
A Masonic Lexicon

Notes.
1. Words in small capitals in the body of an explanation can be found

explained elsewhere in the lexicon.
2. References to Questions And Answers are to the Third Edition,
2007. Copies are available from the Secretary, Masters’ and Past
Masters’ Lodge No 130, PO Box 9373, Tower Junction, Christchurch
8149, New Zealand

Accepted This term seems to have originated in the Masons’ Com-
pany of London, which was effectively an operative masons’ trade
union and which is believed to have come into existence about 1356.
From at least 1620 it began to ‘accept’ as members persons who
were not operative masons. These constituted a distinct subdivi-
sion of the Company and were called ‘The Acception’, and hence
were described as ‘Accepted’ Masons. As to why they would have
wanted to join the Masons’ Company, or why the Masons’ Company
would want to have them as members, we can only speculate, but we
know that a similar thing had been happening in Scotland since at
least 1599, and it seems almost certain that what we now know as
Freemasonry originated in these Accepted Masons. See also Free,
and Speculative.

Antient An old way of spelling ‘ancient’, one which Freemasons
have preserved as a harmless affectation. [See also Questions And
Answers, p 384.]

Annals Note that there is no ‘u’ in this word; it is not ‘annuals’, but 
one could be forgiven for making that mistake since it is from the 
Latin annales [libri], meaning an account year by year of events, and 
since one meaning of ’annual’ is ‘year-book’, they are obviously close in 
meaning. In our ritual it is used as a fancy alternative to ‘history’.
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Approbation (From Latin approbare ‘to approve’) Formal and au-
thoritative approval.

Artificer A person who makes something by art or skill; thus a
highly skilled worker. It has the same origins as ‘artifice’ and ‘arti-
ficial’. This is another widely mispronounced word; it is not pro-
nounced ‘artissifer’ but ‘ar-tif-iss-er’.

Ashlar (Ultimately from Latin axis, ‘axle’, ‘board’, ‘plank’) A stone,
either rudely squared with a mason’s stone-axe, more or less as it
comes from the quarry (rough ashlar), or smooth-finished, die-square,
and ready to be incorporated into the building (perfect ashlar). The
former is said to represent the natural man, uneducated and unaware
of his social duties; the latter represents the educated, socially-aware
man. [See also Questions And Answers, p 116.]

Benevolence (From Latin benevolentia ‘good will’) The disposi-
tion to do good, kindness, generosity; also, an act of kindness, a char-
itable donation. The Charge in the North-East in the First Degree
is sometimes called the ‘Charity’ Charge. Freemasons New Zealand
used to have a Board of Benevolence that considered deserving cases
for benevolence. This Board has been replaced by the Freemasons
Charity.

Blue lodge A lodge (also called a Craft, or an Ancient Craft lodge)
which works the first three Degrees, as opposed to a body which works
the other degrees of Antient Freemasonry (a Royal Arch Chapter),
or the degrees of the appendant Masonic orders such as the Knights
Templar and Ancient Accepted Rite. The ‘Blue’ is said to refer to
the traditional colour of the regalia in Craft Lodges of, or descended
from, the English or Irish Constitutions. The expression ‘Red Lodge’
is sometimes used to refer to a Royal Arch Chapter, but it is unjus-
tifiable.

Board of general purposes This is the executive committee
of Grand Lodge. The Book of Constitution states that it has the
general care and regulation of all the affairs of Grand Lodge, and shall
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take into account all matters concerning the Craft in New Zealand.
Some of its members are there ex officio, some by appointment by
the Grand Master, and some are elected.

Board of Installed Masters This phrase is believed to have
taken its rise from November 1810 when the Premier Grand Lodge
adopted the installation ceremony. A Board of Installed Masters is
opened (after all below the rank of an Installed Master have retired)
and the Master is then installed in the Chair of King Solomon. Once
the Board is closed Master Masons are re-admitted.

Chapiter, capital Architecture distinguishes various parts of a
column, of which the main three are: the base (or pediment); the
shaft; and the chapiter (or capital). The shaft, which occupies most of
the length of the column, is more or less straight sided. The chapiter
is the upper part of the column, where it widens fairly abruptly to
support whatever is on top of the column.

Charge This is derived from Late Latin carcare, meaning ‘load’. It
has a great many meanings in modern English, but the ones which
concern us are ‘task or duty laid upon one’, ‘precept’, and ‘official
instruction’ (in the ritual), and ‘load’ (in the refectory – as in ‘charge
your glasses!’). Probably in such expressions as ‘The Charge After
Initiation’, the sense is ‘official instruction’.

