Editor’s Note

If anyone would like to submit an
article for the ldaho Knightly News, please
email me your article using Microsoft Word.
Keep it between 1 page and 1.5 pages.

Upcoming Events:

Grand York Rite of Alaska................ Mar 7-8
Grand York Rite of Oregon .......... Apr 10-12
Easter Observance.............ccocceevvvennen. Apr 20
Grand York Rite of Idaho.............. Apr 24-26

Rite of Strict Observance

By Sir Knight Barry E. Newell

Freemasonry is a system of moral and
philosophical teachings rooted in medieval
stonemason guilds, with various rites
emerging in response to the geopolitics and
cultural influences of their time. Many of
these rites were shaped by the 18th-century
fascination with the Templar continuation
myth, sparked by the Ramsay Oration of
1737, which linked Freemasonry to knights
of the Crusades. The Rite of Strict
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Observance was a prominent 18th-century
Masonic tradition that emerged in Germany
under the leadership of Baron Karl von Hund.
Rooted in the belief that Freemasonry
descended from the medieval Knights
Templar, the rite emphasized strict
hierarchical structure, secrecy, and loyalty to
mysterious "Unknown Superiors.” Its focus
on Templar heritage and the allure of hidden
knowledge attracted widespread interest
across Europe, distinguishing it from other
Masonic rites of the time. The Rite of Strict
Observance not only shaped the development
of continental Freemasonry, but also
contributed to the broader mystique
surrounding Masonic traditions.

The Rite of Strict Observance rose to
prominence in the mid-18th century, largely
promoted by Baron Karl von Hund, though
many believe he was also its founder.
Drawing inspiration from earlier Masonic
traditions, the rite incorporated elements of
the Templar mythos, fostering the belief that
Freemasonry was directly linked to the
medieval Knights Templar. This connection
to a romanticized chivalric past appealed to
the European nobility and intellectuals during
a time of political upheaval and shifting
social orders. The rite’s emphasis on



hierarchy, secrecy, and allegiance to hidden
authorities resonated with the era’s
fascination with esoteric knowledge and
clandestine networks, reflecting the broader
search for stability and identity in a rapidly
changing world.

The Rite of Strict Observance was
defined by a rigid hierarchical structure that
distinguished it from other Masonic
traditions of the era, with members
progressing through seven degrees (Entered
Apprentice, Fellow Craft, Master Mason,
Scottish Master of St. Andrew, Squire
Novice, Knight Templar, and Professed
Knight), each unveiling deeper symbolic
knowledge and increasing responsibilities
within the order. Leadership roles were
clearly defined, with local lodges governed
by provincial leaders who ultimately
answered to higher, unseen authorities. This
structure reinforced the idea that knowledge
and power were attained gradually, fostering
a sense of exclusivity and reverence for the
rite’s upper echelons.

A cornerstone of the Rite of Strict
Observance was the belief in “Unknown
Superiors.” Members were required to pledge
unwavering allegiance to these unseen
leaders, reinforcing the emphasis on secrecy
and obedience. This connection to hidden
masters fueled speculation and intrigue,
appealing to those drawn to the idea of
ancient, concealed knowledge passed down
from the Knights Templar. One theory posits
that Bonnie Prince Charlie, the Jacobite
claimant to the British throne, was one of
these Unknown Superiors, using the rite as a
means of rallying support for the Jacobite
cause. The allure of such connections not
only lent the rite an air of legitimacy, but also
attracted members seeking to align
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themselves with what they saw as a noble and
mystical tradition.

The Rite expanded rapidly across
European Masonic lodges during the mid to
late 18th century. Its Templar narrative and
emphasis on secret knowledge distinguished
it from other rites, fostering the growth of
numerous lodges, particularly in Germany,
France, and Central Europe. However, as the
rite gained popularity, it sparked controversy
within the broader Masonic community.
Many questioned the legitimacy of the
Templar lineage claims and the existence of
the so-called "Unknown Superiors," leading
to internal divisions and skepticism about the
authenticity of its teachings.

By the late 18th century, the Rite of
Strict Observance began to decline, driven by
mounting criticism and the lack of evidence
supporting its foundational myths. In 1782, at
the Congress of Wilhelmsbad, the rite was
effectively dissolved, and many of its lodges
transitioned into other Masonic traditions,
such as the Chevaliers Bienfaisants de la Cité
Sainte (CBCS), which retained elements of
Templar symbolism while moving away
from the rigid structures of the Strict
Observance.

The Rite of Strict Observance stands
as a fascinating chapter in the history of
Freemasonry, embodying the complex
interplay between myth, tradition, and the
social currents of 18th-century Europe.
While its claims of Templar heritage and
secret superiors ultimately led to skepticism
and decline, the rite’s impact endured
through its contributions to the development
of Masonic degrees and the perpetuation of
esoteric symbolism.



