mid twentieth 

century causing the closure of many museums in continental Europe and the 

dispersal of their collections. Individual lodges and masonic halls also have 

collections, whether for study or display. Belk, considering the museum of Coca Cola, 

examines the tensions in a collection which represents the organisation from its own 

perspective and allows visitors to 'leave the museum feeling that there could be 

nothing untoward or sinister about this corporation' (Belk 1995: 119).  

Masonic museums tend to collect only their own variant of freemasonry; partly 

as a result of what is available but also because they are unable to contact bodies 

that are not recognised. The MoF has a strong collection of material from the Grand 

Orient of France up to the 1870s, but little subsequent to the rift between that body 

and UGLE. It appears that the first Librarian Henry Sadler maintained links with the 

Grand Orient and other bodies considered irregular including Prince Hall 

freemasonry in the USA. On a personal level he maintained the MoF collections as 

being representative of all expressions of freemasonry with his close contacts in black 

freemasonry under the Prince Hall Grand Lodge being of particular importance. On 
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his death the Librarians who followed were more concerned to collect what was 

regular and thus respectable. The museums created in continental Europe have all 

been reassembled after the Second World War. In some cases, as with the Grande 

Loge Nationale Francaise, the masonic bodies were created relatively recently and so, 

as with the OWF, they focus on freemasonry more generally rather than their own 

history.  

Where modern museum standards are adopted, particularly for the UK's 

Accreditation Standard, a collecting policy must be written to codify the aims of the 

museum and this can make informal decisions overt. The Provincial masonic museum 

in Kent made an active decision not to feature items that were not masonic, and as a 

consequence the MoF received a number of unwanted items from them including 

material for the Ancient Order of Druids. In a high profile irony the back page of their 

colour souvenir booklet features a ceramic jug which is not masonic but shows the 

symbolism of the Loyal Orange Order; as previously mentioned, this is a Protestant 

fraternal order not connected to freemasonry.  

Material relating to freemasonry is also held in non-masonic museums. The 

uncertainty around masonic items in more general collections is well illustrated by a 

conversation I had with the local history museum in Plymouth some years ago. They 

wished to donate a masonic jewel because 'we only collect local history' (Pers. 

Comm. 2005). I was able to point out that the lodge to which the jewel related was 

formed in Plymouth and still meeting at that time. Dudley notes that: 

 

material culture studies and museum studies literature alike reminds us that 

neither objects nor museums and heritage settings exist in a political vacuum; 

indeed, they are inherently political, given both their origins and development, 

and their past, present and potential relationships with communities (Dudley 

2012: 6). 
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Museums generally have established policies on what they collect and what is 

not suitable for collection. In recent years this has resulted in a continuous stream of 

artefacts being offered to MoF by museums where they are no longer considered 

relevant. I have already discussed Beamish, but they at least have decided that 

objects related to freemasonry are relevant provided they fit the agreed historical 

date range. More often freemasonry finds itself in a liminal state within museum 

collections. Pearce suggests that white Europe is never 'other', where Barnes uses her 

principles to outline collections of communist material which is improper and 'other' 

despite being related to our own population. She cites Communist beliefs as such a 

transgressive counter-culture (Barnes 2012: 314). If freemasonry, as collected by 

museums, is regarded by outsiders, including curators, as an exoticised 'other within' 

regardless of the social makeup of its membership, then Pearce's comments on 

ethnographic collections are relevant:  

 

wherever they are, however large they are and however they were 

accumulated the material in them is always pretty much the same (Pearce 

1995: 329). 

 

 and  

 

they represent important moments in the history of their community, often 

usually the moments when Europeans arrived, and they are among the most 

powerful artistic statements the community has made (Pearce 1995:330).  

 

Translated to freemasonry as 'another within', these resonate with the limited range 

of objects already identified. Any display of freemasonry will have regalia, ritual 

objects and domestic items, under-interpreted and often incorrectly juxtaposed. They 

may not follow Pearce's description of ethnic collections all having a similar sensory 

palette, but will have internal coherence in coloration and design.  
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I have discussed in the introduction my experience of curating the MoF and 

the networks involved. All institutional collecting, whether by a museum or a 

commercial organisation, is underpinned by a complex actor network that can 

consist of governing bodies, professionals, organisational purpose and self-image, 

resources, and organisational history. External societal factors can also influence this, 

particularly when a museum is responsible to elected officials who may have strong 

views for or against freemasonry. Curators too may not wish to collect items that are 

controversial or which are modern and of poor quality. Graeme Were suggests that 

museums are more generally on the cusp of having to deal with similar issues: 

 

We still know little about how objects at the fringes of acceptable collecting 

practice reconfigure cultural representations, generate multiplicities of 

meanings and value as well as put down new challenges to expertise, 

authority and collaboration (Were 2012: 13). 

 

When the material culture of freemasonry is considered all these factors 

combine with the aspects I have already outlined including the agency and affect of 

the objects and the contested nature of freemasonry's public identity. I have 

mentioned earlier in this chapter that Plymouth Museum did not wish to retain a 

masonic item, not because of opposition to freemasonry (at least not a stated 

opposition) but because they were unaware of the relevance of the item to their 

collecting policy. As I referenced in chapter one, the objects are collecting people 

and creating actor networks as they ‘seek’ to find their final resting place.  

There was no scope in this research to examine in detail the holdings of 

masonic material in non-masonic museums or whether the nature of the subject 

proves a barrier to collecting. A simple search on the terms ‘freemasonry’ and 

‘masonic’ in online catalogues produces the following results for some of the 

National Museum collections and may tentatively indicate that this is so. Searching 

produces these results: 
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  For the Victoria and Albert Museum there are 54 items for ‘freemason’ (mainly 

theatre playbills from the Theatre Museum collection, ceramics, one plate jewel, no 

glass) out of a collection of 1.2 million items. The search for ‘masonic’ also brings up 

Mason brand ceramics in quantity so is not easily analysed. 

 

  For the National Trust there are 59 items for ‘freemason’ and 103 for 

‘masonic’, mostly relating to individuals living in the houses (such as Rudyard 

Kipling), out of 1 million items. 

 

 For the Science Museum there are no results for either search term.  

  

For the National Army Museum: 5 items including a portrait with symbolism, a 

Victoria Cross awarded to a freemason, and a regimental badge held to have 

masonic symbolism. 

  

For the British Museum: 32 items for ‘freemason’, 254 for ‘masonic’, much of it 

ephemera but also including jewels and medals. 

