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The Bavarian Illuminati

“The ‘Illuminati’ concept can be found on the lips of practically every conspiracy theorist today. It is therefore both timely and salutary that the world’s greatest study of the real, not speculative, Illuminati has, after more than a century, finally appeared in English thanks to Jon E. Graham’s superb translation of the original work by French historian René Le Forestier (1868–1951). A vast work, evincing painstaking scholarship, Le Forestier provides certain evidence for every aspect of Adam Weishaupt’s creation of genius: a radical form of Freemasonry dedicated to establishing an egalitarian social order and philosophical principle. Now that Graham has given us the definitive English version of this classic, which includes an excellent history of early German Masonry, none but the willfully ignorant need loosely bandy about the term ‘Illuminati’ again; this vital text demythologizes the word itself.”

TOBIAS CHURTON, AUTHOR OF THE MAGUS OF FREEMASONRY
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Frontispiece from Verbessertes System der Illuminaten

(Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1788)



NOTE TO THE READER ON SOURCE MATERIAL AND ABBREVIATIONS

The primary purpose of this study is the history of the Illuminati Order of Bavaria. The documents, both printed and handwritten, are abundant, and their authenticity is certain. They provide sure and exact information on the doctrines and fate of the association and make it possible to shed light on the essential points. This is definitely not the case for German Freemasonry, which forms the subject for Book Two in this volume. This vast field is barely cleared, and original documents are either extremely rare or inaccesible. The three chapters of Book Two are a compilation of secondhand works, and the author absolves himself of any responsibility for the errors he may have committed in following them. See the note at the beginning of the Sources and Abbreviations chapter, 
see here, for a complete list of primary and secondary sources and their abbreviations used in the footnotes.
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Book One

The Order of the Illuminati
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CHAPTER ONE

The Founding of the Order and the Man Who Founded It

When word ran through the small Bavarian university town of Ingolstadt on February 6, 1748, that Professor Weishaupt had become the father of a son, his colleagues had little trouble foreseeing the most brilliant academic fortunes for the newborn if he exhibited any inclination for study when he grew older. Professor Weishaupt 
was in fact the protégé of the powerful trustee of the university, Baron von Ickstatt, who was sitting personal adviser, administrator of the Free Provincial Tribunal of Hirschberg, and vice president of the Bavarian Elector’s Privy Council. A Westphalian by birth, Jean-Georges Weishaupt had been a student then tutor of law at Würzburg University, where Ickstatt had been one of his teachers. He later married a niece of Mrs. Ickstatt, and his uncle by marriage invited him to Ingolstadt, where on October 14, 1746, he was named by decree to the chair of imperial institutes and criminal law. Although he was an extremely mediocre professor, it was common knowledge that the trustee was fully resolved to push the interests of his family members, and there was no doubt that a great deal of the affection he held for the father was passed on to the son. This was soon displayed in striking fashion when Baron von Ickstatt deigned to personally hold young Jean Adam Weishaupt at the baptismal font.1

The duties incurred by this mystical fatherhood soon ceased to be merely platonic. Georges Weishaupt died in September 1753 in Heiligenthal, near Würzburg, where he was spending a vacation with his family.2 Ickstatt took on his godson’s care and obtained a grant for him to attend the Jesuit college in Ingolstadt three years later. Adam Weishaupt distinguished himself for his application to his studies, and his excellent memory allowed him to successfully execute the extraordinary and useless tours de force that were the triumph of the Bavarian fathers’ mechanical teaching methods. Graduating from this college at the age of fifteen, he immediately entered the university as a student at the law school. Although a hardworking and attentive student, the study of the pandects could not absorb all his time, and he spent many long hours in Ickstatt’s library. The books the young scholar found there, and read so avidly, exerted the attraction of forbidden fruit and left a profound impression upon his mind. Like many of the upper-class Germans of that time, Ickstatt collected French books that flaunted the combative skepticism of the philosophes, books that censorship did not let over the threshold of the university library.3 For a youth of fifteen to resist the spell of such reading would have required a solid Christian faith, something the religious teaching of the Jesuits had not equipped him with. Weishaupt certainly exhibited no natural tendency for spiritualist mysticism, but neither had his former teachers done anything to make him feel the beauty of the Christian ideal, and their pedagogical system, which was generally defective, was particularly flawed in this branch of their teaching, despite the great importance it held for them. Here, where it was necessary to appeal especially to the heart and the imagination, they only sought to engage the memory, seeking to obtain a lifeless and powerless mechanical form of devotion through methodical training of the student.

“We were compelled, it is true,” Weishaupt recounted later, “to make frequent confessions; we had to attend divine services regularly, and offer our devotions to those saints who were particularly worshipped by the Society of Jesus. But this was what religious instruction was reduced to. The Jesuits sought through external brilliance, habit, and taming of body and mind to make themselves so completely the masters of young brains that their students would never, when reaching maturity, seek for more solid reasons than those they had been given. Our sole (religious) instruction consisted of mechanically reciting by heart a passage from our Canisius every Friday.4 When prizes were awarded at the end of the year, one would be awarded to the student who, on examination, provided the most obvious proofs of his Christian instruction.”5 This is what those proofs consisted of:

We had to wait, most often in alphabetical order, lined up at the door to the room where sat the three judges responsible for examining the depth and solidity of our faith. When the signal was given, the first person in line would enter. He did not have to answer any question concerning faith, but instead solve a problem taken from Canisius. For example we would have to recite the Pater Nostrum starting at the end, without any hesitation, or tell them how many “ands” or “cums” could be found in the first chapter. Or else someone would say two or three words and we would have to immediately recite what followed and for as many times as those words appeared in the chapter. When one by one all had answered the questions posed by this tribunal, the prefect would appear at the door and read off the names of those who had performed well. These students would remain in line and continue in the competition of religion until there was only one victor left to carry away the crown.6

The Christians educated this way were clearly ill prepared to resist the impassioned or scornful dialectic of the irreligious philosophes. Their arguments troubled Weishaupt 
deeply. Alarmed and discouraged, he revealed his doubts to those from whom he 
expected some satisfying enlightenment, but he found the answers provided by his 
directors of conscience so flat, so hollow, and so inconsistent, they only 
increased the repugnance now inspired by everything the college had presented to 
him as truth. He became radically skeptical. He found Jewish history an intolerable song and dance, and he now found every word in the Bible ridiculous. The scriptures now inspired an aversion only rivaled by his lifelong distaste for the works of Cicero, which reminded him too vividly of the endless classroom hours he spent enduring the tirades of the Roman orator. His newfound irreligious feelings sparked a desire to begin his own proselytizing, and he told himself that, as one recently emancipated from traditional beliefs, he now had the duty of pulling others from the errors in which they were trapped.7

At the same time he was fondly considering this noble project, he was zealously studying law, political economy, and philosophy and devouring every book that fell into his hands.8

He was driven by the need to earn a living as much as by his thirst for science. His mother and he had only 300 florins of personal revenue on which to live, and when the grant he had been given at the university was withdrawn for reasons unknown at the end of 1766, he was forced to seek financial assistance, as he did not have the means to buy the books necessary for his studies.9

He finally received his diploma of doctor utriusque juris10 on August 9, 1768, couched in highly laudatory terms. Named a public tutor shortly thereafter, he became part of the university staff on 1772 with the title of assistant to the chair of jurisprudence.11

As the godson and protégé of Ickstatt, to whom he owed his rapid advancement, Weishaupt knew that he would receive less than a warm welcome from those of his new colleagues who had not forgotten the struggle that had once been waged against his patron. In 1746, the elector, on noting that the University of Ingolstadt—which had been famous at the time of the Counter-Reformation and reputed to be the hotbed of theological science of Catholic Germany—had fallen into a state of steep decline with the teaching of law and medicine being particularly neglected there, resolved to reform the situation. Ickstatt appeared to him as the perfect candidate for modernizing this moribund institution in a manner that would make it twice as secular. The son of a smith, a student at Mainz, a soldier at the age of eighteen in the French then Austrian armies, Ickstatt, when a student once more, had traveled to Holland, London, Ireland, and Scotland, been an enthusiastic disciple of Christian Wolf in Marburg, and received in Mainz a degree as a doctor of law. The professor of German public law and individual law at the University of Würzburg, 
he was summoned in 1741 to Munich by the elector Charles Albert to tutor his eldest son, Prince Maximilian Joseph. In this position of trust he had victoriously opposed the influence of the prince’s confessor, the Jesuit Stadler, and opened his student’s eyes to humanitarian ideas. When Maximilian Joseph became elector, he gave his former tutor the rank of baron at the same time he bestowed this rank on Christian Wolf, and took him on as an adviser. Named trustee of the University of Ingolstadt, Icksatt set vigorously to work. He created chairs in public law and political economy, whose duties he handled personally, and brought in new professors from other universities, one of whom was Adam Weishaupt’s father.

These reforms and the spirit that inspired them provoked violent opposition from the clerical party and especially from the Jesuits who considered Ingolstadt as one of their chief strongholds in southern Germany. They had been established in this town since July 7, 1556, following a failed attempt to take it in 1548, and gradually brought all the school’s teaching under their control. Any professors suspected of heresy were removed. Members of the order held the chairs of philosophy and theology. Until the eighteenth century, the chairs of law and medicine had only been entrusted to ardent Catholics. The Jesuit fathers had founded a secondary school followed by a free seminary in 1758.12 As awarders of positions, they had at their disposal all the pious foundations that had been established over the course of two centuries by the dukes of Bavaria as well as by private citizens. Their lone college in Ingolstadt possessed a liquid revenue of more than three million florins.13 The Jesuits and their supporters were in no mood to give up a fortress that they had held so long without a struggle. The trustee soon found himself in battle with the Theology Faculty, who claimed to hold the right to censor all books used at the university and to prohibit the use of any non-Catholic book. The dean of the school sought to force Ickstatt to make so many corrections to the course of public law he had taught to Maximilian Joseph earlier, and which he now wished to have printed, that he would have to abandon his intention of publishing it. The Theology Faculty demanded that Maximilian Joseph confirm their privilege, as Ickstatt had bought numerous Protestant works in Leipzig for the university library. The trustee showed that the incriminating books were accepted in the Catholic universities of Mainz, Würzburg, Bamberg, and Fulda, and the elector ruled in his favor. Ickstatt’s 
enemies did not allow this defeat to discourage them; they continued to wage war 
on him without mercy, accusing him of smuggling in impious works and of allowing scandalous attacks against religion in the private conversations at his table where he welcomed students as boarders. From his chair, the dean of the Theology Faculty fulminated against scholars who disseminated Lutheranism and did not refrain from clearly alluding to opinions voiced at Ickstatt’s table. Ickstatt filed a statement against the sermon and demanded satisfaction from the elector, to which the Theology Faculty answered with their own statement listing their charges against the trustee. The school triumphed initially: Ickstatt was invited to respond to the charges lodged against him and the elector if he agreed that the Protestant books would be excluded from the university and if he recognized the faculty’s right to impose strict censorship over the works made available to students. However, Ickstatt eventually carried the day, after having obtained an audience with the elector. The dean would have to make amends before the assembled senate, and the use of Protestant books on jurisprudence and political economy were authorized, provided that the professors did not compile anthologies for student use and that censorship would henceforth be applied less strictly. This writ put an end to open hostilities. Ickstatt 
continued his courses without incident until 1765, and from this year onward he 
ceased spending time with any regularity at Ingolstadt, although he maintained control over the university.14

But while his vanquished foes renounced any attempts to attack him directly, they had not accepted their defeat, and they regarded his protégés with suspicion. Irritable and proud, swollen with both his academic successes and the boldness of his opinions, Weishaupt was in no way disposed to be conciliatory. Motivated by his “Principium Solemne,” where under the pretext of defending the utility of the
jus commune,15 he violently attacked the adversaries of this branch of law and aroused the clamor of all those who felt targeted, and his protector had to admit that, while the young professor was right about the basics, he showed himself a bit too biting in the style.16 The blatant signs of Ickstatt’s favor intensified the malice of Weishaupt’s enemies. Initially it had been understood that as a replacement for the official Professor Stuter, he would not be given any fixed emolument and could not attend sessions of the senate or council of university professors. However, at the end of several months he was authorized by the trustee to not only provide regular courses but was also given a seat with deliberative powers in the senate where he was officially welcomed July 24, 1772. The Law Faculty unsuccessfully protested this arbitrary action of the trustee and against the exceptional position given to a young man of twenty-four who had recently, to the great scandal of his colleagues, published a booklet in which he spoke enthusiastically of the principles of law professed by the Protestants Hugo Grotius, Leibniz, and Wolf, and found that too much importance was attached to
jus patrium17 at Ingolstadt.18

The conflict grew sharper the following year when, with the Order of the Jesuits suppressed by Clement XIV, it was learned that the chair of canon law that they had held for ninety years had been promised to Weishaupt. The members of the dissolved Society of Jesus still remained as teachers in the Theology Faculty, because the lack of qualified professors had forced Ickstatt to leave them in their positions. They found allies in the Law Faculty, and a large number of the university’s professors protested against Weishaupt’s nomination. War was reignited between Ickstatt and his opponents. Ickstatt lodged a complaint with the elector against the professors’ insubordination; on the other side, three chair holders of the Law Faculty sent a communiqué to the highest authority in which they accused Ickstatt of naming Weishaupt solely on the basis that the latter was his godson, and that Weishaupt himself had formed a faction with Ickstatt’s nephew, Weinbach, and with the trustee personally.19 The university accounting office refused to pay the new professor and claimed that his salary was supposed to be deducted from the revenues provided by Albertinum, a former Jesuit seminary that had devolved to the university following the suppression of the order. The administrator of the Albertinum stubbornly insisted on paying only those professors who were ex-Jesuits and referred back to the university’s accounting office all the recently named lay professors: Schmidt, Schollinger, and Weishaupt. The ex-Jesuits supported the administrator’s resistance in an effort to retain exclusive use of the former school’s revenues and spread the rumor that Weishaupt was a freethinker because he analyzed the works of the Protestant jurist Rautenstrauch in his course.20 Weishaupt, weary of demanding his due without succeeding in overcoming the ill will of his colleagues and those who underhandedly supported their resistance, eventually declared that he would suspend his course if he was not paid21 and decided to leave for Munich, where he had been preceded by Ickstatt’s warm recommendation, to explain to Councillor of Mines Lori what had befallen him at the university.22 Lori, a former student of Ickstatt, was compelled in 1752 to abandon his chair at the University of Ingolstadt for having displayed too much juvenile zeal in his fight against the Jesuit faction. In Munich he was the head of a small group of Bavarian liberals who with great difficulty had in 1759 created the Academy of Sciences, the citadel of the philosophical party,23 and who in 1775 would be named co-director of the University of Ingolstadt as Ickstatt’s presumptive successor.24

The benevolent attitude shown by Lori to Ickstatt’s protégé and victim of clerical intrigues turned the young professor’s head. His relations with his godfather had cooled off considerably since 1773, a date when he turned down a match proposed by Ickstatt and entered into a marriage of which the latter disapproved.25 He believed he had found in Lori, a more powerful and less authoritarian protector. Weishaupt’s ambition was insatiable. A titled professor at the age of twenty-five, dean of the School of Law at twenty-seven, he had made, thanks to Ickstatt’s protection, a swift career ascent but felt his position was still far below what he deserved. He first sought to expose the inadequacies of his colleagues by informing Lori 
in secreto how much the university faculty as a body as well as those in his own school left to be desired. According to him, the law professors were either lazy or incompetent, employed useless teaching methods, and enjoyed no success with their students. His touching solicitude for the good of the university led him to also display his concern for the Philosophy Faculty. He professed his astonishment at Professor Steinberger’s stubborn refusal to examine the works of the philosopher Feder in his class on logic and accused him of eagerly seeking out titles and jobs, despite the little service he gave in return. He extended himself 
on the subject of Professor Schlegel, a pitiable professor of aesthetics, as was 
externally shown by his face and grooming and the way he carried himself. After having indulged in this behind-the-back character assassination, Weishaupt (“whose soul was shared equally by science and country”) modestly offered to come to the aid of his faculty “which was the worst of all
in docendo,”26 by providing it with a good professor of civil law for the coming year—himself. Concerning the keen entreaties of students admonishing the lazy Weinbach for his failure to study the pandects offered in the course program, he proposed to teach the class in his place, but Weinbach had been petty enough to turn down the offer, “probably because he did not wish to give up the money the class brought in for him.” However, Weishaupt did not see any other possible solution because the wish of the foreign students, “who had no confidence in the value of all his other colleagues,” was to absolutely have him as their professor. He therefore proposed to provide during the coming year a third class in either the pandects or public law, “for in his opinion it was necessary that these two matters that most attract foreigners be taught well,” and he reminded his correspondent that there were some 150 individuals attending his class lectures, including officers, some of high position.27

