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The material sources have been researched and assessed by Rob Soames PGStB(RA). He has given 
attributions where appropriate and has indicated where his own opinions are being stated. Credit should be 
given to the author at any presentation. 

There are many books and articles about the background and history of Freemasonry in general, and 
the Craft in particular, but much less is available about the background to the Royal Arch, and what 
little there is,is  not always accessible or easy to understand.  What I  am going to try to do here is to 
relate, as simply as I can, and therefore not in a scholarly way, the main strands of the story insofar 
as I can understand it. I hope you will find it   interesting and it may perhaps encourage some of you 

to explore further1. 
 

The Royal Arch ceremony is essentially based upon two separate stories. The first is fairly accurate 
history and you can read it in the Bible; it is the story of the return of the Jewish people from 
Babylon to Jerusalem and the rebuilding of the temple. The second story is an ancient legend 
describing the discovery of the Vault, the Altar and the Sacred Name. Our source for this legend, in 
written form, goes back to about 400CE (Common Era) when a chap named Philostorgius, writing 
about the rebuilding of the temple, gave an account of the discovery of the vault. Nine hundred 
years later, in the fourteenth century, a Byzantine Greek historian called Nicephorus Callistus 
repeated this story in more detail, and this version appeared in English in Samuel Lee's Orbis 
Miraculum, which means ‘Wonder of the World’, in 1659. What then happened we do not know,  
but it is this story of what the sojourners  found that has come down to us and which we all know so 
well. When you think about it, it is an extraordinary chain of events. 

 
It is three or four generations after 1659, not until the 1740s, before we have the first clear evidence 
of masonic ceremonies which sound like our Royal Arch. You will remember that the Premier Grand 
Lodge of England was established in London in 1717. This was a time of great change in England; it 
really was the start of the modern era.     

1Sources are principally The Royal Arch, the Charter of Compact and Lord Blayney - E Comp JR 
Dashwood PAGSoj (Masonic Record 1960); More Light on the Royal Arch-E Comp Harry Carr PAGDC 
(Masonic Record 1961; A talk on Royal Arch Masonry - E Comp EA Clutton PAGDC (Masonic Record 
1962); A Brief History from Lord Blayney to the Duke of Sussex - E Comp AR Hewitt PGStB (SGC 1966); 
E Comp Bernard E Jones PGStB in Freemasons' Guide to the RA (1975), and E Comp Y Beresiner PAGDC 
- The Royal Arch: the Fourth Degree in the Grand Lodge of the Antients (Batham Royal Arch Lecture 
2000). 

 
 
 
 

 



The seventeenth century had been a time of conflict and problems, but now, after much negotiation 
and compromise, the squabbling British factions had settled on a German Prince as our King. George 
1st was  not fluent in English and for the first time ministers, like the first Prime Minister, Walpole, 
were beginning to be seen to take the big decisions rather than the monarch. The kind of evidence-
based scientific ways of thinking we are used to were being developed; as were banking and 
commercial practices very like those we use nowadays;  and the first glimmers  of the industrial age 
were to be seen. In this atmosphere, a few lucky people had the leisure and inclination carry out 
masonic speculation 
 
One of these was the Scotsman Dr James Anderson who wrote and had published Grand Lodge's first 
'Constitutions' in 1723. I mention this because among much else the Constitutions gave authority for 
the WM of a lodge to congregate the members into a 'Chapter'. According to masonic historians, 
during the  1730s  and  1740s  there  are other brief references and short records to what sound like 
Royal Arch Chapter material and its ritual across England, Scotland,  Ireland and also France.         
What is certain is that a certain Irishman, Laurence Dermott, who was later to be Grand Secretary of 
the 'Antients', recorded that he was made a Royal Arch mason; (one of my sources says 1746 in 

Dublin2 and another 4th March, 17523 - whichever it was, there is no doubt that he was in). I'll 
explain the terms 'Antients' and 'Moderns' in a moment. By the 1750s Lodge minutes have survived 
which list the date and names of ‘Royal Arch’ masons. In December 1753 the minutes of a Lodge in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia (then a British colony) record who had been 'raised to the degree of Royal 
Arch mason'. And another important mason of the time, Thomas Dunckerley,  Secretary of the 
'Moderns', recorded in a letter which has survived, that he had been made a Royal Arch mason in 
1754. 

 
Companions, I think we can say with confidence that by the early 1750s there isn't much doubt that 
the Royal Arch was fairly well known and beginning to thrive. 

