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English Summary 
At the roots of virtue. Rhenish nobility and freemasonry 1765–1815 
 
This study focuses on the relationship between nobility and freemasonry from 1750 to 1850. 

It examines the specific role of an esoteric discourse surrounding the roots of the human race, 

centring on legendary constructions of noble genealogies in eighteenth century Europe. The 

aristocratic idea of blood as a type of »liquid memory of virtue« was also found in the 

freemason lodges frequented by the European nobility of the eighteenth century. Both groups 

therefore believed in educational systems that used rites, pictures and symbols to imprint the 

virtues in ones blood and heart respectively. The foundation of this belief – strongly 

combined with an interest in occult sciences and the existence of an afterlife – can be seen in 

the antique »art of memory«.  

The example of an aristocratic lodge in Düsseldorf shows how these ›research interests‹ 

overlapped within masonic and non-masonic networks of European noblemen and citizens. In 

the perspective of Rhenish noblemen in the mid of the eighteenth century freemasonry took 

the role of an educational system that improved the qualities of the noble blood to secure the 

leading position of nobility in the God-given »Ständegesellschaft«. The aristocratic lodge La 

Parfaite Amitié therefore was not only dominated by Rhenish noblemen but also by 

cousinship. As a consequence, it struggled to become a »provincial lodge«, which had a 

stronger jurisdictional position in comparison with the civil-lodge of Düsseldorf. 

The second example is the masonic network of Joseph zu Salm-Reifferscheidt-Dyck (1773–

1861), from the Napoleonic period. Born in the Ancient Regime to an aristocratic familiy of 

the lower Rhineland, Joseph zu Salm-Reifferscheidt-Dyck faced the extensive changes for the 

nobility of the Rhineland, caused by the French Revolution and the French occupation of the 

area. Together with his second wife, the Parisian Salonier Constance de Salm, he became a 

prominent person in the Napoleonic era. He not only acted as an influential scientist of 

systematic botany, as a politician and states-man but also as a high-ranking freemason in 

several rites, especially in the Rit écossais philosophique. 

This masonic system can be seen as a ›scientific‹ one built upon the traditions of 

alchemistical and hermetical circles of the Ancient Regime. The Napoleonic period saw the 

occult sciences increasingly outdated and replaced by modern natural sciences. The methods 



considered as »exact« in the nineteenth century subsequently formed the perspective of civil 

dominated societies and its lodges on masonic rites and grades. In the masonic network of 

Joseph zu Salm-Reifferscheidt-Dyck, the Rit écossais philosophique was crossed with his 

network as a natural scientist, resulting in masonry being seen not only as an educational 

system but also as an exact way to uncover the »hidden roots« of the human soul and to 

assess the respective qualities of it. These tendencies were strongly influenced by the natural 

sciences outside the masonic sphere, which in parallel tried to uncover the »hidden roots« of 

the nations with the pseudo-scientific concepts of »race«. 

The civil lodges of the Napoleonic era and afterwards, with their strong emphasis on the 

nation, could no longer be seen as a retreat for noble man and their exclusive ideology of 

noble blood. The majority of the Rhenish nobility therefore turned away from the lodges in 

order to maintain a conservative view of itself in exclusively noble circles which still believed 

in the quality of the noble blood and its inherited race. 

 


