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Beyond Dan Brown

Secret societies make easy targets for speculative
studies and popular fiction. Luckily for serious histori-
ans, however, organizations like the freemasons and the
Rosicrucian Order have left significant trails of evidence.
While very good scholarship on many aspects of Euro-
pean freemasonry already exists, serious studies of the
eighteenth-century Rosicrucian Order, which extended
throughout many regions of the Holy Roman Empire and
into eastern Europe and Russia, are not as well devel-
oped. The volume under review makes an academically
serious, weighty, archive-based addition to this scholar-
ship. Although the main audience for the study consists
of scholars interested in secret societies and esoteric be-
liefs, broader audiences interested in early modern reli-
gious diversity and social interaction will also find Renko
D. Geffarth’s work valuable and thought-provoking.

The specific subject of this study is the northern
and eastern German circles of the Rosicrucian Order,
which existed from around 1760 until sometime after
1790. Although short-lived, the order had historical
links with at least two long-standing phenomena: liter-

ary and philosophical Rosicrucianism of the early seven-
teenth century, and continental European freemasonry,
which had thrived in various forms since the first half of
the eighteenth century. While Rosicrucian “circles”-the
order’s local organizational units—were found in many
separate centers, the great majority of Rosicrucian pri-
mary sources for north and central German territories are
found today in the freemason collection at the Geheimes
Staatsarchiv PreuAischer Kulturbesitz in Berlin. Gef-
farth estimates that approximately 350 sources survive
in the collection. They include religious and alchemical
manuscripts, ceremonial manuals outlining such things
as the Rosicrucian system of nine degrees of initiation, in-
ternal histories, members’ correspondence, membership
lists, meeting protocols and other administrative texts,
and illustrations.

Geffarth uses his sources to contribute to the study
both of Enlightenment sociability and of early mod-
ern religion. Chapter 4 (“Hierarchie”) is the author’s
main contribution to the first subject. In it, he ex-
amines the organization, administration, and networks
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of members across northern and eastern German terri-
tories. The Rosicrucian membership was drawn from
among Germany’s elites. These included noblemen, most
notably Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia, but also mili-
tary men and bureaucrats (together the largest propor-
tion), clergymen, and prominent merchants and trades-
men. A large proportion was Lutheran, but the cir-
cles also included Reformed, Catholic, and Greek Or-
thodox members. Geffarth concludes: “Insofern war
dieser Geheimbund tatsAsnchlich ein Raum, in dem die
StAundeordnung des Alten Reichs wenigstens teilweise
auAer Kraft gesetzt war, wie es schon Reinhart Kosel-
leck im Kontext seiner klassischen Deutung der Funk-
tion der geheimen Gesellschaften im 18. Jahrhundert na-
hegelegt hat” (p. 162). One of the strengths of Geffarth’s
study is the attention he pays to the inner functioning of
this secret society. He analyzes its hierarchical and disci-
plinary structures and the strategies members used (such
as pseudonyms and secret writing systems) to preserve
the group’s distinctness. Chapter 4 ends with a discus-
sion of opponents, traitors, and renegades.

Overall, Geffarth situates his analysis of Rosicru-
cian sociability in contrast to scholarship that argues
that groups like the Rosicrucian Order constituted anti-
Enlightenment organizations. Instead, in his introduc-
tion he cites the work of researchers like Holger Za-
unstA9ck, which demonstrates that significant numbers
of those active in Enlightenment societies for social im-
provement and philosophical inquiry also belonged to es-
oteric or secret societies like the freemasons and Rosicru-
cians.[1] T am sympathetic to Geffarth’s efforts to con-
tribute to historiography that locates the study of esoteric
societies within the wider field of Enlightenment socia-
bility rather than merely assuming a fundamental tension
between esotericism and Enlightenment. However, per-
haps because Geffarth relies on sources that provide evi-
dence for the internal functioning of the order and the be-
liefs of its members, he does not write much in the main
body of his book about activities of Rosicrucian Order
members in other Enlightenment societies. Further con-
sideration of the relationship between esoteric societies
and the Enlightenment would nonetheless have been de-
sirable.

