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Preface

I state with all modesty, and without presuming to underestimate the value of preceding works on the subject, that to date there has been no truly scientific history of the origins of Freemasonry and that such a study is totally justified.

A number of valuable works on the history of Freemasonry have in fact been published since the appearance of the grand lodges at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Indeed, they have flourished in such number since the end of the Second World War that we can now hail the birth of a new discipline, which we might call masonology.

Nevertheless, operative freemasonry, which preceded this modern Freemasonrya and which is its source, has not been the beneficiary of such extensive examination. Those who have dealt with the origins of the order—for how can anyone claim to discuss this subject without touching upon this question?—have largely contributed insights only to the various fragmentary aspects their individual studies may have addressed. Far too often these studies have consisted of only an isolated, contemporary, and literal reading of documents with which most students of this subject are already familiar. Symbolism, which is the capital rule of Freemasonry, has often been either systematically overlooked or cursorily addressed on the broader historical plane. Some scholars have even believed Freemasonry’s symbolism and history to be two separate domains, while others, conversely, have confused symbolism and history, boiling down both to a single reduction and seeking to deduce the meaning of one from the other. The veil formed by these symbols—words, figures, and signs—has concealed the structures and realities from them.

We must hasten to pay a well-deserved homage to this research, however, specifically to the remarkable works published since 1886 by the London Study Lodge Quatuor Coronati no. 2076, which has brought to light a significant number of old, specifically British documents. Myriad brilliant authors have applied themselves to the presentation and analysis of these texts, including R. F. Gould, D. Knoop, G.P. Jones, D. Hamer, Lionel Vibert, F. L. Pick, G. N. Knight. Harry Carr, and John Hamil. Their works are quite valuable for their probity, the precision of their notes, and their observations relevant to the factual study of the beginnings of Freemasonry in Great Britain.

This intellectual harvest has encouraged me to intensify the search for a way to better situate the masonic institution and its origins in their general historical and structural context, especially given that the facts related to the institution are inseparable from the social context, mindsets, and motivations surrounding it. Further, while modern Freemasonry has grown directly from an exclusively British framework, its origins and development extend far beyond Great Britain and that nation’s history in both time and space, a fact that deserves some exploration.

My investigations on this subject have been quite extensive. I have made a point of attending to findings made in earlier works, incorporating those opinions whose premises were supported with proof. Research based on historical sources in all their complexity has been my chief concern. Quite often this research has led me to subject areas that might seem quite foreign to the topic at hand, such as archaeology, ethnography, sociology, law, and political economics. History, however, is traced not only through documents, but also through reconstructing the institutions, mores, and lifestyles in the past. The historical method is, by necessity, multidisciplinary in its theories and hypotheses. Nothing can be examined in complete isolation, in abstracto. Life is unity within diversity. I have consistently sought to gather what was scattered in order to reconstruct a living past and, consequently, one that is as close as possible to reality and truth.

Setting off on my journey objectively and without any preconceived notions, I have had to surrender to the evidence showing that certain opinions expressed in what are accepted as fundamental works on Freemasonry are actually lacking any basis of support.

Conversely, the same rectitude of thought and judgment led me to the opposite conclusion: that certain legends whose credibility had been greatly shaken among positivist minds were, in truth, based on sound arguments. This is especially the case for the Templar origins of Freemasonry. It should be clearly stated, though, that this does not mean I believe modern “speculative” Freemasonry is a direct survival of this vanished Order.

For their ceaseless understanding, kindness, and strong encouragement, I thank all those in the wide variety of fields I have explored in the undertaking of this book. I give my acknowledgment and thanks to all those who gave me their assistance or showed interest in the work I was doing. Certainly I am aware of the gaps that remain in this product. My ambition is to inspire further study in this fascinating subject that remains in large part unexplored.
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Introduction


Behold the days come, oracle of the Eternal . . . I will set my law within them and write it on their hearts . . . Behold the days come that city shall be built.

JEREMIAH 31:33–38



To find the origins of Freemasonry, it is important first to isolate its original characteristics, which can be found in the institutions from which it appears to have emerged:


1.  It was a professional builders—or, more precisely, construction—organization; the long-ago vocation of mason does not correspond directly to the modern specialization, but included an extensive knowledge of architecture. The organization was represented hierarchically.

2.  The organization extended beyond a strictly professional framework. Its members considered themselves brothers and provided mutual assistance.

3.  The association, in both its operations and assistance, followed traditional rites. Members were accepted into it through an initiation and the brothers were united by sacred practices that were illustrative of an asceticism, an indispensable condition for the realization of the work.

4.  The association accepted members who were not practitioners of the trade.

5.  The association displayed and highlighted its character of universalism.



This study of Freemasonry looks at both its specific history and the influences and events that have left their imprint over time on its formation and evolution. As such, it includes an examination of various spheres—social, juridical, religious, and philosophical—that have conditioned these events.

From a chronological perspective, the most certain sources of Freemasonry have emerged as the following:


1.  The Roman collegia, the remnants of which remained in the West following invasions and survived in the East as institutions discovered by the Crusaders at the end of the eleventh century.

2.  The ecclesiastical associations of builders formed by the bishops of the early Middle Ages, especially the Benedictines, the Cistercians, and the Templars.

3.  Trade-based freemasonry, which was born under the aegis of these associations and followed the form of lay brotherhoods or guilds.



The history of Freemasonry and its origins will form the first part of this book. In the second part, we will study the evolution of the professional organization; its purposes, both operational and speculative; its initiatory and spiritualist nature; its gradual transformation from an organization of those who worked in the art of building to those who engaged in a stricto sensu art of thinking and living; and the creation of modern Freemasonry under the influences of and in circumstances connected to British history.

