
The Mystical Lecture
 

CHAPTER XI. An Explanation of the Royal Arch Degree – Part XI The Signs.

The whole of  the s..s are of genuine antiquity, and they may conveniently be divided into two great 
groups. In the first group are the Sup. Sn. and Fid. Sn., both of which are common methods of 
indicating prayer: the former of course being the one most usual in the West, whereas the Fid. Sn. is the
form met with in Eastern countries. Anyone who has seen Muhammadans praying at sunset will 
recognise this supposed secret sn. of the RA. It should, however, be given as the Muhammedan does it 
when invoking Allah. In many English Lodges out of respect for the creases in one's trousers, Z. fails to
do the Sn. properly. I cannot help feeling this is a great pity. Properly done, the movement is both 
graceful and significant, but as we usually see it, it is lacking in dignity and fails to fit in with the 
description in the ritual. Although these two sn..s are widespread, the very commonness of their use 
destroys their evidential value as to the antiquity of the system, and I have a shrewd suspicion that they 
are comparatively late additions and that originally there were only three sn..s in the RA., 
corresponding with the other triplicates with which the degree abounds. It should not be forgotten that 
except in England RA. masons have to know the signs of the Veils, namely, the signs for the first three 
Veils and the penal sign, making four in all. These with the three old Arch sn’s make seven, a very 
probable number. Those who have taken the veils will be interested to know that the Pen. Sn. is very 
old, and in India is associated with Vishnu. The legend thereof is as follows :-

A great giant obtained the mastery of the whole world, and even threatened the Gods themselves, 
whereupon Vishnu assumed the form of a lion and attacked and disembowelled him. This sn. is also 
one of the sn’s used by the famous Hung Society in China.

The Sn. of the third veil is also a method employed by members of the Hung Society in China to denote
membership.

The RA. pen. sn. is made by a boy in British East Africa after he has passed through the ceremony of 
initiation of a boy into manhood. When he is ready for the circumcision to take place he makes the 
Scotch form of the Sn. of G . & D.; after this part of the ceremony has been completed there is a second
point, during which he makes with the LH this sn.

There is some dispute as to the proper way in which this sn. should be given, but for reasons which will
appear later I am inclined to think that the reverse procedure to that followed in the first degree is 
correct. Brethren should be careful to note that a similar sn. given with the rt. h. resting on the sh. is 
found all round the world, but belongs to a different degree or stage of initiation. It is, for example, 
shown on Indian sculptures always in connection with Vishnu: on frescoes of Ancient Egypt, - an 
example of which is shown in "Freemasonry and the Ancient Gods": also on a vase found in Mexico, 
and the sn. is likewise used by the Red Indians, but it is not a RA. sn.

Brethren who wish to check my statement as regards these sn’s will find many of them illustrated in 
"Freemasonry and the Ancient Gods," but I have carefully avoided indicating the exact place where the 
RA. sn’s occur as those entitled to know them will recognise them, and I am anxious to avoid even the 
appearance of disclosing these to outsiders. This hint should be sufficient.



Although not strictly connected with this subject, a few words concerning the manner in which Charles 
I. was executed may be of interest to some. It is usually assumed that he was beheaded kneeling with 
his head on a block, and that the axe cut through the back of the neck first, but quite a number of 
competent historians, who have studied the account of this and other English executions, are of the 
opinion that the block used was too low for it to have been possible for him to kneel and place his head 
on it, and that he actually lay at full length with his head resting in the hollow so that the axe descended
on his throat first. Those who adopt this view point out that it was usual to blindfold those about to be 
beheaded, a procedure which would have been unnecessary if their backs were towards the executioner,
whereas if the victim was lying on his back and looking straight up towards the descending blade, 
unless he was blind-folded he would probably flinch, and the blow not prove instantly fatal. In China 
the method of execution is to make the victim kneel down, the executioner than seizes him by the hair 
of his head, and strikes off the head with a drawing motion cutting through the throat first.