  

Given the quantity of masonic ceramics and glass particularly, it is odd that 

the V&A has so few examples in its collections. It is possible of course that items 

have yet to be catalogued (failure to prioritise items with masonic symbols would, of 

course, be an interesting piece of data in itself) or are misidentified. In the case of the 

National Trust several Oddfellow items have been described as masonic. A search for 

the Oddfellows produces just two items in the V&A, one of which is not actually 

related to the Oddfellows. More work is needed, but it does appear that not just 

freemasonry but wider fraternity is not being collected or catalogued by some of the 

national museums, and examining the reasons may produce useful data in a future 

research on attitudes to collecting and display. Data on collecting (or not) of masonic 
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material by individuals as part of an unrelated collection, such as examples of English 

porcelain, would also be a useful data set but also outside the scope of this research. 

More work is needed to consider if collecting practices in non-masonic museums are 

limiting the presence of freemasonry in their displays. 

Grand Lodge museums have traditionally collected fairly indiscriminately items 

that seemed to represent freemasonry in its modern form, but also objects that seem 

to have been influenced by freemasonry and items that relate to operative 

stonemasons. The MoF has a formal collecting policy which is broad in that it allows 

for collection of non-masonic or esoteric material provided that it provides context 

for freemasonry. It simultaneously, in practice, restricts what is collected by setting 

priorities for the collecting of contemporary items and those which support its 

audience development plan and interpretation strategy. The collection is thus built 

from written plans which may change over time rather than the decisions of any one 

member of staff. A Collections Committee meets quarterly to consider new items for 

the collection (Museum of Freemasonry: 2021). 

Taking the analogy of freemasonry as an 'other within', further the collecting 

of this material by external organisations is seldom entirely benign. For every 

extreme Nazi collection linking freemasonry to the traditional anti-semitic Jewish 

'other within' there are many more considering freemasonry with the dispassionate 

and uncomprehending European 'proper' eye and judgement. The moment of 

interface, acquisition and display is very similar.  

A particular collector grouping, not entirely unique to freemasonry, is that of 

totalitarian regimes collecting masonic material culture and records for their own 

purposes. These, even in the context of opposition to freemasonry, can be multiple. 

Pierre Mollier, now Director of the Museum of Freemasonry at the Grand Orient of 

France, reviewed these in the context of occupied France during the Second World 

War. He stated that the Nazi party itself tended towards destruction and looting, the 

SS Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service) sought mainly information sources. The Vichy 

government attempted to seize items as part of French history, and Alfred 
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Rosenberg's Institute collected holistically with a view to propaganda publication and 

the creation of museum exhibitions of the extinct order of freemasonry (Pers. Comm. 

in a presentation at the AMMLA conference 2003.). Once again the material draws 

towards it a complex network of competing actors and in this case draws out of them 

the varying characteristics and priorities of different elements of the Nazi regime.  

This active collecting of masonic items has distorted the survival of authentic 

items in continental Europe, particularly as the bulk of these items were stored in 

areas that were later occupied by Russian forces and as a result seized and sent to 

Moscow. The collecting of masonic material culture by the Nazis was pseudo-

intellectually driven as part of the Rosenberg Institute's efforts to understand Jewish 

and masonic culture by assembling research resources for use by 'approved' Aryan 

research staff. In other countries masonic material was destroyed or valuable 

materials recycled as loot; this appears to have been the case in the Netherlands, 

where even masonic portraits were over-painted to remove the regalia and then sold 

on (Kroon 2005: 168). It was thus entirely possible for a member of the Nazi party to 

have on display a painting that concealed a freemason whose liberty would have 

been at hazard were he to be present in the room.  

The Second World War also began the destruction of masonic items in the UK, 

not only in war damage from bombing but also in the appeal by the Grand Master 

for valuable items to convert to money for the war effort. A significant quantity of 

jewels, valuable historically as well as monetarily valuable (many jewels in this early 

period were made of gold or featured precious stones), were destroyed at this time. 

A poignant reminder of this is the unpublished fourth volume of the catalogue of the 

MoF’s collection created by Sir Algernon Tudor Craig at the start of the Second 

World War which included many non-masonic items collected because they provided 

context or were owned by freemasons. Few remain in the collection, and it appears 

that, although present in the draft of the catalogue, they were sacrificed. This may be 

considered a secondary effect of the anti-masonry of the Axis powers since without 
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the need for this patriotic imperative these items would have been retained and 

treasured.  

The collecting by Nazis and Fascists is an extreme case but collecting creates 

absence by gathering hoards of items and making them temporarily unavailable for 

viewing or study. This applies as much to museums where it is rare for the collections 

to be fully catalogued in a publicly accessible way. Just as items within lodges are 

invisible to outsiders, so collections transform the landscape of visible material and 

distorting it. There may also be a political aspect to this as control of the material 

available for display can prevent exhibitions of what is felt improper.  

In the years following the Second World War the Grand Lodges of the 

occupied and Axis nations began to reassemble collections of those items that had 

survived and also recreate their destroyed museum collections. In chapter four I 

discussed a gavel hidden by Austrian freemasons during the war; preservation of 

artefacts seems to have been commonplace in the occupied countries, exhibiting a 

care for the material culture of freemasonry in addition to its practices. There is a 

parallel here with the Changi jewels, created in a situation where no commercially 

manufactured material was present for use. They too were hidden and retrieved, 

rather than discarded as being merely utilitarian. The German museum of 

freemasonry published an account of this process in a catalogue of a public 

exhibition held in 1949, remarkably close to the end of the war (Nevermann 1949).  

 

Collecting of masonic material culture through collectors clubs 

 

Belk suggests that collectors’ clubs are perceived as a levelling space where different 

people can step aside from their external status and operate in a different sphere 

(Belk 1995: 93). Freemasonry has rather similar principles in levelling members 

socially while creating a new internal hierarchy, and so it would seem logical that 

freemasons collecting items would form clubs to link their experiences in a way that 

takes them out of their masonic status but leaves them still brothers.  
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Three examples of masonic collectors clubs in the UK illustrate very different 

approaches to collection. There is, as Pearce notes, a divide between the authentic 

and inauthentic in collections. This, she suggests, is a distinction between items made 

for a 'genuine reason' rather than 'for the sake of collecting as such' (Pearce 1998: 

40-41), and this is exposed in the different collectables in the three clubs.  

 

Jewels of the Craft (JotC) Club and Lodge 

 

Jewels of the Craft (JotC) is a club for jewel collectors and is open only to freemasons 

(Master Mason and above). It collects jewels of all nationalities and has a journal 

which, while not peer reviewed, is an important source of primary research. The club 

collects authentic items, previously owned and actually used, and has a wide 

membership. Pearce suggests that authentic collecting is a strongly male preserve 

which would fit with this (Pearce 1998: 47). JotC also has an associated lodge, 

Thomas Harper Lodge No. 9612, and in that respect parallels research lodges which 

typically have an actual core membership in the lodge and a broader corresponding 

circle which attends meetings as guests to hear speakers. The lodge set out from the 

outset to justify their collecting by asserting its role in research.  

