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Hasselmann’s dissertation within the subject of theatre sciences—‘The Rituals of the
Freemasons: on the Constitution of Civic Habitus in Eighteenth-century England’,
published four years after its defence at the Freie Universität in Berlin—proves that
the history of eighteenth century freemasonry in general and of British freemasonry
in particular can be rewritten from a new perspective. In Hasselmann’s case it is
not so much that the sources she uses are hitherto unfamiliar to the research field;
her approach offers rather a fundamentally different interpretation as compared to
previous scholarship. Die Rituale is not easy to penetrate, it moves between Aristotelian
philosophy and post-modern theories of culture, hermeticism and hermeneutics,
body concepts and performance. For conventional historians it might at times come as
a surprise how sources and chronology are treated. However, one of the major ideas
of Hasselmann’s work is to make visible aspects of masonic self-organization that are
constituted within a dynamics of opacity and transparency, within which masonic
morality is performed. Her first chapter is consequently titled ‘Self-designs in the
“Forensic Light” of Eso- and Exoteric Sphere’; the term itself is perhaps defined a bit
too late in the book (p. 222). It is derived from ideas on classical rhetoric, an oration
is judged in the light of the public, the ‘forum’, forensi luce. In analogy Hasselmann
claims that a good deal of masonic morality circles around the judgement in the eyes
of the other or the third spectator, a form of ethical self-regulation in the tradition of
John Locke, a socially constructed ‘force of morality’.
An underlying claim of Hasselmann’s is that freemasonry created new spaces of
morality within the nascent and growing ‘commercial society’, where social relations
were determined by economical logics and necessities. New and liberated spaces
of fraternal sociability were also materialized physically in purpose-built masonic
buildings. A close reading of George Lillo’s piece The London Merchant (London: John
Gray, 1731) as well as an analysis of the support this piece received from masonic
circles in London allows Hasselmann to conclude that freemasonry indeed actively
sought to influence the discourse on morality in a re-negotiation of public ethics.
It is hence possible to draw the conclusion that early British freemasonry certainly
played a role in the formation of political culture.
At this point it would perhaps have been more consistent to continue with the
third chapter of the dissertation titled ‘Morality and Manners as Newly Constituted
Reciprocal Relationship in the Field of Tension of Modern Hedonism and Social
Disciplining’. At least the parts of this chapter that deal with the public display
and contest of masonic morality, such as the Mock Masons, Gormogons and Scald
Miserable Masons, would from a merely chronological point of view have fitted nicely
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into the earlier line of argumentation. The second chapter, however, deals finally
with the core topic of the dissertation: ‘Antagonism between Embodiment and Reembodiment: On the Cultural Coding of Ritual Expressions of the Freemasons’. This
chapter stands in a certain way for itself as a close and new reading of masonic (Craft)
ritual, its visual illustration taken from contemporary sources and its developmental
lines treated both within a hermetic and an ‘operative’ craft tradition. By introducing
theories of performance into the analysis of masonic ritual, Hasselmann is able to
deliver a convincing treatment of rituals as historical sources, a methodological
problem itself that here is solved in a more than elegant manner. Initiation is read as
a ‘ritual production of an event’ the core of which is constituted by bodily, physical
experience. The reiterative character of masonic ritual (‘staging of symbolic spaces
of experiences’) contributes to an ‘engrammatic’ effect of individual learning and
knowledge-production, experience/gradually growing knowledge is ‘written into’
the bodily memory of the candidate. The aim of masonic ritual is to contribute to a
refinement of manners, a formation of ‘habitus’ as a process of creating signs and
meaning against the backdrop of symbolical manifestations of collective imagination
within freemasonry as much as against a ‘double identity of the modern self’.
The final chapter, which already has been mentioned previously, is devoted to
outline freemasonry as a pragmatic ‘ethics of habitus’ in the Aristotelian tradition,
a process of moral ‘disciplination’ and cultivation of virtues. As a proof for her
assumptions, Hasselmann analyses a series of six ‘Essays on the Masonic Character’
published in the London-based Freemason’s Magazine. This chapter does not only offer
rich perspectives for a deeper understanding of normative texts such as published in
masonic periodicals (and emphasizes their significance), but demonstrates that the
theoretical perspectives of ‘habitus’ and ‘reform of manners’ indeed resonate from
within the source material itself and are not the result of contemporary projections from
the detached viewpoint of theory-burdened cultural analysis. No less meticulous and
convincing is Hasselmann’s treatment of phenomena like the Miserable Scald Mason
processions or Hogarth’s famous engravings (of which a number are reproduced).
It is not entirely clear why these topics are treated here and not in the first chapter
as they certainly also illustrate the tension between opacity and transparency, the
private and the public that is so determining for freemasonry in general.
The great achievement of this book lies in reading masonic ritual as a ‘cultural
performance’, a ‘performative-symbolic happening’ where the body represents a
surface of projection of masonic values that are memorized and internalized through
an ‘engrammatic’ effect. Thus, they are inscribed repeatedly into the memory of the
candidate, into those who enact and those who participate in the ritual, creating a
shared space of esoteric knowledge acquisition within the private sphere of the lodge.
However, the purpose is always to contribute to an extroverted reform of manners
within society through moral refinement of each member, a preparation for exoteric
practice of virtues. This process—at times heavily challenged—is exemplified by the
interpretation of normative texts, images and architecture. Hasselmann has managed
convincingly to treat a large variety of disparate sources related to British eighteenth
century freemasonry within a shared interpretative framework.
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