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In this paper, I would like to share with you some observations on the founding of Freemasonry in the 
old Russian Empire and some of the personalities involved. 
 
There is an apocryphal story that the Tsar of Russia, Peter the Great, acquired a knowledge of 
Freemasonry during a visit to England in 1698 from Sir Christopher Wren.  And it is claimed that 
Peter participated in the formation of a Masonic Lodge on his return to Russia in which he undertook 
the role of Junior Warden -- which would be typical of the unassuming Tsar Peter. 
 

In spite of the doubt that Peter's English mentor, Wren, actually was a Freemason, the Russians 
claimed Wren founded English Freemasonry.  Robert Gould argued that this legendary basis of 
Wren's Freemasonry could be 'blamed' on Dr. James Anderson's reference to Wren in his 

Constitutions of 1738 which are irreconcilable with those in his earlier publication of 1723. A.G. 
Cross, on the other hand, claimed that much of the mythical character of this story stems from 
Russian reliance on German source material rather than English.  
 
I used the word "apocryphal" when referring to Tsar Peter's Lodge.  He is attributed with forming a 
Lodge with the aid of two intimate friends, Lefort of Geneva and Patrick Gordon, a Scottish Guard, in 
1717.  Unfortunately for this story, both Lefort and Gordon died in 1699! 
 
But, putting this account aside for the moment, there is better agreement that Freemasonry in Russia 
began with the flamboyant Lord James Keith (1696 - 1758), a descendent from Scottish nobility, 
banished in 1715 for his support of the Stuart Pretender. He served in the Spanish Army, before 
moving to Russia in 1728 with the recommendation of Phillip V, and by the early 1740's was a 
leading Russian (sic) Army General. The Russian Empress Anna appointed him as the military 
governor of the Ukraine. But, importantly for our story, Keith was made Provincial Grand Master of 
Russian Freemasonry in 1740 by the Grand Master of England who also happened to be Keith's 
Cousin. Captain John Phillips had been appointed to this office for Russia in 1731, but there is no 
evidence to suggest he ever exercised it.  
 
The minutes of the premier Grand Lodge of England for 24 June 1731 record: 
 
"Then the Grand Master and his General Officers signed a Deputation for our Rt. Worshipful Brother 
John Phillips Esqr. to be Grand Master of free and accepted Masons within the Empires of Russia 

and Germany and Dominions and Territories thereunto belonging, and his health was drank wishing 
Prosperity to the Craft in those parts" (Batham, Transactions, p.34). 

 
Another interesting sidelight here was that also in 1740, protocol forced King George II to receive the 
exiled Keith as a diplomatic representative of Russia. 
 



Boris Telepneff describes Keith as "one of the most remarkable personalities of his time". In fact, his 
impact on Russian Freemasonry was such that a song in his praise exists: 
 

After him [Peter the Great] Keith, full of light, came to the Russians; and exalted by zeal lit up the 
sacrifice.  He erected the Temple of Wisdom, corrected our thoughts and hearts and confirmed us in 

brotherhood.  He was an image of that dawn, the clear rise of which announces to the World the 
arrival of the Lightseeking Queen [presumably Freemasonry] 

 
Keith left Russia to take up service with Frederick the Great (King of Prussia and another 
Freemason) in 1747. There is no evidence as to why Keith left Russia, but it could have been 
occasioned by the Austro-French coalition which saw Russia as one of the mainstays against 
Prussia and Great Britain.   
 
At the age of sixty-two, Keith was killed in 1758 during the Seven Years' War at the Battle of 
Hockirchen, but his groundwork saw to it that Freemasonry continued to grow in Russia.  In 1756 the 
first Russian lodge to actually be consecrated with a name was formed in St. Petersburg under the 
patronage of the Anglophile Count R.L. Vorontsov, Worshipful Master of The Lodge of Silence. That 
same year (1756) came the first official police investigations of Masonry carried out by the "Secret 
Chancellery of the Empire" who were investigating the "Masonic Sect" to determine "its foundation, 
and who constitutes its membership".  This had been instigated when rumours began circulating 
about Freemasonry's foreign and seditious plans. 
 