Cubit (From Latin cubitum ‘elbow’) Although, historically, this word
has meant ‘the forearm’, and ‘the ulna’, and entomologists have used
it of the veins or ribs in insect wings, in our ritual it designates ‘an
ancient measure of length, usually about 45-56cm’. In the VSL the
dimensions of King Solomon’s Temple are given in cubits. It should
be remembered that the notion of standard weights and measures is
quite recent and so the deductions which some are wont to make from
measurements of, for example, the pyramids of Egypt, are unlikely
to reflect any underlying reality.

Delineate (From Latin delineare) Originally this meant ‘to trace
out by lines, to trace the outline of’, but its meaning gradually
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widened to include ‘to sketch out’, and by the early 1600s it also
meant ‘to portray in words’. Its use in the Obligations is intended to
prohibit any sort of representation of the secrets.

Dew There are various places in the VSL where ‘dew’ is used in a
metaphorical sense, for example Proverbs 19:12 ‘his favour is as dew
upon the grass’. When one of our prayers speaks of ‘the dew of Thy
blessing’ it alludes to the wide-spread nature of that blessing, and to
the relief it brings to the ‘pilgrim[s] through a barren land’.

Endue (From Latin inducere ‘to lead in’) This is one of those unfor-
tunate words whose constant mispronunciation in the Lodge Room
causes quiet despair in the literate, for example, when hearing the
Great Architect asked to ‘endure’ the Candidate. ‘Endue’ means ‘to
lead into’. It also means much the same as ‘endow’ – to give or guar-
antee something (from which comes the noun ‘dowry’). ‘Endure’,
on the other hand, means ‘put up with something (unpleasant)’, so
asking the Great Architect to ‘endure’ the candidate is vastly uncom-
plimentary

Ensue (From Latin insequor ‘to follow’) To follow after, to occur
afterwards. This word invites confusion with ‘ensure’, which has a
quite different meaning.

Enthusiast (From Greek enthousiastes ‘one possessed by a god’)
In the First Degree, the candidate is urged not to be ‘an enthusiast
... of religion’. This is another word whose meaning has drifted over
time. In the 17th century it was used to refer to a group of 4th cen-
tury heretics who laid claim to special (peculiar?) revelations, and
thus to anyone who imagines himself to receive private divine com-
munications. The noun from which it is derived, enthusiasm, meant
fancied inspiration, or a conceit of divine favour or communication.
The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary notes that in the 18th cen-
tury it often meant ill-regulated religious emotion or speculation, and
it is this meaning which was probably in the mind of the person who
framed the charge in question. The early Methodists were often cas-
tigated as ‘enthusiasts’, so it is interesting that John Wesley wrote,
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‘It is the believing those to be Miracles that are not, that constitutes
an Enthusiast.’

Fiat This word is pure Latin, meaning ‘let there be made’, or ‘let
it be done’. In Latin versions of the Bible we read in Genesis that
God said, ‘Fiat lux.’ (Let there be light.) The theologians tell us
that it was only necessary for God to say ‘fiat ...’, and whatever it
was sprang into existence. So ‘fiat’ has come to mean in English an
authoritative and effective command. In one of our prayers we say
‘Almighty God ... by whose creative fiat all things first were made
...’ in allusion to the fact that it was the mere saying of ‘fiat’ which
brought things into existence.

Fire In the early Grand Lodge days, that is, the early 1700s, feasts
and banquets were rather more enthusiastic (see Enthusiast above)
than would be thought proper now. It was customary at all such
events (not only Masonic ones) for there to be large numbers of toasts,
and for the toasts to be followed by ‘fire’. This use of the word seems
to have come from France, and alludes to artillery fire. It consisted of
very loud stamping, clapping and banging of glasses on the table – the
louder the better. So there is nothing Masonic about the expression,
and those who attempt to give symbolical explanations for it are
barking up the wrong tree. Nowadays we have become restricted to
a few versions of fire, watered down to a pale politeness, especially if
you pay any attention to the misguided people who try to persuade
us to adopt the effete customs of some London Lodges. The term
‘silent fire’ is an oxymoron. [See also Questions And Answers, p
199.]