 

It was felt that the term ‘collector’s lodge’ [sic] should be avoided, as the 

Lodge was to be a proper Lodge of Research, mainly of jewels, but also of 

other Masonic memorabilia including regalia, stamps, coins, books, even items 

such as Masonic postcards (JoTC 2020). 

 

The lodge is named after a famous jewel manufacturer and has re-registered 

his silver hallmark. The founder's jewel is a contemporary rendition of a classic 

Harper design of the 1700s. This lodge also admits members of the other two clubs 

that follow but whose methods are rather different. Pearce generalises that:  
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Collectors are not very concerned to gather supporting information of any 

kind about material in their collections or to keep notes about this information 

or about the pieces themselves (Pearce1998: 139).  

 

 This generalisation is not always borne out in masonic collecting, as noted 

here in the context of JoTC. There is, however, a frequent obsession with monetary 

value and rarity. Status within the collectors’ circles, such as Jewels of the Craft, 

mirrors the scramble for increased rank and status in UGLE freemasonry.  

 

The Mark Token Collectors Club  

 

 

 

 

Figure 66: Commemorative Mark Token for FitzRoy Lodge of Mark Master Masons, 

No. 815 Dated1995. (obverse and reverse). (M2012/415) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The Mark Token Collectors Club exists to collect the tokens, sometimes called 'Mark 

Pennies' or 'Mark Shekels' that are given to members during a dramatic moment in 

the ceremonial drama of the Mark Master Mason degree of freemasonry (Figure 66). 

In England this ceremony is held in Mark Lodges, which are part of a separate 

masonic order which freemasons may choose to join. In Scotland the ceremony 

forms part of progression to the Royal Arch degree and so is much more commonly 

part of the member's experience. The typical commercial token is an imitation of a 
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biblical shekel, or a symbolic penny. Some lodges have historically chosen to strike 

customised tokens with their name, number and sometimes additional symbolism. 

These authentic items are collected by club members but they are relatively rare 

owing to the cost of creating dies for the tokens. The club has addressed this by 

sponsoring lodges to create tokens, with members of the club receiving examples 

and the lodge then using the balance in their ceremonies. Thus the inauthentic 

collectables generated by the club become vicariously authentic by virtue of the 

same pattern being taken into use. Unlike Jewels of the Craft there is little pretence 

of detailed research and collections are structured on thematic lines such as by 

region. Some of the commissioned tokens can be finished in coloured enamels and 

verge on kitsch.  

 

The Masonic Philatelic Club  
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Figure 67: Set of Serbian anti-masonic stamps produced in 1942 and gifted to the 

MoF in 2014. (M2014/320) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The Masonic Philatelic Club now admits both freemasons, and non-masons who are 

interested in freemasonry and philately. This is a recent development as when I was 

appointed Curator at the MoF I was all unknowingly voted as an honorary member of 

the club. Once it was discovered that I was not a freemason the honour was swiftly 

withdrawn! There is little actual philately to collect, outside a set of anti-masonic 

stamps produced in WW2 by Serbia (Figure 67), a set of British stamps which 

freemasons like to consider have masonic symbolism incorporated and, more 

recently, a set of Channel Island stamps created to mark the Tercentenary of UGLE. 

The club survives by collecting material depicting known freemasons and by 

commissioning commemorative covers and franking marks. The collections are thus 

essentially inauthentic in nature, but provide a forum for more general sharing of 

narratives with the stamps as catalyst. The journal now contains more general 

historical articles, perhaps in recognition of the poverty of the source material.  

 

Collectable Items 

 

The range of items available for collecting can come from any of my 'four 

worlds'. There is a difference in that items for use in lodge ceremonies are now 

isolated from that original identity although by definition they are 'authentic' while 

home wares could be used, but in practice are not, and may have been originated as 

'inauthentic' items of practical form but intended to be displayed. Items for personal 

adornment are frequently adopted for use as well as being collected. The items 

created for controlled interaction have a hybrid existence as being intended for 

collecting in the first place, and merit more detailed examination.  

 



260 
 

Masonic items for collecting are often created in order to transmit messages 

and share the values of freemasonry. The items produced by the masonic charities 

(now a single charity the Masonic Charitable Foundation) are normally ephemeral, in 

the form of simple items such as 'bags for life', mugs and badges. These accumulate 

in the homes and briefcases of members but are often not collected by masonic 

museums. Where they are given away from publicity stands they form part of a wider 

collecting impulse, that of acquiring everything given away free at events such as 

fetes or conferences. They then become a sub-set of the event rather than 

particularly masonic. This is also, potentially, a way for items considered 'masonic' to 

permeate wider society. These collectables mirror the practices of service clubs such 

as Rotary and Lions International, or charities spreading their identity at the same 

time as selling souvenirs for 'the cause'. In the revamped Shop at Freemasons Hall re-

opened in 2021, items bearing the logo of the MoF are, at date of writing, being sold 

to the public. It is interesting that staff are also purchasing these items to mark a link 

with their career identities.  

 

 



261 
 

Figure 68: Connaught Club pocket square. Pin badges representing the Masonic 

Charitable Foundation, the Tercentenary of English freemasonry and support for the 

NHS. Membership ties including those for the Old Masonians and the Five of Nine 

club in Warwickshire. © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

There are a range of items created to illustrate lodge identity and also the 

identity of informal groups within freemasonry. An example of such a grouping are 

the Light Blue Clubs. These are a recent innovation allowing younger and newer 

members to socialise away from older and more senior members. The name 

references the sky blue of lodge regalia as contrasted with the dark blue of more 

senior ranks. These items can also demonstrate commitment to charity and all have 

the potential to become collections. Typically a freemason will own a tie for every 

identity, he has although this is a sub-set of ties for other types of identity including 

club memberships or the proverbial 'old school tie'. The Connaught Club, a Light 

Blue club for young members of London lodges, devised a pocket square to raise 

money for charity (Figure 68). This is simultaneously both collectable and useable, 

while sending a signal and opening opportunities for conversation. This sort of 

membership souvenir is parallel to those found in regimental shops or private 

members clubs, where entitlement to own, wear or gift items is subject to varying 

levels of control. The City Livery Club in London, for example, sells ties, badges, and 

branded items to members which are not intended for use by non-members; 

although, as with masonic items, they often appear in car-boot fairs or on online 

commercial sites such as Ebay.  