 
But exactly what did this mean? Complicated though it is, I think it might be helpful here to remind 
ourselves that the Grand Lodge created in 1717 had by the late 1740s lost its way. Things reached 
the stage that in 1751 five lodges of Irish Freemasons met in a tavern called ‘The Turks Head’ in 
Greek Street, Soho, and formed themselves into a rival second Grand Lodge which called itself 'The 
Most Ancient and Honourable Society of Free and Accepted Masons'. It became known as the 
'Antients', and it said that it practised a purer and more 'antient' form of masonry. The Antients then 
dubbed the 1717 Grand Lodge  as  the  'Moderns'. 

 
In the context of our history of the Royal Arch, the key points to note are that the Antients believed 
that the Moderns had de-christianised the ceremonies, and they disagreed with the Moderns' 
emphasis on freemasonry having just three Degrees. In principle, the Antients regarded the Royal 
Arch as a fourth Degree which could be openly conferred in Antient Lodges; but at the time it 
doesn't seem that any of the Antient Lodges were actually working it. In addition, Laurence Dermott, 
the second Grand Secretary of the Antients, and a real driving force, while personally a supporter of 
the Royal Arch, seems to have used the general lack of interest among the Antients for the Royal 
Arch as a means of emphasising how different Antient Grand Lodge was from the Modern Grand 
Lodge.. 
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In 1765 the Moderns formed a Chapter for the exclusive practice of the Royal Arch. It had 31 
members and dates its full existence from 12th June 1765. It had no name other than that it was 
the 'Excellent, Grand and Royal Chapter of Jerusalem'. The minutes begin with a manifesto of 
twelve clauses, the first of which is the 'resolve to hold a chapter'. This was signed by 29 masons 
and then by a further 14 as they were exalted. It met and worked steadily at least once a month 
for a year. 

 
What happened then is very interesting. Lord Blayney, Grand Master of the Moderns’ Grand 
Lodge, was exalted and joined with the Officers of the Lodge in devising and publishing a Charter 
of Compact by which the 'Society of Royal Arch Masons under the Excellent Grand and Royal 
Chapter' was constituted. The correct date of the Compact is 22nd July 1766, and a committee 
was formed to meet a fortnight later.   In the meantime, Lord Blayney  presided over another 
meeting of Grand Chapter at which, for the first and only time, Samuel Spencer, then Grand 
secretary of the Moderns, was present. We don't know what happened  but (or so  I am told)  the 
date that  the Charter of Compact was signed now seems to be - unless you  look very closely 
indeed - a year later, 22nd July 1767, and Lord Blayney is shown as P (for Past) Grand Master. 
Masonic scholars4 have speculated that this change, or forgery if you prefer, would have meant 
that it could be argued that Lord Blayney had left office and therefore had no power to 
implement the Charter. A further complication is that it seems likely that of the twenty one 
signatures on the Compact, most had not been exalted until 1767 or later5. 

And the significance of all this? It  has been suggested6  that doctoring the Compact from  1766 to 
1767 had the consequence that those who wanted the split between the Antients and Moderns to 
continue (and Dermott for the Antients and Spencer for the Moderns have been suggested) 
thereby threw out the mechanism that had been created so that the two Grand Lodges could 

have got together again.   All speculation; and not everyone is convinced7, and it probably really 
doesn't matter to most of us nowadays. But it is interesting that after the end of July 1766 Lord 
Blayney, though he continued in office in the Royal Arch until 1769, never again appeared in 
Grand Lodge. And after that he seems to have lost interest in masonry altogether. Furthermore, it 
seems that the newly constituted Grand Chapter kept a very low profile for a couple of years as it 
was only in 1769 that it moved to authorise the constitution of three subordinate chapters. One 
of these, now known as No 257, the Chapter of  Friendship, Portsmouth, is still in existence. 

 

So it was, more or less8, that separate Antients and Moderns Lodges continued until the  Union in 
1813. Except that, given all that background about the Compact, you probably  won't be surprised 
to learn that it became  lost and only found again in 1811.  At least it  turned up in time for the 

Union. And it was lost again.  But on 1st  February 1882 the Grand Scribe E reported to Supreme 
Grand Chapter that it had been discovered in the storerooms and he had had it repaired, cleaned 
and suitably framed and glazed. My sources tell me that this elusive and disputed document is 
now kept in the safe in the Library in  Freemasons'  Hall. But don't take my word for it - go and 
track it down.  It might have escaped again! 

 
Talk written (2012)  by E Comp R D Soames PGStB(RA) 

 
4Dashwood   5E Comp J Hamill PGSwdB (Freemasonry -Spring 2012) 6 Dashwood 
7Beresiner in SGC 1998 (per Hammill as above) 8 See also, E Comp J Hamill PGSwdB  in 
Freemasonry, Autumn 2012 

 