This first investigation exonerated the Craft by finding that its membership was defined as "nothing 
else but the key of friendship and of eternal brotherhood", the reigning Tsar (Peter III who was later 
assassinated by his wife Catherine the Great) appears to have joined the movement, and a number 
of lodges were founded at places where the Tsar would reside --  St. Petersburg, Oranienbaum and 
so on.  It may be imagined that the Emperor did not like to travel to meetings and, considering the 
state of the Empire's roads in the Spring thaw, who could blame him? Remember, this is primarily an 
agrarian society at this time. 
 
But there was no real organisational structure to the lodges... that is until Ivan Pertfil'evich Elagin 
(1725 -1793) appeared. 
 
Elagin was an extraordinary bureaucrat, wielding considerable power during the Reign of Catherine 
the Great who ruled Russia for 34 years - 1762-1796. Catherine had a great deal of confidence in 
Elagin and sometimes signed her letters "Mr Elagin's Chancellor".  Elagin was also tutor to Grand 
Duke Paul and one of the first Slavophiles – a group who argued Russia had the innate possession 
of the effective social and moral models from which Europe could learn, and not the other way 
around! . 
 
Empress Catherine found the English form of Russian Freemasonry quite acceptable and 
complimentary to the dilettantish atmosphere of her court.  However, Elagin admitted that he had 
turned to Freemasonry in the 1750's out of boredom, curiosity and vanity.  He was also attracted by 
the secrecy of the proceedings and by the hope of meeting high-ranking Russian courtiers and 
statesmen.  Elagin initially perceived no other purpose in Freemasonry than providing a venue 
whereby discrete meetings could be arranged in order to exploit the friendship of fellow Lodge 
members for his worldly affairs.  He wrote in his memoirs that he found the ceremonies  
 
"incomprehensible... strange (and involving) actions  ... deprived of sense" and the rituals were full of 

"unintelligible symbols and catechisms unrelated to reason". (See Grünwald, p.22). 
 



 
In 1762 a Templar Rite of Melesius sprang up, founded by a Greek Freemason and superposing four 
High Grades on those of the Craft.  It seems to have lasted twenty years; but in 1765 there came a 
revival of the Strict Observance Rite which dominated Russian Freemasonry. 
 
In 1771 the Engraved Lists of the Grand Lodge of England recorded as #414 their first lodge in 
Russia - Perfect Union (or Peace and Union) in St. Petersburg.  It should be emphasised, however, 
that although this Lodge had been entered on these lists at the date of the granting of its Constitution 
(1 June 1771), it had been active in Russia prior to that date. The Masonic position in Russia 
became even more complicated in 1771 with the introduction from Germany of the Zinnendorf 
System - a Christian order of Masonry but a curious mixture of the three Craft degrees and various 
knightly orders. 
 
On 28 February 1772, Elagin was made Provisional Grand Master of Russia by the Grand Lodge of 
England, a position he held until 1784.  He was only the third Provisional Grand Master the Grand 
Lodge of England had appointed.  For all his initial qualms as to the relevance of the Masonic 
ceremonies, he soon added to the rituals so that they became somewhat exotic.  He argued that the 
exotic rituals were justified on practical grounds as substitutes for the rites of the Church.  He 
described a Freemason as "A Free man able to Master his Inclinations... (and able) to Subordinate 
his Will to the Laws of Reason." 
 
By 1774, Elagin's lodges had a membership of over 200 made up of Russian nobles and foreign 
diplomats and members from all levels of the civil and military service.  In that year, five Russian 
Lodges were added to the Grand Lodge of England's Lists to make a total of thirteen: (Four of the 
eight earlier lodges were held St Petersburg; one in Moscow; one in Riga and two elsewhere.   
 
It is interesting to note that John Robinsion, a Scottish Professor from Edinburgh, then a 

visitor/member of the Perfect Union Lodge, and who became widely known for his 1797 

denunciation of the Craft, wrote of a Russian female lodge (La Fidelité) he had visited during his 
stay in Russia. Although Adoptive, or female, Masonry was a prominent feature of the French Craft in 
the latter part of the eighteenth century, Robinson’s claim cannot be verified). 
 