 

Object Biographies of masonic collectables 

 

These networks of human collectors form one side of an ANT analysis of this aspect 

of the subject of collecting; but actor network theory asks that we treat the inanimate 
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as active partners in the networks created. A set of biographies for key object types 

from masonic collections will help to place them in context.  

 

Masonic aprons  

 

 

Figure 69: Master Mason apron of Sir Winston Churchill as a member of Studholme 

Lodge. (M1969/1) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

The apron and pouch of Sir Winston Churchill was acquired by the MoF in 1964 

(Figure 69). It was originally a purely practical item although of good quality. The 

apron now moved from being an item of dress to one of display and the pouch, 

bearing Churchill's name, gave it legitimacy and authenticity. It has since remained 

on continuous display, reflecting the pride that many freemasons feel in Churchill's 

membership. A second apron from the same lodge and contemporary with it is 

identical in form, including the distinctive ornamental centres to the rosettes. It is 

clear that the original aim of the apron was to identify the wearer with the lodge as 

well as with freemasonry and make them part of a unified whole rather than an 

individual. Churchill’s apron is now regarded as a unique item and part of the cult of 

personality that surrounds many celebrities. The MoF is not immune from the very 
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human impulse to collect items not for any particular narrative function but because 

they associate freemasonry with noted personalities.  

A box in the museum stores holds a quantity of master mason aprons, 

unremarkable other than that they belonged to a popular singer of the 1950s, the 

first Jewish winner of the Victoria Cross and to the son of King Edward VII. These are 

all 'world one' items, permanently removed from their context and function, now 

serving only to associate freemasonry with the 'great and the good'. Individual staff 

were, in the past, able to influence this with the librarian, a great cricket fan, 

advocating for the purchase of the apron pouch owned by Wally Hammond, a Test 

cricketer. This places emphasis on the way in which masonic collecting can intersect 

with other interests. Culturally this item, and others like it, now signifies the owner 

rather than the status of the owner as a freemason.  

 

 

Figure 70: Multi-degree Beadwork apron. Probably Irish c.1780. (M2009/3345) © 

Museum of Freemasonry 

 

An apron, made in the 1700s from glass beads stitched to cloth (Figure 70), is 

one of a large number of similar homemade aprons in the collections. It may have 
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been made by a loved one of the member (one of the Meissen figure groups 

mentioned in the previous chapter shows a woman making a masonic apron for her 

lover) and, divorced from its original context, it is not now possible to understand 

how, and to what extent, the symbols on it were explained to the maker. It became 

redundant in the early 1800s when regalia was codified, but nonetheless survived in 

various hands until entering the collections at an unspecified date. Like many aprons 

of its type the symbolism is archaic and the exact references obscure.  

Amy Newell (2015) explores aprons in the collection of the Massachusetts 

masonic museum and shows that aprons of this kind were frequently passed down in 

families, sometimes changing course when a family ceased to have active 

freemasons, when it might be passed to an acquaintance who was a member. These 

objects, while removed from use, remained curiosities and links to earlier periods in 

freemasonry. There is a very high survival rate of these aprons in most collections 

and it appears that their attractive appearance and diversity appealed to individuals 

and later museums. The MoF has a number of aprons with names and attributions, 

typically written under the flap by museum staff at the time of acquisition, but, until 

recently, little effort was made to research the owners. This was in part due to the 

practical difficulty of the task before digitisation of the membership records, but also 

because these aprons were seen as purely decorative objects from 'the olden times'.  

 

Masonic ceramics  

 

The MoF has a strong collection of ceramics. These world three items became 

collectable relatively early on. I have described how the high point of masonic 

ceramics is in the period 1770-1812 when food and drink was taken in the lodge 

room and how subsequently they fell out of use. These objects, decorative, relatively 

durable and of a type typically displayed on mantelpieces, survive in large quantities 

and form, after jewels, the core of the majority of institutional masonic collections. I 

have cited Baudrillard saying that collectables are, by definition, not for practical use, 
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and the redundancy of these ceramics is likely to have been a key factor in their 

change of state. The same applies to the pre-1813 regalia which, however treasured 

or interesting, was no longer able to be worn in a ceremonial context.  

While masonic ceramics from this period survive in large quantities, they are 

mostly in collections created by museums and lodges of research. Ceramics seem to 

have been collected as relatively durable and easy to obtain. This would be 

particularly relevant in the mid nineteenth century when older freemasons would 

recall the earlier practice of eating and drinking during the meeting or would have 

had it recounted to them by senior members when they first joined. They moved into 

the commodity state of collectables from the this point onwards and formed a sub-

set of the connoisseur collecting of fine porcelain. Lodges may hold small collections 

of ceramics as a survival of the time when they were in common use, and the MoF 

holds examples of these including dinner wares from Apollo University Lodge and 

Chinese export wares from other lodges. 

Large groupings also appear in the collections created by serious collectors of 

freemasonry such as Leverhulme and Albert Nice, both of whom collected across the 

main object types apparently indiscriminately. That active collecting of ceramics may 

not be truly widespread among the membership is indicated by the fact that there is 

no collectors’ club for masonic ceramics. More research is needed to determine if 

there are individual collectors, perhaps not commenting on what they see as a 

feminine activity. That they were nonetheless part of the 'respectable' element of 

collecting along with philately is underlined by one export porcelain bowl which was 

presented to the collection by HM Elizabeth the Queen Mother from the collection of 

her husband the late King George VI. He had been a collector of both ceramics and 

postage stamps while also being a Past Grand Master of UGLE. I have mentioned in 

chapter four that early forms of masonic ceramic have been reproduced both as near 

replicas and as obviously modern manufactures retaining the sense of the earlier 

forms. This does suggest a market for these items.  
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In the case of the MoF the presence of Sir Algernon Tudor Craig, a specialist in 

armorial porcelain, as Librarian in 1935-43 led to active collecting of export porcelain, 

just as the medal collecting interest of then Librarian Henry Sadler had a half century 

before. These ceramics were, as with other objects, considered merely decorative 

items and little research was carried out on them.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 71: Ornamental plate commemorating the Centenary of the National 

Westminster Lodge No.3647 in 2013. (M2013/1772) © Museum of Freemasonry 

 

One particular modern ceramic does exist in greater quantities, the 

ornamental plate. Commemorative plates have been created by lodges and other 

bodies, mainly for anniversary events (Figure 71). These plates date from the early 

twentieth century onwards in the USA; in England the bulk were produced in the 

1980s and 1990s. This is a period when this particular type of ceramic was being 
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produced and advertised actively in newspaper colour supplements by commercial 

firms. The freemason-based versions thus appear to be influenced by wider societal 

practice at a time when collecting and displaying these plates in a home was a 

fashionable activity, and profitable for makers who often made exaggerated claims 

about their value as collectables (Belk 1995: 57-60). These plates are an opportunity 

to display identity and are particularly suitable as gifts.  