The greatest common denominator that we can distinguish across the centuries, truly the millennia, is the coexistence and interdependence of masonic objectives and a sense of the sacred. In fact, it is the sacred that is the effective and ultimate cause of these objectives, however different from one another they may appear in the various stages of their evolution. This is an exemplary illustration of an important truth: Faith lives only through works and works are worth only the faith that moves them.
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1

The Ancient Corporations: Colleges of Builders in Rome

The Religious Character of the Ancient Corporations

The corporative organization of labor goes back to distant antiquity, and associations of builders are among the most ancient. When humans abandoned the nomadic lifestyle, they formed builders associations to erect durable shelters, protective ramparts, and temples in which to worship their gods. Architecture became an art—a difficult one demanding unique empirical knowledge prior to the development of the exact sciences. In some ways builders created the first aristocracy of jealous exclusivity whose services were indispensable to the gradually forming states. The association proved necessary because isolated individuals were incapable of erecting large structures by themselves and because this work required extensive general, technical, and artistic knowledge. Here it is necessary to make an important, preliminary observation if we truly wish to understand the history of labor and trades: First and foremost, this association always had a religious basis.

For the people of antiquity, every action of life was commingled with religion. Humans considered themselves the playthings of higher powers without whose help it was impossible to succeed at anything. Work was notably invested with a sacred nature. Oswald Wirth, in Les Mystères de l’Art Royal, translated this religious sentiment with great skill:


The hunter sacrificed to the guardian spirit of the animal he sought to kill, just as prior to chopping down a tree, the carpenter won the approval of the hamadryad. The quarryman, in turn, would have felt he had committed a sacrilege if he began cutting into rock without beforehand obtaining the consent of Mother Earth, whom he was mutilating. This is not the entire story, because avoidance of inspiring the hatred of a deity corresponds only to the negative side of worship by the professions. For his labor to be successful, the worker additionally had to ensure the positive support of the gods who dispensed the talents required. A pact was therefore necessary: By devoting himself body and soul to the service of the deity of the particular profession, the artisan would bilaterally contract sacred obligations, because by fervently striving to do his best in the domain of art, he compelled the god of his trade to come to his aid . . . So a union was therefore effected between the humble mortal and the god who worked through him, using him as an intermediary, therefore deifying the human through work . . . Each trade exalted its tutelary deity . . . Rich in imagination, the ancients were able to poeticize the actions of daily life and give their professional occupations a celestial aura. Thus were born the mysteries of the different trades.1



The cult of the ancient builders must have been of a distinct scope, for the noblest object of their labor was the construction of temples in which the gods were worshipped. In addition, human dwellings had religious significance. Rituals were an indispensable part of their construction. Among the Romans the home was the temple of the lares gods. This was true for all ancient peoples and still survives in the traditional societies of the East. “The dwelling was not an object, a ‘machine to inhabit’: It was the Universe that man built in imitation of God’s exemplary creation, the cosmogony.”2 The home was not merely a geometrical space; it was an existential and sacred place.

When trade associations were indispensable, as was the case with those of the builders in ancient times, they were of a sacerdotal nature. Among the Egyptians, the priest embodied a special branch of human knowledge. Each grade put its students through a predetermined series of studies specific to the art or science that it professed. In addition, for each novitiate degree, students were subjected to trials of initiation the purpose of which was to ensure them a vocation and which added to the mysteries whose teaching was hidden from the public. It must be assumed that architecture, like all other sciences, was taught in secret. Louis Hautcoeur writes:


The first architects known in Egypt, in Asia Minor, performed sacred duties independent from their role as builders . . . Imhotep, who built the first large stone complex in Saqqarah, was counselor to the pharaoh Sozer (circa 3800 B.C.), but was also priest of the god Amun. Sennemut, architect of Queen Hatseput, was the head of the prophets of Monthu in Armant and controller of the gardens and domains of Amun. Dherti was the director of buildings and a high priest. In the Louvre there are seated statues of Goudea, who was both a patesi, meaning a governor representing the gods, and an architect. . . . The architects seem to have been inspired by the gods they served.3



The Books of I Kings (5:13 ff and 7:13, 14) and II Chronicles (2:14 and 4:11) inform us that in Judea during the construction of the Temple of Jerusalem, under the direction of master builder Hiram of Tyre and Adoniram, Solomon had 70,000 men to carry loads and 80,000 to carve the stones from the mountains, not to mention those who had managed each job, who numbered about 3,300 and gave orders to the workers. Though we have no actual historical information on the subject, this story reveals that among the artisans busy on the construction of the temple there was a professional hierarchy and an organization, if not a corporation.

In Greece, professional organizations were known as hetarias. One of the laws of Solon (593 B.C.), the text of which was preserved for us by Gaius in his De Collegiis et corporibus (Digest), allowed the various colleges or hetarias of Athens to make rules for themselves freely, provided none of these rules went against the laws of the state.

Although the sacred nature of the builders appears to have become somewhat blurred among the Greeks, it survived all the same, notably in the legends concerning architect kings such as Dadaelus, Trophonius, and Agamedes. A typical example is that of the priests of Dionysius or Bacchus. They were the first to erect theaters in Greece and to institute dramatic representations principally linked to worship of the god. The architects responsible for the construction of these buildings maintained a priesthood through initiation; they were called Dionysian workers or Dionysiasts. We know through Strabo and Aulu-Gelle that the Dionysiasts’ organization in Teos was assigned to them as a residence by the kings of Pergama around 300 B.C. They had a specific initiation as well as words and signs by which they recognized one another and were divided into separate communities called synods, colleges, or societies. Each of these communities was under the direction of a teacher and chairmen or supervisors who were elected annually. In their secret ceremonies the Dionysians made symbolic use of the tools of their trade. At certain times they threw banquets during which the most skilled workers were awarded prizes. The richer members gave help and assistance to the indigent and the sick. In Greece the Dionysians were organized in the same way, and Solon’s legislation gave them some special privileges.4

It is important to note that banquets have held a religious and sacred significance from the time of greatest antiquity. Even the members of primitive clans gathered together to eat the sacred animal. “They communed,” Durkheim wrote, “with the sacred principle that dwelled within it and they assimilated it . . . The purpose of sacrificial banquets was to bring about communion of the believer and his god in one flesh in order to knit between them a bond of kinship.” Thus we may say that dietary communion was one of the earliest forms of religion.5

The Roman Collegia

It is supremely important to establish the connection between operative freemasonry and the collegia artificum et fabrorum of Rome, for the collegia exerted a major influence over trade brotherhoods of the Middle Ages, which more or less directly descended from them.