Although he slammed them in his secret report against the teaching monks—which was couched in terms designed to appeal to Lori’s anticlerical sentiments—Weishaupt was making overtures to his old enemies the ex-Jesuits and formed ties with the professor of dogma, P. Stadler, a go-getter who had often given Ickstatt a lot of trouble. Weishaupt schemed to have Stadler named vice-chancellor by the bishop of Eichstätt, the university chancellor,28 and did not trouble to conceal his alliance with the Jesuit cabal.29 Strengthened by their support and counting on that of Lori, Weishaupt 
no longer believed there was any need to accommodate his former protector. He spread insulting remarks about Ickstatt and his family, even in front of his students.30 When he learned that Weinbach would be replacing the trustee’s nephew Peter von Isckstatt—who 
had been substituting for his uncle and teaching his institutes classes on personal law and natural law as tenured professor—he wrote to Lori that Ickstatt’s nepotism was as grievous as that of the Jesuits and the monks.31 Ickstatt, outraged at Weishaupt’s conduct toward him, barred his house to him32 and scolded Lori for lending him an overly sympathetic ear. He asked that a scorching reprimand be delivered to this ingrate now marching in step with Stadler’s band. “This man who I pulled up from the mud,” he wrote, “employs his viper’s tongue against me wherever he goes . . . put an end to the impertinences he is spouting about me, otherwise I will drop everything.”33 Weishaupt felt it was necessary to plead his cause personally in Munich. He abruptly suspended his classes before the Easter vacation, without alerting either the rector, who was Weinbach at that time, or the trustee, and had a sign posted announcing his lessons would resume April 24. Lori received a letter of protest from Weinbach against the claim of this “pettifogger” to speak in the name of the school and asked that he be admonished for leaving his chair when studies were still in progress without getting the approval of the school. This casual behavior was all the more regrettable as the students used Weishaupt’s poster as a pretext to stop attending their other classes.34 Ickstatt also wrote to Lori this same day saying: “This man has become ungrateful and antisocial, and has now taken Stadler’s side entirely.”35

But Weishaupt did not waste his time in Munich. He saw Lori and even obtained an audience with the elector to whom he proposed teaching the institutes courses offered by Weinbach.36 He won his case. A decree issued in the month of May charged him ad interim with the classes of the final institutes,37 at the usual days and times. However, he was still not satisfied with his victory. He had in a letter written to Lori,38 it is true, proposed to the elector that he teach this course out of pure patriotism, but the elector had responded that he was already overburdened with work and that it would be indelicate to take advantage of his goodwill. Weishaupt then confessed himself surprised at the obligations he was expected to fulfill during the hottest season of the year and, after having shouted himself hoarse during the morning on two different subjects, he would have to shout himself even hoarser for two consecutive hours. The weakness of his constitution would not allow him to tolerate such fatiguing efforts, and they would carry him to the grave. He was a patriot, but he did not see why his patriotism should needlessly convey him to a premature death. His audience in Munich found that this zealous professor was overly capricious, and he was given the order to begin his classes. Weishaupt 
submitted, but, finally, the schoolteacher in him coming through, asked for an 
increase in his salary. It was true, he noted, that a raise had been offered but 
only if no other means of improving the teaching of the school were found, and 
he asked that his 900 florin salary be raised to 1,000, protesting “that he would teach his classes for free if he was less competent and had not proved his value.”39

It seems that Lori eventually tired of Weishaupt’s constant recriminations. On the other hand, his friendly relations with Stadler did not last long either. In 1775 he complained in a report made in the name of the school about the slander to which a professor who lectured about the insolence displayed by the popes to the emperors, the quarrels surrounding 
appointments, and the Peace of Westphalia, was exposed. He declared that these 
attacks had made him ill and asked to be excused from teaching his classes on 
canon law and natural law if no one could give him precise instructions on what he should say.40 Finally, he continued his battle against the trustee and his followers who for their part did not accommodate him. Reelected in March of 1775 as the dean of the Law Faculty, he protested against the candidacy of Rohrmuller proposed by Weinbach because, he claimed, Rohrmuller had been hired to teach Weinbach’s institutes classes for free.41 A week later he renewed his attack and denounced the laziness of Weinbach, who sought, according to him, to evade the elector’s orders and retain his 1,000-florin salary without doing anything.42 In November 1775, a law student named Henniger appeared before the university’s disciplinary council to appeal a “consilium abeundi”43 that he had received from Ickstatt. Weishaupt joined the professor who supported the student’s request and wrote in this regard: “Perhaps His Excellency the Baron von Ickstatt has been misinformed, and I am much better suited to take the position of Mr. Henniger as I have been personally accused myself by His Excellency in Munich of being impious, and for scorning the clergy and corrupting the youth.”44
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The isolation in which Weishaupt found himself was the consequence of his errors in conduct, his foolhardy language, and his scheming. But he held too high an opinion of himself to acknowledge his own faults, and his pride found the most flattering explanation for the enmity he had inspired. In complete good faith Weishaupt considered himself as a martyr of free thought fighting at Ingolstadt against the upholders of obscurantism and believed he was persecuted by them because “it was dangerous to be a man who thinks and loves the truth of professing natural law and practical philosophy to their fullest extent.”45 His anxious mind exaggerated the power of the clerical faction and the importance of their hostility, which, although real, had yet failed to deliver any palpable blows against him.46 His vanity refused to recognize that it was his own ingratitude that had alienated the leader of the philosophical faction at Ingolstadt, and he convinced himself that Ickstatt 
had pusillanimously joined with his natural enemies to sacrifice the one man 
with the courage to profess true principles without any cowardly reservations. 
Thus the bold confessor of the truth found himself alone to battle, with visor 
raised, against the bigoted rabble. A less hardened will would have allowed this modest professor from a university of little prestige lost in a remote corner of Bavaria, who was poorly paid, poorly viewed by the majority of his colleagues, despised by his trustee, and watched and suspected by all those scandalized at the radical nature of his opinions, flounder in inert resignation or drown in a persecution mania. But the soul of Weishaupt had two powerful motivating forces at its disposal: his thirst for proselytizing and his will to power. The vocation he once dreamed about in Ickstatt’s library now appeared to him more necessary than ever. To successfully fight the enemies of reason, it would be necessary, he thought, to go on the offensive. By opening the eyes of others to the light, he would recruit a band of loyal followers, an increasingly powerful faction whose support he could rely upon, and it would be his pleasure to educate attentive and respectful disciples whom he could guide and command, and be in his turn the teacher. While continuing 
to teach his classes, keeping an eye on the Jesuits’ maneuvers, fighting his colleagues and the trustee, he formed the plan for an association that he would lead that would create propaganda for truth and reason, and with the growing number of his troops supporting free thought and progress he would oppose the coalition forces of lies and superstition.

He was the only person in Ingolstadt he could rely upon to lead such an undertaking to a successful conclusion, an undertaking he was convinced would bring him all that life had to offer such as security, satisfaction 
of his self-esteem, the pleasure of command, and the delight provided by helping 
truth to triumph. Where could he find allies to help him lead his struggle 
against the powerful factions that sought to keep the masses shackled to 
stupidity and superstition and who persecuted those who championed progress and 
reason, allies numerous enough to form a formidable army, but with enough discretion to avoid arousing the attention of an enemy too powerful to assail openly at first, allies skillful enough to undermine the foundations of the ramparts that could not be taken by brute force? History held the answers to this question. Didn’t history teach that the mysteries of Eleusis 
had gathered together all the higher minds of Greece who worshipped one God who 
demanded neither fattened heifers nor talents of silver or gold, while the ignorant mob, kept in its error by a self-interested clergy, made sacrifices to the countless gods of a vulgar polytheism? Hadn’t he also read that the powerful secret society of the Pythagoreans of Crotona had been able to rule that city for a long span of years? Thus, it would be in secret societies that he should seek out the lever he required, for it was through such societies that progress had made its way through the world, and within them dwelled a power whose concealment made it yet more irresistible. Through a kind of brilliant premonition he had sensed this truth long before history and reflection had combined to reveal it to him. At the age of eighteen, while still on the benches of the university, “at the time when the assiduous reading of the Greek and Roman historians had inspired in him a precocious hatred of all baseness and oppression,” he had deduced how weak man was outside a group, and how a group gave him strength, and he had drawn up the “imperfect and puerile” statutes of an association whose purpose would be “to strengthen the ties that bind men together and gather together their scattered forces.”47

As chance would have it, at the same time Weishaupt reached this conclusion his attention was drawn to a contemporary secret society of which he had often heard others speak. Toward the end of 1774, a Protestant originally from Hanover arrived in Ingolstadt, and the two struck up a friendship. He asked this stranger for information concerning the organization of Protestant universities and about the student secret societies that flourished there. He saw mysterious papers in the Hanoverian’s possession, and this latter let it be known that he was connected to the Freemasons. As he displayed great reserve on this subject, Weishaupt, whose curiosity was quickly aroused because of his reluctance, sought to get an idea of the nature and organization of this secret society by putting together the fragments of confidences torn from his interlocutor and charging his imagination 
with the task of filling in the gaps that the initiate’s discretion had left in 
his description. He was particularly struck by the profound difference between the true and the false Freemasonry and the ease with which a candidate poorly served by circumstance could be led astray on this major point. Following a rather peculiar line of reasoning, he concluded that the authentic Freemasonry must be something of infinitely rare and excellent quality, and he envisioned it in a way that fired his enthusiasm. He could conceive of nothing more perfect, more logical, or wiser than the constitution of this society. He imagined that it would have to use the most extreme prudence when selecting its members, and that it would subject these members constantly to severe tests. Completely consumed by this idea, he renounced the project he had been forming to found his own occult association and “deeming like many others that it was more convenient to sit down at a table that was already set than to set his own table,”48 he resolved to join, whatever the cost, with the Freemasons, to find therein “a haven for oppressed innocence.”49

As his initiator had left at this juncture without giving him any more precise clues, Weishaupt wrote to all the places he believed Freemasons might be found. He received an answer from Nuremberg that the brothers 
of that city were disposed to accept him into their lodge. This answer filled 
him with joy and, his imagination continuing to run wild, he concluded that the Freemasons of Ingolstadt had received an order to keep him under surveillance and provide a report of his conduct. He suspected all men living an austere and hermit-like existence of belonging to the society and, certain that he was being meticulously observed by numerous strangers, and strongly convinced that not a single action escaped their notice, sought to fulfill his duties with the greatest sense of exactitude.50

However his exaltation deflated fairly quickly for two reasons. First, the costs of admission into the Nuremberg lodge, coupled with those necessary for traveling and living expenses there exceeded the means of the young professor. The Nuremberg Freemasons, on being informed of his difficulties, referred him to Munich, where there was another lodge of the same obedience and which had announced it was ready to accept him as a member, but here, too, the entrance fees were too steep for him. Furthermore, he found the books on Freemasonry he had procured deeply disappointing. He was very disheartened to find all the grades imprinted within them and then learning that they were in fact the authentic grades. As the mystery evaporated so did the charm that Freemasonry had exerted on his overheated imagination; moreover, the grades that he had the opportunity of reading responded in no way to the ideal he had formed of them. He therefore abandoned his plan to solicit admittance into the society, but his disillusionment did not clip the wings of his fantasy. The idea of the utility that an association of this kind would possess and all that, from his own experience, he felt could be obtained from men through their attraction to mystery had rooted itself deeply in his mind.51 He returned to his original plan and resolved to found a model secret society himself.

A passage from Abbt’s book On Merit, which he was reading then to prepare his course on practical philosophy, succeeded, as he described it, to ignite all the inflammable material that had collected in his soul. Abbt wrote:

To provide the temporal and eternal happiness of much of mankind, find the rules of conduct that will give their lives and actions a direction that will ensure they become ever more happy and perfect, ensure that these rules of conduct are as familiar to them as they are valuable, contrive situations that will necessarily guide them, despite their resistance, to act in a way that is good for all, and foresee at the same time all possible complications, the most exceptional as well as the most frequent situations, to set about the task before anyone can even imagine such a task can be achieved, to work many long years, often with no result, to count only upon oneself to revive one’s courage, to triumph from one’s own defeats, to revive ones spirit, to not allow oneself to be stopped by conflicts or by dangers, and to not allow oneself to be overcome by lassitude or discouragement, and to do all this solely to be useful to one’s fervently loved fellows, to beings created on the same model as ourselves, oh!, where is the man capable of such heroism? If he no longer lives, then where stands his statue or where lie the fragments of his marble? Tell me, so that I may clasp in my arms the insensible stone and, in thinking of its model, water its image with the burning tears of recognition!52

This agenda formed by a transcendent pedagogy that is as vague as it is emphatic, swept away all of Weishaupt’s final hesitations. He wished to be this benefactor of humanity and decided to found an order whose purpose would be to gather and teach scientific truths in secret, an order that would be a secret wisdom school, whose founder would primarily accept young students and teach them in complete freedom what the idiocy and egotism of priests had banned from public seats of learning.53

A fortuitous circumstance determined him to set to work with no further delay. An officer from an infantry regiment, “Baron Henneberg,” had recently founded in Burghausen a lodge that practiced alchemy and already included a large number of adepts. One of his students invited Weishaupt to enter this lodge, and his professor sent an emissary to Ingolstadt charged with the task of recruiting members from the top students. As it turns out, the recruiter addressed the very students on whom Weishaupt had cast his eyes as the first laborers on the project he had in mind. In despair at the idea that the young students on whom he had placed such high hopes would be wasting their time seeking the Philosophers’ Stone and similar follies, he shared his intentions with a student in whom he placed the greatest trust. This confidant, Messenhausen, although only eighteen, already had some experience in this kind of undertaking. On his arrival at the university a year earlier, he had joined an association of law students, founded by a student from Göttingen in the image of the secret societies that then existed in a large number of Germany’s Protestant universities. This young society was already fully organized, and its members were thinking of designing a kind of uniform to distinguish themselves from the vulgum pecus when Ickstatt got wind of its existence. He referred it to his superiors, who ordered him to disband it.54 Massenhausen eagerly urged his teacher to realize his project. Weishaupt then hastily composed the general statutes of the society he first called “Order of the Perfectibilists,” but as this name appeared to be too bizarre, or what is more likely, was not mysterious enough, he soon changed it to that of the Order of the Illuminati.55



CHAPTER TWO

Recruiting for the Order Until 1780

The new organization was founded on May 1, 1776. All its members could fit into the room where Weishaupt summoned them to meet on this memorable day. There were five of them: Weishaupt, who took on the nom de guerre of Spartacus; Massenhausen, who took that of Ajax; Bauhof, a law student, to be called Agathon; another law student, Merz, who would be known as Tiberius; and finally a certain Sutor whose pseudonym has been lost to history and who subsequently revealed himself to be so lazy that Weishaupt felt compelled to strike him from the list.1 These first disciples 
were so modest in number that they were immediately given different positions in the order depending on whether Weishaupt deemed them worthy of unreserved trust. This was how Massenhausen and Merz were, until January 1778, the sole Areopagites or Conscii, meaning they alone knew the true history of the order, the date of its founding, and the name of its founder.