Free There is much dispute about the meaning of ‘free’ in the expres-
sions ‘Freemason’ and ‘Free and ‘accepted’ Mason. One possibility
is that it echoes the insistence in the Old Charges that the mason
be a free man, that is, free from serfdom, and this sense is echoed
in the candidate’s declaration at the beginning of the ceremony of
the First Degree. Another possibility is that it alluded to the profes-
sional standing of an operative mason, who, because of the nature of
his employment was, unlike much of the labouring population, free to
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travel, and free from town regulations. But various writers have listed
the use of the term ‘free mason’ (or its Latin or French eqivalents) in
old documents, from which it is hard to resist the conclusion that it
was a contraction of ‘freestone mason’; that is, one who worked the
kind of limestone which could be freely cut and carved. This sort of
work required more skill than was possessed by the ‘rough mason’,
who worked with stone of inferior quality. It is worth noting that
the use of ‘freemason’ as a single word is comparatively recent. It
was originally always written as two separate words, which gradually
came to be hyphenated. Even as late as 1813 the Act of Union be-
tween the two Grand Lodges in England described those bodies as
‘Grand Lodges of Free-Masons’.

Hele (From Old English helian ‘to conceal, cover, hide’) The mean-
ing relevant to its use in our Obligations is ‘to hide’, but it also means
‘to cover’, ‘to roof’, and ‘to set a plant in the ground’, which sense
is now usually spelled ‘heel’. In the Obligations it comes as part of
a threesome: hele; conceal; and reveal. When this threesome came
into the ritual they were pronounced ‘hail’, ‘consail’, and ‘revail’, so
that they formed a nice rhyming set. Nowadays they are pronounced
‘heel’, ‘conseel’, and ‘reveel’, so that they still form a rhyming set.
Sticklers for the version of the ritual taught in the Emulation Lodge
of Improvement in London insist on pronouncing the first word in the
old manner, but the other two in the modern manner, thus destroying
the effect the composers of the ritual strove for.

Indigence (From Latin indigere ‘to need’) Lack, deficiency, want,
penury, poverty, destitution. The ritual speaks of ‘a state of helpless
indigence’.

Indite The etymology of this word is rather complicated, but ulti-
mately it is from Latin dictare, ‘to dictate’. It occurs in the Obli-
gations in a collection of words with graphical purport, and so the
central meaning for our purposes is ‘to put into written words, to
pen, to set down in writing’. But it can also mean ‘to dictate, to put
into words, to compose (as a poem etc), to express or describe in a
literary composition’. So what is prohibited is very sweeping.



Lexicon Masters’ and Past Masters’ Lodge 7

Lexicographer A writer of dictionaries; a harmless drudge that
busies himself in tracing the original, and detailing the signification
of words. [That definition was given by Dr Samuel Johnson (7/9/1709
- 13/12/1784) in A Dictionary of the English Language, which was
published in 1755, was entirely his own work, was regarded as the
pre-eminent English dictionary until the publishing of the Oxford
English Dictionary 150 years later, and is still regarded as one of
the greatest single achievements of scholarship.]

Liberal Arts and Sciences In the Middle Ages the Universities
taught the Seven Liberal Arts and Sciences. These were divided into
two levels. The lower division was called ‘the Trivium’, which in Latin
meant ’a place where three roads meet’, and consisted of Grammar
(the rules governing correct use of language), Rhetoric (the rules to
be observed by a speaker or writer in order to express himself with
eloquence and persuasiveness), and Logic (the rules governing correct
reasoning and deduction). Because the Trivium was the introductory
part of the university curriculum it was assumed (by outsiders) to be
easy, and so gave rise to the English words ’trivia’ and ’trivial’. The
upper division of the curriculum was called ’the Quadrivium’, and
consisted of Arithmetic, Geometry, Music and Astronomy. After a
student had mastered the seven liberal arts and sciences he was able
to specialise in philosophy, theology, medicine, law, and so on.

Mote In our rituals this is a verb (and not a noun as in ‘the mote
in his eye’). It is an obsolete form of ‘must’, which in Old English
could mean ’find room or opportunity’, ‘may’, or ‘must’. ‘So mote it
be’ means ‘so may it be’.

Oblations (From Late Latin oblationem ‘offerings’) Offerings. It
can mean ‘sacrificial offerings’, or it can mean ‘charitable offerings’.
Thomas Cranmer coupled it with ‘alms’ in the Book of Common
Prayer, but in the explanation of the First Tracing Board, where it
occurs in a description of Solomon’s doings after the completion of
the Temple, it is clearly meant in the sacrificial sense.
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Palliate (From Latin palliare ‘to cloak’) The usual sense now is ‘to
alleviate’, ‘to disguise the offensiveness of’. Nowadays the adjective
from this verb is heard quite often, in the expression ‘palliative care’,
used particularly in regard to the treatment of terminal illness. In the
Charge After Passing we are admonished ‘not to palliate or aggravate’
the offences of our Brethren; that is to say we are neither to attempt
to diminish their seriousness, nor to make them seem worse than they
really are.

