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Chalk, Charcoal and Clay 

The Masonic lecture of the Entered Apprentice Degree 
discusses many sets of threes, but one set is of 
particular relevance as it describes the noble 
character traits of an aspirant to the mysteries of 
Freemasonry, namely Freedom, Fervency and Zeal, 
represented emblematically by the three substances 
of Chalk, Charcoal and Clay.  
 
Samuel Prichard’s Masonry Dissected, published in 
1730, in the “Enter’d ‘Prentice’s Degree” catechism 
refers to serving a Master “with Chalk, Charcoal and 

Earthen Pan” and states they denote “Freedom, Fervency and Zeal”. While curiously, in the previous 
lines he explains that the Master being served with these items is actually the symbol of the 
Compasses.1 Although Prichard’s work is the earliest known record of a Masonic exposé it 
unfortunately was produced from him being frustrated with the Fraternity as a result of being 

regarded as an irregular Mason. Given that Prichard’s work was followed 
in roughly 1738 by a rebuttal in a paper titled A Defense of 

Freemasonry by James Anderson, author of The Contusions of the 
Free-masons, it is difficult to ascertain the validity of Prichard’s 
description of ritual.2 Nevertheless it indicates some allusion to 
these three items and their hallmarks being used in the earliest 
versions of the degree work.  
 
Albert G. Mackey in his Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, published 
in 1873, describes Chalk, Charcoal and Clay as “the three 
qualifications for servitude of an Entered Apprentice”3, but I feel 

this is not an accurate portrayal of what these symbolic elements 
and characteristics truly represent to 

Freemasonry. Mainly due to there 
being nothing contained within 
the degrees that obligates 

anyone to “servitude” but rather to the service of our fellow 
human beings. 
 
Thomas Webb in his writings on the Apprentice degree in his 
publication The Freemason’s Monitor published in 1797 omitted 
the symbols of Chalk, Charcoal and Clay but I think he more 
profoundly describes the three traits of Freedom, Fervency, and 
Zeal. In his words they are, “the distinguishing characteristics of 
the aspirant for Masonic honors.”4 Therefore, it is the senior 
Masonic Researcher Thomas Webb’s ideal of these attributes that I 
will use for this discussion of their use and meaning in Modern 
Freemasonry. 
 
 



Chalk and Freedom are related in our ritual by describing the ease or freedom with which chalk 
leaves a mark. Chalk was one of the main tools used by the early Masonic Lodges to draw the 
working tools and various emblematic elements and symbols on the floor of taverns and early 
meeting halls. It is even rumored that Entered Apprentices were responsible for sweeping and 
mopping the floor to conceal the designs once the meeting was over. In Symbolism of the Three 
Degrees Oliver Street describes Masonic Service in this manner “…with freedom, in that it should be 

done freely and without constraint as becomes a free man, not 
grudgingly and hesitatingly as characterizes the slave”5, again 

distinguishing freedom as one of the characteristic traits of an 
aspirant of upright character rather than the qualities 

becoming one living in servitude. The Roman Stoic 
philosopher Epictetus who was born into slavery and later 
freed said, “No man is free who is not master of himself.” 
Operative Masons were given freedom to move about 
Europe despite borders of kingdoms because of their skill in 
the craft, so we as Speculative Masons should be equally 

gifted with freedom to move throughout the spiritual 
kingdoms because of our constant drive to improve ourselves 

and to help those around us by striving “…to live with love & 
care upon the Level and by the Square.”6   

 
Charcoal and Fervency are related in our degree lecture with regard to the heating properties of 
charcoal when properly ignited, and fervency being a term for intensity of feeling or expression, as 
well as a description of intense heat. I am told by my father that one of his first jobs as a boy was 
working for a Masonic Lodge in Kirksville, Missouri. His duty was to light the fire in winter with 
charcoal and feed it wood to heat up the room before meetings, then to depart as the members 
arrived; so as not to learn any secrets, as my father assumed. One evening he was tasked to heat 
the lodge for the “ladies group”, most likely an Eastern Star organization; after they arrived they told 
my father to leave. Unfortunately the ladies neglected to tend the hearth and promptly allowed the 
fire to die out. Despite several Lodge members who vouched for him performing his duties diligently 
in the past, the ladies group complained so much about the single incident that he was 
subsequently discharged; a reason to this day still preventing my father from having any interest in 
the Fraternity. Sadly, the lodge failed to properly ignite fervor in my father for the Craft because of 
their decision; in a similar way Freemasonry failed to ignite Fervency for many men of his era, 
leading us again to the decline in membership we now are confronting several decades later. 
Fervency is likely one of the most important traits and underdiscussed tools for promoting active 
membership. Fervency is a necessary quality in our modern Craftsmen. If neglected, even simply by 
individuals having a negative, discouraging or condescending demeanor, its lack is a cause for 
Masonic institutions that struggle or fold; obviously aside from occasional tyrannical dictators 
discouraging our humble assemblies. Apathy during declines in membership should not encourage 
the promotion of individuals to prominent positions who do not exhibit the positive ability to ignite 
fervency in others. Our demeanor must be the embers that encourage the charcoal of interest to 
grow into the blazing bonfire of future Freemasonry.     
 
Clay, our Mother Earth, and Zeal are related in the Apprentice ritual as the great energy, 
enthusiasm, and passion Earth has for all her children. It is the admonishment to new Masons to 
follow her example with zeal for our institution. The 1730 ritual exposé previously discussed by 
Prichard used “earthen pan”; the change in our ritual to clay is attributed in theory by Albert 



Joseph Werner’s Diana of Ephesus as 
allegory of Nature, ca. 1680 

Mackey, in his Encyclopedia of Freemasonry, to William Preston 
using clay and earth as the same meaning. However, I have yet 
to find earth and clay being used interchangeably in Preston’s 
writings7 and not much evidence to confirm this notion by 
Mackey that it would have caused a substitution in the degree 
ritual from “earthen pan” to clay. But, I digress. Clay is one of 
the most basic and fundamental elements used in buildings and 
in sculpting art; perhaps that is why it is introduced in our 
elementary degree. From clay we can make brick and with bricks 
the ancients constructed buildings that have withstood the test 
of time. Many of both Operative and Speculative Masonry’s oldest 
buildings are constructed of all manner of brick, although the 
former tended to erect their stately edifices more by use of stone 
and mortar. The Zeal that both classes of Masons have had for 
the adornment of monuments is what has enabled us to imagine 
our edifices as inspired by the work of a Divine Architect. The 
Zeal our departed Brethren had for creating the ritual, like bricks 
and mortar holding up the precepts of Freemasonry, expounded 
on the mysteries around us and the legacy of the Craft that was passed down to us today. Not 
unlike the gifts from our Mother Earth as she feeds and clothes us while she continues steadily 
orbiting and spinning, yet holding us tightly to her bosom as she takes us on the journey through 
the vast expanse of the universe. 
 
These three basic elements, Chalk, Charcoal, and Clay, symbolic of Freedom, Fervency, and Zeal, 
when combined together express the attitude, compulsion and drive for the ideal man and Mason. 
They encourage us to aspire to emulate the great works of our Masonic forefathers, whether simply 
in the upkeep of our remaining stately and majestic material edifices or in the maintenance of our 
spiritual, philosophical, and mental faculties. They are qualities inspiring us all to endeavor to do as 
we were each strictly charged, to be just and upright men and Masons, becoming better and wiser 
men for tomorrow than we each are today. 
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