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Forthcoming Events ð 2010 

 

30th   April 2010 ð St. Georgeõs Night ð a  

October 2010 Provincial Ball at the Grahame 

Thomas Pavilion - Orset Hall  

30th   October 2010 - A night at the Races - All 

tickets now sold but you can still sponsor a race or 

horse. 

8th  November 2010  Annual Remembrance Day 

Wreath laying ceremony at Chingford War 

Memorial t.b.c.  

18th  December 2010 -  Annual Broken Column 

Luncheon - Chingford Masonic Hall 12.00 - 3.00 

p.m. 

for more information on these forthcoming events 

please visit the website 

www.chingfordmasonichall.org.uk   

click on diary of events  
 

 

During a recent mission to the Library and Museum at 

Grand Lodge for some research for an article for the 

CAMSG Newsletter my attention was particularly taken 

by the latest Exhibition.    It was entitled ñFreemasonry 

and the French Revolutionò and is on display from 1
st
 July 

2009 to 18
th
 December 2009, and it is certainly worth a 

visit to view the artefacts.  I have reproduced below the 

contents of the leaflet of the exhibition guide and added 

some pictures to give an idea of exhibition. 

Freemasonry and the French Revolution 

 

The eighteenth century was a period when philosophers 

and writers began to question traditional institutions, 

customs and morals. During the Age of Enlightenment, as 

it is often known, many modern ideas of freedom, 

democracy and reason were developed. These ideas had an 

impact on social and political life. Clubs and societies 

developed. The creation of the United States of America in 

the 17703 and 17803 as a democratic republic independent 

of its previous imperial ruler, Britain, was one of the most 

important political changes and an inspiration for political 

developments elsewhere. 

On 14th July 1789 the Bastille prison was stormed by the 

Paris mob. This was symbolic of the greater power which 

had been acquired by the Third Estate', social groups 

distinct from the aristocracy and clergy who had 

traditionally ruled France alongside the monarchy. This 

transfer of power was the climax of many years of 

economic crisis and attempts at political reform. 

The events of 1789 opened an era of revolution, drawing 

on Enlightenment ideas. Europe saw the emergence of 

radical societies seeking greater democracy and, in some 

cases, the overthrow of monarchy and church. The notion 

of unifying smaller states into nations also began to take 

root, notably in Italy. Governments responded by 

increasing surveillance and taking specific action to 

monitor membership of all societies and associations or to 

ban them altogether. 

Freemasonry had developed in Britain in the early 

eighteenth century and been exported throughout the 

world. It was one of the most widespread of clubs and 

societies.   In their lodges, all freemasons were equal 

regardless of their religion or social status, so, in many 

ways, freemasonry represented Enlightenment ideas. 

Although Masonic lodges were not permitted to discuss 

political affairs in their meetings, across Europe 

freemasonry's relationship with society was changed by 

the political events of 1789. 

 
Picture above:  The Duc of Orleans, Grand Master of the French 

Freemasons in 1789, initially supported the revolution but was 

arrested and guillotined in 1793 

 

In England freemasons' lodges were required by the 

government to register lists of their members with the local 

authority.  
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Some writers argued that freemasonry and other 

associations had conspired to cause the Revolution and 

many books were published about this. From these 

developed conspiracy theories blaming 'secret societies' for 

events and these remain today one of the Revolution's 

most enduring legacies. 

ngland - In 1789 English freemasonry was 

approaching a peak of respectability and 

prestige. The following year, the Prince of 

Wales, later George IV, who had been a 

freemason since 1787, was elected Grand Master. The Grand 
Lodge commissioned a suite 

of ceremonial furniture, with 
Masonic symbolism, to be 

used in its new Freemasons' 

Hall in central London. 
Picture left:  George VI  on 

the original Ceremonial 

Throne 
By this time there were over 
700 lodges organised under 

two rival Grand Lodges. 

Membership of lodges 
represented a broad mix of 

society. In England, 

freemasonry was non-
political and the discussion of 

politics and religion at Masonic meetings was forbidden (as 
remains the case today).    The two Grand Lodges were 

governing and administrative bodies with no political 

affiliation. Freemasonry in England was public. Lodge 
meeting places were known and the new Freemasons' Hall 

opened in 1776 was in central London and could be hired for 
public events such as concerts and dinners. 

The French Revolution encouraged the emergence of 

radical organisations in Britain. Following naval mutinies 

in 1797, the government first introduced the Unlawful 

Oaths Act which outlawed societies which administered 

oaths of secrecy. After an unsuccessful Irish Rebellion in 

1798, a bill "for the more effectual suppression of societies 

established for seditious and treasonable purposes; and for 

the prevention of other treasonable and seditious practices" 

was introduced. 

This legislation banned the London Corresponding 

Society, United Englishmen, United Scotsmen and the 

United Britons by name. 

It defined as unlawful 

'every society, the 

members whereof shall 

be required or admitted 

to take any oath of 

engagement'. Some of 

the provisions in the bill 

raised issues for the two 

Grand Lodges who sent 

a delegation to the 

Prime Minister, William 

Pitt. 
Picture left:  Ceremonial 

throne commissioned by 
the Grand Lodge when 

George, Prince of Wales, 

was elected Grand Master. 