To illustrate what I mean, it is worth saying a
little about one of Geffarth’s main subjects, Johann
Christoph WAYllner, the prominent Berlin-based Rosi-
crucian leader and influential minister in King Friedrich
Wilhelm II's government in the late 1780s and into the
1790s. At one point, Geffarth notes that WAYllner
was not only a freemason and Rosicrucian, but also

an active contributor to publications with Enlighten-
ment themes. However, not only does he omit biblio-
graphical details to support this observation and analy-
sis of this Enlightenment literature, but in a later part
of the book, he also writes that while he was a govern-
ment minister WA9qllner engaged in the “BekAsmpfung
aufklAnrerischer KrAofte wie des Illuminatenordens” (p.
270). In his contextualization of this claim, Geffarth em-
phasizes his view that even during WA{llner’s period of
political influence in Prussia, the order never pursued
a coherent political program (a major and oft-repeated
theme of his work), and that to the extent individual
members did have political goals these were subordi-
nated to the religious goal of spreading Rosicrucian be-
liefs. I understand part of the implication of this as-
sertion to be that the order did not have overtly po-
litically conspiratorial intentions or a necessarily anti-
Enlightenment orientation. This kind of conclusion is
quite ambivalent. Here and in other places, Geffarth
could have said more about how he sees the Rosicru-
cians fitting into the complex intellectual and social land-
scapes of the European Enlightenment. For example, I
would be interested in Geffarth’s thoughts, were he to
write more on the Rosicrucian Order, about Jonathan Is-
rael’s challenging and controversial new interpretation
of the Enlightenment, which defines it in the first place
not in terms of patterns of sociability but rather in terms
of competing sets of ideas.[2] Rosicrucians were certainly
opposed to what Israel calls the “radical” Enlightenment,
with its advocates’ emphasis on anticlericalism, republi-
canism, freedom of thought, and philosophical material-
ism. My question for Geffarth would be how, if at all, he
would orient the Rosicrucian Order within what Israel
calls the “moderate” Enlightenment, a movement char-
acterized by the attempts of many reformers to reconcile
Enlightenment projects with established systems of so-
cial order and to balance faith and reason. In the present
study, Geffarth does not cite any work by Israel.

On the second subject, early modern religion, Gef-
farth devotes significant space to the question of the
relationship between the Rosicrucians’ esotericism and
Christianity. This relationship constitutes the main sub-
ject of his work. Among the author’s basic historio-
graphical claims is that early modern historians should
adopt a broadened concept of religion. In addition to
traditional forms of confessional religion, this broadened
concept should include esoteric religion, which main-
stream Christian churches defined as deviant. Geffarth
uses the scholarship of Monika Neugebauer-WAqlk, An-
toine Faivre, and Wouter Hanegraaff, which reminds us
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that early modern religion was not limited only to con-
ventional, orthodox expressions and that new religious
groups continued to emerge in Europe long after the Ref-
ormation, as a framework for his own claims.

In chapter 5 (“Religion”) Geffarth analyzes Rosicru-
cian beliefs and practices. These include the order’s sys-
tem of nine degrees. Rosicrucians conceived of these lev-
els of initiation as further steps on the path to arcane
knowledge and wisdom that members took after first
achieving a degree as a Master Mason (the third and high-
est level of conventional masonry), a further fourth de-
gree as a Scottish Rite Master Mason, and for a time also
a fifth degree in a short-lived order known as the The-
oretische BrA%der der Salomonischen Wissenschaft. In
Rosicrucian self-understanding, the order offered mem-
bers the perfection of esoteric knowledge that they had
begun to achieve in these subordinate organizations. In
other words, Rosicrucians believed that their order was
not merely a branch of freemasonry, but indeed its high-
est expression. What the Rosicrucian Order taught was
that self-perfection was possible through the perfection
of knowledge of God and nature. Sources for these beliefs
included theosophical, alchemical, hermetic, cabbalistic,
and biblical texts. Geffarth pays particular attention to
what he calls “theosophy,” defined as religious practice
involving three components: private study of alchemical
and magical theories, collective rituals and ceremonies,
and experiments in the order’s laboratories.