According to Plutarch, colleges of artisans were founded in Rome by King Numa Pompilius around 715 B.C. Plutarch cites nine colleges, including that of the carpenters, but says nothing about masons.6 This is explained by the fact that Roman society did not then acknowledge a very extensive division and specialization of labor. As an example of the sociological law of the development of human societies, the Homeric era recognized only four specialized trades: woodworking—that is to say, the building of houses (so there can be no question of masons); metalworking; certified leatherworking; and clayworking (making vases and pottery). Going through the centuries, we find house builders falling under the term carpenters.

Yet the oldest code of laws to have come down to us, the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi discovered in Susa and dating back to about 2000 B.C., reveals even in its time a certain division in the art of building. It mentions architects, carpenters, stonecutters, masons, and bricklayers, and building seems to have been the only art to have contained this degree of specialization.7

The Roman collegia formed one of the essential parts of the constitution attributed to King Servius Tullius (578–534 B.C.), which remained in force until 241 B.C. This constitution is characterized by a system of organization according to centuries. It cites three collegia, each of which formed one century: the tignarii (carpenters and, consequently, home builders), the oerarii (workers in bronze or copper), and the tibicines (flute players) or cornicines (trumpeteers). Titus-Livy and Cicero ranked carpenters in the first and most fortunate class of citizens, consisting of 98 centuries (9,800 carpenters) and holding a majority in the comices.a The other two collegia also belonged to the first class of citizens. These three colleges of privileged artisans, endowed with political prerogatives and made up of a number of state bodies, were called upon to render the greatest service to a people who lived in an almost perpetual state of war. Were they not soldiers almost as much as they were artisans, these oerarii who forged shields and weapons, these cornicines whose martial fanfares called the Roman hosts to combat, and especially these tignarii who built, repaired, and, if necessary, maneuvered the engines of destruction such as ballista and catapults and who built the fortified walls and camps and rebuilt, always better than before, what the combatants had destroyed? Weren’t the Roman legions builders as much as they were soldiers? Servius Tullius himself commanded two centuries of workers as men at arms under the title of military companies.8

Sometime between 67 B.C. and 64 B.C., the Julia Law abolished a certain number of collegia and sodalita (associations founded on a solidarity of interests) because of the abuses that had accompanied their meddling with the comitia, namely the corruption of bureaucrats and the purchase of votes. The Julia Law, however, did exempt the college of tenuiores, or artisans who were purely professional. There were a number of these for the tignarii. The collegia that survived were subject to more rigorous regulation (one banquet a month at most and administrative oversight). Most important, they were made more subordinate to the state, something that did not hinder their development. Quite the contrary: Under Alexander Severus (208–235 B.C.), there were thirty-two collegia.

By this time the collegia had become essential state institutions wed to strong municipal organization. During the third century these institutions preserved their traditional importance but lost much of their former independence. They became cogs in the imperial administration, albeit the most important cogs, for they were in direct contact with the population.

With the empire now an absolute monarchy, the governmental authority was gradually assuming the task of assuring not only law and order, but material prosperity as well. To do this, it set up a vast system of social classes in such a way that all the services necessary to survival and living had sufficient personnel. The utmost effort was made to maintain the individual authority of each man in his duty or profession, which is how the collegia happened to be called upon to play a role of primary importance in this system. We will see how the lesson of this absolute and centralizing administration based on municipal organization and professional groups eventually inspired European sovereigns in their fight against feudalism and in their quest to strengthen their authority at the time of the Crusades, when they found Roman social institutions still in place in the East.

The Principal Collegia

In the latter days of the Roman empire, Christian influences brought about both a decline in slavery and the development of free labor. This labor remained completely organized under the corporative form of the collegia and each professional was compelled to join the college of his trade. The institution realized the height of its development in the fourth century.9

At this time a distinction was made between public and private colleges. Public colleges included all the professions that were indispensable to sustaining the people: arms manufacture, horse breeding, public transportation (naviculars), bakers, butchers, manufacturers and suppliers of basic construction materials such as bricks and lumber. These trades were regarded as public services. Their members called themselves not collegiati but corporati and, if it was necessary, they were recruited from among the ranks of the condemned. Any individuals involved in these services remained so their entire lives and at no time had the right to sell their work.

The other professions made up the private colleges, which were actually semi-public bodies. These included mainly the dendrophori and tignarii, artisans specializing in woodwork. The college of the tignarii, homebuilders, remained hugely important and was widespread throughout the empire. Among the other colleges were the argentarii (bankers), the lapidarii and marmorii (various categories of stone and marble workers), the centonarii (garment manufacturers), the negotiares vini (wine merchants) and the medici (doctors) and professori (teachers).

Generally speaking, the state granted each collegium a monopoly on its trade. The members enjoyed certain advantages. For instance, they were exempt from certain taxes and from being drafted for labor. It was forbidden, however, for collegiates to change professions under pain of surrendering all their property to the collegium. They could sell their real estate and their slaves only to their colleagues. Moreover, membership in a collegium was hereditary. If a member died with no heir capable of taking his place in the profession, then the collegium would inherit his assets.

The Legal Organization of the Collegium

A collegium could exist only if it had been authorized. While members could freely question its statutes, provided they did not contravene public order, these statutes had to be monitored and sanctioned by the state, which gave them the force of obligation.

For each collegium a general list (album) of the membership, or collegiate, was kept. Above the simple collegiate were the magistrates of the corporation, elected by their peers: the decurions (heads of ten member groups), curators, procurators, syndics, and questeurs (judges of the corporation instituted by Alexander Severus). The effective leaders of the corporation, the duumviri, quinquennali, and magisti, sat above these various magistrates. Each college also included honorary members who made offerings and patrons (patroni), prominent figures who interceded with the authorities on behalf of the college.