The list of members published by Telepneff (AQC Volume XXXV) emphasises two important points: 
 
(a) Under Elagin, Russian Freemasonry, with the exception of one or two more-or-less foreign 

lodges, consisted of the members of the best Russian families who were shaping the destiny of 
Russia not only at court and in the various government departments, but also in the military and 
in artistic achievements. 

(b) From their position, character and activities, they were sincere and serious about their 
commitment to Freemasonry. 

 
The following year, a man who was to become one of the most influential Russian Freemasons 
joined the Craft.  Nicolai Ivanovich Novikov joined Freemasonry in 1775 through Elagin's St. 
Petersburg lodge, although he refused to submit to the initiation rituals Elagin was using. Novikov 
was a prodigious organiser as we will see in a moment and one who opened paths of practical 
activity for the sedentary aristocracy.   
 
 
 
 



Novikov was a member of the exclusive Izmailovsky regiment (the regiment that had put Catherine 
on the throne of the Russian Empire) and of Catherine's Legislative Commission. He wrote that he 
was dissatisfied with Elagin's rituals: that he felt many Russians were playing "Mason" like a child's 
game.  What had become known as "Elagin's System" for the ritual was based on fundamental 
imitations of English Freemasonry with peculiar and artificial admixtures from other systems.  For 
example, during initiation, or "ordeal" as Elagin called it, the candidate's shirt was covered with blood 

and his blood literally mixed with that taken from the attending brethren. (Telepneff, AQC XXXV, 
p.271). 
 
Nicolai Ivanovich Novikov joined Freemasonry in 1775, although he refused to submit to the 
initiation rituals then in vogue. He wrote that he was dissatisfied with Masonic rituals: that he felt 
many Russians were playing "Mason" like a child's game.  The contemporary Masonic ritual was 
based on fundamental imitations of English Freemasonry with peculiar and artificial admixtures 
from other systems.  
 
Under Novikov, Russian Freemasonry turned from the casual, fraternal activities of Elagin's "English" 
Masonry to the highly dedicated and esoteric orders of Scottish Masonry, introducing closer bonds of 
secrecy and mutual obligation, special catechisms and vows and new Quasi-Oriental costumes, and 
rituals.  Freemasonry became the first ideological class movement of the Russian Aristocracy and 
opposed to the atheistic ideas permeating into Russia from France. 
 
To understand the unique religious influences acting on Russian Freemasonry, it is necessary to 
make a brief explanatory divergence. 
 
Russia had been converted to Christianity very late in history... in fact not until the 10th century -- in 
986 AD.   
 
Kiev was the obvious capital as it grew up around the major river obstacle (a series of rapids) in the 
Dnieper leading to Constantinople.  Moscow was a collection of wooden huts at this time...something 
that didn't change very much even when it DID become the capital and which lead to periodic urban 
renewal occasioned by catastrophic fires. 
 
A few centuries earlier, river pirates had forced the locals around Kiev to request mercenary help 
from the Varangians -- a Scandanivian tribe who came all the way down the river systems from the 
North, defeated the pirates and immediately took over running the country.  Prince Rurik was the first 
ruler and founder of one the only two families ever to Rule Russia -- the Rurik's and the Romanov's. 
A descendant of Rurik, Prince Vladimir, was ruling in Kiev at the time of the conversion of the Rus. 
He had secured his throne by killing all his brothers. But his grandmother, Olga had earlier converted 
to Christianity and applied pressure on her grandson to do likewise. 
 
The Primary Chronicle (the Russian version of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle or the Icelandic Kalevala) 
tells us Vladimir not only had seven wives, but three hundred (!) concubines at Vyshgorod, 300 at 
Belgorod and 200 at Berestovo.  One wonders how he had the time to become the consummate 
soldier and administrator he really was. 
 
But, being a good grandson and seeing political advantages in conversion, he considered the 
available options and saw four contenders: Islam, Judaism, the Church of Rome and Byzantine 
Orthodoxy.  So he sent representatives to all four to investigate and have the contenders argue their 
case. 
 