In chapter 6 (“Kirche”) Geffarth focuses more specif-
ically on the relationship between Rosicrucian esoteri-
cism and Christianity. For analytical purposes he uses
the ideal-typical model that Neugebauer-WA{lk has pro-
posed recently for conceptualizing the differences be-
tween esotericism and Christianity.[3] Starting from the
assumption that in ideal-typical form each represents
two ends of a polar opposition, Geffarth argues that the
Rosicrucian Order fits somewhere in the middle. The rea-
son is that just as the order’s leaders saw their organiza-
tion as the highest expression of freemasonry, so they
also understood themselves as the representatives of the
highest expression of Christianity, in fact, the true heirs
of the earliest, original, unblemished Christian congre-
gation. In other words, contrary to the impression left
in some scholarly statements, Rosicrucianism was not a
form of Lutheran orthodoxy or Christian conservatism,
but rather a brand of Christian heterodoxy.

Despite these conclusions, Geffarth resists categoriz-
ing the Rosicrucian Order as a “sect” or something sim-
ilar. Instead, his central statement of argument for the

study is that, although the order had obvious differences
from established Christian churches, it nonetheless took
on hierarchical and religious forms that allow scholars
to compare it in important ways to these churches. He
proposes the concept of a “secret church” to highlight
the sociological similarities and differences. His base-
line for thinking about the order in these terms is the
classical sociological category of “church” as outlined
about a century ago by Ernst Troeltsch and others. Gef-
farth describes the definitional criteria for this category
as universality, hierarchy of offices, support from secu-
lar authorities, and an internally rational system of be-
lief. Of these criteria, only the first does not apply to
the order, and it is because its membership was lim-
ited by privileged access to special knowledge that Gef-
farth prefers the qualified category of “secret church”
His reason for not adopting the related Troeltschian con-
cept of “sect” to categorize the order is that he under-
stands the central characteristic of this category to be
a sect’s oppositional stance toward established author-
ity, a criterion that the order-which counted among its
ranks many well-established bureaucrats, military men,
and noblemen-—certainly does not meet. I am not con-
vinced by this rationale. From a Troeltschian point of
view, I am not sure that an oppositional orientation is as
central to the definition of a sect as criteria such as volun-
tary membership, peer discipline, or perfectionist goals,
all of which fit the Rosicrucian Order very nicely. After
all, Mennonites and Quakers, key examples for Troeltsch
of the sectarian typology, held oppositional orientations
toward authority for only very brief periods of their long
histories. A compromise category of “sectarian church”
would probably not be a good alternative, because it
would undermine the clarity that ideal types are sup-
posed to help provide.

Instead of using already very old and clumsy cate-
gories for conceptualizing the socioreligious character of
the order, why should scholars not consider orienting
the study of groups like the Rosicrucians in the broader
scholarly framework of “new religious movements”? An
active and rich collection of empirical and theoretical lit-
erature is currently focused on this alternative to the cat-
egories of “cult” and “sect”’[4] One of the many advan-
tages of this category is that it is not as limiting in ar-
tificial, ideal-typical terms as is the church-sect distinc-
tion. For example, while scholars in this field do rec-
ognize that new religious movements not infrequently
hold views that seem not only unconventional but also
threatening or dangerous to members of conventional so-
ciety, they do not make the groups’ apparently opposi-
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tional or dangerous character a defining characteristic.
Instead, seen in terms of the category of new or emerg-
ing religious movements, one set of data that Geffarth
provides stands out: of the thirty-seven Rosicrucian cir-
cles that he examines, only nine lasted for more than ten
years, and the order as a whole lasted only about three
or four decades. In his introduction, Geffarth makes a
plea for an expanded understanding of religion in early
modern studies that includes unconventional, esoteric
groups. If early modernists interested in religion were
to become familiar with the conceptual framework pro-
vided by scholarship on new religious movements, we as
a scholarly community would certainly be taking a big
step in the direction that Geffarth recommends.
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