Merz initially played a very understated role while Massenhausen, on the other hand, was a zealous propagator of the society, the confidant and right-hand man of its leader. It was he who had already recruited Bauhof and who next enrolled a law student from Ingolstadt named Steger, who was baptized Shaftesbury, and a prosector of anatomy from the university named Will, who took the name Agrippa.2 In Munich, where he had gone to attend university courses, he recruited in May Xavier Zweck, a former student of Weishaupt’s who was preparing for a diplomatic career and who was given the name of Danaus.3 In September he “prepared” Baron Ert, who had to make his way to Ingolstadt to be accepted into the order, and three months later, a cousin of Danaus, Simon Zwack, was entered into the list of members under the name of Claudius Imperator.4 Weishaupt did not fail to exhibit a similar display of zeal; he wrote letters upon letters, lavish with exhortations and advice. “I think of and work on our grand edifice every day,” he wrote on September 19.5 He went on to command his readers: “Work on your end and bring me materials. Let no difficulty stop you, search society for young men, observe them, and if one of them pleases you, grab him by the collar. What you cannot do yourself, have others do. One must by 
modium imperii6 issue orders to Danaus, Agathon, and Shaftesbury to mingle with the youth. They should try to assess their characters, make friends, and propose candidates to us, and then await our instructions. Agathon should send a list of the young men living in his locale, set down in accordance with the form sent to him earlier. If the journey of which you speak does not impede your studies, I see no reason why you should not make it. Didn’t Jesus Christ send his disciples throughout the world? So why should I leave you quietly at home, when you are my Peter?
Ite et predicate. . . . Fac ut venias onustus spoliis, non indecore pulvere sordidus.”7

He pointed other possible recruits out to him: the canon Hertel, a friend from childhood, two “real devils” who would not be a bad catch, the lawyer Batz, a deputy judge in criminal law to whom he wished his compliments to be extended, and the doctor Bader, who would soon receive a letter from him;8 finally a certain Socher, about whom he had heard much praise and who he had been assured possessed an excellent brain.9 Furthermore he indicated very clearly to Ajax and his subordinates just where they should cast their nets. “Set out in quest of cavaliers,10 my friends, seek out well bred young gentlemen who are not like the oafs you are proposing to me. Our people must be engaging, enterprising, intriguing, and adroit, especially the first to be initiated. When the Recepti suddenly open their eyes, they should see people whose presence does us honor and with whom they would be happy to associate. Nobles, potentes, divites, doctos quaerite.”11, 12 “We need people who are adroit, hardworking, rich, well-mannered, and powerful.”13 “For the moment we should only draw from those who are (1) adroit, (2) industrious, (3) flexible, (4) sociable. If in addition to that, they are noble, rich, and powerful, so much the better.”14 “Seek out good company, form ties with well-bred people; it is absolutely necessary, inertes animae.15 You should not bemoan your troubles. You must sometimes consent to playing the valet so that one day you become the master.”16 “Aude aliquid.17 Make an acquisition for me in Munich that is worth the trouble. Have you no connection in the houses of high society, and doesn’t Danaus know anyone there? You realize, don’t you, you should only take the trouble for a true ‘cavalier,’ and he should necessarily bring in all the others next. Flectere si nequeas Superos, Acheronta moveto.18 There are so many people of quality in Munich. If I lived there it would take me little time to have a rosary of them.”19

Although Weishaupt strove to maintain enthusiasm and guide the selection of adepts in Munich through extensive correspondence, he did not remain personally inactive. In Ingolstadt, where he had to act with great prudence, he had only recruited a single member, known as Lucullus, who, incidentally, revealed such indiscretion during a trip to Munich, that Ajax had to beseech his master to enjoin this chatterbox to be more reserved in the future.20 But in Eichstätt, where Weishaupt spent his fall vacation and where he felt he was under less surveillance, he enjoyed more success. In addition to a certain Schleich, who had contributed the use of his library,21 he had recruited one of the town’s top magistrates, Lang, who was entered on the roll of adepts on December 16, 1776, under the pseudonym of Tamerlane.22 This was an addition that was a source of great satisfaction to him later. He had hopes of being able to “deliver two cavaliers and even some canons.”23 In short, he was so satisfied with his stay in Eichstätt that he wrote to Ajax on December 20, 1776, that “I have certainly achieved more by myself, during this vacation, than all of you together.”24 Moreover, he definitely planned on transforming the new boarders who would share his table during the school year into missionaries that would in turn carry the good word back to their native lands, and he had no doubts that two of these future companions, Baron Schröckenstein and Hoheneicher, “would take the bait.”25 Tiberius and Lucullus would also be boarding with him, and as even those with the biggest hearts and those who most desire to spread happiness to their fellows are not exempt from human weaknesses, Wesihaupt did not hide the fact that the perspective of having several guests at three florins a week for dinner and supper, or two florins for dinner alone, was no less agreeable to him than the hope of molding new disciples or rekindling the zeal of the earlier ones.26 Furthermore, he even had other recruits in mind at Ingolstadt. There was an individual named Cremer; Baron Ecker, who Lucullus “had on commission” and who would be an excellent acquisition; the medical student Limmer, about whom he was quite keen”; and the law tutor Baierhammer. Finally, he had prepared Hoheneicher so well that when he was offered admission into the order, he made his decision immediately.27

The year 1777, which announced itself so auspiciously, did not keep all its promises though. Tamerlane recruited three new adepts in Eichstätt: Tasso, admitted on March 31; Odin,28 on June 17; and Osiris, on December 17.29 But Agathon’s poor character and indiscretion had made him so intolerable that Weishaupt was thinking of excluding him from the order, as well as Lucullus, with whom he was more and more unhappy.30 Furthermore, the Munich colony had been without leadership for several months, as Ajax had returned to Ingolstadt to continue his studies in January 1777. Despite the services he could render to the order’s cause in the electorate’s capital, Weishaupt keenly felt a need to have Ajax by his side for an extended period of time “so that they could deliberate together about various interesting objectives.”31 He also hoped that by taking Braun as tutor, “a very competent man,” instead of his regular tutor Lichtenstein, Massenhausen would successfully enroll the former into the organization.32 Also, “without seeking to impose any constraint in the case where he would have more convenient lodging,” he offered the young man a chamber at his mother’s house, impressing upon him the fact that they could thereby meet more conveniently and secretly to discuss the business of the order and that, moreover, a great advantage for a young man, his hostess would entrust him with his own key to the house.33 Finally, when Massenhausen’s father learned of the cost of boarding at Weishaupt’s home, Weishaupt increased his kindness to his disciple to the extent of asking him whether he truly should answer his father “because,” as he said, “I do not know if you would be happy with his decision if he decided that you should only take the noon meal at my home.”34

The visit ad limina35 of Ajax must have been fairly long, as correspondence between the master and his lieutenant ceased for almost nine months, but Massenhausen’s sojourn in Ingolstadt and his long discussions with the head of the order did not result in maintaining the intensity of his early enthusiasm. As soon as their correspondence resumed, it can be seen that Weishaupt was extremely unhappy with him. Ajax had returned to Munich, “drawn thence by his carnal appetites.”36 Deaf to his master’s counsel advocating continence and “completely intoxicated by his love affair, he forgot both work and world.”37 He only mailed insignificant reports back to Ingolstadt and left Weishaupt without any news on those subjects on whom he had already cast his eyes for the order. These were the student Michl, the merchant Troponegro, to whom the pseudonym Coriolanus had already been attributed in advance, and a certain Titus-Livy. He said not a word about already accepted adepts like Claudius Imperator and Shaftesbury, and directed the colony as he pleased, which is to say quite negligently.38 Irked by his sluggishness, Weishaupt spared him no rebukes and threatened to abandon their enterprise if he did not mend his ways. “Oh! Ajax,” he wrote him, “if our business is to be conducted with such nonchalance and torpor, I should go back to sleep.”39 This show of temper left the infatuated Ajax unmoved, and a short while later Weishaupt expressed his displeasure even more vehemently: “I must confess that I am not at all happy with you. I have written you constantly and not received one word in response, and it seems to me you do only what you have a mind to. 
. . . You have not even told me the day on which Coriolanus signed his pledge. You have given me absolutely no information on how our people are behaving. . . . I no longer want to receive letters containing only excuses and protestations of good faith, in short, nothing but words and no actions. 
. . . What do phrases like this mean: ‘I have someone in my net,’ when you do not tell me who it is? Aren’t you implicitly admitting that: ‘I have not caught anyone, I am not doing anything yet I wish to give the impression that I am.’ I am not even certain that Coriolanus has been received. I regard all your words on this matter as empty promises like all the others. 
. . . I tell you in all seriousness, that I am absolutely determined to drop all of this.”40

This threat, though repeated, was not serious. Weishaupt, seeing there was nothing to be hoped from Massehausen’s support anymore, decided to substitute Zwack in the role of legatus a letere.41 It had been more than a year since this latter had attracted the kindly attention of the master, and their correspondence allows us to follow the stages of his ever-growing favor. From the month of January 1777, Weishaupt had advised him to give Philippe Strozzi42 the titles of several books whose reading was recommended to trustworthy adepts ut legere posit et alios erudire.43, 44 This good seed did not fall on sterile soil: a dissertation of the organization of secret societies written by Zwack and expedited to Ingolstadt on October 30 by Ajax had filled Weishaupt with admiration. “Philippe Strozzi’s dissertation is excellent,” he wrote the next day to Ajax. “Even if he had been inside my own brain, he could not have possibly understood my system any better. It give me great joy to have collaborators of this stamp, and he has all the material necessary to become someone of considerable importance.”45 As this was also the very moment when Weishaupt was beginning to become unhappy with Ajax, he had added Zwack as a coadjutor, without though making that individual a Conscius and corresponding directly with him. He had given Massenhausen and Zwack the task of selecting new adepts without requiring them to refer the matter to him but merely inform him of the date of the receptions. The two lieutenants also had the right to select, based on their common agreement and in accordance with the candidates’ capabilities, the subjects of the dissertations that were distributed among them. Also, so that Zwack could be given the freedom to devote himself to the management of the Munich colony, he had been given the command to train a replacement to whom he could entrust the duty of selecting recruits and instructing them.46

A month later, Weishaupt, who had grown increasingly unhappy with Ajax, decided to establish a relationship directly with Zwack, without Massenhausen’s knowledge. On December 22, 1777, he wrote a very friendly letter to P. Strozzi47 in which, without yet being completely open about himself, complained of his lack of sincere friends and advised him on the subject of his readings, reminding his correspondent that he had been his professor and “took the liberty of speaking to him like a father.” He assured him that he held the highest opinion of his merits, 
his judgment, and his reason, and that he expected great things of him. He 
advised him to flee the world and form close ties with his most intimate 
friends, husband his health, for he was responsible to humanity for the important services he could render it one day, to busy himself with philosophy and the understanding of man, or practical virtue and not speculative morality, and to read books that would set his heart afire. Zwack’s response must have been of a nature to satisfy Weishaupt because a month later he took the decisive step. A letter addressed to Zwack by Weishaupt on January 31, 1778,48 shows Zwack elevated to the position of Areopagite and the replacement of the disgraced Ajax as the authorized representative of the order in Munich. “Ajax,” Weishaupt wrote him, “did so much while at its head that your embarrassment cannot surprise me at all. We will require some time to put everything back into order. I will send you my personal copy of the statutes as I believe the others have been altered in certain places. It is not certain that Weishaupt was sincere when hurling this accusation against Massehausen. In fact he wrote a year later to Zwack that it was the latter who had pointed out to him the differences existing on the two copies. “As regards Ajax’s statutes, they are authentic. This was my first draft. But you now have the true text in your possession.”49 However, the letter of January 31 listed complaints against Ajax that appeared better founded. It seems that Massenhausen had no qualms about appropriating for himself the money collected as dues and that, perhaps alarmed at the signs of the growing intimacy that glowed in the official correspondence between Weishaupt and Zwack, he had spirited away several of the letters sent by the latter to the former. “No one,” Weishaupt wrote, “has seen the letters that you have addressed to the Order; he therefore must have answered them personally. Everything he has told you is nothing but lies, as I will clearly show. 
. . . He has done me a wrong in men and money that has delayed me for two to three years in your area. Thank God we spotted it in time.” Fearing that brutal disgrace would compel Ajax to seek revenge by divulging the existence of the order, Weishaupt advised Zwack to carefully conceal his new position from him. “Let’s wait and see what he does,” he said, “you must not stop frequenting his company. To the contrary, you should visit him more regularly than before. So tell him that the Order henceforth no longer wishes to use a cipher to answer you and send you orders. You can claim the reason is that it is a waste of your time interpreting them. It will be a source of great amusement for you to see what kinds of efforts he makes to get himself out of this sticky situation, for he will betray himself by trying to disguise his handwriting. Do not be open with him about important matters and deceive him as he deceived you. . . . Act prudently, for he still has it in his power to harm us.”

However, on realizing that Ajax was growing suspicious, Weishaupt resolved to use the element of surprise to remove all compromising papers in his possession. On his orders, Zwack showed up at Massenhausen’s unexpectedly one day in February 1778. There, while pretending to complain about their leader’s strictness, he demanded, in Weishaupt’s name, the letters and papers that could have been used by the disgraced confidant as a weapon. Disconcerted by this unexpected demand and carried away by anger, Massenhausen did not dream of resisting. He gave Zwack all the papers in his possession, but not without giving free rein to his indignation.50 Deeply wounded by Weishaupt’s treatment, he handed in his resignation as a member of the order, taking with him three other adepts: Michl, Hoheneicher, and Will.51 However, after Ajax had gotten over this affront, he regretted his behavior and, as the order had no interest in pushing a Conscius beyond his limits, an accommodation was reached several weeks later. In March, Ajax resumed his place in the Areopagus, and both Michl and Hoheneicher returned to the fold. It is true that Weishaupt had taken some elementary precautions against Massenhausen’s lack of scruples that were both humiliating and effective. Ajax no longer had but a fraction of the order’s money at his disposal, as the keys to the strongbox had been taken back from him, and he had to submit everything he sent to Weishaupt to Zwack’s inspection. Weishaupt could now boast that “he had clipped his claws so short that he could no longer play any tricks on him.”52 Furthermore, Massenhausen, having completed his studies, soon quit Munich to enter the service of Baron Spiering and went to live on the property his master owned in Fronberg.53 Zwack, on the advice of Weishaupt, wrote him sometimes “so that he would not be given much occasion to feel he was the subject of mistrust,”54 and Weishaupt himself took the precaution of responding to the sole letter Massenhausen sent him during this time.55 His counsel was sometimes requested concerning decisions to be made.56 But other times he was left in ignorance of what was transpiring on the pretext “that he was too far away, and to send him documents would cause too much delay.”57 A letter that he sent to Zwack during a trip to Holland at the end of 1778 undertaken on behalf of Baron Spiering in which he pointed out the profit the order could draw from selling canvas that was quite expensive in Germany and quite cheap in the Netherlands, remained unanswered,58 and in 1779, Zwack received the order to take his former subordinates under his command.59 Massenhausen’s active role in the order was effectively over since the crisis of February 1778.
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At the time Ajax was stepping off the stage, Zwack was making his entrance. On February 22, 1778, he was inscribed on the list of Areopagites under the pseudonym of Cato.60 Xavier Karl Wolfgang von Zwack auf Holzhausen was born on October 31, 1755, in Regensburg. His father was a commissioner at the Chamber of Accounts. After completing his studies at Ingolstadt, Xavier Zwack became an assistant at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1777 and was shortly thereafter named secretary of the State Lottery.61 The physical portrait drawn up by his recruiter is hardly flattering.62 “Height is about five feet,” the description reads. “His entire body, emaciated by debauch, makes him prone to melancholy.63 His high and wide forehead is covered with wrinkles; his eyes that are clear gray though somewhat dull and the extreme paleness of his face reveal a precarious state of health, and, indeed, he is often sick. He has a long, hooked nose and light brown hair. He is sober in gesture and walks briskly with his eyes lowered toward the ground. Is much preoccupied with his health, which may arise from the sentiment he has of the weakness of his constitution. He has a wart on either side of his nose near his mouth.” The moral portrait, although it includes a few gray areas, was more favorable to its model. “Extraordinary dispositions to philanthropy, sensitive heart, stoic during times of melancholy, otherwise a steadfast friend, very discreet, observant, often speaking quite advantageously of himself, envious of the qualities of others, voluptuous, seeking constantly to perfect himself, ill made for large groups, quick-tempered but easily soothed. Can be easily led to reveal his most secret principles when one makes the effort to praise him while contradicting him. Novelty arouses his curiosity. Is especially disposed to philosophy although he possesses a solid knowledge of jurisprudence. Dominant passions: pride, vainglory, straightforwardness, easily irritable bile, a decided penchant for all that is mysterious, and a tendency to talk about himself and his qualities.”

Zwack zealously dedicated himself to the direction of the order in Munich. The situation of the young society was far from brilliant at the time he took it in charge. According to the admission of its leader, it then consisted of nine individuals: Weishaupt, Zwack, his cousin Merz, and the five adepts from Eichstätt.64 After the return of Massenhausen and his two friends, the order numbered exactly one dozen members. Also, Weishaupt, his courage restored now that his hopes of being precisely informed about what went on in Munich and being given specific details about the aptitudes and characters of the recruits65 there were being realized, wrote Zwack to say: “At this moment nothing should be done other than increase the number of adepts.”66 Moreover, his ambitions were fairly modest in as much that he would be content with having “five or six skilled and trustworthy men”67 in Munich. Zwack entered their common endeavor with goodwill and much activity as can be seen in the notes he took during that March.68 With a neophyte’s docility he requested advice, confided his doubts to his leader, and recorded his response. His zeal was rewarded by quick success. On February 22, Troponegro-Coriolanus was definitively enrolled and inscribed into the list of the order69 to the keen satisfaction of Weishaupt, who sang his praises to Merz regarding the merits “of this excellent man, who is already forty-seven years of age, and quite strong in matters concerning finance and commerce, and has long lived in Hamburg.70 Berger’s reception into the order took place on March 10, at which time he was given the name of Cornelius Scipio.71 On March 13, Zwack wooed Baierhammer, whom Weishaupt had sent his way from Ingolstadt. This recruit was all the more rewarding for him since Baierhammer, whom he had known at the university, had never shown him anything but friendship. But his finest conquest was that of Hertel, the thirty-seven-year-old canon of Notre Dame church who was a childhood friend of Weishaupt’s and the son of a former professor at Ingolstadt University.72 Weishaupt had long had his eye on him.73 Although authorized by his chief to make all the revelations necessary to entice Hertel into deciding to join the order, Ajax had been incapable of obtaining the decisive result. Zwack’s eloquence and Weishaupt’s 
pressing letters imploring Hertel not to become a Freemason and promising to give him access to a far more perfect organization74 carried the day. Hertel, whose last hesitations had been overcome by these coordinated maneuvers, was inscribed on the membership list on March 12 under the name of Marius.75 Weishaupt had been forced to remove his mask to ensure this victory; on his orders Zwack had revealed to Hertel the name of the order’s founder and let him read all its secret documents.76 As a consequence Marius was given a rank among the Areopagites and additionally found himself entrusted with the duty of managing the treasury and keeping the accounts, which had just been taken away from Massenhausen. Starting in April, Weishaupt would occasionally address his letters to both Areopagites at the same time.