Well, as a grown man he didn't think much of circumcision, so Judaism was out. Actually, when he 
asked the Jews why they had been expelled from Jerusalem, they replied: 
 

"God was angry at our forefathers and scattered us among the gentiles on account of our sins". 
 
Vladimir could see no promise in the faith of a dispersed people.   
 
Nor was Prince Vladimir impressed by the Islamic abstention from alcohol.  In fact, his emissaries 
found Moslem worship to be "frenzied and foul smelling". The Islamic contenders claimed that 
Mohammed would give each man 70 fair women.  With 800 concubines, Vladimir was doing very 
well, thank you, in this department.  
 
However, rather than being the also-ran in this contest, Orthodoxy's church service and beautiful 
churches made a deep impression.  (The representatives were shown that most beautiful of all 
Orthodox temples, the Hagia Sophia).  
 
Again, from The Primary Chronicle: 
 
"The Greeks led us to the buildings where they worship their god and we knew not whether we were 
in heaven or on Earth.  For on Earth there is no such splendour or such beauty and we are at a loss 
to describe it.  We know only that God dwells there among men and their service is fairer than the 

ceremonies of other nations.  For we cannot forget that beauty." 
 
Obviously a clear winner since they found no comparable glory in the Roman Church.  It may also 

have helped that women were separated during the service so Vladimir could get some rest! The 
real point was that concrete beauty and not abstract ideas conveyed the essence of the Christian 
message to the Rus. 
 
So the Rus were converted en masse in a universal ceremony.  But with Christianity came the 
realisation that their country really had no glorious history. No cultural heritage. So somewhat 
amazing accounts were derived that insist that, for example, St. Andrew visited Moscow on his way 
to Rome from Palestine; that Russia was settled by the descendants of Shem and so on. 
 

There also arose the semi-mystical concept of The Third Rome which was a very powerful influence 
in Russia.  This argues that Russia is the repository of the true faith. The three Romes are Rome 
itself as the First, Constantinople as the Second after the shift in the Church to the east and the fall of 
Rome in 410 AD, and, as foretold in Revelations, the Third Rome will never be since its 
creation/foundation heralds the Final Days.  Moscow as the Third Rome was an important influence 
in Russia after their conversion and the fiasco of the Third Crusade in which the western knights 
attacked Constantinople in a fit of rage and never even got to the Holy Land. Byzantine Orthodoxy 
had lost the ball on the one yard line and Russia had picked it up! 
 
Also Russia saw itself (and still does) as the saviour of Europe, offering itself as a sacrifice so the 
rest of Europe may be protected.  Russia was invaded by the Mongols, by Napoleon and by Hitler -- 
all with horrendous loss of life and, perhaps justifiably, they claim their sacrifice saved Western 
Europe.  Of course there are problems here since Napoleon for one had defeated most of Western 
Europe before the battle of Borodino.  Nonetheless, these ideas reinforced the concept that Russia 
somehow had acquired a holy mission. 
 



But at the time we were talking about, the typical member of the Russian intelligentsia still longed for 
the cultural antecedents of other European nations.  So Novikov derived a rich pre-history based on 
St. Andrew who he argued had brought Christianity to Russian before St. Peter's visit to Rome.  
 
Changes in the Slavonic Church ritual had already lead to a major schism some hundred years 
earlier.  You may recall the trauma when the Latin Mass was replaced by the Mass in English.  Well, 

in Russia an almost similar revision caused many to simply split away and follow the old ways -- The 

Old Believers -- who were prepared and did die for their beliefs. To us the changes seem 
insignificant, invoking the name of Jesus twice instead of three times, reducing the number of 
genuflections you must make and so on.  But one Old Believer, Avatum, lived for 40 years in a hole 
in the ice as a protest.  Others burnt themselves alive in their churches and so on. 
 
But even those who followed the new church rituals were increasingly anxious to dissociate 
themselves from the agnosticism and superficiality of court life.  They found in the Swedish system of 
Freemasonry a chance for inner regeneration and for a re-discovery of inner truth and the lost unity 
of the early Christian church. 
 