 

 

Figure 72: Modern and anachronistic figures of the lodge Charity Steward 

(M1985/103) and Almoner (M1985/104) in eighteenth century dress by Michael 

Sutty. © Museum of Freemasonry 
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Among more recently produced collectables are a short range of porcelain 

figures by Michael Sutty of lodge and chapter officers in both contemporary and 

eighteenth century regalia (Figure 72). There are some anachronisms such as the 

charity steward and lodge almoner depicted in period dress when that rank did not 

yet exist. The Sutty range was curtailed by his early illness and death. The earlier 

figures by Meissen continue to be desirable to collectors inside and outside 

freemasonry, with examples in the MoF being stolen to order in the 1990s while on 

loan to an external exhibition. These were later returned in 2007 with their accession 

markings intact, having in the interim been in the collection of a now notorious 

money launderer Terry Adams (Laville 2007).  

 

Assembling the collection, sources and barriers to acquisition. 

 

The source of masonic collectables is frequently from the estates of deceased 

freemasons when their own collections of personal items are ready for disposal. The 

most common form of sale is that of auction as they do not form a readily suitable 

grouping for specialist dealers or shops. There are exceptions, with the web store 

Intercol selling ephemera and Middleton's Masonic Antiques and Collectables having 

until recently a physical shop called 'It is Found' for collectables, but this an 

exception. The internet, particularly EBay, has altered the nature of the market and 

now allows a far wider audience to be aware of the available material for collecting. 

The catalogues of auctions and listings of dealers on EBay are themselves collections, 

albeit ephemeral ones.  

There are moments when a complete collection, or collections, come on the 

market and these provide snapshots of what may be more common, but unseen as 

collectors sell and exchange among themselves with objects never leaving these 

collector rings and societies. The sale at Rosebery's Auctions of Albert Nice's 

collection brought to light a grouping of several hundred objects simultaneously. The 

balance of object types followed what has been discussed here with the largest 
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grouping being jewels, followed by glass and ceramics. In the auction the jewels 

exceeded their estimates, often by orders of magnitude; the decorative arts were 

mostly sold at estimate and the books were sold at very low prices. An auction in 

France in 2021 (Pestel-Debord: 2021) grouping 'four former collections' followed a 

similar pattern, but also included swords and daggers which are more significant in 

French forms of freemasonry.  

A final factor in the assembling of collections is the resistance to sale to or 

ownership of items by non-masons. This is a continuous undercurrent, with lodges 

often approaching sellers to assert their ownership, even when this is not strictly the 

case. The museum of the Grand East of the Netherlands, governing body of 

freemasonry in that country, took the extreme step of destroying surplus material in 

its museum when it relocated rather than have it appear on the open market (Kroon 

2005: 173-4). The shop at Freemasons Hall was, at one point, selling spare stock of a 

jewel created to commemorate the 275th anniversary of English freemasonry, until 

this was forbidden on the grounds that no non-mason could wear it and there was 

no other reason to own one.  

The assembling of a masonic collection is thus subject to external factors 

relating to trade practices and cultural issues whether from inside freemasonry or 

outside. These are not unique to freemasonry; parallel restrictions exist wherever 

society cannot accept the conversion of significant items into collectables that can be 

used and regarded in diverse ways. The Stolen Valor act in the USA was seen by 

collectors of medals as potentially making collecting illegal, from a presumption that 

people would only collect these items to wear and pass themselves off as veterans. 

These external factors limit the range of actors both animate and inanimate in the 

collecting of masonic items.  

 

The motivations behind masons, non-masons and 'anti-masons’ all wanting to 

possess masonic material culture. 
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I have explored the way in which all aspects of masonic material culture 

became potentially commercial and identity forming. I therefore at this point focus 

on the work of the theorist Russell Belk on possessions and the consumer society. In 

his essay on the role of possessions as an extension of our identity Belk asserts that 

‘The notion of extended self is a superficially masculine and Western metaphor’ (Belk 

1988: 140). This forms a neat fit with the predominantly western and masculine 

membership of freemasonry. The development of this consumer society parallels that 

of freemasonry as previously mentioned. That not only freemasons collect masonic 

material needs further analysis and explanation. Belk gives a possible key to this by 

asserting that: 

 

there is another sense in which the individual has a hierarchical arrangement 

of levels of self, because we exist not only as individuals, but also as 

collectivities. We often define family, group, subculture, nation and human 

selves through various consumption objects (Belk 1988: 152). 

 

It follows that any individual may consider that masonic material culture has a 

relevance to them on one of these levels; either to reinforce who they are, historically 

were or, more potently perhaps, who they are not. The burgeoning of masonic 

material culture as part of the emergence of consumer culture is, historically, partly 

due to the rivalry of the Moderns and Antient Grand Lodges. These artefacts are 

'team colours' as well as ways to embed a passionate pastime into a material life. The 

bedroom of a football supporter has many parallels with the collectables displayed in 

the home of a freemason with the symbolism of rival teams taboo. The imagery and 

nature of masonic materials are also identified by Hobsbawm as a relatively 

unexplored and novel facet of 'invented tradition' (Hobsbawm 1984: 8) and they 

embed fashions, concerns and behaviours prevalent at the moment when a particular 

masonic organisation or ceremony evolves.  
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Maintaining continuous identification of themselves as freemasons seems 

important to members. Freemasons cannot carry their lodge home with them except 

in the 'masonic briefcase' that contains a digested version of their masonic identity. 

Members nonetheless generally identify very closely with their membership and have 

a fascination with items that seem to link to the organisation. They use these to 

create a multi-faceted link to this aspect of their lives.  

Non-members acting as individuals rarely seem to collect freemasonry as a 

specialist interest. Freemason items are more often acquired as part of a wider 

grouping of material such as glass or ceramics or incidentally as part of auction lots. 

Non-masonic collectors can also be institutional, and here again freemasonry may be 

collected as part of a wider subject. Museums collect based on their intended theme 

and freemasonry is rarely central to museum collecting policies outside specialist 

collections. Items relating to freemasonry can also form part of biographical 

groupings with, for example, military medals and badges owned by the same 

individual.  

‘Anti-Masons' generally collect based on their specific opposition to 

freemasonry in order to reinforce that prejudice. The totalitarian regimes of the mid-

twentieth century collected as an incidental result of closure, seizure and looting of 

lodges, but immediately felt the need to contextualise these new possessions in line 

with their political and ideological attitudes. These acquisitions also form an 

extended self, as these regimes were identified as much by what they opposed as 

what they represented. Belk reminds us that: 

 

one of the key ways of expressing and defining group membership is through 

shared consumption symbols. Such symbols help identify group membership 

and define the group self (Belk 1988: 152). 