While Zwack was seconding Weishaupt’s efforts so brilliantly in Munich, Tamerlane had enlisted two new recruits in Eichstätt so that by mid-March 1778, the order consisted of nineteen members, distributed as follows: In Ingolstadt there was Spartacus with Timon (Michl) and Alcibiades; in Munich, Cato, Marius, Scipio, Coriolanus, Claudius Imperator, Sauer, and Baierhammer; in Eichstätt, Tamerlane, Tasso, Odin, Osiris, Lucullus, Seostis, Moses;77 in Ravensburg, Tiberius; and Ajax in Fronberg.78 Toward the end of March, Zwack recruited Rudorfer, to whom Weishaupt gave the name of Titus-Livy. Finally there were hopes of making other recruits among the auditors of the private finance courses Troponegro would be offering and where Zwack, whose devotion did not shrink from any conscripted task, would on the advice of Weishaupt, play the role of a well-meaning student, to increase the size of the first classes.79

Satisfied with the order’s progress in Munich, Weishaupt now contemplated establishing colonies in other cities and first cast his eyes on Ravensburg, where Merz did not as yet have any “children, much less grandchildren,” meaning he had found no recruits who in turn would bring new disciples into the order.80 He first had Zwack write him, then personally sent him a long letter directly in which he presented the position of the order under its most favorable light and urgently implored him to collaborate “upon this great work” by creating propaganda in Swabia and by paying, as he had offered, a personal subscription.81 “You will be amazed,” he said, “when you see how incomparable all we have accomplished in five years time will be, Cato. The greatest difficulties have been overcome and we will be making giant strides. Make the decision to take action. You will find no better opportunity to gain power. You have all the necessary abilities and judgment. If people like you do not wish to contribute to the founding of this Elysium when it is in their power to do so, they are doubly guilty. There are a great number of men of goodwill in Eichstätt, why couldn’t your land become a new Eichstätt?” To spur his competitive spirit, he asked him to name “a trustworthy man endowed with judgment” in Ravensburg who could take the work in hand in his stead. Tiberius decided to take action himself, but without displaying much zeal, for three months went by before he managed to recruit Pericles,82 who was admitted on July 20. It should be noted, however, that this recruit had been approached and prepared by Weishaupt “that after the coming of the person who would invite him to enter the Order he was left hanging about in suspense.”83

The desire to establish another colony prompted Weishaupt in May to elevate two members of the order who were still students at Ingolstadt to the rank of Areopagite. He revealed to Michl and Hoheneicher that he was the leader and creator of the order “so that they could establish a colony in their native city of Freising and, that during their stay in Ingolstadt, they could be given the methodic and appropriate training that would have been too complicated to provide through correspondence.84

Meanwhile Zwack continued his own pursuits with alternating periods of successes and setbacks. His attempt to enlist Professor Westenrieder,85 introduced to Merz by Weishaupt on March 13 as a future adept and to whom he bequeathed in advance the pseudonym of Pythagoras, ended in failure. Zwack had gone to great pains to carry out this conquest, as he sought to end his career as a recruiter with such an important success.86 Weishaupt, who keenly desired to include the Munich professor among the members of his order and attributed Westenrieder’s resistance “to his pride and the high opinion he had of himself,” wrote Zwack a five-page letter indicating what conduct to take and whispering the winning arguments that would compel this stubborn man to capitulate.87 All efforts were futile, and Weishaupt was forced to resign himself to bestowing the nom de guerre that had gone unused to another lay priest named Duschl, who had also recently requested admission to the order.88 This defeat, which affected Weishaupt greatly though he feigned indifference, was soon partially compensated by the acquisition, which he deemed highly advantageous, of the personal assistant Geiser. Furthermore, the pace of recruitment was most satisfying during the summer of 1778. The list of members was expanded with the names of Euclid (June 10), Cicero (June 12), Sylla (June 17), Timoleon (July 17), Democritus (August 4), Remus (August 27), and Minos (August 29).89 On the other hand, the “brave” Steger-Shaftesbury, the former recruit of Ajax who had “been left stranded” by his recruiter, bitterly complained during that month of June about being abandoned and exhibited a desire to return to the order.90 Finally, hopes were high that soon two new recruits would swell the ranks in Eichstätt.91

By the end of that summer the order numbered some twenty-seven members, divvied up as follows:

Athens Commando (Munich): Ajax, Cato, Marius, Scipio, Claudius, Confucius, Titus-Livy, Euclid, Pythagoras

Eleusis Commando (Ingolstadt): Spartacus, Democritus, L. Cornelius, Sylla, Agrippa

Sparta Commando (Ravensburg): Tiberius, Pericles

Thebes Commando (Freising): Solon. Alcibiades, Cicero

Erzerum Commando (Eichstätt): Tamerlane, Tasso, Odin, Osiris, Lucullus, Timoleon, Penn, Minos

The number of the order’s members had more than doubled in six months. It is true that there were a few things that had recently cast a shadow over this sunny picture. Tiberius “was getting along famously” with Pericles, the neophyte entrusted to his care, but he seemed satisfied with this single student,92 and the two Areopagites who had been charged with planting the order’s banner in Freising had yet to show any signs of activity that August. Agrippa was strongly suspected of having stolen a gold and silver watch from Sylla as well as a ring. Because, according to Alcibiades’s testimony, he had been accused of similar thefts on several different occasions, members were wondering if it might not be necessary to expel him from the order.93 Then Remus resigned shortly after he had joined the order. But Weishaupt did not let such small setbacks discourage him. He had already laid out his winter campaign. He would start taking lodgers again “as always in the interest of the most important matter,” and he was assured the help of an assistant at Ingolstadt, by having Baierhammer named as a law tutor there. “A position,” he said, “that would have its advantages for him and for us.” He also advised Zwack to make the necessary arrangements so that all the students from Munich would take their private lessons from Baierhammer.94 In Munich, Scipio had been promoted to the rank of Areopagite in July,95 and Weishaupt began corresponding directly with him, “in order to enflame his zeal.”96

However, progress was nonexistent in Ingolstadt itself. Weishaupt was quite content with Confucius, praised his obedience, and emphasized the success he had obtained as a law tutor.97 However, despite all the pains taken, Baierhammer had been unable to suggest a single candidate by the end of November, “so great is the scarcity of capable people,” as Weishaupt noted melancholically.98 Sparta (Ravensburg) and Thebes (Freising) 
remained plunged in a similar lethargic slumber. Weishaupt complained on November 30 of having received nothing from Solon, Alcibiades, and Tiberius and started questioning if they still desired to continue in the enterprise.99 In Munich, on the other hand, the recruitment proceeded on an almost regular pace and, a most important consideration, several of the new adepts were individuals of eminent standing, whose influence could prove most useful. So while Cyrus, received October 1;100 Lori, received on the twenty-seventh of the same month under the name of Ludovicus Bavaricus;101 Sauer, who joined definitively in November and was baptized Attila;102 and Eckel, a philosophy student dubbed Saladin, and Kapfinger, named Thales de Miletus, both of whom were received at the beginning of December103 all appear to have been figures of mediocre importance, this was not the case for Socher, Baron Bassus, Dr. Bader, and Count Savioli, whose names would also swell the membership rolls before the end of the year.

Socher, who was received on November 1 under the name of Hermes Trismegistus,104 was rector of a school in Landsberg. He had caught Weishaupt’s eye long before as someone who, once a member of the order, could be hoped would raise future adepts in his academy; in addition Socher also had friends he could “deliver.” Also, Weishaupt had often mentioned him to Ajax, then to Cato, as a potential candidate.105 Elated by this capture, he wrote on November 14 to Munich: “I must really thank Scipio in all our names, for having brought in such a capable man, which I understand him to be. But we should now make sure to keep him and give him a high opinion of our Society.”106

Bassus, a mayor of Poschiavo and Traona in the Swiss canton of Grisons, had been one of Weishaupt’s students at Ingolstadt. During the summer of 1778 he received a letter from his former professor asking if he would be disposed to joining a secret society. Having requested more explicit information, he received a long letter from Weishaupt on October 30 that painted an enthusiastic picture for him of all the good that could be done by a society governed by the purest morality and joining together, by bonds of friendship, the most noble minds, elevated souls, and best intellects. Weishaupt confided to him that he had resolved, with several other people, to found a society of this nature, but that he needed the involvement of an eminent individual who could lend the support of his influence in the world, and asked him if he would be willing to fill this lack.107 Bassus, who alarmed Weishaupt with his silence while he took time to consider this invitation108 eventually joined during December. As he was forced to remain in Poschiavo by the duties of his position, Weishaupt promised him that on his next trip to Bavaria, he would be made privy to the organization of the order; in the meantime he was hastily added to the number of Areopagites under the name of Hannibal.109

The conquest of Bader proved quite difficult, although Weishaupt had long desired it and was constantly urging Zwack to bring it to a successful conclusion. Zwack was busy in March with the preliminary approaches to this candidate110 at the same time Weishaupt was confidently informing Tiberius that Bader would be entering the order in the very near future.111 However, Weishaupt was still waiting in April for a reply to the letter he had written directly to Bader.112 He therefore decided to treat Bader in a completely special manner so as to overcome his hesitations, and he asked Zwack what privileges the Areopagites would consent to grant the recalcitrant candidate, as he deemed it necessary to play this match with all his cards on the table.113 Bader finally decided to respond, but their correspondence languished, and Weishaupt began having misgivings about the undertaking’s success. “I don’t think we will realize our objectives so quickly with Bader,” he wrote Zwack on December 6, “he is too lazy to answer his letters and yet it only by corresponding with him that we can attain our goal. He wrote me with what he had to say. I answered him immediately and let slip many significant remarks. But here it is already eight days since he received my letter, and no answer! God knows how long it can go on this way.”114 But at the very moment Weishaupt was beginning to despair, Zwack and Berger reached an understanding with Bader,115 who was inscribed as an Areopagite under the name of Celsus on December 13.116

Several days earlier, Cato had also recruited Count Savioli, whom Weishaupt baptized Brutus. Weishaupt regarded this conquest as so important that he proposed revealing all the order’s secrets to the new adept, save for the two great mysteries, knowledge of which was only revealed to the Areopagites. These mysteries were the recent date of the order’s founding and the name of its founder.

The position of the Munich colony was thus prospering at the end of 1778, and Weishaupt now felt that he had at his disposal, at least in the electorate’s capital, the forces necessary for the success of his enterprise. “In order to execute my plans for Athens,” he wrote to the Munich Areopagites, “I still needed to have among you a nobleman and a doctor. Cato’s zeal has procured them both and in this way furnished our Order with what it had been missing. The capture of Count Savioli is one of the most important it’s been possible to effect in Athens.”117 The praise awarded Zwack was well deserved. In the space of three months he had brought ten new members into the order and the round figure of forty adepts given by Weishaupt in a letter of December 15118 would not be off from the reality by more than one or two individuals.

The documents on the progress of recruitment during the year 1779 are both rare and incomplete.119 What apparently emerges from their study is that the order during this time numbered some thirty recruits. In Munich, “where recruitment was going particularly well,”120 among those enrolled were the councillor Frohnhofer (Raymond Lulle); Baron Monteglas (Musaeus); the Marquis de Costanzo (Diomedes); the councillor Werner (Menelaus); Count Lodron (Numa Pompilius); the court baker Scheissel (Demonax); Baron Hornstein (Vespasian); the councillor Dufrène (Maenius); the canon Bernat (Antisthenus); the court musician Falgera (Attis); Xavier Mayer, assistant to the general Count of Lerchenfeld; the lieutenant Gaza (Titus Quintus Flaminius); the major, Count Spaur (Hector); the Baron of Fuell, from the horsemen’s guard (Philocetus); and Baron Gumpenberg (Proteus). In Ingolstadt, there was the university professor Krenner (Arminius), the tutor Duschl (Deucalion), and the law candidates Barch, Gropper (Anacreon), Pfest (Cicero), and Paur (Democritus), who formed a group headed by Weishaupt himself, though his subordinates were not made aware of his true standing in the order. In Eichstätt a new Areopagite, Baron Schröckenstein (Mahomet), had taken command on October 2 of the colony then consisting of a dozen members.121 In addition, the order was represented in Bamberg by the Baron von Aufsess, the high bailiff of Barnach; in Donauwörth by Beda Mayer (Ganganelli), a professor of theology at Holy Cross Monastery; in Erding by the professor Neidermeyer (Suetonius); in Dillingen by Poeppel, the seminary prefect; and in Neuötting by Doctor Strixner.

This slow but continuous progress encouraged Weishaupt to intensify his propaganda efforts. He contemplated sending as students to the Catholic universities of Salzburg, Innsbruck, and Freiburg several young adepts charged with the task of proselytizing after they had been fully instructed on what to do.122 He invited the Athens Areopagites to order their people to “deliver candidates” and in particular to provide the foreigners present in Munich a fairly extensive understanding of the lower grades as they could then establish colonies in their respective regions such as Augsburg, Regensburg, Salzburg, Landshut, and so on.123

Thanks to its leader’s tenacity and the activity of some of his lieutenants, the young society had taken on some consistency after three years of effort. While its adepts did not form an imposing number, there were enough of them to fill all the management posts of the internal organization.



CHAPTER THREE

Organization and Grades

At the time Weishaupt founded his order, he had barely sketched out the organization of its system in his mind. When he suddenly decided to pour the foundations for his edifice, he hastily composed temporary statutes, promising himself he would rework them when he found the time to outline the overall plan in the quiet of his study. “I am continually working on the entire system,” he wrote to Massenhausen on October 31, 1777, “and inspiration aids my task. I am making changes and touching things up as I go; I labor on my work, slowly but surely.”1 Six months later he told Zwack, “It is quite possible that tomorrow or later, I will change the organization that I am presently planning to give to my Order.”2 During this time he appears to have been contemplating a trinary organization. The order would have consisted of the preparatory class or Novitiate, whose broad lines had already been laid out; a second class for which Weishaupt 
was then drafting the course book; and a third called the Mysteries, which did not exist even as a rough draft then. The Areopagites would then have formed above these three classes a secret committee that would remain unknown to regular members.3 However, after listing all he planned to do with his order, Weishaupt added, “How many classes it finally will consist of is something I don’t know myself. God and time will give us the answer.”4

In fact, during the month of November 1778, he completely abandoned his drafting of the second class course book to devote his nights to the crafting of an intermediary grade (Mittelgrad) whose purpose would be to test the dispositions of the members of the first class more seriously before accepting them into the second.5 However, under the urgings of the Areopagites of Athens, he soon renounced this project and returned to the writing of the course book for the second class, which would finally be organized around the middle of 1779 under the name of Minerval grade. This grade, sometimes called the Illuminati grade, sometimes the second grade, sometimes the Minerval class, and sometimes assemblies, caused much trouble for Weishaupt and his colleagues.6 Weishaupt tackled this task during the month of October 1777,7 and even though a portion of the regulations had been completed some five months later,8 by August 1778 the course book was still only in fragmentary form.9 The principle difficulty 
lay in the organization of the assemblies. It was obvious, in fact, that the 
board at these meetings needed to consist of members holding a higher grade than 
the regular members, an office that would not be elected by the assembly but 
appointed by the central authority. This necessitated the drafting of a third 
grade before implementing the second one and the writing of a regulation governing the private meetings of members of the office. Regulations for both kinds of meetings were sent to Munich by Weishaupt before September 1778,10 but it must have only been in the form of a rough draft since Zwack wrote at the end of that year that it would be desirable if the regulation for the assemblies could be ready for May 1, 1779.11

However, Spartacus and the Areopagites were already working on the inauguration of the assemblies of the Minerval grade in Munich, and, since they wished the members of this grade to believe that such assemblies had been held before and for a very long time12 and since it was also necessary that the brothers not be aware of the personal position of the Areopagites who had to attend in order to bolster the illusion of a large number of members at the initial meetings,13 it was necessary to assign each a precise role. Weishaupt would devote his energies to manufacturing these temporary arrangements during the final quarter of 1778. His chief effort in this regard was the detailed letter he sent on November 8 to the Athenian Areopagites on how they should behave toward Coriolanus, who had been chosen to preside over the Minerval assembly, when they sat in committee with him either by themselves or when the Minerval members were present.14 
With this point settled, the decision was made to start the gatherings, without waiting for definitive rules to be drafted. The first assembly was held on February 16, 1779, in the house of Bader, who presided over the meeting assisted by Berger and Hertel.15 On May 1, Tamerlane 
was solemnly received into the second grade at an assembly attended by Alcibiades, Solon, and Pericles who had received the necessary instruction, and they placed the Minerval insignia, fresh from the forge, around his neck.16

Nevertheless, Weishaupt continued to work on the drafting of the notebook. During the month of March he requested that the Athenian Areopagites send back the Minerval statutes he had sent them earlier, so that he could rework them.17 Finally, on May 27, he sent Munich the assembly statutes completely worked out save for a few stray details.18 The instructions intended for the Minervals of a higher grade, or Minerval Illuminatus, were quickly drafted, as Weishaupt had worked on them at the same time he was drawing up those concerning the ordinary Minervals, which were also put into effect before the end of 1779.19 The Mysteries, meanwhile, remained in limbo. During the period we are now looking at, the order consisted of three grades, or more precisely (the Novitiate cannot be counted as a true grade) three classes: the Novitiate, the Minerval, and the Minerval Illuminatus.