Why Swedish? 
 
Cross points out that the primary era of English influence on Russian Freemasonry was between 
1770 and 1776. By 1770, there were at least twelve major lodges in Eastern Germany and the Baltic.  
This was to rapidly spread to Prussia and Russia. For example, in 1761 there had been a Field 
Lodge formed in the Russian Army which, at the time, had its Winter quarters in West Prussia and its 
head-quarters at Marienburg. 
 
King Guastav III of Sweden gave Swedish Masonry a special stamp of respectability by freely 
flaunting his Masonic ties in 1776 during a state visit to St. Petersburg and won the patronage of 
Grand Duke Paul - a famous Russian patriot, historian and political rival to and personal enemy of 
Catherine by initiating him into the Swedish Rite.  This lead to a linking of Russian and Swedish 
Freemasonry into one system when, in 1778, the Moscow Lodge of Prince Troubetskoy joined the 
Swedish System.  Novikov closed his Petrograd Lodges and transferred their activities to Moscow. 
 
Swedish Masonry at this time had nine grades and a secret tenth group of nine members... 
Commanders of the Red Cross.  The strict observance and mystical-military nature of this had 
appeals in Prussia and by a kind of cultural osmosis spread to Russia.  Members of the Swedish 
groups generally adopted new names as a sign of their inner regeneration and participated in 
communal efforts to discover through reading and meditation the inner truth of Christianity.  I've 
explained the special role and relationship Russia saw for itself in Christianity.  The Russian 
aristocrats saw this system as a vehicle whereby they could fortify their realm against incursions of 
the reformist ideas of the French Enlightenment. 
 

On 25 May 1779, a Swedish Grand Provincial Lodge of Russia was officially opened according to 
the Swedish ritual and thereafter vied for supremacy with the Grand Provincial Lodge of Elagin.   
Efforts to units all Russian lodges under one system and one grandmaster (the Duke of Sudermania, 
brother of Guastav III - had failed when Elagin refused to hand control of Russian Freemasonry into 
foreign control. The two Masonic systems therefore remained separate.  Fears were aroused that the 
Swedish-directed lodges of strict observance were Jesuit-inspired, Catholic and absolutist in 
tendency.  It was their political implications, however, rather than their esoteric aspects which 
alienated some Russians and many moved to Elagin's system. An independent third system 
(promoted by the Apollo Lodge) was also being observed. 
 



Catherine saw fit to transfer Prince Gagarin from St Petersburg to Moscow in 1781.  As a 
consequence, the Swedish body’s influence diminished. The Strict Observance now dominated. 
 
It is interesting to note that, in 1781, representatives of the three systems united their efforts to found 
Harmony Lodge.  In the words of one author: “Their aim was to create a unified, independent 
Russian Masonry of spiritual and somewhat Rosicrucian inspirations to apply in an efficient way the 
teachings of Masonry to the enlightenment of their nation”. In 1782, at the Wilhelmsbad Masonic 
Congress, Russia was recognised as a self-governing province of the Reformed, or Rectified Rite, 
the successor of the Strict Observance.  Diehard proponents of the Strict Observance, with its 
“Templar Masonry”, were far from satisfied with the decision.  Rosicrucianism had slowly become a 
prevalent part of the craft while also leaving traces in Russian life and literature.  In time, the 
Rosicrucian Order, in turn, came to predominate.  The precepts of the Russian branch of the Order 
were essentially self knowledge, moral perfection and mystic and occult studies. 
 
Also in 1782 secret societies were prohibited by the Russian government, but Freemasonry was not 
included in this decree. Yet, in 1784 Elagin decided to close all lodges under his jurisdiction due to 
increased political pressures from the Crown. 
 
More importantly for the Russian Freemasons, Prince Gagarin, a Friend of Catherine's son Paul, 
founded links to the Berlin Lodge Minerva and brought back with him to Russia the teacher of occult 
lore Johann Georg Schwartz. Schwartz, a Transylvanian by birth, had arrived in Moscow in 1779 to 
take up a post as professor of German in the gymnasia of Moscow University, a post probably 

secured through his Masonic connections (see Madariaga, Russia in the Age..., p.522) 
 
With Novikov, Schwartz immediately began to transform Russian Masonry.  They formed the first 
secret society in Russia (The Gathering of University Foster Children) and tried to integrate Masonry 
with the Russian higher educational system. Schwartz was made inspector of a seminary established 
to train teachers for the expected expansion of Russia's educational system. 
 