Peculiar Many English words have changed their meanings over
time, in some cases to such an extent that modern readers can com-
pletely misunderstand what the writer intended. There are two noto-
rious examples in the Book of Common Prayer, in which ‘let’ means
‘hinder’ or ‘obstruct’, and ‘prevent’ means ‘go ahead of’, or ‘usher’.
‘Peculiar’ is well on its way to a similar fate. In common usage now
it means ‘odd’ or ‘strange’, but it is still sometimes used in its earlier
sense. For example, there is an old joke about the schoolboy who was
asked to name an animal peculiar to the arctic and replied that the
hippopotamus would be very peculiar in the arctic. The schoolboy
was using the word in its nowadays common sense, but the questioner
was using it in its older sense, in which it it meant ‘particular’ or ‘spe-
cial’. There are a number of churches in England which are known
as ‘Royal peculiars’, for example, Westminster Abbey, and Battle
Abbey. They are so known because they are not under the control of
the bishop in whose diocese they are situated, but under the direct
control of the Crown. And so ‘a peculiar system of morality’ does not
mean a weird one, but a special, and indeed, a specially good, one.

Porchway This appears to be a purely Masonic word. It is a fancy
version of ’porch’, formed on the pattern of ’hallway’, ’pathway’,
’passageway’, and so on.

Precept (From Latin praecipere ‘to advise, instruct’) An authori-
tative command to do something; an injunction as to moral conduct;
a maxim. In the Charge after Passing, the new Fellowcraft is told the
he is ‘to enforce by precept and example the tenets of the system’.
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So he is to instruct others in what what our principles are, and he is
to follow them himself in an exemplary manner.

Repair (as in ‘repair to your station’) There are two distinct words
spelt ‘repair’ in English. The most common one (from Latin reparare)
means ‘to mend’, but is not the one we are concerned with here. The
one in the ritual (from Latin repatriare, to return to one’s country)
means ‘to betake oneself to’, ‘to resort to’, or, more plainly, ‘to go
to’.

Repository A place in which things can be stored for safety.

Rite (From Latin ritus ‘a religious usage’) A formal (especially re-
ligious) procedure or act; a general use or practice, especially in re-
ligion. It is an example of the habit of Freemasons of borrowing
religious terms for their own purposes. Since this habit is bound to
increase the suspicion the Freemasonry is a religion one might wonder
whether it is a particularly good idea.

Saltire The jewel of the Secretary is descibed as ‘two pens in saltire’,
and that of the Inner Guard as ‘two swords in saltire’. The expresion
‘in saltire’ is from heraldry and refers to a cross shaped like the letter
‘X’, of which the St Andrew’s Cross is a well known example. Curi-
ously, the Latin word from which, via Norman-French, it is derived,
saltatorium, refers to dancing!

Sanctum sanctorum In the VSL, we read in the First Book of
Kings that the innermost part of Temple was called ‘The Most Holy
Place’. Here rested the Ark of the Covenant, between the wings of
the cherubim. ‘Most Holy Place’ is the meaning of its Hebrew name.
In the Greek version of the Old Testament, called the Septuagint
(meaning ‘seventy’, because tradition has it that seventy translators
produced it), which was compiled some time (probably over a long
period) between 285 and 132 BC the Most Holy Place was called
hagia hagion, ‘The Holy of Holies’, and since the first Latin version
of the Bible was a direct translation from the Greek, the Most Holy
Place was called sanctum sanctorum, ‘Holy of Holies’. There is not
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much excuse for the ritual to use the Latin sanctum sanctorum, but
it does.

Skirret This is another of those words which are widely, in fact
almost universally, mispronounced in our Lodges. It surely does not
take a very sharp eye to notice that the first vowel is an ‘i’, and the
second an ‘e’, so it can not be pronounced ‘skerrit’, yet far too many
do. The Oxford Dictionary of English Etymology says that it is ‘of
unknown origin’. Various suggestions have been made which indicate
that it may be of Scottish, or Northern English origin. The Great
Oxford Dictionary of the English Language lists ‘skirr’, meaning
‘a grating, rasping, whirring sound’, and it may be that ‘skirret’ is
derived from that. All of the examples in the Great Oxford are from
Masonic sources, the earliest from 1825. These examples, and the
definitions in the Great Oxford and the Shorter Oxford are clearly
derived from the explanation in the Third Degree Working Tools: an
implement which acts on a centre pin, whence a line is drawn to mark
out the ground. So it is a spool, or cord holder, rotating freely on a
spindle. The loose end of the cord is attached to a short stake which,
in use, is driven into the ground at one end of the intended line. The
spindle is driven into the ground at the other end of the intended
line, keeping the line taut.