THE NOVITIATE

The layman who sought entrance into the society first had to write and personally sign the following pledge: “I the undersigned swear on my honor and reputation as an honest man and with no mental reservations to never make known to any, be he my closest friend or one of my relatives, and by any manner, words, signs, looks, etc., the slightest thing confided to me by (name of the person enrolling the novice) on the occasion of my acceptance into a secret society, whether or not this acceptance takes place. I make this promise all the more willingly as the person receiving me has given assurance that this Society aims at nothing that would be contrary to the good of the state, religion, or mores. I also promise to return any writings given to me on this occasion or any letters I might receive, immediately after having recorded the necessary extracts in a form no other can read. I make this promise as true as I am a man of honor and intend to remain one in the future.”20

Once the applicant had given his enroller the duly signed and dated pledge, the principal statutes were read to him, and he would then have to wait for the order’s response to his request to join.21 If the response was positive, he would be enrolled into the preparatory class, in other words, he would begin a mandatory trial stage before being truly accepted into the society. During this trial period the only contact the Novice would have with any member of the order would be that of his enroller, who would act as an intermediary in the relationship between the novice and the order’s leaders, who would remain temporarily anonymous. His enroller would give him the general statutes to read while in his presence or read them to the Novice himself. These would provide him some clues on the purpose of the order and what he might personally expect from it.22

“The goal of the Society,” as stated in the preamble of the statutes, “is to render interesting for a man the effort he takes to improve and perfect his moral character, to spread the principles of humanity and sociability, to prevent the realization of evil plots in the world, to race to the aid of virtue oppressed by injustice, to seek to place men of merit to the positions in society they deserve, and in general bring within the grasp of its members the means to attain knowledge and science. The Society declares to all those to whom the present statutes will be communicated that this is not a deceptive insignia but the unique and last one of the Order. On the other hand, the Society makes no other commitment. If the candidates should someday find themselves possessing more than they started with, all the better for them, and they can then conclude that, contrary to what other societies do, we deliver more than we promise. Someone compelled to join the Order by the hope he will become very powerful and wealthy thanks to its support, would not be welcome.”23

This preliminary clarification is followed by a list of the duties imposed upon the Novice by his affiliation with the order. The first and most imperious was the observation of the inviolable secret he was committed to keeping. “In fact,” as the “General Idea of the Society” explains,24 “it is in the Order’s interest to remain as hidden as possible: (1) so its activities and the pursuit of its goal not be hampered by undermining from the ill-intentioned; (2) so that the entire Society cannot be denounced at the same time; (3) because secrecy will cause its attractiveness to the imagination to disappear; (4) so as to render vain the plots and despotic aims of those who greedily seek domination.” Silence and secrecy are thus the soul of the order,25 and thus the greatest prudence is necessary. This is why the Novice was first made to sign a pledge of silence26 and why precautions were taken to prevent any indiscretions candidates might make. It was chiefly decided that in the interest of the safety of the order’s superiors, no subordinate would be allowed to possess a single line written about the order’s business. Each of them, after they had extracted what they needed from the letters sent them by their superiors had to return them immediately with their responses.27 The Novice would have to resign himself during this entire stage to not knowing any other member of the last class of which he was a member, and even more so, any superior so that, if by unhappy chance someone with no discretion was accepted into the society, he could only betray one member—namely the person who had enrolled him. Thus the novice should never speak of the order’s business to anyone even when he thinks he is in the presence of brothers.28 “Silence is the supreme law,” and the members of the order had to make a habit of acting with the greatest circumspection and maintaining absolute discretion with everyone.29 There could never be such a thing as too much reserve in such matters; when the Novice had advanced in grade he would still have to behave with his brothers as he had become accustomed to act toward the layman. “Reasonable frankness is only a virtue when dealing with one’s superiors, an intelligent reserve and distrust with respect to other members of the Order are the cornerstone of its construction. 
. . . Therefore, no one should unecessarily reveal even the most insignificant circumstances surrounding the Order, for example, how long one has been a member of the Order, what members one knows, what grade one has attained, and so forth.”30 “One should never reveal one’s grade save to a brother holding the same grade. This is why no brother should tell any other brother how long he has been a member of the Order, who received him, and so on. 
. . .”31

If the secret remains well kept, if the Novice makes it a habit to keep his tongue muzzled, the order should have nothing to fear from the outside. But other, even greater dangers shall threaten its existence if all its members cannot manage to overlook their personal interests and concentrate 
solely on the success of their common undertaking. During the time of this 
stage, the Novice should thus endeavor to consider the supreme purpose as one to 
which all his egotistical views, personal interests, personals friendships and hatreds, should be subordinated. The day he is put into contact with other members of the order, he should be ready to consider them, without exception, as relatives and brothers with whom he must work in friendship on their joint task. “To attain the goal the Order proposes, the material and moral support of all must be in evidence, the good understanding and perfect union of the brothers are indispensable, and, as it is equally important that the layman be given the most laudable interpretation of our Society’s intentions, its members should, out of their regard for this Society, avoid any hatred or jealousy between brothers and look upon one another reciprocally as their dearest friends, close their hearts to all vile egoism and consider the good of the entire Order as their own good.”32 “It is expected that all shall strive to demonstrate in tangible fashion that they seek to be useful to the Society.”33

As it turns out, the members of the order in general, and the Novices in particular, were incapable of perceiving just what exactly was required of them for the good of the order. The third of their duties, therefore, was obedience, and passive obedience at that, to the heads of the order. The society, it is true, “did not ask its members to make a sacrifice of their freedom generally, it only demands this sacrifice in the case it would be the means to attain the Order’s supreme objective, but blind submission is demanded anytime the Order’s interests are at stake.”34 Furthermore, as the order is the sole judge of what might be useful or harmful to it, the Novice of today, and Illuminati of tomorrow, is expected to obey with respectful submission all the commands of its leaders, the spokesmen of the society and its wise and benevolent will. “It should always be assumed that the purpose of the orders of the Superiors is to guide us to the ultimate end of the Order, as the Superiors have deeper and more extensive knowledge of the system, and it is for this reason and no other that they are Superiors.”35 “The Superiors are our guides, they direct us through darkness and error and help us avoid pitfalls. Docility and obedience are thus an obligation imposed upon us by recognition of this fact. No one may refuse to obey he who is working for him.”36 It is not enough to submit tamely to their paternal direction, one most also display at all times the respect their greater wisdom has earned them and never forget the distance that separates them from their subordinates. The Novice from this moment forward has a superior, his enroller. He may share with him in the profane world bonds of close friendship and may perhaps be accustomed to treating him as an equal. It is necessary that starting today he considers him with new eyes, that he show greater deference and restraint in his attitude toward him; the friendship that binds them can only gain from it. “The more a Superior needs to exchange courtesies in his relationship with a subordinate the more care the subordinate must take to ensure this courtesy does not degenerate into familiarity. He should believe himself authorized to act toward him as he would toward a close friend but wait for the Superior to invite him to treat him as a friend and their dealings become more liberal. Although this rule would appear to impose a constraint that should not exist among friends and would seem to exclude any fraternal affection, our very dear brothers know that good order requires it, that our intention is not to love them but for a time, but for all time, and that nothing disturbs the most solid and tight-knit friendship more than its degeneration into familiarity. Contemplate this, obey these precepts, very dear brothers, and enduring friendship will be your reward.”37

However, it is also necessary to foresee the case in which superiors would find it tempting to take advantage of the absolute authority given them by their position, and the order had no wish to see their power become a tyranny. So subordinates will always have open recourse to counter the arbitrary actions of their leaders. “At the end of every month, the inferior will give his superior one or more sealed papers with the address quibus licet38 or soli,39 in which is indicated: (1) the manner in which his superior behaves toward him, whether he is zealous or negligent, stern or benevolent; (2) what griefs the signatory may hold against the Society; (3) what commands he has received from his superior over the past month, and what sums he has to give. If the signatory has no complaints to express, he should still hand in the paper. In order to compile this report more easily, he should prepare at the beginning of every month one or two pieces of paper in such a way that he can immediately write down whatever comes to mind and not seal them until the end of the month. This arrangement existed in all classes of the Order, and no individual was exempted from it. The subordinate who neglects to turn in his report is punished by a fine based on his personal financial status; the same is true for the Superior who has not transmitted the report within the allotted time.”40

Finally, the Novice was told that if he lost patience during this stage, or if his feelings happened to change, he would always be free to leave the society, on condition he keep his vow of secrecy. “Every member of this class,” the first statutes state, “is free to withdraw when he so desires, after providing sufficient reason for his withdrawal; if he observes strict silence, he will have no cause to fear the smallest reproach or harm from us.”41 The reformed statutes repeat that “it is permitted for all members of this stage, and until the final moment of this stage, to withdraw, imposito tamen silentio.”42, 43 “If a candidate of this grade,” the “General Idea of the Order” echoes, “wishes to retire, he is free to do so at any time, imposito tamen silentio.”44

When the Novice was informed of the general statutes and his enroller had given him the nom de guerre the order had bestowed upon him, he would then be given a copy of the code whose use was stipulated for making the extracts from the rules,45 as well as given the “Instructio Insinuatorum” [Instructions for Insinuators] specifically concerning the 
preparatory class.46 Here the Novice found indications of the precautions he 
should take to ensure that nothing related to the order would fall into profane 
hands. It was stipulated that he procure a special handbag with a secret pocket 
in which to hold all his secret papers, so in the event of the sudden death of 
its owner everything inside could be given to his enroller. For more security he 
was under orders that in the case an illness gave him the time needed to do so, 
to carefully seal all his papers and inscribe his enroller’s name upon them.47 
But what the Novice primarily would find in this instruction was the list of 
multiple obligations seeking membership in the order imposed upon him.

He was first required to draft a set of tablets, based on a model provided for this purpose, to be filed in the order’s archives in which he would furnish exceedingly detailed information about himself and his family. These tablets were divided into two sections. The first consisted of seven columns, bearing the following headings: (1) name, age, place of birth, home, status; (2) friends, relations, books owned, names of individuals with whom the Novice was in correspondence; (3) list of the order’s papers in his possession; (4) financial status; (5) favorite reading material; (6) the identity of his enemies and why, and what were their weaknesses and strengths; and (7) who his protectors were. The second section consisted of ten columns asking him to provide information about (1) the names and positions of his mother and father; (2) the names of their parents, their homes and age; (3) the number of their children; (4) their social positions; (5) the overall financial status of the family; (6) education received by the mother and the father; (7) their dominant passions, their weaknesses and strengths; (8) the list of their close relations and allies; (9) that of their protectors, relations, and close friends; and (10) that of their enemies.48

The Novice should henceforth, at the end of every month, give his enroller the journal in which he noted and dated everything he received or sent to the order,49 give him his quibus licet, and also a summary of everything he had learned, read, or imagined for the good of the order and the increase of its resources or its members. This summary should fill half a page at the very least.50

He was also expected to draw up for his own personal use a summary of everything the order had given him, to make a copy of all the tablet models and instructions,51 to jot down on pages reserved for this purpose anything that he found interesting in the books he had been advised to read: character traits, the extraordinary actions of the learned or illustrious men of ancient and modern times, elevated thoughts, noteworthy sentiments (opinions, in other words), and apothegms. These pages would have to be given to the Supreme Leaders any time they wished to monitor the work and enthusiasm of the Novice.52 Finally the neophyte, at the end of his novitiate, at the very latest, would have to turn in a long-winded work called a pensum consisting either of a complete biography of the figure whose name he bore and who he was expected to have diligently performed all the research necessary to complete this study, or a philosophical dissertation on a given subject.53 Furthermore, while continuing to pursue the art or science he had elected as his principal vocation,54 the Novice was obliged to maintain frequent contact with his enroller. If he was away he was expected to write him postpaid every fifteen days; if present, he should present himself once a week at his enroller’s home to read or take notes with him, or have “edifying discussions.”55

[image: image]

These literary works, these readings with pen in hand, these discussions, these monthly reports, only formed part of the already onerous task the Novice was obliged to perform, however. He was asked to contribute personally to the recruitment of the order, not only by making a list of the people he knew he believed would possibly make useful members56 but also by actively seeking to enroll such recruits himself, since he had been warned that to be promoted into a higher grade he would need to have enlisted one or even two recruits, depending on the circumstances.57 The order would lend him support to counter his inexperience by providing him the most detailed instructions in this regard. The statutes would already have informed him that “every member of the Order has the right to recruit, but under the direction of his immediate superior. Furthermore this superior must be informed of every step taken by the recruiter, and no one should undertake an enrollment without having consulted his Superiors and obtained their authorization.”58 The Novice would listen to a reading by his enroller of an “Instructio pro Recipientibus” [Instruction for Recipients], which described in minute detail the way to proceed to succeed in this undertaking, and any additional explanations he needed would be given to him orally. He would even be permitted, if he inspired a certain level of trust, to copy some passages from the instruction.59

The rules therein addressed three points: how to choose a candidate, how to proceed, and the role of the recruiter once the pledge had been signed. Concerning the first point, the future enroller was forbidden to set his sights on anyone not a member of the Christian religion, unless he had received special authorization and was consequently thinking of recruiting Jews or pagans. The same exclusion was in effect for women, monks, and the members of other secret societies. The Novice was cautioned against trying to recruit people who were gossipers, debauched, voluptuaries, proud, brutal, antisocial, boastful, fickle, liars, or egoists—unless he had reason to believe they would promptly mend their ways. He should not address those older than he was or those who were employed if he was not himself working. The ideal candidate should be a philanthropist, endowed with good sense, hardworking, punctual, a good administrator of his holdings, and of good reputation. It was not, however, necessary for him to be very enlightened, because it was preferable that he owe his light to the order itself. The best candidates were men who were still young—eighteen 
to thirty years old—still willing to learn, of virtuous heart, somewhat docile 
in nature, with a solid character and perseverance.

The novice would draw up a list of candidates that met these conditions among whom the order would make a choice. It was only then that the Novice began to prepare to lay his siege, and here again his enroller would not be sparing with advice. With his notebook in hand he would initiate him into the secrets of a complicated, refined, and somewhat puerile strategy justifying the official title of “Insinuator” given to the Novice exercising the duties of a recruiter.