Novikov set up the first two private printing presses in Russia in 1783.  The next year he 
established the first joint-stock insurance company and organised a surprisingly successful 
nationwide famine relief system along with the first private insurance company.  He not only 
published a regular journal in which he sought to impart the philosophical basis of the classical 
thinkers but his literary output included children’s stories, “home-help” manuals.  
 
Novikov founded his own weekly satirical journal Truten' (The Drone) in which he voiced the 
increasing dissatisfaction of the native Russian nobility with Catherine's imitation of French ways and 
her toleration of social injustice.  In the first issue, Novikov posed a question destined to be the 
central preoccupation of the Russian Intelligentsia movement. Confessing he had no desire to serve 
in the army, civil service or at court, he asked what could he do for society?; adding by way of 
explanation that to live on this earth without being of use is only a burden to it  (see Pipes p.256). 
 
His solution was to turn to publicist and philanthropic work. He and his friends took over the moribund 
Moscow University Press and transformed the institution itself into a centre of intellectual ferment.  
The university then had less than 100 enrolled students who listened to uninspired lectures in 
German and Latin.  Novikov organised a public library to be associated with the University and 
between 1781 and 1784 published more books than had appeared in the entire previous 24 years. 
 
By 1791 the number of readers of the official University gazette rose from 600 to 4000. 
 
 



 
At a time when the production of most of the provincial printing presses were unable to find a 
commercial outlet, censorship records show Novikov's publications were on sale in a number of 
important provincial towns from Archangel to Tambov, from Nizhniy Novogorod to Irkutsk.  

Madariaga (Russia in the Age...p 523) has argued that these provincial towns were nearly all towns 
in which there were Masonic lodges, often under the direction of the Moscow Masons, and many of 
those who supervised and supplied the book stores were active Freemasons. 
 
With Novikov's organisation of a supporting program, by 1780, he and Schwartz had a number of 
wealthy patrons.  They formed a Sientificheskia ("secret scientific") lodge named Harmony Lodge.  
This was dedicated to returning Russian society to Christianity.  In 1782 the lodge formed a "fraternal 
learned society" with translators to publish selected foreign books. 21 of the 35 society members 
were drawn from Schwartz's seminaries. 
 
Largely due to his ascetic self-discipline of so-called healthy food, cold showers and so on, Schwartz 
died in 1784.  He was 33!  So much for the healthy life style!! 
 
Novikov left St. Petersburg in 1779 when he took up a ten year lease on the Moscow University 
Press. Here he established another two private printing presses and a secret press on which 
Russian translations of the classics of mysticism and alchemy were printed. He organised a public 
library to be associated with the University and between 1781 and 1784 published more books 
than had appeared in the entire previous 24 years. By 1791 the number of readers of the official 
University gazette rose from 600 to 4000.  
 
Yet it was not these Masonic activities that first attracted Catherine the Great's attention.  In 1784, 
Novikov had published two school textbooks breaching the exclusive licence of the Commission on 
National Schools which owned the lucrative monopoly on all text books. Novikov claimed he had 
been authorised by the governor-general to print the books, but was ordered to withdraw and 
destroy all copies although he was compensated. 
 
Novikov became increasingly uneasy about the turn to the occult which had overtaken Russian 
Freemasonry.  In the late 1780s he proposed the formation of a purely Christian and philanthropic 
order.  His increasing interest in the religious traditions of Old Russia permeated his publications 
with a kind of quasi-religious appeal. He antagonised Catherine by criticising the Jesuits in 1784, 
accusing them of being a political order thus betraying the monastic ideal.  Novikov had portrayed 
the Jesuits as faithless, power-seeking, aiming to set up a state within a state.  His work, in fact 
was what many 'enlightened' mind considered to be an objective account of the Jesuits 
 
As the Jesuits' benefactress, Catherine began to attack both Novikov and the Russian 
Freemasons by writing three anti-Masonic plays in which Freemasons were represented as 
charlatans and deceivers who, like Count Cagliostro, promised their victims philosophic gold, the 
elixir of life and contact with the world of spirits.  
 