As a result of their representations and the parliamentary 

debate, a system of self regulation was introduced whereby 

each lodge would provide an annual return of its members, 

certified by two members of the lodge, to the clerk of the 

peace. This was the provision included in the Act when 

passed on 12th July 1799. The Unlawful Societies Act of 

1799 was the first statutory acknowledgment in Britain of 

the existence of freemasonry. The requirement to provide 

these annual returns continued up to 1967 when the Act 

was repealed. 

ar - The French Revolution was viewed 

with alarm by neighbouring monarchies 

and political coalitions formed which 

threatened the survival of Revolutionary 

France. In 1792 France carried out an abortive attack on 

Austria which provoked a retaliatory invasion by Prussia.  
This had the effect of mobilising the French population 

into an increasingly effective fighting force and from 1793 

onwards French armies began a series of invasions in 

defence of the Revolution that by the early 1800s had 

created a near global conflict and altered the national 

landscape of Europe.  

The revolutionary armies, shorn of their aristocratic officer 

corps and in a constant state of warfare, produced a series 

of talented leaders culminating in the elevation of General 

Napoleon Bonaparte to First Consul and ultimately to ruler 

of the newly created French Empire in 1804. 
 

 
Picture above: An example of a Masonic ñjewelò made by 

French prisoners of war c1800-1815 using bone, straw 

 and other scrap material 

An estimated 120,000 French soldiers and sailors were 

brought to England as prisoners of war. Many were 

confined to huge specially built barracks or prisons such as 

Dartmoor or on board prison 'hulks' (ships) in harbours. 

Some officers were allowed to reside 'on parole' within 

assigned limits and on certain conditions.    

They were often located in 

smaller provincial towns 

far from the coast. A 

number of these prisoners 

of war were freemasons.  
Picture left: Figures 
representing members of a 

military lodge are holding a 

meeting around a table inside 

this bottle.  

Where there were enough 

of them in a particular 

area, they set up their own 

lodges which can be 

identified from surviving 

membership certificates.   

They also produced Masonic items from the scrap 

materials around them which could be sold locally to pay 

for food and clothing. 

E W 
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rance - By 1789 there were over 600 

Masonic lodges in France. The aristocratic 

membership of lodges meant that they generally 

closed or became moribund after 1789 when 

many aristocrats went into exile or were executed. 
In 1798 freemasonry gradually resumed and the two 

governing bodies, the Grand Orient and the Grande Loge, 

amalgamated in 1799. Doubts remain whether Napoleon 

was initiated as a freemason but his brothers and many of 

his military colleagues were all freemasons and under his 

patronage the public respectability of freemasonry was re-

established.    

 
Picture above ï Under Napoleonôs patronage  

Freemasonry flourished 

The number of members and lodges grew- more than 1200 

lodges were affiliated to the Grand Orient by 1813. 

Freemasonry became part of the machinery for the 

maintenance and dissemination of the cult of Napoleon. 

Napoleon's campaigns in Egypt touched the popular and 

Masonic imagination. The publication of accounts of the 

campaigns encouraged the use of Egyptian architecture 

and motifs which influenced the design of Masonic aprons 

and certificates. 

urope - The cultural dominance of France 

from the mid-1700s had encouraged the spread 

and development of other Masonic orders across 

Europe. After 1789, the response of some 

European governments, such as that of Francis II in 

Austria, was to ban Masonic lodges altogether. Italy was 

divided into 13 major political divisions. The revolutionary 

decree in Paris of 19th November 1792, which promised 

support to peoples everywhere to throw off the chains of 

oppression, was a challenge to all the Italian states. In 

Naples, where the sister of Marie Antoinette ruled, 

freemasonry was banned in 1794 and an anti-government 

coup was suppressed. In 1796-7 Napoleon and his armies 

invaded Italy and brought the population into direct 

contact with the Revolution.  

With the formation of the Grand Orient of Italy in Milan in 

1805, freemasonry in Italy became part of Napoleon's 

government machine. There were special Masonic events 

in Milan in 1811 to celebrate the birth of Napoleon's son 

who was styled the King of Rome.  As Napoleon's rule 

weakened after 1813, all the Masonic lodges were 

dissolved but other politically radical societies such as the 

Carbonari ('Charcoal burners') came to prominence.   They 

drew on freemasonry for their form of organisation.  The 

Carbonari sought the independence of Italy from foreign 

rule and were involved in organising revolutions in Italy in 

the 1820s and 1830s.   The Legacy 1789 also saw the start 

of a publishing phenomenon, books about 'secret societies' 

and conspiracies. Augustin de Barruel (1741-1821) was a 

Jesuit priest and author who emigrated to England in 1792. 

He wrote the Memoires pour servir a I'histoire du 

Jacobinism (Memoirs illustrating the History of 

Jacobinism) which was published in French in London in 

1797-8 and which claimed that the Freemasons emerged 

from the ashes of the Templars and were behind all the 

antireligious and revolutionary movements in Europe. 

John Robison's book, Proofs of a Conspiracy, published in 

1797, also sold widely. It had the specific aim of 

protecting the reputation of English freemasonry by 

blaming the Illuminati, repeating a story that the Jesuits 

invented Scots masonry and the Templar legend. The 

books by Barruel and Robison were, and have remained, 

very influential in creating the mythology of secret 

societies and as a foundation for later attacks on such 

organisations as freemasonry 

 
Picture above:  Apron showing Napoleonic 

And Egyptian Imagery 
 

 
 

. Political unrest in several countries including France in 

the period 1815-1850 meant that the Revolution continued 

to be an active political issue and an influence on historical 

studies.   Although democracy and representative 

institutions developed throughout Western Europe in the 

19th and 20th centuries, the myth of the existence of 

powerful secret societies remained. Today the internet has 

provided another medium to communicate those ideas. 
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