The organization of the college appears to have been quite democratic. A common house (schola or maceria) was assigned for assemblies and the installation of the college’s departments. It normally had a tetrastyle (a four-sided portico) on which the college rules were posted. The arca or cashbox of the community was kept there. It was in the schola, before altars or images of the gods, that sacrifices were preformed and where artisans of the same craft or the enthusiasts of a cult would join together in pious solidarity on certain days. One of the principal rites was the repas presided over by a magister coenoe. There can be no doubt that these meals had religious meaning, at least originally. Their degeneration into something lesser did not occur until later and was one reason why the Julia Law (67–64 B.C.) limited their number.

Professional Worship in the Collegia and the Conversion to Christianity

We now return to the fundamental nature of ancient trades. Originally, as was the case in other cultures, the laws and institutions of Roman society were essentially based on religion. This was also true for the collegia, whose activity was dominated by professional worship.

It was natural—and indispensable—for each Roman collegium to have its tutelary deities, just as every family had its lares (household gods). It was in this celebration of common worship that the affiliated members recognized each other—often through the employ of gestures, signs, and ritual touch that had a sacred and psychological, perhaps even physiological, aspect. These signs also became the means used by members to recognize their colleagues, thereby guaranteeing the sanctity of craft secrets and protecting them from the profane. This necessity must have made itself felt in the collegia of builders who followed the legions on their campaigns.

A collegium’s divine protectors could be chosen by the order from almost anywhere. Often a college chose a god whose attributions were related to the daily labor of its members (for example, Sylvanus, god of woods, for the dendrophori, or wood carvers). In other cases it might choose a deceased emperor or even a foreign deity. We know that the Romans often adopted the gods of other peoples. We can surmise what deity the Roman tignarii, or carpenters, chose for themselves by looking at a stone discovered in 1725 in Chichester, England, that bears the dedication (52 A.D.) of a temple to Minerva, goddess of wisdom, and Neptune, god of the sea. The latter may well have been invoked both for the protection of the tignarii, who frequently had to cross the Channel, and for the construction of boats.10 A similar inscription discovered in Nice-Cimiez shows the lapidarii making a vow to Hercules, their tutelary deity.b

It is also likely that the worship of Roman builders had experienced the influence of foreign peoples because of the itinerant nature of these artisans and the fact that the Romans benefited from the architectural knowledge of the Greeks, who in turn had been influenced by the Persians, Egyptians, and Syrians. In fact, the influence of the Syrians must have been considerable following their significant immigration into the Roman Empire, to Rome particularly, during the later years of its existence. “It was especially in the first century that the Syrian exercised his activities, charged with almost all the minor crafts . . . The Syrus (Oriental in the broad sense of the term) entered everywhere, introducing with him the tongue and mores of his country.”11 Indeed, the best propagators of Christianity in the working classes were the Syrians. “Christianity in the third and fourth centuries was preeminently the religion of Syria. After Palestine, Syria played the greatest role in its foundation.”12

The community of worship and more or less religious or ritual practices had the natural effect of strengthening the ties bonding the faithful. A kind of solidarity compelled members of the same collegium to lend help and assistance to each other when life’s circumstances so dictated. One of Trajan’s letters responding to Pliny in 93 A.D. establishes that the eranos (association) of Amisus, a free city of Bithynia, concerned itself with, among other things, easing the misery of its poor members.

Like some inscriptions, certain texts from the Theodosian Code (a 483 A.D. compilation of earlier texts) reveal the germination of several of the charitable institutions that spread so widely during the Middle Ages. Law 5, for instance—de pistoribus—offers the example of a kind of adoption performed by craftsmen of certain collegia if a colleague left any orphans upon his death. As a testament to the collegiates’ relationship and the charity it inspired, these colleagues are described as brothers (fratibus suis) in an inscription of the collegium of Velabre from the time before Christianity.

At the death of one of its members, the collegium could be counted on to step in to ensure honorable obsequy and to oversee the fulfillment of the prescribed rites. Among the Romans, the sepulcher, intimately connected to the sacra gentilitia, or family rites, held great importance. People wanted assurance that they would not be tossed into one of the atrocious mass graves common to that era and that their college would see to their funeral arrangements. Those who were buried together contracted a kind of intimate fraternity and kinship.13

The sacred character attached to labor continued with the rise of Christianity and in fact was reinvigorated and rejuvenated by the new religion, which enabled labor subsequently to acquire an even higher value. This effect, which is often overlooked, is of the utmost importance, for it appears in all the social and political upheavals that have taken place throughout the history of labor. Throughout the centuries the Church unfailingly proclaimed and continually developed this principle: Labor is the image of Divine Creation.

The influence of the Church was first felt on the ethical plane, resulting in the dignification of labor and the protection of the humiliores against the powerful in institutions. The earliest constitutions ordered that work be remunerated, and little by little slavery diminished and the fate of serfs gradually improved.

According to the Christian concept of labor, each trade was placed under the protection of a patron saint, who acted as an intercessor with the power on high. Over the centuries these saints became increasingly involved with people’s everyday lives. But the relationship between artisan and the higher power extended much further than this. Christian religion teaches that we carry within us the divine virtues; we are, in effect, a temple for them. In following the exemplary life shown by Christ, we are able to attain perfection and, through the action of Christ within us, ensure that Christ lives. In our work we are thus a participant in the creative labor of God.

For more than a millennium, this Christian truth permeated more and more of human life. In the Middle Ages it became one of the principles of social organization. Even at the beginning of the fifteenth century, Fra Angelico’s contemporaries would say that angels came down to paint his painting during the inspired slumber of this incomparable Dominican monk.