In December 1785, Governor General Bruce and Archbishop Platon had been ordered to inspect 
the books published by Novikov, to ensure they contained no "ravings", "stupid lucubrations" or 
"schism".  Platon found Novikov guilty of religious error, but not subversion. Catherine ordered 
another search of Novikov’s home. The search party discovered other prohibited books and 
several clandestinely published Masonic titles.  Novikov and his books were escorted by a 
company of hussars to the Schlüsselburg Fortress for interrogation. 
 



Catherine had planned Novikov's arrest at a time he was out of Moscow.  She had to keep moving 
him around since in every city in which he was jailed, popular support for him soon arose.  
Suspecting a conspiracy of well-financed and well-connected noblemen with ready access to the 
newly expanded medium of public expression, the Empress sought to forestall Novikov's 
martyrdom (by suicide or otherwise) and to squelch negating publicity by keeping his associates in 
the dark and silencing any imitators.  
 
Catherine's special animus against Novikov is difficult to understand.  He is true that he had made 
satirical attacks against the throne in his journals during the 1770's and his social activities tended 
to be independent from the control of the Crown.  He had engaged in large-scale charitable 
activities on borrowed money, to help both landowners and serfs during a famine.  But while 
Catherine's distrust was fed by the enormous sums of money Novikov seemed to be able to call 
upon and dispose in these charitable works (he had debts in excess of 700,000 roubles), she 
continued to subsidise his journals and his schools founded by his Masonic friends in St. 
Petersburg. 
 
But Freemasonry had involuntarily become associated with personal enemies of the Empress. 
 
* First was her late husband, Peter III, who had been favourably disposed towards the Craft and 

Catherine was hostile to any favourites of the late-emperor. 
* The Russian Freemasons were aligned to Germany and Frederick the Great was the arch 

enemy of Catherine. 
* Russian Freemasonry was based on Russian Orthodoxy and opposed by and opposed to the 

Jesuits -- Catherine's favourites 
* Russian Freemasons were vitriolic in their opposition to the French Enlightenment. 
* Freemasons in Russia had the support of Grand Duke Paul, who was now an open, personal 

enemy and political opponent of the Empress. 
* Novikov's charity and famine relief was believed to be for ulterior political purposes. 
 
Novikov was never tried, but the accusations against him were listed in the sentence eventually 
pronounced.  He was charged with holding secret meetings at which people swore submission to 
the Duke of Brunswick; he was accused of corresponding in cipher with Wöllner (who was a 
Prussian Minister) and with attempting to lure a "Certain Person" (presumably Grand Duke Paul - 
Catherine’s son and arch enemy) into becoming a Freemason.  He was condemned to fifteen 
years' imprisonment in Schlüsselburg.  
 
On Catherine's death in 1796 the situation for Freemasonry changed.  Paul I not only abolished all 
prison sentences imposed on Freemasons (in including Novikov) but rewarded, protected and even 
consulted them on State affairs although Freemasonry remained officially prohibited.  In 1797 an 
edict had been passed forbidding secret meetings and, although Freemasonry was not specifically 
mentioned, Paul elicited a promise from all Worshipful Masters not to open any lodges. It has been 
suggested that this may have been due to certain rivalries between Masonic Templar degrees and 
the Maltese Knights. Paul declared himself Grand Master of the Knights of Malta on 16 December 

1798. (See Speth AQC VIII, p.232). 
 
Alexander I (1777-1825) succeeded Paul after the latter's assassination on 11/12 March 1801. 
Alexander annulled the decree prohibiting all secret societies and perhaps became an initiate of the 
Craft.  Dormant lodges were revived and new ones established.  Those members of the Craft still 
attached to the spirit of mysticism that had permeated Russian Freemasonry under Novikov and 
Schwartz appear to have been especially active at this time. 
 



