
Masonry Beyond
the Third Degree

fter joining the fraternity, a Master 
Mason soon discovers the amazing wealth 

of additional opportunities to learn about 
and to participate in Freemasonry. While there is 
no Masonic degree more important than that of 
Master Mason, there is a long tradition—almost as 
old as Freemasonry—of “high degrees” that expand 
upon and elaborate the teachings and lessons of the 
first three degrees. Enthusiastic Masons eager to 
learn and to participate more are prime candidates 
for Masonry beyond the Third Degree.

The Beginnings of “High Degree” Masonry
When the premier Grand Lodge was formed 
in London in 1717, Freemasonry had only two 
degrees: Apprentice and Fellow/Master. It was 
not until some eight years later, in 1725, that 
we have evidence from a minute book of a dis-
tinct Third Degree, that of Master Mason—the 
first “high degree” added to the basic Masonic 
ceremonies. This addition to Masonic ritual was 
absolutely confirmed in 1730 with the publi-
cation of Samuel Prichard’s exposé, Masonry 
Dissected, which gives the Master Mason Degree 
in full with many recognizable features. Thus the 
Master Mason Degree began a tradition of “high 
degrees” that expanded upon the legends of and 
added greater philosophical depth to Masonry

Like so much early Masonic history, the ori-
gins of degrees beyond the Third are hidden in 

A



a patent from an Inspector of the Order of the 
Royal Secret that gave him limited powers in 
Cuba, but that didn’t stop him from setting up 
his own consistory in New York City.

Emmanuel de la Motta, the Grand Treasurer 
from the Charleston Supreme Council, arrived in 
New York City in 1813, examined the two com-
peting factions, and decided against Cerneau. De 
la Motta regularized Bideaud’s group and trans-
formed them into the second Supreme Council 
for America. The Cerneau Supreme Council 
continued as a competitor until it united with its 
northern rival in 1867.

The Innovation of Fraternal Theater
In the early- to mid-1800s the Scottish Rite did 
not have the wide popularity of the York Rite, 
which may have explained the small number 
of regional bodies for the Scottish Rite. As 
Freemasonry emerged from the anti-Masonic 
period (1826–1841) and as men once again 
joined the Masons and the rites, the American 
Scottish Rite made a bold innovation in the 
presentation of its degrees: they started con-
ferring degrees as theatrical events before can-
didates as an audience rather than as a partici-
patory ceremony.

We don’t know why this innovation was 
made. Perhaps the increasing number of candi-
dates was more than a single body in a large town 
could handle. Perhaps members wanted to en-
hance the initiatory experience with scenery and 
costumes. We do know that rather than increase 
the number of bodies in a city, the Scottish Rite 
chose to increase the number of men who could 
receive the degree at one time. The result was an 
explosion of Scottish Rite theaters that allowed 



their thespian members to participate in theatri-
cal spectaculars.

By 1859 there is a report of the Scottish Rite 
degrees being presented in a theatrical setting. By 
1864 the Cincinnati Scottish Rite had installed 
a raised stage and boasted of “rooms, painting, 
scenery, wardrobe, properties, &c., &c., neces-
sary for conferring the ... degrees.” This change 
in performance venues came at the beginning 
of and continued through the “Golden Age of 
Fraternalism” (1870–1919) when Americans 
were interested in all things fraternal.

Theatrical staging spread faster in the north 
than in the south, but it was a movement that 
couldn’t be stopped. American Scottish Rite 
bodies erected stages, painted and purchased 
scenery, and bought costumes to put on their 
degrees. Now when King Solomon stepped for-
ward to speak, it wasn’t necessary to imagine his 
exotic dress or magnificent throne room—he 
stood there in purple robes with a crown, sur-
rounded by his guards and advisors in an orien-
tal palace of stunning opulence.

Success bred success, and Scottish Rite bodies 
tried to outdo each other in putting together lav-
ish stages and extravagant production. Theatrical 
supply companies competed to provide scenery, 
costumes, makeup, and lighting. Larger cities 
might have stages with 100 or more drops, full 
lighting, a wardrobe room, a property room, and 
crews to keep everything running. The single 
center of Scottish Rite per city now became an 
advantage with plenty of members available to 
fill all of the supporting jobs in a major produc-
tion, including kitchen crews, orchestras, and 
choirs. The conferral of Scottish Rite degrees 
two to four times a year became major events, 



with hundreds of members and candidates gath-
ering together. After witnessing the degrees, new 
members eagerly signed up take part themselves, 
and the cycle continued.

The Scottish Rite Degrees
The American Scottish Rite is a collection of 
degrees that build upon the legends of the Blue 
Lodge. The rite offers a total of 30 degrees beyond 
3° Master Mason. The names of the degrees vary 
from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, as sometimes 
do the dramatic contents. However, what is con-
stant is the idea of progressive ethical awareness 
and self-knowledge through self-reflection and 
dramatic allegories.

The Scottish Rite degrees give insight to the 
expansion of Masonic legends. The Lodge of 
Perfection, 4°–14°, is concerned with events fol-
lowing the murder of Hiram Abiff: burying him; 
capturing and punishing his murderers; finding 
a new master builder; and discovering treasurers 
buried under King Solomon’s temple. The 15° and 
16° explain the return of Zerubbabel from Babylon 
to rebuild the temple at Jerusalem. The 17° and 
18° center around re-instituting the word under 
the Law of Love as taught by Jesus and other reli-
gious reformers. The 19°–30° culminate with the 
Degree of Knight Kadosh, a spiritual knighthood 
similar to the Knight Templar, and develop the 
Scottish Rite’s myth of Masonic succession from 
crusading knights. In the 32°, Master of the Royal 
Secret, the candidate is taught equilibrium in the 
SJ and fidelity in the NMJ.