 

I have explained how the symbolism of the French Revolution resembled the 

imagery of freemasonry and was applied to a similar range of objects whether 
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official, practical or domestic; in the same way during the Third Reich the regime had 

a presence in costume, home furnishings and even toys and board games. These, 

along with the ceremonial uniforms and symbolism of the Nazis themselves, are 

parallel to the way in which freemasonry’s material culture permeated the lives of its 

members driven as much by the ability of commercial firms to appeal to the market 

as by masonic bodies creating official objects or regalia.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

 

This thesis has reviewed the rich, multi-layered and evolving material culture of freemasonry 

from an anthropological perspective using my experiences as Curator at the Museum of 

Freemasonry as an intellectual starting point. I have shown how this apparently niche 

material has, because of its particular nature and a defined point of origin ex nihilo in the 

late seventeenth century in the UK, a relevance to a wide range of anthropological 

investigations. As stated in chapter one, freemasonry makes great claims to have influenced 

society over the last three centuries and the vast amount of popular literature and objects, 

both antique, and modern that it has created have penetrated the public consciousness at 

both personal and national levels.  

 The reputation of freemasonry for secrecy has been tested in this thesis. My own 

experiences of the concerns of a single masonic body, UGLE, have been considered. through 

the application of theory to my auto-ethnography. The analysis of other masonic bodies has 

used sources accessible to external researchers. Freemasonry hides in plain sight as an 

organisation that claims to have secrets but is itself extremely visible.  

 I have identified that freemasonry is the first secular western organisation to develop 

a strong visual identity which is used to reinforce the membership’s identification with it and 

which creates a strong awareness of it in wider society. It is also the earliest target for 

expanding ranges of consumer products designed to be appealing to what would now be 

termed market segments. These wares normally targeted customers based on class, taste 

and wealth. In the case of freemasonry it is unique in simultaneously requiring such items for 

social classes ranging from the working class to the aristocracy. It is also unique in having 

continued to consume these commercially produced wares as new forms and technologies 

evolved up to and beyond the present. 

 I have shown, using masonic museums as an example, how this material became of 

relevance not only to members but to those who opposed the concept of freemasonry and I 

have explored how it became collectable by a wider range of actors even becoming 

entwined with popular culture and kitsch. The collecting of masonic material whether by 

individuals or institutions is a contested field with the masonic creating the same strong 

emotions and viewpoints as, for instance, Nazi or Communist items where display can be 
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seen as approval or present a perceived risk that the affect of the items will remain to 

influence the viewer.  

 This thesis has used Actor Network Theory as a key analytical tool. Applying network 

analysis to the symbolic, or symbolically decorated items that form masonic material culture 

shows how by following the sequential networks these objects create over time new insights 

are gained. These objects were, in the main, designed to have agency for the freemasons 

who understood their intended meaning and created affect for those who had to create their 

own meanings for them from existing cultural references in wider society. These items were 

actants from the outset. I suggest that a major project would be to use ANT to consider 

similarly emotive groups of material culture and determine if this combination of ANT and 

object biography is, as I consider, a powerful new tool for applying ANT to material culture.  

 

Research Objectives 

 

1/ To explore how the principles and history of masonry are depicted in the liminal 

space of the museum gallery by a wide range of actors. 

 

I have carried out the first general review of the history and display practices of a 

range of masonic museums in the UK and continental Europe using ANT and other 

anthropological theories. I have identified that in attempting to display an experience 

that cannot be shared by non-members it parallels museums of ethnography, religion 

and the military. I have shown that non-masons can integrate this material culture 

into a wide range of exhibitions dealing with other subjects and can impose on it 

meanings that would be alien or be considered inappropriate by freemasons 

themselves.  

 

2/ To make a significant contribution towards material culture and consumption 

studies focusing on how the development of the material culture of freemasonry 

provides a model for examining parallel but more ephemeral western material cultures 

from the eighteenth century onwards.  
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I have identified significant parallels between the material culture of freemasonry and 

that of political and cultural material cultures focussing on identity. This type of 

material culture allows the imagery of the organisation to be omnipresent in the life 

of a member, follower or fan. Starting from the simple palette provided by previously 

existing guilds and Christian religion it absorbed new, fashionable wares such as fine 

ceramics but also became a market for souvenirs and kitsch. Newly created masonic 

bodies were able to purchase and commission elaborate costume and room settings 

enhancing freemasonry both as a life experience for the member and as a 

commercial market for producers. 

Actor Network Theory proves especially powerful in analysis of this body of 

material as it is intended from the outset to have affect and so is deliberately made to 

be a potential actant. Combined with object biography this allows for individual 

objects or object types to centre the networks created, contrasting with the flow of 

objects around the human actors. This may indicate a new way to use ANT in a social 

anthropological situation. 

 

3/ To show how studying the balance between concealment and revelation of masonic 

material culture can produce insights into the mainly unexpressed concerns of the 

freemasons and those who engage with them.  

 

I have shown that much of freemasonry’s material culture is easily accessed and 

analysed but the vows taken by freemasons mean that its exact significance to 

individual freemasons and masonic organisations cannot be accessed directly, and by 

extension a full understanding of the ceremonies is concealed. What is concealed by 

either freemasons or their museums reflects not only the vow taken but a reaction to 

how they wish to be viewed in wider society and can even be a matter of personal 

survival as in Fascist Spain. The ways in which aspects of freemasonry are displayed, 

(or not) in museums can indicate society’s views of it and give deeper insights into 

the nature of those societies depending on what aspects are considered 

inappropriate or transgressive.  
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4/ To demonstrate how the study of masonic material culture through appropriate 

anthropological methods yields new insights into its creation and changing relevance. 

 

 Miller (1998) has focussed on consumption as a way in which people 

construct themselves. The analysis of commercially created masonic material culture 

shows how externally to freemasonry producers created a consumer market entirely 

speculatively. That freemasons embraced this opportunity rather than maintaining an 

ascetic relationship to their ceremonies makes freemasonry an important case study 

in the development of the consumer society from the eighteenth century onwards. 

The ability of makers to service both existing and new masonic organisations was a 

driver of the deepening material culture of freemasons and created new forms such 

as founder’s jewels and the mock medieval robes of the masonic knight Templars.  

 

5/ To illustrate how engaging with this subject is of relevance to many interdisciplinary 

fields of research. 