 
Novikov died on 31 July, 1818, aged 74.  Yet he lived to see some of the Russian Freemasons rise 
to become outstanding generals against Russia's enemies such as Turks and Napoleon. Men such 
as Alexander Suvorov and Mikhail Kutuzov and some of the world's greatest authors such as 
Alexander Pushkin. On 1st August, 1822, Alexander I closed all Masonic lodges in Russia with the 
exception of Lodge Ovid, because it had been transferred to the Rumanian Jurisdiction. There must 
have remained an underground movement since the five Decembrist leaders are said to have been 
Freemasons and the Decembrist incident did not take place until 3 years later. 
 
That Freemasonry continued in spite of the ban seems likely since Nicholas I, successor to 
Alexander I, confirmed the decree prohibiting Freemasonry on April 21, 1826. 
 
In 1911, Masonic meetings were resumed on a more judicious basis. That year, the Grand Orient of 
France acknowledged the creation of a new "Grand Orient of the Peoples of Russia".  Due to their 
affiliation and overt political activity, this "Grand Lodge" (sic) was not recognised by Freemasonry's 
Regular Jurisdictions. By 1913-1914 there were about forty "Lodges" operating but with increasing 
political disputes raging between their members who belonged primarily to the Constitutional 
Democratic Party (the Kadets).  On the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, twenty-eight lodges 
existed.   
 
At the Fourth Congress of the Communist International held in Moscow 1922, a resolution was 
passed which required all Communists belonging to the Fraternity to sever their connection without 
delay or leave the Party.  Leon Trotsky called Freemasonry "a bourgeois ideological conception 
contrary in its principles to the dictatorship of the proletariat, and tending to establish a state within a 
state". No Communist who had been a Freemason could be appointed to a Party post during a 
two-year-period after such severance of relationship. Yet Maxim Gorky, widely known to have been a 
Freemason, continued in favour with the new regime. 
 
In 1926, a Russian Freemason named Astromov who was less concerned with orthodox Craft 
Freemasonry than he was in Rosicrucianism; wrote to Stalin requesting him to legalise Freemasonry 
in the Soviet Union. Unfortunately, Stalin continued to believe that Leon Trotsky was an enthusiastic 
Freemason (in spite of Trotsky's comments at the 1922 Congress related above) and ordered 
Astromov's arrest Astromov had founded lodges in Leningrad, Moscow, Tiflis and Kiev.  He and thirty 
other Freemasons (including all the officers the four lodges) were imprisoned. Astromov died shortly 
afterwards aged 76. 
 
In 1929, Pierre Mikhailovich Kaiser, Professor of Oriental Languages at the Moscow Institute, and 
two other Freemasons were executed by a firing squad after an agent of the NKVD discovered that 
Masonic meetings were continuing in secret. 
 

On 3
rd

 June 1960, Izvestia (a Soviet newspaper, “News” in translation) ran an article citing 
Freemasonry as “an anti-Soviet organisation and enemy of the people”. 
 
There are however, signs that Freemasonry is again establishing a foothold in Soviet Russia. 
 
On 24

th
 June 1995 the National Grand Lodge of Russia was formed by M.Wor. Bro. Claude 

Charbonniaud, Grand Master GLNF and his officers. 
 
 
 



Probably nowhere else in Europe did Freemasonry play such a significant a role in the development 
of the cultural life of three or four generations as it did in Russia.  This may be due to the 
predominantly Feudal/Agrarian milieu and the lack of an originality in Russian culture; it may also 
reflect the absence of Orthodox works in theology written in a lay style and vocabulary and the dearth 
of sufficient intellectual and emotional stimulation to satisfy a more discriminating audience. 
 
Much of higher order Freemasonry in Russia was strangely applicable to a revolutionary tradition.  
Here you had a small circle of men, meeting regularly to further a common corporate goal with a love 
of higher justice, ritual and reading and a tendency to see moral, spiritual and aesthetic concerns as 
part of one higher concern.  These and not the government chanceries or universities were the main 
channels for creative thought.  This left a permanent, if ambiguous, legacy of moral intensity. 
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