Lodge Talk No 10

THE WINDING STAIR AND THE MIDDLE CHAMBER

The Lecture on the Second Tracing Board tells us that in King Solomon’s Temple was a winding stair which led to the middle chamber- in which the fellow Crafts were paid their wages.  Their ascent to the middle chamber was opposed by the Junior Warden, who demanded that they identify themselves. We read of this peculiar construction of the Temple in I Kings VI, 8. - The door for the middle chamber was in the right side of the house: and they went up by winding stairs into the middle chamber and out of the middle chamber into the third.  The Revised Version of the Volume of the Holy Law speaks of chambers and calls them 'middle side chambers'.

The historian W J Songhurst states that the stations of the three principal officers were in early Continental Tracing Boards, marked by three closed doors - East, West and South - conveying the idea that behind these doors were Inner Guards empowered to admit or refuse admission.  The Biblical passage quoted says that the winding stair is on the right side of the house, and in I Kings VII, 39, the word 'right' is seen to have the meaning of 'south'.  Whilst officially there is no symbolism associated with the winding stair or the middle chamber, other than that in the Ritual itself, both have been fruitful fields for personal symbolism.  The winding stair has suggested some elaborate personal interpretations.  Here for instance is what Carl Claudy says:

It requires more courage to face the unknown than the known.  A straight stair, a ladder, hides neither secret nor mystery at its top.  But the stairs, which wind hide each step from the climber; what is just around the corner is unknown.  The winding stairs of life lead us to we know not what; for some of us a Middle Chamber of fame and fortune; for others, one of pain and frustration.  The Angel of Death may stand with drawn sword on the very next step for any of us.  Yet man climbs.

Learned authors, such as Donald Mackenzie - "The Migration of Symbols believe that the cross, the swastika, the spiral, the cardinal points, and the sun wise direction of movement are all closely related in the ancient religions.  He thus attaches special significance to Solomon's choice of a winding stair to conduct privileged Craftsmen from the ground floor to the middle chamber.

According to the Tracing Board the purpose for which the Fellowcraft used the winding stair was to obtain his wages.  His daily labour was in the quarries - but having earned his wages he had to ascend the winding stair to get them.

We have been told that the Entered Apprentice received in return for his labour, material goods while the Fellowcraft received wages at certain established rates.  From this allegory many deduce two points the Entered Apprentice of today is learning his trade - studying the principles of Moral Truth and Virtue.

The Fellowcraft, having qualified himself for labour in the Kingdom of God, acquires in the middle chamber recognition of his knowledge in exact proportion to the worth of his labour; he attains the place in the Temple (to which an emanation of the Deity he has aspired) for which his labours have fitted him.

The first three steps of the winding stair are taken by some as indicative of the three aspects of sight: - Physical sight is an essential, complete and accurate use of imaginative sight - the blind offer us an illustration of how the faculty of imaginative sight may be developed.  With physical sight and imaginative sight developed we are able to take the third step and use spiritual insight to ascertain the ultimate value of objects.  To some followers of this symbolism spiritual insight reminds them that all men are equal because all men are emanations of the Deity.  It necessarily follows that all who have ascended the five steps must then necessarily be equal and that this equality points to the Brotherhood of Man.  This personal symbolism further suggests that the ascent of these five steps is not made alone - some, there may be, who ascend with eyes for nothing but the summit, but the majority will climb in company, helping one another, lending a hand to those on lower steps even while stretching out a hand to be helped by those above.

This interpretation of the symbolism of the winding stair should appeal to many Masons especially during the ascent of officers to the Master's Chair.  In this particular imagery "Vision" the trinity of sight leads us to the top of the five steps - but we are not yet at the summit.  What has been achieved, so it is said, is the union of all humanity in one Brotherhood seeking re-union with its Creator.  A further extension of this theory suggests that the remaining steps lead us to our goal.  When we arrive at the summit and enter the middle chamber to receive our wages, our physical sight perceives something, which our imaginative sight translates into God, whom only our spiritual insight can comprehend or appreciate.  Whatever particular symbolism or allegory the individual Mason assigns to it, the winding stair is generally accepted as a representation of progress.  Masonry teaches us to unite with others for a spiritual co-operation, to control the passions to enlighten the mind and to keep before us a great ideal.

The Winding Stair and the Middle Chamber continue to provide Masons with bountiful vehicles for moral contemplation and instruction, such as is demonstrated by the examples given in this Lodge Talk.
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