On the social and practical plane, it is not out of the question that traditional rites of the collegia survived during the time of the late Empire, despite the triumph of Christianity and its transformation into the state religion. With their initiatory and sacred value adapted to the new spirit of the age, these rites had in their favor the strength of popular custom and the people’s interest in retaining them as signs of identification and professional secrets. It is generally thought that it was for reasons of this nature that early Christianity readily adopted pagan rituals, symbols, and even gods, whom it made into legendary saints. By giving these deities souls, they assured the perpetuation of the values the gods symbolically represented.c

The Collegia of Craftsmen in Roman Gaul

Roman institutions were actually established quite easily in Gaul, as were the collegia. Specific traces of their existence have been detected in Nice Cimiez. Collegia were also quite numerous in Provence and the Narbonnaise, as well as in the Lugdunaise, where the collegia of the tignarii and the dendrophori, closely tied to municipal life, were located. A list of trade colleges existing before the fourth century mentions the presence of these institutions in Marseille, Aix, Arles, Vienne, Valence, Nîmes, Marbonne, and Lyon. Although the collegia appear to have had less success penetrating northern Gaul, it can be assumed that colleges of craftsmen were formed in the majority of the large towns in the region. In Paris, excavations beneath Notre Dame in 1715 unearthed an inscription dedicated to Jupiter by the nautoe parisiaci. It is likely important colleges of builders were also located in Lutece after Emperor Julian selected it for his dwelling and undertook important construction there that has survived into the present. These colleges must also have flourished in Treves, a rich Gallic capital; in Rhenanie, where Roman remnants are so numerous; and in the Duchy of Nassau.14

The Collegia in Great Britain

Given that modern Freemasonry can be traced directly to British origin, there is good reason to linger more extensively on the history of the collegia of builders in Great Britain.

Several brigades of construction workers stationed with the Roman legions in the countries bordering the Rhine were sent into Great Britain by Emperor Claudius in 43 A.D. to protect Romans from Scottish raids. Before their arrival, there were no towns or cities in this country. The builders collegia were charged with the construction of camps for use by the legions. Gradually these military camps became outfitted with large buildings, baths, bridges, temples, and palaces. In all places where legions established permanent camps, these camps eventually became the core of more or less important cities, including York (the former Eboracum), which holds a prominent place in the history of Freemasonry. This was one of the first communities in Great Britain to gain significance and to be promoted to the rank of a Roman city.

Constant raiding from the mountains of Scotland forced the Romans to erect huge walls in the north of Britain on three separate occasions. The first great wall was constructed by order of the general Agricola in 90 A.D. The second was built under Emperor Hadrian in 120 A.D. Finally, the third was built from the Firth estuary to the river Clyde around 140 A.D., during the time of Anthony the Pious. Septimus Severus undertook construction of another wall farther north in the year 207, but we lack any precise information on on its building or whereabouts.

In 287 A.D., Carausius, commander of the Roman fleet stationed off the coast of Belgium, rebelled and took possession of Great Britain, where he declared himself independent of Rome and adopted the title of emperor. Fearing attack from Emperor Maximianus, he likely sought to earn the favor of the collegia, particularly the most important one, that of the builders. This is why in Veralum (the modern Saint Albans), where he resided, Carausius, through the mediation of the Roman knight Albanus and the Greek architect Amphibolus, confirmed to the corporations their ancient privileges conferred upon them by Numa Pompilius and Servius Tullius, who had formed them. Not only would he have abrogated the restrictions that had been enforced since the Julia Law, but he would also have added the right of special jurisdiction.

Freed from the power of the emperors, Carausius used his wealth to increase the well-being of the country. He especially kept the collegia busy with the construction of public buildings worthy of competing with those of other imperial residences. Following the death of Carausius, who was assassinated in 293 A.D., vice-emperor Constantius I (Chlorus), chosen by Maximanius and given governorship of Gaul and Great Britain, took possession of the latter province and established his residence in Eboracum (York). In 305 he became emperor following the abdication of Maximanius, but died in 306 during a campaign against the Picts.

He was succeeded by his son, Constantine I. Putting an end to the persecution of Christians, Constantine declared himself their protector. After his victory over his rival, Licinus, he himself converted to Christianity, which he made the state religion. During the next century Christianity spread throughout Great Britain and the Scots and Picts continued to harass the Romans, who, finding themselves attacked from all sides, left this land at the beginning of the fifth century. At this same time, almost the whole of Europe succumbed to the attacks of barbarians.
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The Collegia and the Barbarian Invasions

What happened to the collegia, particularly the organization of builders, when the Western Empire collapsed under repeated waves of invasion? The fate of Roman institutions varied by region. Obviously, they survived in those countries that were not occupied by conquering forces, which is how, in those parts of Italy that remained “Roman” (those transferred to the protection of the Eastern Empire and Byzantium—notably Ravenna, Rome, and Venice) the collegia continued to develop in the form of scholoe or scuole (schools). In the region of Gaul, Roman influence continued to be strongly felt in the kingdoms of the Visigoths and the Burgundians. They managed to survive to a much lesser extent in the kingdom of the Franks. In Great Britain, it does not appear that Roman institutions survived the invasions of the Picts, the Angles, and the Saxons. We will now look more closely at the situation in each of these areas.

The Fate of the Collegia in the Frankish Kingdom

We know that the Franks first penetrated Gaul as foederati (Frankish mercenaries) in service to Rome and that they contributed to the protection of the country against the Vandals and the Huns. It was with the aid of the Franks that the Roman general Aetius fought Attila in 451 on the Catalaunic Fields near Châlons. But this accord, born of a common danger, was temporary. The Franks, both Ripuarians (who lived south of the Rhine) and Salians (who settled north of the Rhine), gradually infiltrated from the Paris basin to take a predominant position in northern and eastern Gaul. In 464 the Ripuarians occupied the diocese of Treves once and for all. Following this time and lasting more than a century, Christian inscriptions disappeared in this diocese, a certain sign that the Christian—in other words, Roman—populace had been decimated, forced into exile, or reduced to the condition of Germanic serfs known as lites. From this point on we can no longer find any trace in these Ripurian-ruled lands of the collegia that had built the monuments in the Gallic capital of Treves.