 

 I have shown that this material culture links to production, consumption and secular 

identity generation in the period covered by the growth of consumer culture. The ability to 

examine the material culture of the early eighteenth century onwards through an untapped 

body of material is of significance across a wide range of disciplines including anthropology, 

sociology, art history and ethnography. The affect generated by this material culture and the 

multiple meanings that it embodies create a fertile space for ethnological research and 

individual objects fit into broader studies of specific study such as silver and ceramics.  

 

Research Questions 

 

1/ What does the nature of masonic material culture (and its relationships with both 

members and wider society) contribute to our understanding of the role of material 

culture in the definition and transmission of identity? 

 

There are strong parallels between this material culture and that of other secular 

western identities that are to be lived as a preeminent personal identity rather than 
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adopted from time to time in differing contexts. The emerging material culture of 

revolutionary movements including the totalitarian states of the mid twentieth 

century parallels that of freemasonry and an important piece of future work would be 

to map the development of these using ANT in comparison with how freemasonry’s 

material culture evolved and continues to evolve. 

 It may be possible to identify a tipping point in the growth of material culture 

that signals when a new organisation or movement has become self-sustaining to the 

point of immortality. It is hard now to envisage society without emblems such as the 

square and compasses, hammer and sickle, revolutionary tricolour or the swastika 

and yet none were guaranteed to persist. Finding this tipping point, and identifying 

the trigger for the emergence of an understood image or logo on objects may be a 

way to identify important future political trends. On a personal level it may point to 

the moment when an individual becomes radicalised/absorbed into a new identity, 

whether that is benign by identifying as a Hollywood fictional Jedi, social in 

expressing an LGBTQIA+ identity, or malign as in in right wing radicalism.  

The way in which masonic material culture operates as an actant in many 

actor networks over both time and geographical spread allows it to be the proverbial 

‘canary in the coalmine’ with the networks exposing wider views and motivations 

than just the direct reaction to freemasons as in showing anti-Semitic views through 

displays of the objects. The ways in which external symbols of considerable antiquity 

such as square and compasses or the eye can become masonic in the public 

imagination parallels the overwriting of pre-existing symbols such as the swastika.  

 

2/ What evolving role does material culture play in masonic bodies? 

 

The material culture of freemasonry is a fusion of externally derived symbolism and 

masonic practices. This creates a situation where symbols and objects that were not 

originally connected to freemasonry become associated with it. The objects available 

for masonic use or decoration expanded throughout the eighteenth century onwards 

and freemasonry became a significant market for emerging luxury wares including 

ceramics which were, at that time, used in the ceremonies. I have shown that masonic 
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material culture is used to materialise the moral lessons learned in the ceremonies 

and that its presence is essential to those ceremonies.  

The material culture of freemasonry is to a great extent driven by external 

factors including, but not limited to, developments in wider society, availability of 

manufactures and prosperity of members.  

Freemasons surround themselves with an identity reinforcing body of material 

much of which allows their freemasonry to be present in their lives outside the closed 

meeting of their lodges. In this they are the model for later secular identities in 

popular culture.  

Inside the lodgeroom material culture continues to play its traditional role in 

indicating rank, ritual progression and membership. It continues to expand as 

different masonic orders are created.  

 

3/ What aspects of masonic material culture are unique creations of freemasonry? 

 

I have identified that freemasonry draws on external influences for its symbolism and 

that even when forms distinctive to freemasonry are created such as the stone ashlars 

they often consciously embody wider identification with external society. What is 

unique about this material culture is the mystique that surrounds it and the multiple 

meanings and affects that masons and wider society draw from it.  

 

4/ What is the role of concealment and revelation in the ways that a range of groups 

engage with freemasonry and its material culture? 

 

The pattern of masonic material culture follows that of other identity reinforcing 

material cultures including popular culture fandoms and other groups outside society 

including priests and soldiers. These parallel structures also adopt material cultures 

that resemble those of western Christian religious practices where the immaterial and 

ineffable are invoked and their presence reinforced by material culture. The ways in 

which the material culture evokes the immaterial renders it an actant in a diverse 

range of actor networks. For the material culture of freemasonry this applies both to 

members who understand the masonic significance of the object and for non-
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members who superimpose their own interpretations on it. The objects can 

simultaneously contain meanings that are masonic, anti-masonic and non-masonic. 

This polyvocality and overlap with alternative interpretations of significance and 

meaning makes masonic material culture of relevance to a wider range of human 

actors than might be expected. 

   

Future Research Projects 

 

I attach (at Appendix A) a listing of additional research projects that might be undertaken 

based on this research. I here highlight three larger scale projects that would advance 

museum studies, actor network theory and the study of consumption. 

The development of museums of freemasonry in the UK and continental Europe is 

under-researched and building on the actor networks I have described an important future 

project would be to analyse the collecting and display policies of these museums, comparing 

and contrasting them with wider museum practice in the countries concerned over time. This 

would also draw out the way that the material culture mediates identity during and after 

moments of crisis as, for example the suppression of freemasonry by the Third Reich.  

I assert that the material culture of freemasonry, far from being niche and 

unknowable is an extremely significant body of material. The ways in which it interacts with 

external culture and creates a network of production and consumption can be analysed 

using ANT combined with object biography and this combination may well point to the way 

in which ANT can be further integrated into anthropological studies of museum collections 

and studies of identity-based consumption.  

 The principles that I have used in this thesis to analyse masonic material 

culture could be tested on other similar bodies of material and from this a significant step 

forward in how ANT is deployed may appear. Network analysis of affective bodies of material 

culture, creating a ‘layer cake’ of networks over time for each object and then shifting it to 

focus on individuals or groups that interact with it has the potential to be a new analytical 

technique that could usefully be tested.  
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Final Comments 

 

This research has been transformational for my curatorial practice, research and 

writing skills. The application of material culture anthropological theory has revealed new 

insights and provided a starting point for a re-structuring of how masonic material culture is 

viewed, studied and displayed. 

I hope to have demonstrated, at least in part, that freemasonry is a 'part of things' 

not a 'thing apart'. Where it, and its materiality, attempts to stand apart it simply emphasises 

its existence as a defined sub culture within society. Society in its turn only makes it seem 

apart from the wider world by its deliberate wish for freemasonry to be ‘other’. The wish for 

secrecy is a need from the masonic perspective and a desire from wider society but the 

actual power balance between concealment and revelation varies over time and is a dynamic 

relationship between the masonic and profane worlds.  

The complexity of public displays of freemasonry and its materiality shows how it fans 

out into wider society as both members and non-members contemplate and create 

meanings from it. It is a 'part of things'. 

 The diversity of items for purchase and collecting and the different types of 

collectors show a wish to gain ownership of the material to assert control and for study. It is 

not a 'thing apart'.  

