
        SOME OF THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE CRAFT AND ROYAL ARCH  

                                                           

                                                                   PROVINCE OF ESSEX 
 
 

SHORT TALK - SOME OF THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE CRAFT AND CHAPTER 

 2300 words – approximately 16 minutes) 

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. 

Probably we all remember from our exaltation the sense of mystery and intimacy engendered by the 
scene which first met our eyes. We also know how colourful a Chapter is,  all those crimsons, blues 
and the contrasting white (for innocence). I thought you might find it interesting if I said a little about 
some of the special practices and customs of the Royal Arch, and why they differ from the Craft. Let 

me start by just a few words about our origins, and how that affects how things are1. 

Our Origins 
 

Following the Union of the Grand Lodges in 1813, the present Supreme Grand Chapter came into 
being in 1817. For many years it was the poor relation to the Craft and in fact lacked proper 
organisation. In 1947 the then Grand Master and First Grand Principal, Lord Harewood, drew 
attention to this and suggested that some merit beyond being a First Principal should be necessary 
before becoming a Grand Officer in the Royal Arch (at that time a Brother appointed to Grand Rank 
in the Craft was given a comparable rank in the Royal Arch, providing he was or had been a First 
Principal). It  took fifteen  years, until  1962, before the alteration took place and this might be said 
to have been the key change which has enabled the Royal Arch, though closely associated with the 
Craft, to take on the new lease of life which, together with the changes which have taken place in 
more recent years, have enabled it to attain its present fully justified importance in English 
freemasonry. 

 
How might one characterise in a few words what distinguishes the Royal Arch from Craft 
Freemasonry? Perhaps there are two key aspects; first of course, the Royal Arch  explains  that what 
was described as a loss in the 3rd degree may have been found in Chapter.  For  many of us this may 
be an obvious and satisfactory reason for belonging. I suggest there is another aspect which either 
appeals - or possibly forms a barrier - to some, and that is the opportunity the Royal Arch gives to 
learn the values of the more spiritual aspects of Masonry. 

 
 

1Much of this talk is a re-working of material of the Q&A on the MetGC website 
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Calling Off 
 

Now, if this talk were not on the Agenda, in a Lodge the only way, strictly speaking, I could give it 
now would be by having the Master 'Call Off' so  the  official  business  was suspended. What was 
then said would not be in the minutes. However, here we are in Chapter. There is a suggested 
procedure for calling off in Aldersgate Ritual (but not in Domatic) and indeed, for practical reasons 
MEZs do 'Call Off' (for example MetGC does so  at the Annual Investiture). But there is a no formal 
'Call Off' ceremony in Chapter in the way there is in the Craft. Companions, we are here until we 
finish, whether we minute it or not! The reason for its absence may well be because the Antient 
Lodges opened their Chapters within and after the Lodge had been opened, concluded the RA 
work, and then closed the Lodge. 

 
Let me now say something about 

 
Salutations and Equality 

 
For example, as you know, when we come into a Chapter for the first time, or when we retire, we 
salute the Name on the Pedestal by giving the sign. Once in the Chapter however, unlike craft 
practice with the signs, we should not salute the Name before addressing the Principals or other 
Companions; and certainly we should not salute our fellow companions. It is, of course, usual to 
make a court bow before addressing the Principals and we may, in common courtesy, use the 
words, 'Most Excellent,  Companions all,' or some such terminology. 

 
This is because in a Chapter, to a much greater extent than can ever happen in a Lodge, all  the 
Companions are of equal status. Excluding the three Grand Principals and the Pro First Grand 
Principal (present and past), all companions are either Companion or, if they have served as a 
Third Principal, Excellent Companion. And, you'll recall, all the Principals wear the same regalia. 
The three Principals are jointly and severally liable for the smooth running of their Chapter. 

 
Why therefore do we refer to the First Principal of a Chapter as the 'Most Excellent'? It is so as to 
show respect to the title of the office when they are occupying it, and it does not refer to the 
individual. Thus even the Metropolitan Grand Superintendent and other Grand Superintendents in 
and over Provinces and Districts are, personally, just Excellent Companions, (although 
Companions who are or have been the Principals of Supreme Grand Chapter, or have been given 
that Past Rank, are known as Most Excellent Companion). 

 
Treasurer and Scribe E 

 
One of the minor details you may have noticed is that, whereas in the Craft the Treasurer is senior 
to the Secretary, in the Royal Arch it is the Scribe E who is senior to the Treasurer. Look at how 
they {should be / are} seated - the most senior to the East. Why is this  so?  Some speculate that in 
the Craft we may not know all our Brethren initially all that well, so the job of the Treasurer is in 
principle more onerous than in the Royal Arch where all are invitees and know each other well, as 
Companions together. Note that in both cases the Treasurer is directly elected by all the brethren, 
to demonstrate that we all share in the safeguarding of  our  money, unlike the Secretary or Scribe 
E, whose appointment is made   by the Master or the Principals (acting jointly). 

Janitor, rather than Tyler 
 

Simply, no one really knows. It seems to be just to show that the Royal Arch is different from the 
Craft. The word „Janitor‟, of course, is in ordinary non-masonic usage, whereas a „Tyler‟ is very 
much a masonic word. 
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The Words G.A.O.T.U. 
 

You may also have noticed that in the Royal Arch, the words G.A.O.T. U are translated as Grand 
A.O.T. U. not Great A.O.T.U. Why is not known, but it may well be that Grand Chapter probably 
just wanted to be different from the Craft and to show that there was a distinction between the 
two. Thus, if you look at the Charter of your Chapter you will see that the words used are “In the 
Name of the Grand Architect of the Universe”. The same words  are also used on Patents and 
other official Grand Chapter documents. And therefore the initials on the Certificate represent "In 
the Name of the GRAND Architect of the Universe". 