But in the regions subject to the authority of the Salian Franks, of whom Clovis became king in 481, it seems that the Gallo-Romans retained their property and civil rights. Albert Esmein proposes the theory that during the Frankish era, corporations of craftsmen and especially merchants survived, no doubt freer than before, maintained by their members’ common interest. In support of his opinion he cites an allusion made by Gregory of Tours in the sixth century concerning the kingdom of Austrasia.a This text may not be so definitive, however. The Gallo-Romans’ loss of some freedoms in these regions during the rule of Clovis, even when subsequently recovered, casts doubt on the possibility of a complete legal continuity of the collegia.

Additional notable facts provided by Gregory of Tours, however, lead to a more subtle view of matters. While the Roman institution of the collegium disappeared, it is quite possible that remnants survived long afterward. It is probable that builders from the collegia found shelter, work, and protection with the bishops. Until at least 600 A.D., all bishops of Gaul, even in the Frankish areas, were Gallo-Romans. It is likely that some of these were remarkable builders who were actually aided by the Frankish kings. In 472, through the efforts of Perpetue, or Parpet of Tours, a first-class basilica, the most beautiful in the West, was completed to house the tomb of Saint Martin. A century later in Paris, Chidebert I (d. 558) kept masons busy on the magnificent Saint Vincent Church (now Saint Germain des Près). In Nantes, the bishop Felix (550–583) focused his concern on useful public works such as roadways, bridges, and canals, and consecrated a cathedral that is said to have been as beautiful as Saint Martin Basilica. In his city and diocese, Gregory of Tours built several churches, notably Saint Maurice Cathedral, which was consecrated around 580.1 All this attests to the survival of not only Roman traditions, but also important associations of builders, artists, and specialists.

The Fate of the Collegia among the Visigoths and Burgundians

Roman institutions persisted to a great extent in the kingdoms of the Burgundians and the Visigoths, who had established themselves in the empire as foederati and hospites (billeted mercenaries). Roman laws continued to apply to Gallo-Roman citizens in these lands. In fact, Visgoth and Burgunidan kings had compilations of Roman law drafted for the use of barbarian judges responsible for adjudicating among Gallo-Romans. These were the lex romana visigothorum or the Breviary of Alaric (505–506) and the lex romana burgundionum from the same era.

This situation did not change when Clovis, in 507, with the help of the Burgundians, fought the Arian Visigoths in Vouillé, resulting in his annexation of Aquitaine and Languedoc minus the Duchy of Septimania, which, under the hegemony of Narbonne, would remain Visigothic for two more centuries. Despite Clovis’s victory, the Breviary of Alaric continued to be applied. Its clauses remained in practice and contributed to the formation of the law set down in central France, where it supplanted the lex romana burgundionum.

The province of Auvergne remained the most Roman in tradition. For centuries it had been the religious center of Gaul. From the fifth century on, churches (several of which are noteworthy) multiplied there under the influence of Christianity. The Visigoths, who were in the Narbonnaise from 413 or 414, did not succeed in conquering Auvergne until 475, by which time they had become more than half Romanized. The Franks did not become masters of this area until the expedition of Thierry I in 531. Following the death of Clotaire in 561, the region returned to the control of the Austrasian kings and, as a result, from 566 to 613 it was under the domination of the daughter of a Visigoth king. Queen Brunehaut shared her family’s predilection for Latin culture. In the sixth century Auvergne still possessed its own senate and Gallo-Roman bishops continued to hold sway there until the reign of Pippin the Short. Though this king trampled and ravaged Auvergne during his bitter struggle against Aquitaine, Auvergne still had the dual advantages of the spirit of its inhabitants, who were tenacious, organized, and level-headed, and its geographic position far from major roads. More than any other region, Auvergne was protected from distant influences and infiltrations.

Roman institutions were also strongly maintained in the territory of the Burgundians after it was annexed by the Franks in 533. In fact, the Gombetta Law (517), which applied to Burgundians (whereas the lex romana burgundionum applied only to their Gallo-Roman subjects) was strongly influenced by Roman law.b In the Burgundian kingdom, we see educated families rising to assume the top posts of the state and supply the highest dignitaries of the Church. One example is Enius, also known as Mummolus, a general under King Gontran.

This survival of Gallo-Roman institutions in the Roman-influenced regions south of the Loire, in the Rhone and Saone Valley, and in Auvergne in particular, allows us to presume that the collegia survived in these areas. We can find proof of this in the buildings erected in these regions at that time and in the celebrity and influence of some of their architects.

One such building is the cathedral built in Clermont under the aegis of Bishop Namatius some time around 450 or 460 A.D. It’s “blueprints” can be seen today, carved on the walls of its eastern apse, precursors of those that would be in great vogue starting in the eleventh century. During the following century, Agricola, bishop of Châlon sur Saone (532–580), had a number of buildings erected in this city, including houses and a church supported by columns and decorated with colored marble and mosaic paintings.

The Gallo-Romans were not the only ones who were skilled at building, however. The barbarians also distinguished themselves in the art of building, a significant fact:


Toward 475 a governor of Auvergne saw to the building of Saint Julien de Brioude, with its superb columns, on the orders of King Euric. It eventually became a popular pilgrimage site. Around 530–535, the terrible Clotaire employed Goth architects to build the Church of the Holy Apostles (Saint Ouen) in Rouen. This work was described as admirable by the people of the time. Under the reign of Clotaire’s son, Launebode, the governor of Toulouse, the former Visigoth capital, guided the construction of a church dedicated to Saint Saturnien. According to the poet Fortunatus, this project was attended to by more talent than a Roman outside of Italy would display. A large portion of the eastern ramparts of Carcassone are attributed to the Visigoths for very plausible reasons. And finally, there are Saint Marcel near Chalon and Saint Martin of Autun, two important buildings connected to the memory of King Gontran and Queen Brunhilde.2



The last of the Gallo-Roman provincial leaders may well have been a bishop of Cahors, Saint Didier or Géry, who died in 654. He won fame as a builder and was regarded by his contemporaries as having rediscovered the ancient mechanical system for producing large cut stones, which had been abandoned during the final years of the empire. In addition to his cathedral, he repaired or built part of the ramparts of Cahors, erected bridges across the Lot River, and built an Episcopal palace and various religious establishments.