The initial approaches would be conducted slowly and prudently. The Insinuator should never dream of capturing the prize on the first day, but seek to win the affection, trust, and esteem of the candidate. He would then take steps to awaken the desire to join a secret society in this individual and with painstaking measures bring this resolve to maturity. “The enroller will guide the candidate in such a way that the desire to join a society of this kind will take shape in him not all at once but little by little. It is necessary for the enroller to reach the point, so to speak, where the candidate is asking him to help him attain this goal.”60 Two means were recommended to obtain such a result. One is an appeal to reason by demonstrating the necessity man has for the support of other men, the strength provided by a union of will, the authority one can obtain over one’s fellows if he possesses the art of understanding them and directing them as one pleases. The other is to pique the candidate’s curiosity by speculating on the attraction mystery holds over the imagination and inspiring the candidate’s desire to go beyond the curtain that is hiding the stage from view. The enroller will first choose topics of conversation that will be easily turned to a discussion of social relations. “For example, one can begin by discoursing on the cries and impotence of the small child and thereby the weakness of the individual; one can show how few things such a being is capable of doing through his own strength. One then demonstrates how strong and powerful he is with the support of others. One establishes that all human greatness, all the power of kings, rests on the union of wills. One demonstrates all the advantages the social state has over that of nature.”61 After having thus prepared the ground with this collection of truisms that the interlocutor would not be graceless enough to argue against their blinding evidence, the enroller moves on to another range of ideas. “One will then start speaking of the art of understanding men and guiding them. One will show how ‘a good head’ (ein kluger Kopf ) could easily manage to direct hundreds and thousands of men, if one knew their weaknesses. One demonstrates this theory by giving the obedience of soldiers as an example, and what princes are capable of doing through the unanimous consent of their subjects.”62

These two areas of consideration will lead to praising the usefulness and power of secret societies. By establishing among their members a much closer union than that which exists among the profane members of civil society, they procure for their adepts a support it would be futile to seek elsewhere, and by concentrating on a given point the combined force of individual energies, they have the power to play an occult but preponderant 
role in the history of peoples. “One should proceed by demonstrating the 
advantages offered by the Society overall as opposed to the flaws of civil 
society and how little trust can be placed in the assistance of others, and even 
friends. Say that it is necessary today to join with others, that humanity could 
have heaven on earth if they were united, and their subjugation is the result of their lack of union.63 This theme can be developed through the use of examples, such as that of the two dogs who guarded the flocks and could defend them perfectly well so long as they were united. Every Novice should collect examples of this kind and have at his disposal books that deal with the strength that is provided by association . . . and one can then end by saying that secret societies have the possibility to do more, and these are the reasons why. On can cite, for example, the Order of the Jesuits, or the Freemasons, or the secret societies of antiquity. One can state that the one hundred hidden causes and triggers in which secret societies were instrumental brought about every event of any major importance in the history of the world. One should praise the pleasure there is to be had by exercising an occult power and by possessing knowledge of the most secret and mysterious nature. One should endeavor to unearth the dominant passion of the candidate and to convince him that it can only be satisfied by joining a secret society.”64 As can be seen from this, the Order of the Illuminati was sometimes presented as a club of scholars, and sometimes as an association that kept alive the true secrets of Freemasonry.65

If these often repeated conversations made an impression on the candidate, “if he began to warm up to the idea,” then the enroller was urged to press on with the same arguments until he sees that the candidate is taking the idea of entering a secret society seriously to heart, if such an opportunity were to present itself. Then, in order to transform this newborn resolution into a firm resolve, which is revealed by the candidate’s action at a given moment, the enroller must pique his curiosity by letting him perceive that he, the enroller, is himself a member of a group of that kind. “One begins by revealing that one is an expert on the topic; one lets fall words and remarks that have double meaning here and there. At another time the enroller can arrange matters so the candidate visiting his house surprises him while he is reading a coded letter. One should open the letter in the candidate’s presence and read it as if trying to hide it, but by making sure that the candidate can see the ciphers; or else a letter of this nature can be left half open on the table and when it seems the candidate has noticed it, pick it up with the air of someone trying to hide something or put it in one’s pocket by pretending one is obliged to leave.”66 This lengthy and meticulous preparation,67 essential to ensure that the candidate formed a strong and deep desire as opposed to a passing fancy, would finally bear fruit and enable the enroller’s final assault to be victorious. “The Insinuator can mention how he had the opportunity, that someone had confided in him . . . and then ask the candidate for advice. The Insinuator should present what he thinks while always emphasizing the favorable arguments. He can feign having scruples, specifically those he suspects the candidate of having, in order to create the right conditions for banishing them at once, and he should continue asking the candidate’s advice, so that he will be forced to declare himself.”68 If the candidate takes the bait, the Insinuator should then play the coquette. “When it can be seen that the candidate is zealous and has a keen desire to be received, one should then inform him that the Order has not given its approval and admission to its ranks is only granted with difficulty.”69 Finally the Insinuator should give in to the pleas of his dupe, have him sign the pledge and transmit it to the Supreme Superiors by way of his own enroller.
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At the time the Insinuator was told that his recruit had been accepted into the Novitiate, he became his superior and then received a complete copy of the instructions that until that time had only been given verbally.70 In them he would find an indication of the obligations his new position thrust upon him, without being given any exemption from those he had contracted when becoming a Novice. He also found there very detailed instructions on the rules he must observe in all his relations with his subordinate.

Compelled to observe complete circumspection, he was never to reveal the name of his own enroller to his catechumen, nor ever give him anything in writing without receiving prior permission. He was not to allow him to get his hands on a single line of his own writings, and to demand receipts for all important papers the novice was given to copy. As a nimble and paternal guide, he should refrain from casually reprimanding his subordinate, seek ways to stave off any boredom he might feel, first impose an easy work load upon him and chiefly get him accustomed to order, punctuality, and obedience. He should also frequently read good books with his candidate, give him advice on the proper way to take notes and make extracts, know how to pace himself by not giving him in one go all his information but holding something back in reserve to rekindle his enthusiasm when it begins to flag, and to encourage him to use his zeal to make him worthy or to recruit others in turn. It was also essential that he become a vigilant enroller, showing no weaknesses and keeping his student under constant surveillance. He should hold his hand to ensure he scrupulously observe the statutes, discuss the order with him often—and note whether he speaks of it enthusiastically, gravely, or coldly—test his docility,71 make him frequently show his notebooks, and visit him unannounced from time to time to make sure he is carefully protecting all his secret papers.72

The office work this imposed on the superior was considerable. He had to draw up, fill out, and keep up to date the tablets by monitoring and supplementing those drafted by his subordinate,73 to note the regulations in a special journal he had given the candidate to copy, to provide his own superior with written reports on the conduct, enthusiasm, sentiments, and progress of the Novice.74

The duration of the Novitiate depended mainly on the apprentice’s enthusiasm and way in which he acquitted himself of his duties as a disciple, a recruiter, and a teacher. The first statutes expressly declared that the duration of the novice state was not predetermined.75 It is true though that the reformed statutes set the duration of this stage at three years for Novices aged 15 to 18, two years for those between the ages of 18 and 24; and one year for those 24 to 30 years of age. It did add, however, that this would also depend on the work, maturity, and application of the Novice for the length of this testing stage to be abbreviated.76 
This same arrangement could be found in the general statutes.77 In fact, it clearly seems that in Weishaupt’s mind he felt that the stage should last at least two years. This is the number that is always cited every time in his correspondence where the preparatory class and the ceremony of initiation into the higher class are discussed.78
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THE MINERVAL GRADE79

The ceremony during which the Novice was promoted into the higher class to become a Disciple of Minerva or Minerval was called the initiation. It took place either in a forest during the day or in a remote and quiet room at night, during the time the moon shone in the sky. The earth’s satellite had to be content with performing its role for no one in particular as the windows of the room were hermetically sealed. The doors to the room in which the initiation took place, as well as those of the adjoining room, were locked during the ceremony. A dimly lit oil lamp was set up on a table in one corner, with the same arrangement in the opposite corner as well. In either the depths of the forest or this isolated room, the newly elected member would find himself in the presence of an imposing figure, the Initiator.80 The Initiator would be holding two manuscripts, one containing the questions, the other containing the responses, which, for the sake of convenience, were written in the form of lines as if for the actors in a theatrical production. Following is the dialogue that was read in alternation, and in a loud and intelligible voice at a solemn pace by the two figures in this mysterious scene, standing in the shadows of the trees or seated at their respective tables.

INITIANS: “X (nom de guerre of the Novice), what is your desire?”

INITIANDUS: “August member of the Serenissimus Order in which I desire entry, the time of my apprenticeship being at an end, I appear here at your command and again display, after having contemplated it carefully for two years, the desire of being accepted into the Superior Class, if the Serenissimus Society deems me worthy of this favor.”

INITIANS: “I have passed on your 
notes, transmitted the testimonies of your zeal, and you have been found worthy 
of becoming one of us. I congratulate you while at the same time warning you to 
obey exactly everything you may be ordered to do. Two years of contemplation and 
experience, and assiduous contact with one of the members of our Society, the 
study of the documents you have been given, as well as the instructions you have 
received, should have necessarily allowed you to grasp that the supreme purpose 
of our Society is not at all to win power or wealth, or to undermine the 
foundations of secular or spiritual government, to rule the world, and so forth. 
If you have told yourself that our Society can be viewed this way, or if you 
have entered it holding that hope, you are under a gross misperception, and, as 
this Society has an entirely different purpose, it gives you by my mouth the 
permission to separate yourself from it completely if you wish, on the sole 
condition of maintaining an inviolable discretion. You are as free as you were 
before. The Society claims no rights upon you, and, unless you attack it, will 
do nothing against you. To the contrary, you will have nothing to expect from it 
save the duties imposed upon its members by law and humanity. Do you persist in 
your resolution?”

INITIANDUS: “I persist and request to be admitted.”

INITIANS: “Have you reflected sufficiently on the new obligations you are about to contract, which will serve as a constraint upon your natural freedom, and upon the disagreeable orders that you may receive? Have you given thought to the possibility that you might meet among us people you find antipathetic, who may even be your enemies, which could subsequently tempt you to disobey your superiors and forswear the entire Society?”

The Initiandus assured his questioner that he had given ample consideration to this and next told him that he was convinced that absolute freedom was bad for man and that all the orders the Society might give him could only have his own and the good of humanity as their purpose. Finally he declared his readiness to regard all the members of the order worthy of his affection in so far as the Serenissimus Order had deemed them worthy if its.

The Initians would then resume: “I (nom de guerre), representative of the Order, which has given me complete authority to this effect, praise your disposition; but before I can permit you to enter the Order, I wish to know what your understanding of the conditions of your acceptance is.”

INITIANDUS: “I recognize that the Serenissimus Society and you who represent it here, have all rights over me, but this concession means that the Order now has the duty of looking after my security and concern for my welfare to the extent that my welfare is in accord with the welfare and prosperity of the Society itself. In return, I commit myself to obey it and respect it, and to employ all my forces on its behalf. But if experience teaches me that it seeks only to cause actual and not imaginary harm to me, that it uses me as the instrument of egotistical aims and takes advantage of my goodwill, then I will curse it and consider it as my enemy. If I was too weak to throw off this yoke, then I could only tolerate it with anger, and the slave of this Society would become its worst secret enemy.”

INITIANS: “Your desire is just and reasonable, and accordingly I promise you in the name of our Serenissimus Superiors, in the name of all the members of the Order, protection, justice, and assistance. On the other hand, the Society makes no promise concerning those troubles that your own failings attract or which arise from having sought to take advantage of the power and support of the Order.”

At this time, the Initiator would draw his sword, and placing its point against the chest of the newly elected member and abruptly changing his tone of voice, address him by his nom de guerre in a terrible voice: “But if you should become a traitor and an oath breaker, see this sword as all the members of the Society in arms against you. Wherever you may flee hence, do not think you are safe. The shame and reproaches of your conscience, the vengeance of your unknown brothers will pursue and torture you even into your innermost depths. Now,” he went on, adopting a gentler tone, “if your attitude has not changed, you may take the oath.” He then commanded the newly elected member to kneel before him, and placed the flat of his hand over the top of his head,81 and it would be in this uncomfortable position that the new Minerval read a long statement in which he acknowledged “before all-powerful God and the respectable representative of the Serenissimus Society in which he requested admission, that every man needs his fellow men.” He promised “to eagerly seize every occasion he could be useful to humanity.” He swore “eternal silence, and inviolable fidelity, and a blind obedience to all the Superiors and commandments of the Order.” He promised to sacrifice all his personal interests to those of the society, to seek all licit means for increasing its power, to consider all its friends and enemies as his own, “to put his fortune, honor, and blood in its service.” As a guarantee of the sincerity of his oath he added: “If ever it happens that I act against the rules or interests of the Serenissimus Society with premeditation, passion, or wickedness, I will submit to all the punishments and penalties my superiors may inflict upon me. I reject any mental reservations and make this promise in accordance with the intentions of the Society that requests I swear this oath. May God help me that I speak in complete sincerity!”

If the newly elected member expressed any scruples that the Initiator did not feel in a position to dispel, the ceremony would be temporarily halted, but such scruples needed to be quite serious. In the opposite case, the Initiator would table discussion of these contentious points promising to furnish the requested clarifications when he had received the necessary instructions. If the Novice, frightened by the formal promises he was requested to make, declined to enter the Minerval class, the Initiator would not seek to hold him and would politely allow him to leave after having prevailed on him to maintain strict silence.
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The swearing of the oath would bring the ceremony to a close. The Initiate was verbally informed that as a member of this class he was still at liberty of leaving the order but that the law of silence would be imposed even more strictly than before. The Initiator would then tell him of the signs that would permit him to recognize some of the brothers in his class, but only some of them, for he was also warned that he would not yet have the right to know all the members of the order “as they had very serious 
reasons for concealing themselves from him at this time.” He learned that he 
should provide a complete catalog of his books within a month’s time, divided by 
subject matter and indicating the edition of each book. He was also required at 
this same time to answer in writing the following set of questions: “What in 
your opinion is the purpose of the Order? What means would you like to see used 
to attain this goal? What form of organization would you give to an Order you 
created? What are you particularly eager to find or encounter inside the Order? Which individuals do you not wish to frequent?”

When the Minerval handed in the response to these questions as well as the catalog of his library, he would be given the statutes of the Minervals. He would then learn that the number of his obligations had only increased. While, in fact, he was still obliged to keep a journal, hand in his
quibus licet every month, and work on portraits, he was now also required to take notes on everything rare or difficult he discovered in the art or science he had selected when accepted as the special object of his studies, and to present the fruits of his research at least once a year, if not more often, if requested to do so. The superiors had the right to require that he study a specific topic. If he had never had an opportunity before to concern himself with that subject, he had to devote all his leisure time to it exclusively for an entire year and hand in a report. He was also required, if so ordered, to find and procure for the society a rare book that it needed.

The moral obligations that were incumbent upon the Minerval particularly were summed up in seven points. On penalty of never being allowed to attain a higher class, he was enjoined to (1) be satisfied with his position and his fate; (2) administer his holdings with strict economy; (3) respect and love his parents; (4) respect all those in authority, both those of the order and the state; (5) venerate those whose hair was gray; 
(6) respect all institutions of learning, particularly schools, scholarly societies, universities, and to also contribute to their prosperity; and 
(7) recommend the deserving brothers among his circle of acquaintances and to defend them against calumny and gossip.

On the other hand, if he had long devoted time to research on an important and difficult matter for the purpose of dealing with it in depth, he could request assistance from the Minervals of his district who were devoted to the same order of studies, and to make use of the notes they had already taken on this subject. He also had the right to participate in the competitions that the order opened one or more times a year “in order to encourage the members in their work or partially reward them for their efforts.” The statutes informed him that the amount of the prize and the time available for answers to be made to the questions posed would always be in proportion with the difficulty of the subject and published at the same time as the subjects of the competitions, and that finally all entries had to be written neatly. If the Minerval wished to travel in Germany or abroad, he could ask for letters of recommendation from his superiors and profit from the order’s relationships, although in principle these advantages were reserved for members of the higher classes. If a Minerval wished to write, the order promised him its protection against the rapacity of bookstores, on which the debutant writer depended, by publishing at its own expense any work that was of some value and whose author had submitted it to reasonable and broad censorship. The order also took on the charge of assuring sales of the books by spreading word of them through their affiliates, collecting subscriptions and payments before delivery, and, less cruel than the editorial boards of the present day, the order promised to return any unaccepted manuscript to its author.82 Finally the Minerval could rely on the fact that when needed he would find support and assistance from the brothers of his class with whom he was about to establish relations. If he became ill, they would take turns keeping him company, consoling him, providing diversion, and bringing him—as much as was within their power—comfort, ease, and help.83 If the patient were to die, they would pay him his final honors, and his memory would be sanctified by a funeral oration in the next assembly.
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These assemblies, in which the members of the order established contact with each other after the long isolation of the Novitiate, were the secondary center where the life of the lower part of the society began. They were held in the places inhabited by several brothers of the second class and consisted of two kinds of members: ordinary Minervals and Illuminated Minervals. It was from among these latter that the order chose the President of the assembly, the Censor, and the Questor. The President was the immediate superior of all the Minervals attending the assembly; he was the central figure for all requests for information, whether coming from the local Minervals or isolated Minervals who lived in the district that was a dependency of the assembly and who communicated with it through the intermediary of their enroller (who remained their direct superior). The President maintained a “desideratorum” catalog in which he wrote down these requests as well as the titles of hard-to-find books that some Minerval sought to acquire through purchase or exchange, or merely just borrow. He was responsible for circulating extracts of this catalog through the district.84 He also was keeper of the assembly seal, which depicted an owl flying through a starry sky that bore an inscription with the letters 
Q.E.Q.N. (Quantum est quod nescimus).85, 86

The regular sessions of the assembly, known as general sessions, took place once or twice a month87 and followed an undeviating ceremonial procedure. When it was necessary to attend to the reception of a new member, the Censor would introduce the latter as soon as all the assembly were present. His grade insignia would be hung around his neck. This insignia consisted of a gilded notched medallion hung on a green ribbon three fingers in width, and depicted within a laurel-crown border, an owl soaring above the clouds that was holding in its claws an open book upon which could be read the letters P.M.C.V. (Per me coeci vident).88, 89 The President would give a short speech to the new member on committing himself to improving his heart and illuminating his reason,90 then the ordinary business of the assembly would commence. The Censor, asked by the President for assurances that there was not among the Minervals “some son of darkness,” demanded of each person present the password: έχὺς έχὺς ἔστε βέβηλοι.91, 92 If one of those present was incapable of pronouncing the traditional phrase, the Censor would go the center of the assembly and shout: έχὺς έχὺς ὄστις ἀλλότριος. “Away, away, anyone who is a stranger.” The guilty party was expected to leave the premises unless the President gave him express permission to stay. If the Censor announced that all was in order, a reading was given of the “Ode to the Wisdom of Uz.”93 The President would next ask of all the members present what they had done since their last meeting to cultivate their minds. Each Minerval would then have to say what book he had read and which of its passages had struck him in particular. Then the President would read aloud a chapter of Epicetus, Seneca, or another philosopher and several paragraphs from the general statutes.94 Finally a Minerval who had been designated in advance for this purpose would read a speech that he had prepared. The Questor closed the proceedings with a request for donations for the poor, and the President declared the meeting adjourned.95
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THE ILLUMINATED MINERVAL96

The Minerval who had been found worthy by his superiors to become an Illuminated Minerval or Master was accepted into this class without any great formalities. A deputy of the assembly of Illuminated Minervals, with no prior warning to the candidate that he was to be awarded a higher grade, would introduce him into a room where he would find waiting for him the Superior, the Secretary, as well as all the other Illuminated Minervals who wished to attend his reception. His introducer would seat him before advancing in front of the Superior and announcing that a member of the Minerval class desired promotion. The announcer would respond to the Superior’s ensuing protests of the ambitious candidates presumptive boldness that he would stand surety for the purity of the candidate’s intentions. Then, playing the role of devil’s advocate, the introducer described the doubts that his companion might harbor of the importance of the society’s purpose and the efficacy of its methods, because the world, he said, was as evil as before, none spoke ever about the order or its works, and the mystery surrounding it could give the impression that it was a recent creation. On the other hand, the introducer continued, if the society could only employ absolutely perfect men, what member could ever hope to attain the higher grades or flatter himself with the thought that he would live long enough to acquire the degree of virtue required by the order.

