The Ancient Charges

Gothic Constitutions:

These old documents are also known under several other names Sonic prefer York Constitutions and that is fairly descriptive, since sonic of them state that the first Annual Assembly of Masons was held at York, England, and those which do not name York invariably ascribe the first Assembly to the authority and patronage of King Athelstan whose scat was at York. Others refer to them simply as Old Manuscripts, but that is misleading, there being many old manuscripts which are not Gothic Constitutions. Some call them Manuscript Constitutions of the British Freemasons, but they are riot all in manuscript, some being printed. Sometimes they are called Ancient Charges but this may overreach the truth in the matter of antiquity, none of them being traceable beyond the Middle Ages, while, on the other hand they contain more than Charges, the Legends both in substance and volume being quite as important. 'Re name, Gothic Constitutions, was first applied to the old documents in question by Dr. James Anderson in his Coristitutious of 1738. They are what in Masonic terminology have usually been called constitutions, and the oldest specimens were written in or at the latter end of the period of Gothic construction, which extended approximately, from 1150 to 1550 A. D. The name is descriptive, it was the first name applied and there seems no good reason for any other.

Regius MS

]lie oldest of these documents is known as the Regius MS., sometimes called the Halliwell MS. for the reason that its Masonic character was first discovered and announced by Mr. Halliwell‑Phillips, a non‑Mason. It is written on vellum, 4 by 5 inches in size and bound in Russia leather. It is lodged in the British Museum, where for many years it was catalogued as A Poem of Moral Duties, which aided in hiding its Masonic character until 1839. It bears no date, but antiquaries have placed its date at somewhere between 1350 and 1450 A. D., with the preponderance of authority at about 1390. It is in the form of a rude epic poem and was probably the work of a priest or monk who had access to older Masonic documents. The title, which is Latin is translated: Here begins the Constitutions of the Art of Geometry according to Euclid. This MS. is not a true Gothic Constitution, none of which is in verse, but is a rhymed copy of such a document, ]lie poem contains 794 lines, of which the following beginning at line 55, is a small sample:

"The Clerk Euclid in this wise founded

This Craft of geometry in Egyptian land, In Egypt he taught it full wide,

In divers lands on every side;

Many years afterward, I understand Before the Craft came into this land. This Craft came into England, as 1 now say, In the time of good King Athelstan's day;

He made them both hall and likewise bower And high temples of great honour,

To disport him in both day and night,

And to worship his God with all his might."

It then proceeds to relate how Athelstan sent about after Masons and called an assembly of lords, dukes, earls, barons, knights, squires and many more and gave them charges, of which the Following is a complete list, partly modernised:”

Fifteen Articles for the Master Mason:

1.

He must be "stedefast, trusty and frame.

2.
He must be at the general congregation to know where it shall be held.

3.
He must take apprentices for seven years "hys craft to lurn "

4.

He must take no bondman for apprentice.

5.
The apprentice must be of lawful blood and "have his lymes hole. "

6.
To take the Lord for his apprentice as much as his fellows

7.
He shall accept no thief for an apprentice "lest hyt wolde Turne the craft to schame. "

8.
'Any mon of crafte, be not also perfyt, he may hym change. "

9.
He must undertake no work, "but he conne bolhe hyt ende make "

10. No master must supplant another but "be as syster and brother. "

11. He must be both 'fayr and fre " and leach by his might

12. He shall not disparage his fellow's work but "hyl amende "

13. He must teach his apprentice.

14. So that he, "withynne hys terme of hym dyvers poyntes may lurne "

15. Do nothing that "wolde turne the craft to scheme.

warning and if he has trespassed against the Craft then lie shall abide the award of his Masters and Fellows, and shall stand to the award of the Masters and Fellows to make them accord if they call, and if they may not accord then to go to the common law; Also that no Master or Fellow make it moulde stone or. square or rule to a layer or set a layer. within the lodge or without to hew moulde stones; Also that every Mason receive and cherish strange Fellows when they, come over tile country and set them at work if they will as the manner is, that is to say,, if they have mould stones ill his place, or else refresh him with money to the next lodging; Also that every Mason truly serve the lord for his pay and every Master truly make all end of' his work be it task or journey.

The MS. concluded as follows: "These charges that we have now rehearsed unto yu all and all others that belong to Masons, ye shall keepe, so healpe you God, and your hallydome and by this booke ill yor hande unto yr power. Amen so he It."

The old Constitutions are alike ill these respects: they virtually all begin with all invocation, generally Christian; relate substantially the same legends; give a list of charges; and provide for all oath or obligation. They all reflect religious, moral, and ethical precepts and contemplate a brotherhood for mutual helpfulness designed to benefit the lord or owner of tile work no less than the workmen. They exhibit many, peculiarities and differences, the main ones of which are as follows:

( 1 ) 'Re invocation (except the Regius and the Cooke) is Trinitarian Christian ill conformity with Roman Catholic Church creed, though there is no indication that such belief was necessary for admittance to the Craft.

(2) The legends are fanciful, abound ill errors and anachronisms and are brief and unfinished ill literary workmanship. There is much variation lit the spelling of names of leading characters and some are named who cannot be identified, for examples, St. Alban and Nayinus Greens, the latter of whom Foil says was Nayinus the Greek. Peter Gower is supposed to mean Pythagoras. ‑niese English legends tell a story of greater antiquity than the legends of the German Steinmetzen or the French Compagnonnage. ‑1‑he Rescue omits all the antediluvian and postdiluvian details and begins with the legend of Euclid. Most of the MSS. mention the patronage of the Craft by Charles Mallet of France though the Cooke MS.

refers to Charles 11, a different character. The French legends also asserted the patronage of Charles Martel Some of the English MSS omit his name completely, because, it is supposed, that he subsequently incurred the ill will of the Church for confiscating Church property.

(3) The point of chief interest is the legendary advent of the Craft into England the inauguration of General Assemblies, and the institution of the English Charges by Athelstan or Edwin, described as the King's son, though Athelstan had no son and it is suggested that Edwin of Northumberland was intended, though lie lived about 300 years earlier.

Such anachronisms are common in the legends; for another example, the tale that Abraham who lived 2000 B. C. communicated the Seven Sciences to Euclid, who lived 300 A. D. There is nothing inherently improbable about the advent of Masonry or Geometry into England in the lOth century 01* even the 7th, though it is quite likely that the author chose King Athelstan, because he was the first English sovereign to claim jurisdiction over the whole nation. Also, it is worthy of note that Edwin of the Northumbers did have some reputation as a church builder independently of the Masonic Legends. Some of the MSS name York as the place of first Assembly, others infer it simply from the fact that York was the seat of Atlielstan's government. 'Re date is riot definitely stated by any of the MSS prior to the lingo Jones MS. of about 1725 which fixes the date as A. D. 932. Dr. Anderson, in his Constitutions of 1738. gave the date as A. D. 926, without explanation, but it seems to have carried the most weight.

There will be observed in the Gothic Constitutions three chief elements or trends: the religious, the scientific, and the regal, and all of these have been more or less emphasised in Freemasonry ever since. Many of the Charges form the direct basis or pattern for Charges and Regulations adopted in 1723 and, hence, for modern constitutions, regulations, and obligations. The Temple Legend forming the main theme of the ritual comes directly from the like item in the Gothic legends. 
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