The knowledge and reputation of the Gallo-Roman builders was such that their influence extended outside Gaul. According to Bede, in the year 675 Bishop Benoit of Weymouth in England was forced to go to France to find builders capable of building in the Roman style.3 Toward the end of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth, Anglo-Saxons went to foreign lands, primarily Rome and France, to recruit those skilled in the art of building: masons, glass workers, and other craftsmen.4 If we assume that this art of building more Romanum was indeed preserved in France, and that artists and workers were there in great number and enjoyed great renown, then we can deduce that Goth architects had Roman teachers and that associations still existed that had inherited the traditions of the Roman collegia. It is also worth nothing that the influence of these associations occurred in an era contemporary with that of Charles Martel, who, as legends in France and England have it and as we shall see, played a prominent role in the formation of Freemasonry.

It is necessary, however, to stress that Gallo-Roman and Goth art of that time had evolved. The basilicas of Gaul did in fact differ from those of Rome in that Goths and Visigoths introduced Eastern influences, particularly those from Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and Sassanid Persia. In the fifth and sixth centuries


The whole of Gaul was penetrated by Asia . . . the Gauls were in constant relation with the remote Orient that fascinated them so much . . . The Eastern monasteries then enjoyed a singular power of seduction . . . Honorat had lived with the cenobites of the East before gathering his first disciples together on the isle of the Lerins. We might conjecture that certain architectural forms had been transmitted from East to West through the intermediary of monks.5



We should also note that the Goth builders utilized triangles, interlacing, strapwork, and snakes as their primary decorative motifs. Here again ancient Eastern influences can be seen at work, an observation that is especially interesting when applied to the history of masonic symbolism.

The question arises as to what legal form builders associations assumed in the Visigoth and Burgundian kingdoms. In the absence of texts we are forced to envision the most plausible hypothesis. We can theorize that these associations were nothing more or less than Roman collegia adapted to new circumstances. Put forth by A. Esmein, this notion, which remains a doubtful explanation for those associations in the Frankish regions, does appear acceptable for the regions south of the Loire, where Roman institutions persevered.

These collegia, or at least their remnants, probably continued at least until the seventh century. At that time they were forced if not to disappear, then at least to transform. Even in lands where Roman law survived, however, it is not possible to speak of collegia in the strict sense of the term, for we must take into account the social, economic, and political evolution that led to the formation of feudal society. In the feudal world, individuals and groups must be envisioned in light of the bonds of suzerainty and vassalage that characterized the society of that time. There was no legal framework permitting the existence of autonomous professional associations. More important, individual freedom no longer guaranteed the work of the independent craftsman. An individual could become only a serf. The remnants of the collegia no longer offered any refuge except that provided by the bishops, who remained builders, and they were integrated primarily into monasteries, which were multiplying throughout the Christian world.

The bishop’s authority or conventual grip extended even into the cities. Withdrawing into themselves in response to the shock of invasions, cities had become veritable fortresses almost everywhere. The possessions of the Church expanded there until the secular populace became a minority and urban life took on an increasingly clerical nature.6 All of these factors explain the formation of the monastic associations, which we will look at in chapter 3.

The Fate of the Collegia in Italy

In 493 the Ostrogoths became masters of all Italy. They maintained Roman laws there just as did the Visigoths and the Burgundians in their kingdoms. But when it came to the question of adaptation, the Ostrogoths went even further. Not only did they leave the Romans their own laws, but also King Theodoric subjected his barbarian subjects to the force of Roman law at the beginning of the sixth century. This case of assimilation by barbarian conquerors remains unique.

The reign of the Ostrogoths was temporary. In 554, Narses, Justinian’s lieutenant, succeeded in driving them out of Italy. This liberation, however, was equally ephemeral. In 568, other Germans, the Lombards or Longobards, invaded the peninsula. The kingdom they founded lasted until it was destroyed in turn by Charlemagne in 774. Their conquest in 568 was not complete, however. Several regions of Italy escaped, including Rome, Ravenna, Venice and the south, and remained legally attached to Byzantium. Before studying the fate and evolution of the collegia that continued to exist in those parts of Italy that remained free, as well as the collegia in the Eastern Empire, we need to look at what happened to them in the Lombard kingdom. This region has left behind the memory of renowned architects, the comacine masters.

The Comacine Masters

The Lombard kingdom was divided into three classes: free men; aldions, or those who were semi-free, protected, and represented by their superiors; and serfs, who were completely under their superiors’ subjugation. As in other countries occupied by the barbarians, Roman laws could have continued to be in effect for Roman subjects in the Lombard region, but the Edict of Rotharis abolished these laws in 643.7 Articles 143 and 144 of this edict were dedicated to master masons, known as magistri comacini (masters of Como). It recognized their right to stipulate contracts and salaries, a right that belonged only to free men. We can therefore see that in 739 a certain magister comacinus named Rodpert gave up one of his businesses without the intervention of any superior,8 despite the fact that Law 253 of the Rotharis Code forbade aldions from selling the smallest plot of land without permission of their superior. It seems, then, that Rodpert enjoyed total freedom.