The Charter of Compact (1766) did not contain the phrase Grand (or Great) Architect, using 
instead "The Most Enlightened East". This usage does not appear elsewhere. Clearly it never 
'caught on'. 

 
Thumbs 

 
As in the Craft, the thumb is hidden when you are called to prayer. As well as being another area 
where it was decided to make a difference between the Craft and the RA, it is thought that both 
thumbs are hidden when making the Reverential or Hailing Sign as a mark of reverence before the 
Name. Despite the name, it is not a sign in the Craft sense as no step is taken when giving it, and it 
is dropped, not discharged. 

 
 

The Chequered Pavement 

I'm sure you immediately noticed, when coming into Chapter, that the chequered pavement is 
concave, rather than square as in the Craft. This is because it is intended to represent the 
perspective view, from above, which the sojourners saw of the vault in which the Altar of Incense 
and the Scroll were found. 

 
 

The Square and Compasses 
 

When the stones for the building of the Temple were prepared in the quarries, they were marked 
in such a way as to ensure not only that the craftsmen who made them were recognised and paid 
for their labour, but also that they fitted together exactly  when they  were brought to the 
construction site. As the Temple site was Holy ground, and nothing common or unclean was 
permitted to be used there, except the purest gold, no metal tools were   used   in   the   placing       
of   the   masonry.     Yet   it   fitted   together  perfectly. 

 
It has been suggested therefore that the square and compasses are not placed on the VSL, a 
symbol of Holiness, but on the floor, the squared pavement, in allusion to the manner in which 
the Temple was constructed. 
 
In Domatic and Aldersgate ritual as practised in the Metropolitan area, the Square and Compasses 
are placed in position to the left of the VSL, as seen from the west,  by the  Janitor, and are never 
touched at any point before, during, or after the ceremony. (In Warwickshire Ritual it is different; 
the DC arranges the square  and  compasses at the  opening only; after that they are left 
untouched.) This is of course different from what happens in the Craft where their position on the 
VSL means that they must be moved and adjusted  whenever the VSL is opened or closed. 
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Position of the VSL 

In purely practical terms, with the plate of gold on the Altar, and no other resting place provided, 
there is nowhere else obvious for the VSL to go except on the floor of the pavement. However, 
the underlying reason is thought to be a tradition retained in the Irish Ritual which says: 

 
The people having been called to the Temple, the King read to them the Book of the Covenant 
that had been found during the repairing of the Temple … …” 

The scroll the Sojourners found was, you will recall, found in the dust at the bottom of the vault 
and that scroll contained the first words of the VSL, so it follows that the place for the VSL is on 
the floor. 

 
 

The Grand Originals and the Toast 
 

Just as we have a Grand A.O.T.U. as I said earlier, so we have the Grand, not the Great, Originals. 
Who are they? Well, they are of course the legendary founders of the three Grand Lodges which 
we, Royal Arch masons all, commemorate. Why do we commemorate Lodges not Chapters? Yet 
another curiosity hinting at the mixture of influences working in Chapter! If you can't recall who 
the Grand Originals are, I am sure the PS can [If it is planned, the Speaker and PS could do the Q 
and A here. Or the Speaker can just say...].  The toast2  alludes to the nine Grand Originals 
mentioned in the catechism given at the Festive Board and who were associated with the First 
or Holy Lodge, the Second or Sacred Lodge and the Third or Grand and Royal Lodge. 

As it is usual practice for the recipient of a toast to remain seated, and the Grand Originals cannot 
be present, we, as their present day representatives, remain seated. 

As to the question of why we drink with the left hand, the best answer available3 is that we don't 
really know when the idea of holding the glass in the left hand whilst drinking this particular 
"toast" first came about.  It is not universal  practice; nor are there sound reasons  for its use. 
Quite a number find the three reasons usually given unsatisfactory. They are, first, that it is 
because the heart is on the left side of the body; second, that it reminds us that we have in the 
Royal Arch the only sign given with the left hand. 

 

2Some question if indeed this is technically a Toast. This could be a subject for further research 
for those who are interested. 

3 E Comp Harry Mendoza - Fifty RA Questions answered (page 48) 

 

The third reason is more complex. In the book of Nehemiah Chapter 4 we read: 

„They which builded on the wall, and they that bare burdens, with those that laded, every one with 
one of his hands wrought in the work, and with the other hand held a weapon'. If they were 
working with their right hands (which is what most right handers would usually do) then they would 
be holding their weapon in their left hand. 

This explanation is also given as to why our sash (which is a bit like a sword scabbard) goes on the 
right hip, whereas most weapons are held on the left hip, to enable them to be drawn  by the 
right hand. At one time it was customary to fight duels with the sword in the right hand and a 
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shorter stabbing implement in the left hand, so it is not unknown for weapons to be carried in the 
left hand. 

If therefore the left hand in this instance is the sword hand, the toast is drunk with the left hand 
to indicate the absence of concealed weapons. 

The Words on the Scroll 

Finally (though perhaps this doesn't really fit that closely with the rest of this talk) what about the 
words on the Scroll that the Sojourners found? Back in 1766 the evidence is that the Words were 
the first words of St John's Gospel in the New Testament. 'In the beginning was the Word.' Now, 
we could have a lot of learned discussion  about what all that means,  but  for our purposes let's 
just note that in the Royal Arch this wording was changed early in the nineteenth century to the 
wording of the Old Testament Book of Genesis: 'In the beginning God created the heaven and the 
earth'. It is thought that this was part of the de-christianisation of the Royal Arch degree which 
seems to have taken place at that time. 

 
----------------------------------------- 
 

Companions, I hope this rather mixed bag of facts, ideas and sometimes just speculation will have 
entertained and interested you. Thank you for listening. 
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