The presence in popular culture of masonic material culture and items derived from it 

shows that society has adopted this material culture. It has then used it to expand and alter 

the range of items available for purchase. Even de-contexualised masonic material culture 

has affect, agency and influence.  

Finally, material culture remains central to the practice of freemasonry and our efforts 

to understand it. Here it is at its most authentic and continues to be generated by all 

masonic, and masonic 'like' bodies. It is essential, expanding and enduring.  

In each instance freemasonry can be studied and understood by using material 

culture, social and anthropological theories. Conversely, the use of theory has the power to 

unpick the multiple networks and identities embodied in the history of any object or group 

of objects in or around freemasonry. While not universal or universally understood, 

freemasonry has nonetheless reached out to all parts of our society with a level of 
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recognition that major commercial brands have achieved and the materiality of society has in 

turn penetrated it deeply. 

 If we omit to study, as has been the case until now, the deeper significance of the 

material 'things' that freemasonry creates and inspires then a major aspect of it is omitted 

from our exploration and understanding of what freemasonry and freemasons mean in the 

past and the present. 
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Appendix A: Future Research Opportunities 

 

This research project has identified the potential of this body of material to generate 

further insights. Here I suggest a range of immediately relevant additional projects 

that might be undertaken.  

 

 

1/ There exist opportunities to apply Actor Network Theory to published historical 

research on Freemasonry and by so doing to investigate the role of masonic material 

culture in terms of its interactions with people and their networks.  

 

2/ An investigation of the phenomenological impact of this material culture both on 

freemasons and on non-freemasons will allow an analysis as to why it exerts such a 

level of agency and at the same time is almost invisible to freemasons on a day to 

day basis (except when ceremonies are being conducted). Comparing and 

contrasting it with the materiality of other forms of association and also religious 

practice may enhance the understanding of the role of spiritual materiality in the 

period from the eighteen century onwards by expanding it into parallel secular 

movements.  

 

3/ The relationship between masonic material culture and gender performance 

requires a detailed study. Freemasonry, while overwhelmingly male in membership 

nonetheless has incorporated forms female membership since the eighteenth 

century. This and the more recent need to incorporate non-traditional genders and 

gender identifications creates a tension between tradition and inclusivity. More work 

is needed to determine if gender is expressed or repressed through this material 

culture.     

 

4/ A research project should consider how lodge identity is built up over time and 

how objects in lodges become palimpsests as their histories build up through use, 

transfer and redundancy. The means by which lodges acquire identity-supporting 

objects need to be mapped to determine if there is a common path or if each lodge 

is truly unique in its identity. This project could key into the membership pathway 

created by UGLE in 2022 which regards the unique identities of lodges as an 

important marketing tool for membership.  

 

5/ Mapping  consumer behaviour from the aspects of the recipients, purchasers and 

suppliers of masonic gift objects has the potential to provide an important new 
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insight into consumer marketing towards men. The nature of these gifts and their 

collection may provide insights into the social status and self-image of givers and 

recipients. They may also be an opportunity to obtain testimony from the partners of 

freemasons on how freemasonry's materiality had agency on them thus expanding 

the study outside the direct membership. 

 

6/ A study of how the experience of freemasons and their membership is mediated 

by their possessions has the potential to provide new insights into how the ability to 

purchase or be awarded masonic items alters or reinforces the nature of this 

membership. This project could be national or international in scope but would 

require negotiation with masonic bodies to gain direct access to members. 

 Membership of freemasonry comes after the age of twenty-one (eighteen in 

some circumstances) so its materiality is in addition to any interests, career or life 

events up to that point. The way in which these prior elements interact with the 

potentially all-encompassing materiality of freemasonry may also give insights into 

the ways that material culture can be used to modify both identity and behaviour in 

young adults and as such it may intersect with wider research into the ways that 

individuals can refocus their identity.  

 

7/ There is potential for a large-scale research project to analyse collecting and 

display practices in the masonic museums of Europe and the U.K. to provide insights 

into the reactions of wider society to freemasonry and the freemasons own self-

image and desire to communicate this. Most of these museums have a digital 

element and no research on how this aspect of their materiality functions has yet 

been carried out.  

 

8/ There is a need for an investigation into how the seizure of masonic material by 

the dictatorships of the twentieth century created the first widespread exhibition of 

the material. This would also consider how, after World War Two, this experience 

impacted on the increased display of masonic material culture both by freemasons 

and external museums while simultaneously distorting the artefact base due to 

destruction.  

 

9/  There is the potential for a wider project based on the moments when 

freemasonry is damaged by external attacks. The ways in which the rebuilding of 

masonic materiality occurred after historical crises offer a potential new insight on 

the way that the members, who were themselves also part of wider society, dealt 

with the personal and societal trauma of these events. The French Revolution, the 
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First and Second World Wars and the Dictatorships of the 1930s all caused major 

losses of masonic material culture and created a need to rebuild it as freemasonry 

resumed. Some of these losses were actually relocations of the material into different 

contexts rather than pure destruction. 10/ Mapping in more detail the impact of 

freemasonry on the development of modern consumer culture in the eighteenth 

century and afterwards, specifically researching into the ways in which manufacturers 

became aware of this new market and to what extent production of items for 

freemasons drove innovation and design of wares. This may also draw out 

differences due to cultural concerns including national or gender identity.  

 

10/ There are multiple research projects that could be undertaken using the jewels of 

individual lodges whether in UK or elsewhere. These could be researched as a unique 

resource for personal, organisational and societal identity materialised as jewellery. 

Projects can link to longer historical narratives or to key moments of trauma in 

society as, for example, in the rebuilding of Germany after the Second World War. 

The incorporation of Imperial attitudes and symbolism is one project that would be 

timely and have immediate impact. Jewels are, as I have asserted, probably the 

largest and most diverse self-designed body of male jewellery in the world. The 

jewels of the Womens’ Grand Lodge of Germany are a more contemporary example 

of how a jewel style can be distinctive and yet evolve common features over time 

from a defined point of origin, in this case post war Germany. 

 

11/ A detailed analysis of the iconography of decorative art medals in their historical 

and masonic context may produce new information about the development of lodge 

identity and symbolism over time. In particular any interface between lodge identity 

and issues in wider society and national concerns may become evident.   

 

 12/ A totally new investigation using the methods developed for analysing jewels 

and medals is merited for the large surviving body of seals and seal impressions .The 

collecting of wax seal impressions was popular in the Victorian period and surviving 

example may be the only evidence for individual masonic bodies and their self-

generated imagery. There was not the opportunity in this research to consider a 

review this category of objects as it is yet to be catalogued at the MoF. This group of 

material has additional agency as these seals are used to legitimise documents of 

membership.  

 

 