To the first of these objections, the Superior would respond with a derisory arrogance. The order, he said in substance, has never promised to provide proofs of what it puts forth, it leaves the candidate free to doubt the wisdom and honesty of its leaders. The society does not keep anyone by force, those who do not wish to be molded and guided by it need only withdraw; it sets no stake in having a lot of members, as a docile man has more worth in its eyes than a thousand presumptuous ones. With respect to the society’s activities that appear to be in question, who knows if the world might not even be worse today if it did not exist, and furthermore, time alone can ripen the fruits that it has caused to sprout in the shadows. What does the greater or lesser antiquity of the order matter to the candidate; if he so desires he is free to conjecture that the current superiors have founded it. Each member of the society is free to consider himself the founder of the society and for the moment no clarifications can be provided the candidate on this point. However, while the order refuses to dissipate the doubts that he considers so insulting, while it has no answers to give to indiscreet questions, it does not wish the Minervals to lose heart by giving them an exaggerated idea of the moral purity it requires of its members. All, no matter how noble their intentions, are still men and as such subject to human weakness, so the order is satisfied if they manage to correct several of their defects. It is true that the further one advances in grade, the closer one must approach absolute purity. It is also true that the members of the supreme grade, “charged with maintaining the deposit of certain secrets that are not made but for few mortals to know,” are quite few in number, but “it is a heavenly joy to discover a man who has attained such a degree of purification, and it is only then that one may see to what heights human nature can be raised.”97 Now, it is clearly necessary for one to be be persuaded that it is only through time and obedience to the laws of the order that one may arrive at such perfection; what is required above all is to lose neither courage, nor most importantly, patience.

“But what then,” the Superior resumed, “is the name of this impatient one on whose behalf you have taken the floor?” Here he is,” the introducer responded, signaling the candidate to rise and bringing him before the Superior, “I do not know if he thinks all that I just said, but perhaps these doubts have arisen in his mind, others could make the same objections to him, it was a good idea to teach him how he should answer both himself and others.”

The Superior then gave the candidate the insignia of the Illuminated Minerval, whose medallion, similar to that of the ordinary Minervals, was hung on a slightly wider ribbon and worn on a chain over the right shoulder.98 The Superior would then ask the candidate to take a seat in a chair left free at his side, ask him for his complete attention, then read him an instruction intended to give him a better understanding of the order’s internal organization.

This instruction stated that the natural purpose of all secret societies was to constitute a school of morality, that they had no other reason to exist and that there was no need to seek elsewhere the cause that gave them birth. It stressed the difficulties presented by such a task, and on the necessities faced by their leaders to choose the best subjects among the members of each class and to demand of their subordinates unreserved trust and perfect docility. It returned to the idea already presented in the dialogue between the introducer and the superior—namely, that the heads of the order could only advance in grade those adepts who had earned such promotion by having managed to cure themselves of their prejudices, tame their passions, and rise above their own self-interests. Often to test the constancy of their subordinates their superiors would make them wait for the reward their efforts had earned them.

Finally the new Illuminated Minerval was instructed about the special obligations his title had thrust upon him. He learned that he should give special study to the art of directing his peers, to act on their will by persuasion, to bring them without any external constraints to act well and obey only the most laudable and disinterested motives. He exercised this most difficult art by concerning himself particularly with two, three, or four ordinary Minervals, who were designated by the Superior of his assembly, or whom he had chosen personally among those he deemed most open to his influence. He had to assume the task of inculcating them with the principles of the purest morality, giving them a high idea of the order, maintaining their enthusiasm, inspiring their trust, and attracting their esteem and affection. To do this he would have to carefully and continuously study his disciples, carefully harvest their opinions, observe their actions, and know their penchants, defects, and virtues intimately, and thereby actively apply himself to pursuing the science of the human heart. The general rules that the Illuminated Minerval needed to observe in his delicate duties of expert psychologist and director of conscience were indicated to him in the two long instructions in which several brilliant observations could be found drowned in a flood of tiresome details and hollow tirades. The very conscientious Illuminated Minerval who had read, contemplated, and attempted to apply in detail this manual would have been obliged to renounce all other occupations and would have accumulated a crushing mass of files in his desk drawers.
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The Illuminated Minervals continued to frequent the Minerval assemblies, but 
they would additionally gather once a month in a small committee. The President of these meetings, called private assemblies, wore a medallion hung on a small ribbon as an insignia. This medallion, somewhat thicker than the one worn by the Minervals, was decorated with a crown, the moon in its first quarter, and the seven Pleiades surrounded by clouds. The moon, the stars, and the crown were enameled, whereas the clouds had a flat finish.99

Each Illuminated Minerval read the observations he had collected over the past month on the pupils entrusted to his care. These observations were recorded in a special journal. He gave an oral report on the progress that had been observed for each of them and listed those faults they had not yet corrected. He indicated the way he thought he should deal with each of them in order to obtain the best results and asked his colleagues’ advice for the awkward cases. The Minerval tablets, for which the office of the Minerval assembly had furnished the first elements, were revised and rectified in these private assemblies in accordance with the information brought there by each head supervisor. They would then be copied over neatly and sent on to the Supreme Superiors. Each Minerval should find himself entrusted to the sound care of an Illuminated Minerval, and during these private assemblies a report was expected on each one of them. The Superior of each Minerval assembly existing in the area where an Illuminated Minerval assembly was held was expected to attend the meetings of these latter and give a general report on the assembly over which he presided. A special reporter was named for each of the other assemblies in the district. The Superior of the Illuminated assembly would provide a report to his leaders on the way each Illuminated Minerval had performed his duties.100





CHAPTER FOUR

General Features of the Society

At first glance the Order of the Illuminati would appear to be primarily an educational society. The Novice is a student working under the supervision of a director of studies. He reads the books he is advised to read, takes notes or pulls extracts, and on a date assigned beforehand, he hands in a report of his work or some long-winded dissertation. His notebooks are examined and his work monitored. His abilities and zeal are judged by his homework.1 The individual who obtains the top grade in composition, against which his co-disciples (all of whom are unknown to one another) are measured, is rewarded by acceptance into the higher grade.2 As at the same time the Novice is also continuing his study of rhetoric and philosophy, his school schedule is quite crammed. He studies ancient and modern languages, especially Greek and French, which he should at least be able to read fluently, not to mention Italian and English, “which are no less inconsiderable,” being forewarned that knowledge of one of these secondary languages is required of every Novice who wishes to advance in grade.3 He reads and rereads the works of Seneca and Epicetus, the Practical Philosophy for All Conditions by Basedow, the philosophical treatises of Meiners, the works of Wieland such as Agathon, The Golden Mirror, and, as a rule, all the writers offering a “wealth of images.” He is nurtured on the spirit of the ancients.4 He will search the classics of antiquity as well as the works of Tassilo Marini, Dante, Ariosto, Petrarch, Pope, and Corneille for “beautiful sentences that he will make sure to jot down so that he may use them occasionally to give charm and luster to what he writes.”5 It is not enough that he merely enrich his style, he must also learn about ancient and modern systems of morality, the Stoic and Epicurean doctrines, Smith’s theory of the moral sense, and read authors who offer an abundance of moral maxims.6 He must seek above all to take from his studies the profit that is expected of higher education, which is to say, learn to think for himself, accept nothing without examination, and develop his critical sense and analytical mind. He should also study the way our opinions are born7 and learn to turn to his own judgment, to express in his own way what others have thought and said before him, to accept no opinion without having sought out its author and examined its origins and causes;8 in a word, to consider things not with the eyes of another but in a personal way.9

The Minerval, by continuing his classical education, by constantly studying the ancients, by writing yet more dissertations, by dealing with competition subjects,10 by striving to employ his own understanding in preference to that of others11—devotes himself most especially to an order of private study and should through his personal effort show himself worthy of the scholarly academy12 of which he is a member. He may rely on the effective aid of his colleagues, whose support on research about specific points he is entitled to request, just as he owes them his own.13 So that this collaboration may be easier and more fruitful, he is ranked in a specific class based on the science or art he has chosen, and he receives instruction that is appropriate to that branch of study.14 This is how the Illuminati, after having received a general education and completed his classical studies as a Novice, becomes, under the name of Minerval, the student in a kind of free university where he will prepare for a degree in science or literature.

As a society of higher learning, the order sought to procure for its scholars and students the indispensable instruments for their work. One of Weishaupt’s primary concerns, traces of which can be found in both the regulations and his correspondence, is the creation of a library, first in Munich and then to be followed by others in the other important centers later. Likewise, the order had the intention of owning, as soon as possible, a cabinet of natural history, a museum of antiquities, a collection of manuscripts and charters, and all its members were invited to zealously hunt for interesting documents that could be made available to all their brothers.15
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But while the society strove to encourage the development of knowledge of the classics and attached great stock to the cultivation of the intellect, the worship it devoted to science was not an end in itself. It considered science not as an end but as a means for obtaining two distinct results, which Weishaupt assumed were reciprocal—namely, the moral perfection of the individual and the happiness of mankind. The neophyte was advised on his entry into the Novitiate that in the scholarly society of which he was now a member “example and teaching should give direction to the mind and enrich the heart.”16 After repeating this declaration of principles and the reminder that the general purpose of the order was to create human happiness and particularly inspire high and noble sentiments in the individual, the preamble of the Minerval statutes adds, “But as this goal can only be achieved by developing the intelligence of man and by extending his knowledge, this is the specific concern of the members of the Order in this class.”17

As the happiness of humanity was the supreme objective of the order, it chose among the different sciences based on whether they were deemed harmful or helpful to the goals they were pursuing. “I am seeking,” Weishaupt told Zwack, “to cultivate the sciences that have an influence on our happiness as a rule . . . and to remove from our path the contrary sciences.”18 The contrary sciences are those that detour the mind of man from the problems of the practical life by setting him astray into the foggy regions of metaphysics or burying him in a sterile study of codes and barbaric and contradictory customs. The Minerval was also warned that the order did not concern itself with theology and jurisprudence in the ordinary sense of the terms.19 Conversely, the useful sciences are those that are immediate in scope and can influence the living conditions of the human race or concern the relations between people living in a society. The most recommended sciences were therefore chemistry and commerce,20 and the order would give its closest attention to finances, regulative administration, and political economy.21

However, while the practical sciences could contribute to making life more pleasant, only morality—and morality as the order understood it, which is to say, social not individual—was capable of making man truly happy. Therefore the order had its personal teaching methods whose purpose was to allow certain moral truths to penetrate the minds of its adepts. It strove to convince them that men are naturally equal and that subsequently the privileges conferred on some by rank or fortune are unjust. Moreover, as everyone needs his fellows they should mutually lend each other aid and assistance, sacrifice a part of their independence, and restrict their desires in the interest of the common good, that, in a word, in order to enjoy lasting and general happiness, they should consider equality as a fact and fraternity as a duty. “You should not work for yourself but for the world, for mankind, because working for the happiness of others is the sole infallible means of making one’s own happiness,” reads a command issued by the Supreme Superiors.22 “I am convinced,” the new member was expected to state during his initiation into the Minerval grade, “that absolute independence can only be harmful to man, that it is necessary his desires be given a direction, that without the aid of others I am nothing and can do nothing.23. . . I recognize my natural impotence and weakness, and I admit to being at heart no more than a man, despite the rank, the honors, and titles I can claim in civil society. I confess that I owe all the advantages I enjoy, however many there may be, to support from my fellow men, and that, just as I acquired them thanks to my fellow men, it is also dependent upon them if I lose them, subsequently their affection and esteem is essential to me. I promise to strive to merit them as much as possible and to never take advantage of them at the expense of the general good of the power and credit I have currently at my disposal and will have in the future.”24 “I do solemnly attest,” the “Profession of Faith” declares, “that during this trial period (the Novitiate), my reflections and experiences have amply demonstrated to me that, having emerged poor and powerless, without titles and honors from the hands of nature and my mother’s breast, all that I own, fortune and rank, are merely possessions awarded by chance, that all I have inherited from my ancestors is mine without my having done anything to deserve it, that I have no right to take pride from it, that without the aid of my fellows and those born before me I would never have been able to survive to this day, nor attain the status I currently hold. I declare to have the greatest gratitude toward those from whom I have received such benefit, and I promise to show evidence of this through the services I render to them within the powers of my strength to do so, each time the opportunity presents itself. Furthermore I declare that I have taken into account that the affection and aid of my fellows are necessary, that without them I could achieve nothing, and that consequently I love them and am ready to be of service to them.”25

But while the practice of solidarity permits people to draw from their relationships all the advantages we have a right to expect from them, it is not enough to give social life all the charm that we should find there in order to achieve true happiness. It is good to be helpful, but it is no less useful to show evidence of a truly fraternal disposition in one’s day-to-day relations. A quarrelsome spirit, stiff in nature, someone who is haughty and arrogant and displays vulgar and crude manners can, by the constant friction such behavior provokes, make communal life intolerable. Therefore the order claimed to lead its adepts to act toward one another as true brothers. During the apprentice stage, the Novice was invited “to study and establish through demonstrative reason or better yet by examples drawn from personal experience what makes the exchanges between individuals either pleasant or unpleasant.”26 On arrival at the threshold of initiation, he must promise “to completely and unreservedly renounce all offensive, prideful, scornful, or arrogant behaviors, and all unsociable conduct.”27

To make of contemporary man, who remains savage and ferociously egotistical beneath a civilized veneer, a truly sociable being, which is to say, a man who truly respects the rights of his fellow men and brings into his relations with them, as members of the order were taught, “the art of achieving good without encountering opposition, of correcting their faults, of removing obstacles, of attacking evil at its roots, and, in a word, of doing what until now education, moral instruction, civil laws, and religion itself have proved incapable of doing,”28 and training them to “subject their desires to the control of reason”29—this is what, in the final analysis, the order considers its supreme purpose. A teaching society by virtue of the occupations it imposes upon its adepts, it is essentially, by the purpose it has proposed as its own, an institute of social education.

The task he assumes is a heavy one, and he does not neglect it. He is aware that in order to succeed he must completely transform the individual bequeathed to him by nature and the existing society “that he cannot take advantage of men as they are when entering his home, and that they must first become what he needs them for.”30

To bring this great undertaking to a successful conclusion, he relies on a specific science, the understanding of man, and he employs one special method—maieutics—as was once practiced by Socrates.