Solicitations – proper & improper ‘Proper’ solicitation is
when an experienced Brother suggests to a friend, who is in every
way eligible, that his admission to the Order might open up for him
an increased or even a new sphere of usefulness; that his avenues of
knowledge might be increased; that the friendship he already enjoys
with many Masons would be much more enjoyable, strengthened by
the Masonic tie.
‘Improper’ solicitation is asking a person to become a Freemason, or
putting pressure on him so to do.

Speculative At various places in the ritual we find these, or sim-
ilar, words: ‘not Operative, but rather Free and Accepted, or
Speculative ...’. For Freemasons now, ‘Speculative’ usually means
‘non-operative’. The adjective ‘speculative’ is derived from the verb
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‘speculate’ (From Latin speculor ‘to spy out, watch, etc’). Most com-
monly outside of the Craft, we see it used to mean ‘to undertake, or
take part or invest in, a business enterprise or transaction of a risky
nature in the expectation of considerable gain’, which meaning it had
acquired by 1785. But originally it meant, amongst other things, ‘to
contemplate; to theorise upon’, and it was this sense which was cur-
rent when the ritual was being compiled. Such records as we have of
early Speculative Lodges indicate that they took the admonition ‘to
study ...the liberal arts and sciences’ rather more seriously than
Freemasons do today, and appear to have speculated on philosophical
and scientific matters quite regularly, so the word ought to be taken
to allude to that, too.

Sublunary In the explanation of the Working Tools of the Third
Degree there is a reference to ‘this sublunary abode’. Prior to the
assertion by Copernicus in 1543 of his ‘new system’, which placed
the sun at the centre of the universe, it was supposed that the earth
was (more or less) the centre of everything, and that the heavens
consisted of a series of crystal spheres, which rotated at various speeds
(the outer faster than the inner), and to which were attached the
heavenly bodies. The innermost sphere carried the moon, and so
‘sublunary’ (i.e. under the moon) meant inside the innermost sphere
of the heavens. Since the only body inside the innermost sphere is
the earth, ‘this sublunary abode’ just means ‘earthly’. Note, by the
way, that even in classical antiquity it was known that the earth
was spherical (or nearly so), and so Columbus was never under the
misapprehension that he might sail off the edge of the earth. Even
in the Bible we read ‘the round world, and they that dwell therein’.
Of course much earlier the shape of the earth was not known.

Supplicate (From Latin supplicare ‘to fall down on the knees be-
fore’) To beg, or entreat humbly; to present a humble petition. There
are several related words: suppliant (or supplicant) – one who suppli-
cates; supplication – the act of supplicating; supplicatory – express-
ing, consisting of, or containing supplication. They are all related to
the idea of asking a favour.
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Tenet (From Latin tenet ‘he holds’) A doctrine, dogma, principle, or
opinion, in religion, philosophy, politics, or the like, held by a school,
sect, party, or person; any opinion held. Its use in our ritual makes
it clear that the sense is ‘a fundamental principle’.

Token I suppose we must now acknowledge that we have a whole
generation who have probably never heard of a milk token. Some of 
us can remember when they were newfangled novelties, when one 
got one’s milk in a billy and paid the milkman money. Moreover, we 
can remember when bank-notes had written on them ‘... promises to 
pay on demand the sum of ...’. By this they meant that, at least 
theoretically, you could present a £5 note at the bank and receive 
five real pounds in exchange – perhaps in coins, perhaps, even, in 
gold. Because the banknote was just a ‘token’. That is to say, it was 
a symbol; but a real and effectual symbol. Nowadays of course the 
banknote has written on it ‘This note is legal tender for ...’, so the 
banknote is no longer a token representing real money, but is as real 
as any other money. A token can also mean a symbol certifying 
something, or conferring some authority or permission. Trains used 
not to be permitted on single-track sections of line unless the driver 
was in possession of a physical object - a token - which gave him the 
necessary permission. Kings gave their legates tokens which showed 
that they had royal approval. And so we say, for example, ‘the grip 
or token of and Entered Apprentice Freemason’ because that grip is 
not just a sign of its possessor’s status, but is to be taken as a 
guarantee of that status.

Transitory This means ‘passing’, in the sense of ‘impermanent’.
So we say ‘this transitory life’ in the Third Degree because the im-
permanence of our lives is a central theme of that degree.


