
Veils Ceremony
 

The main body of the Royal Arch ceremony is based on two separate stories:

1. The true Biblical story describing the return from Babylon and the building of the second 
temple.

2. The ancient legend describing the discover of the Vault, the Altar and the Sacred Word.

Present day Royal Arch practice constantly alludes to the passing the veils ceremony. It is a very 
important part of our ceremony. In doing research on the subject, I find that, while the ceremony is in 
use in many areas, the veils themselves are not always present. When they are they are not always in 
the same place.

Comp. F. A. M. Taylor, Assistant Librarian for the Grand Royal Arch Chapter of England; wrote in 
1932, “The veils were doubtless a part of early ceremony of the Arch Degree and the working of the 
same discontinued, I believe, at the Union in 1817.” He goes on to state, that it appears that the, 
“passing of the veils” was extensively in the early part of the 19th century. No account of what the 
ceremony was, or any records are to be found in minutes of the early English Chapters.

An extract from “A Lexicon of  Freemasonry” by Mackey and Peck, we get the following (quote); “The
veils of the Tabernacle were of four colours, Blue Purple, Scarlet and White or fine linen. These colours
have been adopted as the symbolic colours of Masonry. White is the emblem of innocence, and in 
found in the gloves and apron. Blue is the emblem of universal friendship and appropriate to the 
Symbolic Degrees. Scarlet is the emblem of zeal and fervency, and appropriated to the Royal Arch. 
Purple which is the union of blue and scarlet, is thence the emblem of concord. It has been adopted as 
the colour of the intermediate degrees, between the Symbolic and the Royal Arch.” (end quote).

The Jews according to Josephus, gave to these veils an astronomical significance, and supposed them 
to represent the four elements. Fine white linen as the symbol of earth, because being made from flax, a
product of earth. The Blue the colour of the sky, was the symbol of Air. The purple symbol of the Sea, 
because it derived its colour from the ‘Murex’ a shellfish that inhabits the sea. Scarlet was the natural 
symbol of Fire.

In Exodus Chap. 26 & 27, we find that the Tabernacle had four veils, Blue, Purple, Scarlet and fine 
linen (presumably White). Should the Royal Arch have four veils? Is the Royal Arch ceremony and 
furniture an exact reproduction of the Tabernacle?

In the book, “Secret Societies of all Ages and Countries” by C.W. Heckethorn (1897) he mentions only 
three veils. “The Textbook of Freemasonry” (1870) which is irregular and unauthorized publication, 
supposedly giving all the ceremonies of the Craft and the Royal Arch, the author states that the 
ceremony is sometimes dispensed with. Here reference is made to only three veils. “The Perfect Cer-
emonies of the Royal Arch Degree,” Lewis (1907). (quote) The ceremony is said to follow the rest-
oration to light. The ceremony is carried out

 with only three veils; guarded by the three sojourners. Called, “passing the veils”, which is still given 
in America and not entirely abandoned in this country (England). “The Mysteries of Freemasonry,” by 
John Fellows M.A., an irregular publication describes a ceremony using four veils:



In Scotland and Ireland the ceremony of “Passing the veils” are elaborate, complete and full and full of 
symbolism. The passing of the veils in these two countries constitutes a very important part of the 
ceremony. It is supposed to make a lasting impression on the candidate. The veils are stretched right 
across the Chapter room, but are held back at the sides, except when a candidate is passing through 
them. In Scotland and Ireland the White veil is placed in front to the three Principals, and shields them 
from view, until the proper moment. The veils are four in number and the same colour as those in 
Alberta.

As mentioned above , the ceremony of passing the veils disappeared in England soon after 1817. With 
one exception, that was the Province of Bristol. This did not come as a surprise to me. When doing 
some research a few years ago, on Craft Ritual practices, Bristol were maintaining practices used in 
Ireland. In Bristol, however there were only three. The white veil was not used. Prior to 1899 no veils 
were in use in Bristol, the ceremony was enacted as follows:

The P.S. and assistants were asked to retire and put the candidate through the first part of the ceremony.
The P.S. and the candidates retired to the Ante-room and the work was done as at now but without the 
veils.

Why should England have discontinued the use of veils in their RA. ceremony? There are probable 
explanations:

1. In Bristol in 1890 RA. Masonry was at a low ebb. There were apparently only three Chapters in 
the whole province. None of them with very many members. Very little interest was taken, and 
many meetings had to be cancelled, due to insufficient members present to fill the chairs.

2. There was a lot of argument between the Antients and Moderns during the period 1751 -1809 
regarding the RA. Degree. The former practised the Former practised the RA. Degree in the 
Craft lodge the latter did not even recognize it. At the Union in 1817 the RA. became separated 
from the Craft lodges entirely, and eventually a Grand Chapter was formed.

Ernest Cooke the Provincial Grand Superintendent of Bristol, informs us, that until 1929 only three 
veils were used in the Chapters of that Province. In 1932 after much research and careful consideration,
the use of the fourth veil (White) was authorized. He based much of his argument on the fact, that one, 
they were in use in the early Chapters. (There is no proof of this). And two, the description of the 
Tabernacle in Exodus is so definite. It is interesting to note that in present day practice the veils are 
stretched across the Ante-room, the White veil covering the door of the Chapter room.

Another point of interest comes from the Asst Librarian of the English Grand Chapter in 1932. He 
states that it was the practice to have three “Masters of the Veils”, who were officers of the Chapter. 
Which officers is not stated. Being armed with a sword and bearing a banner of appropriate colour, 
were stationed at the Blue, Purple and Scarlet veils. The White veil is guarded by the RA. Captain.
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