We possess another document that is relevant to the magistri comacini, King Liutprand’s (712–744) Memoratorium in eight articles. This text underscores the importance of these master masons. It commands the magister who leaves his land, whatever the nature of the job, to return there within three years, and if illness makes it impossible for him to comply, then at the very least he must send news. If he fails to comply with this legal obligation, his property is transferred to his family or, if he has no family, to the Royal Court, as though he were dead. It so happens that Law 224 in the Rotharis Code stipulates that the goods of the free man who dies leaving no heir are bequeathed only to the Royal Court, so it is quite clear that in King Liutprand’s mind, the traveling magister comacinus was considered a free man, entirely his own master.c

The question that arises is whether these magistri comacini—who were free men, unlike other craftsmen classified as serfs—were grouped in a corporation similar to a collegium. Without hesitation we can answer in the affirmative. First, it is quite likely that the maintenance of a particular tradition and art during several centuries assumes some kind of permanent organization. Second, we have an eleventh-century Lombard text that its last editor entitled Instituta regalia et ministerial Cameroe Regnum Longobardorum et Honorantioe Civitatis Papioe.9 This text reveals that long before the communal movement of “trades,” there existed in Pavia ministeria similar to the collegia of the late empire. Composed of free men, these ministeria enjoyed an absolute monopoly. Of course, this text makes no mention of ministeria of masons. It appears only to focus on the collegia we have described as “public colleges.” Still, it shows nothing less than that the Roman institution of the collegia opificum had traveled through the entire Lombard era and that continuity exists between these associations and the corporations of the Middle Ages.10

The importance attached by the Rotharis and Liutprand laws to the magistri comacini allow us to believe that the Lombards permitted these professional groups to survive. As their name allows us to presume, it seems that their principal seat was in the town of Como, which must have been granted certain privileges, no doubt the same enjoyed by a sanctuary.

The comacine masters were recognized as particularly skilled architects. They contributed a great deal to the gradual development of architecture in northern Italy over the course of the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries. Nevertheless, their art hardly evolved at all. Their churches were faithful copies of the Roman basilica, testament to the workers’ knowledge of traditional rules. They did introduce into their ornamentation, however, all kinds of animals and motifs derived from Byzantine and Eastern sources, proof of their contacts with the Roman collegia and the Byzantine regions of Italy. They made particular use of the endless cord, woven into complicated designs and known as the comacine knot. The houppe dentelée [serrated tassel] of the Freemasons is strangely reminiscent of this decorative element. The comacines did not, however, take advantage of other Byzantine teachings in the art of building.

The Collegia in Regions of Italy Free from Lombard Rule

In those regions on the Italian peninsula that were dependencies of the Eastern Empire, Roman laws remained in effect. Craftsmen were still trained in collegia and were governed as they had always been. In time, the name collegia was changed to scholoe or scuole (schools), but the system and its workings did not undergo any substantial changes. In Ravenna, capital of the Exarchat, the charters of the tenth and eleventh centuries mention schools of merchants, butchers, and fishermen; and in the reformed statutes of the city (1213–1253) there is mention of all the other trades in general, in particular the schools of house roofers and the magistri lignaminum, or builders, as very ancient institutions worthy of great protection.11 That Roman laws always governed these schools is proof of the survival of the institution of the collegia through the ups and downs of the centuries. The same may also be noted regarding the craftsmen of Venice, a city that never fell into the hands of the Lombards.12

In Rome the spirit of association was quite commonplace. The entire populace was divided into schools according to social status, nationality, duties, and professions. Each school had its own insignia, patron, statutes, offices, and assigned duties in the public demonstrations of devotion and rejoicing. These associations were not organized solely to advance the progress of arts and trades, but also to encourage piety. Each had their own church in which to hold gatherings, common burial grounds, and the responsibility to fulfill certain duties in processions, station displays, and other solemnities and festivals. In compensation, they received remuneration twice annually, at Easter and Christmas. For example, the masons of Saint Peters received eight solidi provisini and the masons of other schools received five.13 The schools also offered charity and assistance in a variety of ways.

Eventually, Roman schools of builders attained such prosperity that they were able to send a good number of their masters elsewhere, especially to England, as we shall see.

The Fate of the Collegia in Great Britain

Following the invasions of the Picts, the Angles, and the Saxons, Roman institutions collapsed in Great Britain. It is likely that the collegia, which had been so important, were not able to survive this upheaval intact. Their influence, however, could not disappear completely. It was preserved within the sect of the Culdees, or Colidees.

The Culdees originally consisted of a community of Celtic Christians who, in order to better propagate their religion among the people of the North, retained in their doctrine a familiar simplicity and loyalty to autochthonous traditions that made it understandable and accessible to all. Their name seems to be the result of a merger of two Latin words, colitores and Dei, which together mean Servants of God.

These Culdees would have infused their doctrine into the collegia that had been in existence from the time of Carausius to the final departure of the Romans. After the disappearance of the collegia following Britain’s invasions, these Christians were forced to seek refuge in Wales, the Orkneys, Scotland, and especially Ireland, countries that had never experienced Roman occupation and that medieval authors often referred to together as Little Scotland, Scottia Minor.

The Culdees were the source of Celtic or “Scottish” art. A distinctive and unique style rather than the survival of Roman techniques is what is most visible in their work.

In the transmission of Roman traditions it is important to underscore the action of Saint Augustine, or Austin, during the second evangelization of England, which was started by his impetus. This country’s architectural art then underwent a period of very obvious influence of the Roman collegia, now scholoe, and that of the architectural associations that survived in Gaul under the Goths.

Roman architects and workers built the monasteries and churches founded by Saint Augustine and also built the cathedral of York, which was erected at the command of Edwin, the first king of Northumbria, who converted to Christianity in 627. Saint Wilfried built the famous Saint Andrew’s Cathedral in Hexham (completed in 674)d and founded those of Ripon and Hagulstead among others, but it was Rome that provided the blueprints and workers to perform the labor. Saint Benoît Biscop, a Benedictine monk of Lerins who made the journey to Rome five times, constructed the monastery of Wearmouth more Romanum in 675. To do this, he visited Gaul in search of builders and glassworkers whose art was unknown in England. It was the opere Romanum (Roman work) that raised the ancient church of Canterbury. The raids of the Danish having ravaged and pillaged most of the churches in the towns, the powerful and victorious king Alfred seeded the country with fortified castles, rebuilt London, and erected churches everywhere, importing designs and workers from Rome (880–900). The repeated summons from Great Britain for builders from Rome and the continent point to the fact that architecture was a lost art in Britain and that there was little trace of the collegia left there. It has been established, however, that from the eighth century on, under the influence of the Roman scholoe, there were a large number of builders in Great Britain. In fact, in 716, when Saint Boniface, the English Bishop who succeeded Saint Willibrord, went to continue his conversion of the
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