The Rev. sn. is a very widespread and ancient one. It is used by the Australian blacks who have taken 
the last degree of initiation, which in many ways may be compared with our own RA. The degree 
previous is associated with the use of the Scotch Sn. of G. & D., whereas this degree is associated with 
fire and with a mysterious bush, from which initiated men sing and answer questions during the 
ceremony. It is interesting to note that in Ceylon the Primitive Vedas have a strange birth ceremony 
connected with a bush. After a child has been born the father goes to a certain magic bush, makes this 
sn. and asks the bush certain questions as to the future fate of the child. It is believed that the bush is 
inhabited by a spirit who will indicate in certain ways what is to be the lot of the child during life. In 
Tibet this sn. is the common method by which an inferior  salutes a superior, the explanation given 
being that the face of the superior is so bright, etc.. It is worth noting that the Italian form of the 
military salute is very similar, and is stated to have originated from the same idea. Our own military 
salute is derived from the Italian form, but has been so altered in the course of years as to be hardly 
recognisable. Among members of the Hung Society in China this sn., given precisely as we do, i.e., 
using both h’s, is employed by a member if he is attacked. If the attacker is a member of the Hung 
Society he recognises the sn. and allows his brother to pass. The Hung Society is probably the biggest 
secret society in the world. It works a wonderful ritual, similar in many ways to that of the Royal Order
of Scotland, and full of the deepest mystical teaching. Unfortunately in some parts of the world it 
appears to have fallen into bad hands, with the result that the Government have made drastic efforts to 
suppress it, although they have not been very successful. In collaboration with Bro. Stirling of 
Singapore, I am at  present engaged in preparing a book on the ritual of this Society and its inner 
meaning, which when it appears should prove of the greatest interest to masons, for this great Chinese 
secret society has striking similarities to Freemasonry, and many of its sn’s. are precisely the same.

The Rev. W. Wigram, D.D., who was in Mesopotamia during the war informs me that the 
Muhammedan Dancing Dervishes perform the following ceremony:- They start whirling round and 
round, chanting the word "Allah," but after about 30 minutes their leader suddenly places his hands in 
the position used by us when making the Rev. Sn., at the same time changing the chant "Allah" to 
"Yahuay" (so pronounced), which is of course the Arabic equivalent of the Jewish word Jehovah.

The Dervishes have a series of initiation Rites, of which I have given some details in "Freemasonry and
the Ancient Gods." The degree described there is very similar to our EA. degree but they also work 
another, "The Builders of Kaaba," which has more than a superficial resemblance to our RA.

Allah, it should be mentioned, seems to be derived from the same root as El or Elohim, which in the 
Authorised Version of the Bible is usually translated "God," whereas Jehovah is usually rendered by 
our word "Lord", far the reasons already given earlier in this book.



The Mon. sn. at first sight may appear to be one of those "Natural" sn’s. which has really no special 
meaning, but as I find that it is one of the secret sn’s of the Hung Society in China it is clear that it is an
old initiation sn., and the fact that the Hung Ritual deals with what is supposed to befall a man after 
death makes its inclusion in their ritual and ours peculiarly significant. It should be added that the 
Chinese explanation of the sn. is different from our own, and probably theirs is nearer to the original 
meaning. They say that it is the sn. of water, and it will be remembered that a certain triangle (two of 
which we form when making this sn.) is regarded as the emblem for water in the Western world. It is 
the triangle of the Preserver, and we may suggest that the original meaning was that the candidate. was 
preserved by the power of the second Person of the Trinity, or the Preserver.

The fact that there are two triangles made in such a manner as to form a lozenge, which is the emblem 
for the feminine, another aspect of the Preserver, strengthens my belief that this was the original 
meaning of the sn.

There is an alternative suggestion, namely, that those making it are supporting the reins, but in my 
opinion this is a late explanation.

The last phrase in the RA. ritual before Z. resumes his seat is a peculiar one to find in a non-Christian 
degree, for Alpha and Omega are usually considered to represent the second person of the Trinity, and 
the presence of these words here is another trace of an almost lost Christian significance in this degree.

The Contents of the V.

The white cube represents matter, and therefore our bodies. Incense is the symbol of prayer, and 
therefore the altar of I. represents the human body consecrated to Divine service. The significance of 
the colours white and gold are correctly indicated in the ritual. There are two types of altars; one being 
the big altar used for burnt sacrifice, and the second a small one, on which incense was burnt. The Jews
did not have the third type of altar such as we see in a Christian Church, namely, a shelf or table placed 
against the wall, both their types of altars stood clear, more or less in the centre of the building or 
courtyard. The significance of the triple tau has already been indicated. Despite what the ritual says, the
tau more truly represents the Divine in Man than the pure Deity, Who is more correctly symbolised 
under the form of the triangle.

The next portions of the mystical lecture explain themselves, if they are read in conjunction with what I
have already written concerning the square and the triangle.

The W...s.

It is not necessary to write much concerning the first w., which indeed by no stretch of the imagination 
can be regarded as a masonic secret, and all that is necessary has already been said earlier in the book, 
but with regard to the other w., while a certain amount of discretion is essential there are certain facts to
which I should like to draw the attention of my readers. Thus the four languages mentioned really 
indicate different conceptions of the Supreme Being. The Babylonian conception of God was by no 
means the same as that held by the Jews, and indeed the Hebrew prophets never tired of denouncing 
vigorously any among their flock who dared to worship Him under the Babylonian name. The joining 
of this word to the Hebrew w. would have roused the furious indignation of any of the three characters 
who are presented by the Principals in our RA. Chapter, for they would have considered it idolatrous 
and almost blasphemous. We may therefore be very certain that the compound w. is not part of any 



Jewish tradition. The same is true of the Egyptian w., for whatever virtues the old Hebrew prophets 
had, and they were many, toleration was not one, and to have added an Egyptian conception to their 
own rigid monotheism was the very last thing they would have done at the time of the building of the 
second Temple. The Egyptian w. is, however, of great historical importance to us. It was not until well 
into the 19th century that scholars were able to translate the hieroglyphics of Ancient Egypt, and 
therefore either our compound w. must have been made up after that date, or else this Egyptian word 
must have passed down by oral tradition for nearly 2,000 years, for it is a genuine Egyptian w.. After 
careful study of the subject I am convinced that the compound w. was known in the 18th century, and I 
believe that it is the genuine mason's w. referred to in 1638 by H. Adamson in "The Muses Threnodie."

"For we are brethren of the Rosie Cross, We have the mason's w. and second sight."

This w., slightly altered, is used as a kind of P.W. to two of the Higher Degrees, the slight alteration 
being doubtless made so that Brethren who have to give the w. singly shall not break their RA. ob.. If 
my contention is correct, the presence of this w. shows that the RA. was not the product of the 18th 
century but must have come down from a time when the meaning of Egyptian w’s was still known. The
latest period when this was the case was during the time of the Roman Collegia.

The compound nature of the w. conveys an important lesson, which is stressed by a sentence often 
given in the ceremony which calls God "Jove and Lord," namely, that God is the same God by 
whatsoever name we worship Him, and that we have not a monopoly of knowledge concerning Him. 
The Babylonian and the Egyptian, the Greek and the Hindoo, all worship God, even though their 
conceptions of Him vary from our own, - a very fine and important lesson too often lost sight of by 
Western folk.

The interpretations of the w’s need no further additions from me, and the same is true concerning the 
Hebrew letters. It is sufficient to say that the whole purpose of the degree is to teach us about the nature
of God. It is an allegory and a dramatic representation of the great initiation of the true mystic and 
represents the beatific vision, the ultimate goal at which he aims. This vision is the comprehension of 
the nature of God within him and the sublime union which always exists between him and God, 
although until he has achieved it he realises it not. It is indeed, the at-one-ment.

(1)

1. The Egyptian word was used for Osiris when Isis lamented his death. See, Frazer "Adonis, Attis and 
Osiris," 3rd ed., Vol. 2., p. 12, also A. Wallis Budge, "Osiris and the Egyptian Resurrection." II. 59 seq. 
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