The study of man must be pursued by both intensive reading and direct observation. The order makes its disciples read history books and travel accounts so that they may know man in all times and latitudes.31 The reading of the moralists is also recommended for this same purpose.32

These reading materials compel the disciple “to study the different characters and their origins, causes, and consequences; to grasp the organization of human nature in general; to seek out the triggers that cause men to act; to discover their penchants and the means of directing them, awakening them, or annihilating them; and to find typical examples in ancient and modern history.”33 But the most useful exercise, and the one to which the order attached the greatest importance, was direct observation, the results of which were consigned to notes jotted down on the spot. “Above all,” the Minerval statutes declare, “study man but less in books than by observing those who surround you.”34 “During the apprentice stage,” the reformed statutes decree, “the Novice concerns himself with the profound study of himself and his fellows, consigns his observations, takes notes, and as a rule observes more than he reads. 
. . . The surest means of climbing in grade is to take numerous notes, to make many observations, character sketches and portraits, and to record the remarks people utter when surprised in the moment or when their words have been inspired by passion.”35

To facilitate the student’s task, it is recommended he make use of physiognomic observations and learn the rules that have been discovered for reading a person’s character.36 He will receive a set of instructions, a modus notandi, which will show him how to make notes in a methodical fashion.37 He must form the habit of keeping a ledger in which three or four pages will be reserved for every person with whom he spends his time. Following a description of the body, hair, facial coloring, appearance, voice, in a word, all the physical details, he will jot down all the actions the subject has been observed performing, including the most insignificant, less for the purpose of providing a complete portrait of the character than for describing those actions from which a man’s character might be deduced. Accordingly he will not write that Titius is suspicious by nature but will note an action that indicates Titius possesses a mistrustful mind, such as, for example, going through the pockets of clothing, reading letters to see if he is mentioned in them, listening at keyholes, and so forth.38 The Illuminated Minerval has as the specific objects for his studies those Minervals whose guidance has been entrusted to him. He should observe all their proclivities, words, gestures, defects, and virtues. These observations should not be made in a superficial and casual manner, but to the contrary, should focus on even the slightest detail. It would not be admissible for an Illuminated Minerval to make excuses for the small number of observations on the pretext that he noted nothing particular over the past month, as every man, during the space of a month’s time, necessarily speaks and acts and thus always provides material for the observer.39

The adept would profit twofold from this intensive study of man. First, it would teach him the art of acting on the will of his fellows, to obtain from them what he wanted, by activating the triggers that motivated them almost without their knowing and whose complex mechanisms he understood. This would be a valuable outcome from the social point of view, as the man who knows the human heart will not be tempted to resort to violence to obtain obedience, as persuasion will give him equal empire over men—if not one that is greater and more reliable. This was the primary reason why the Illuminated Minerval studied the art of directing men and received highly detailed instructions for this purpose. Second, and here its usefulness was even greater, the study of man would allow the Illuminati to know himself: Trained to catch in others their most secret thoughts, their base instincts, their egotistical passions, and their unconfessed sentiments buried in the most obscure folds of their consciousness, he would eventually discover the same within himself. “The knowledge of his fellows teaches man to supervise himself and become better.”40 He would therefore frequently subject his own conscience to strict examination, 
and it was largely from this examination that the moral improvement that is the condition for universal happiness the order expected would result. For this reason such an examination was expressly imposed on all the order’s adepts. “Every member,” the statutes of the Illuminati decree, “must seek to become past master in the knowledge of himself, in the intensive study of his weak sides and his instinctive inclinations.”41 As proof of the progress being made in this moral purification, the Illuminati had to give a sealed envelope to his superior at the end of each month, in which he indicated: (1) what he defined as prejudices; (2) the individuals in whom he had observed them; (3) what prejudices he has discovered within himself; (4) what his dominant prejudices were and in what number; and (5) what prejudices he had already weakened or eliminated.42

We saw earlier, based in the declarations thrust upon the initiate, what prejudices the order wished to cure its member of possessing, but it carefully refrained from designating them expressly to the Novices, and this is a characteristic feature of the method the order employed. It believed, in fact, that the principles from which it expected moral salvation and human happiness could be found in a latent state in the mind of every man who possessed “a good heart.”43 Therefore it had no intention of teaching them ex cathedra, spelling them out in maxims, or imposing them as articles of faith. It believed morality could be learned only through a kind of revelation. It seemed to the order that to work in this fashion would be the equivalent of seeking to plant a foreign plant in an unprepared soil where it would soon die or endure a life of gradual deterioration in which it never bore fruit. What it wanted, to the contrary, was for true principles to germinate and sprout from the earth in which they had been buried. The order felt it was not enough to simply sow good seed, but that they required sufficent help to grow, and they obliged the disciples to reflect and discover the necessary truths within, as they are so obvious that no one could not recognize them, provided, per Weishaupt’s wishes, the order had “brought about the triumph of Reason.”44 “We want them to draw the ideas from themselves without perceiving that they are doing so,” he wrote to Zwack.45 The role of the educator thus consists of guiding with a sure but discreet hand the student’s attention on those points that remain to be revealed to him through reflection and the work of thought. Hence the place occupied by the questionnaires the students filled out in the order’s pedagogical method. From the time he entered the order, the Novice was expected to present his ideas on the best organization that could be given to a secret society because “while the Society has no need of such essays or if their imperfections compels their rejection, they do however permit it to be seen how far the apprentice has managed to penetrate the Order’s plan and where he most requires clarifications.”46 The pensum imposed on the apprentice and to which Weishaupt gave the significant name of “Problemata” in his correspondence is a riddle whose answer must supply the clarifications he is lacking.47 On entry to the Illuminated Minerval class, the adept had to answer a new questionnaire. The speech addressed to the Illuminated Minerval during his reception was also considered as a test with passages that had been left obscure or insufficiently developed by design that the members of this class were expected to analyze.48

This birth of the mind that the society guided and facilitated like an expert midwife was hastened by an adjuvant that came to the aid of cold reason and its slow labor of deduction. The flame of enthusiasm that transports man outside of himself and compels him to forget his narrow personality and its egotistical calculations by making him feel the peasure to be found in cherishing one’s fellow men and receiving their love, helps dispel the shadows 
that conceal the true path from him. The heat of emotion will melt the coating 
of ice that grips his heart and make it permeable to his altruistic tendencies, 
will enable him to feel the gentle and powerful bonds that connect him to the rest of humanity. Thanks to this generous intoxication, the adept will intuitively perceive all that logic will allow him to discover, and by these two paths that are different yet terminating at the same point, he will more surely attain his goal. This is why the order particularly recommends to its members the “good [books] that elevate the soul and move the heart.”49 Among these books are included the works of Epicetus and Seneca, the moral works of Plutarch, Abbt’s
On Merit, and Meiners’s Vermischte philosophische Shriften.50 “The kind of books we especially need to put into the hands of our members,” Weishaupt told Zwack, “are those that heat the heart and by the force of expression have a strong effect on the will.51
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Until his dying day Weishaupt remained convinced that his method for teaching morality was a masterpiece of the human mind. In reality, the educational value of the majority of the order’s theories of which its founder was most proud were not only false and unenforceable but also ran directly counter to their stated purpose.

First and foremost, the one recruited, the “Insinuatee,” who made the decision to enter the society was the dupe of a mirage. His “Insinuator” intentionally exploited the attraction mystery exerts on fervent imaginations. To gain even surer possession of the future candidate’s mind, he took pains to avoid irritating his recruit’s prejudices or his most irrational desires directly, and initially pretended to share his views. With the authorization of the order, or to be more exact, on its express invitation, he had told his recruit the wildest fables about the order’s omnipotence and the secrets it held.52 The excuse for this manipulation was that the recruit was being deceived for his own good and that he would perceive the nullity of the things he once lusted after once the moral teachings of the society had performed their work. Thus Weishaupt claimed that the Illuminatus would forgive this innocent ruse of which he was once a victim when he is able to appreciate the services rendered to him by being thus compelled to enter the school of virtue and wisdom. It is permissible to think, to the contrary, that on the day the Illuminatus clearly realized how his gullibility had been taken advantage of, his own self-esteem would be so deeply wounded that it would be impossible for him not to hold some resentment against those who had so thoroughly duped him. There appears there was good reason to say that with the initial contract tacitly made between the neophyte and the order being based on an intentional misunderstanding contrived and exploited by the order, that this artifice, while so advantageous from the perspective of recruitment, presents serious difficulties when dealing with a man of upright mind and proud heart.

Furthermore, the order was so aware of this problem that they carefully refrained from opening the eyes of the Minervals, even if they were Illuminati, to this pious lie and left them the trouble of discovering it for themselves. It is true that the candidate was told on entering the Novitiate that “the individual whose decision to enter the Order was primarily based on the hope of becoming very rich or powerful, would not be very welcome there.”53 But far from declaring that these hopes were chimerical, they dazzled the neophytes with advantages that these neophytes could assume were quite considerable, cloaked as they were in mysterious terms. “If the candidates later find that no promises were made to them, so much the better; they will then see that, contrary to the customs of other societies, that here one makes good on more than what was promised.”54 An objection could be made that the candidate was not yet developed enough mentally to endure the naked truth. But the truth of the matter is that neither the regular Minervals nor the Illuminated Minervals 
were treated any better. Nowhere in all the various instructional material can any indication be found of a concern by the order for informing its adepts of the true state of things and rectifying the very false ideas the new recruit may have been able to manufacture concerning the range and power of the society.55 This was because Weishaupt, caught in the snare of his own making, feared the disastrous effects of a premature revelation and, as his conscience could be quite broad when his own interests were at stake, it did not press him in any way to destroy illusions that were so helpful for his society. Numerous passages from his correspondence show that he had a regrettable propensity to confuse utility with honesty. For example, “Marius,” he wrote to Zwack concerning some archival documents and manuscripts belonging to the library of the court, which Hertel possessed for safekeeping, “should not have a crisis of conscience about giving us these papers, for only what causes harm is a sin, and when the profit is greater than the harm, it even becomes a virtuous act. With us they will certainly provide more benefit than if they remain locked up for a hundred years in their original location.”56 This kind of paradox is not merely a clever jest; it reveals the dangerous mentality of the individual who is claiming to make a pious deception in the name of virtue.

In any case, he intended to keep the adepts in error for as long as possible on one point: the alleged hoary age of the order. “The greatest of our mysteries,” he wrote to Zwack, “must be the recent creation of the Order. The less people we have that know of this the better it will be. Until now you are—you and Merz—the sole who are in on this,57 and I do not have any desire to tell anyone else for a long time. Not one of our people in Eichstätt knows it, and they would go to the gallows testifying that our Order is as old as Methuselah.”58 It must be said that this cocky tone is hardly appropriate for a man who willingly suffers the blinding of his dupes as policy and longs for the moment when he can reveal them the truth. Considering the advantage of curiosity as the surest means of holding his people in check and as the cement necessary for the solidity of the edifice, Weishaupt felt no haste to shed any light. When Zwack expressed the opinion that it was perhaps necessary to be less discreet with some of the more impatient members, Weishaupt 
responded to him with no beating around the bush. “I am not of the opinion of 
giving, as you suggest, all these people a complete understanding of the Order 
from the beginning, and I persist in the view I expressed in my letter yesterday. Once they know all, they will leave us. Once one has drunk, one turns one’s back on the fountain . . . do not lose by premature confidences the appearance of great age.”59 
It is likely that in his plans, only the members of the highest grade, “who would have a complete knowledge of the Order,”60 should have the veils of this deceiving Isis lifted. And because the members of this “Supreme Council” would be few in number, the great majority of adepts would still remain eternally in error, and thus this society, which claimed the enlightenment of the human spirit as its purpose, would maintain, for egotistical purposes, one of its most irrational proclivities: giving fuel to the derangement of the imagination.

Second, one of the means that the order most depended on to hasten the moral improvement of his members provided quite unfortunate results in practice. It claimed to be an association “where dissembling has no effect, where the most refined hypocrite is stripped of the mask he tries to hide beneath,”61 because the incessant surveillance exercised by the adepts over the actions, thoughts, and intentions of their brothers should necessarily, in Weishaupt’s opinion, render the hypocrisy that governs worldly relations useless and subsequently cause it to disappear. In application of this theory, the Novice knew no other brother “so that he could not dissimulate”62 and was warned that the members of the higher class had their eyes on him and reported his conduct to their own superiors.63 In this way the Novice was led to suspect all those around him or with whom he formed a relationship to be one of these hidden supervisors. When he in turn enrolled a new adept, he knew he had hired another spy who would file secret reports on him as he had done on his own enroller and at the same time he learned by the notes he was asked to provide on his student, 
that since his entry into the society, similar notes had been taken on him. He 
knew that the file of each member of the order principally consisted of notes on the candidates taken by their enroller, that these notes were meant to supply the basis for all notes to be taken in the future, that they provided the elements for all the reports requested by the Superiors, and that all the materials necessary to draw up the portrait of the adept would be drawn from them, and that, therefore, all judgments made of him would be influenced by the perhaps false impression he had made on his first informer.64 What could be said of the atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust in which he would find himself plunged when, having become a Minerval, he took part in the assemblies? What sincerity and trust could exist in the brotherly relations inside a meeting where each member did not know if his interlocutor was a member of a higher grade who did not reveal his true identity “the better to observe him”65 or even an equal “who could denounce him.”66

Reciprocal informing and spying were the normal course of relations between members of the order. With extraordinary recklessness, Weishaupt was no more terrified of the word than of the thing. Far from perceiving that such standards of behavior would make the air of his society impossible to breathe and convinced of the salutary influence of such a regime, he wrote to Zwack, “In the second grade I will make each member a spy of all the others”67 and imperturbably applying his extravagant system on his closest colleagues, ordered Zwack and Hertel, “Cato (Zwack), Marius (Hertel), and Scipio (Berger) should, like the other Illuminati, send to Spartacus, in sealed envelopes, their gravamina and indicate the faults they have observed in their two colleagues.”68 The “General Idea” recommended with the same ingenuity that adepts “learn the art of dissembling, observing, and spying on the others.”69 Stuck on this stubborn notion, Weishaupt never saw that this system of informers made the trust and fraternal affection he wished to prevail between members of the order impossible, and instructed them instead in degrading prevarication.

The theoretical instruction provided by the order was not superior to its pedagogical procedures. The order did declare, it is true, that it considered “as its primary duty to render pleasant and sensible the truths essential to the happiness of all men, and to present them as so suitable to all conditions that these ideas would easily become transformed in each of its members into tendencies and virtuous deeds.”70 It committed itself to “demonstrating to men that it is in their best interest to become better and lead them to perfection,”71 but this magnificent program remained a dead letter. It could not even benefit from the maieutics from which it expected such wonderful results because too often the questions asked of the adepts had no relationship to an ethical education. In fact, under the pretext that secret societies could and should in theory be the true schools of morality, the attention of the adepts was focused primarily on these societies, their useful nature, and the dangers to which they were exposed. It was this same subject they were advised was the preferred theme of their pensums, and this fairly specialized study became the primary object of their meditations. Out of the fifty-seven subjects for pensums cited by Weishaupt, twenty-two of these concern secret societies exclusively. For example, the Novice was expected to speak on just what extent it was necessary to restrict the freedom 
of members, or deliver an address on the attraction of mystery, and on the 
necessity of subordination in these societies, or on the truths that can be 
harmful if they become public but which should be preserved and transmitted by an elite, or to demonstrate that members should only advance in grade at long intervals. Or else he could be asked to indicate the causes of the decadence to which they are exposed and establish how civil society does not make superfluous a closer union between some of its members.72

The abstraction drawn from these aberrational notions and the study of man whose utility from the ethical standpoint Weushaupt exaggerated, as well as the order’s way of teaching morality all followed the same old rut that Weishaupt claimed to have left behind. The overly broad exhortation like those contained in the different statutes, the wordy paraphrases of the various commandments that lurked in all the catechisms, the highfalutin rhetoric, and the artificial enthusiasm not accompanied by any elevation of sentiment or nobility of thought all reveal this. The order proclaimed that what they demanded were not words but actions.73 However it declared itself satisfied with its members if they could speak well on the subject of morality. A long dissertaion in a redundant and oratorical style is all, in the final analysis, that the order required of its members as proof of perfection, and the statutes of the Illuminati admits it candidly when it says “To attain this goal (their moral perfection) the members shall endeavor to write dissertations.”74 The repeated urging in the regulations that the disciples put into practice what they have read and thought, to be always thinking of ways to apply the maxims they have learned, was ultimately futile75 because the order could not move past these sterile recommendations.
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Furthermore, the order had other, unstated, concerns that prevented it from concentrating all the attention required on its moralizing work. It should not be forgotten that Weishaupt, when founding his society, was not only thinking of bringing about the happiness of humanity but also finding allies in the struggle he had waged in Ingolstadt against the ex-Jesuits’ faction. Alongside its officially proclaimed purpose, the order thus had another objective, which was the subject of more thought but less speech. Weishaupt acknowledged it bluntly when talking with his confidants. “I take God as my witness,” he wrote Zwack, “that I am looking for nothing but the realization of my plan, which is to say, to find a safe haven in the event of danger and to educate virtuous men for the world.”76 In his message to the congress of Areopagites held in Munich he said, “When I begin to think of the work you are putting together at this time, my intention was to come to the aid of any unfortunate and honest man exposed to persecution and malevolence, and to protect us from future misfortunes.”77 On January 30, 1779, alarmed by the webs of intrigue he suspected the Jesuits of spinning to replace those professors at Ingolstadt who were hostile to them with their own men, and on the rumor that they intended to send him to Heidelberg, he implored the Munich Areopagites to come to his aid by revealing the identity of some minister hostile to the Jesuits who could gradually be disposed to lend an unbiased ear to the tale of dreadful persecutions of which they were guilty.78

The order was thus tacitly destined to become a league of defense and attack for free thinkers. It would later have an official doctrine, a “religion” appropriate to it,79 and this doctrine should not fail to be bold, for Weishaupt wrote to his lieutenant, “Through the prejudices that the second class claims to have shed, I will be able to see who are disposed to accept certain somewhat uncommon political doctrines and for those of a higher grade, certain religious doctrines.”80 It is true that he believed it dangerous to expose the adepts to the irreligious doctrines of the French materialists, until such time that the moral education that formed the basis of his system had borne its fruits. “We should,” he wrote Zwack, “show prudence toward the beginners with regard to books dealing with politics and religion. I have, in my plan, reserved them for the high grades; for the moment they should only know the moralists and philosophical historians. Morality should be the principal object of our teaching. Robinet, Mirabaud, [Holbach’s] Social System, Natural Politics, Philosophy of Nature, and books of this kind are for later. They should actually be carefully hidden, particularly Helvétius’s On Man. If a member already owns it he should not lend it out, but he should not be reprimanded for it. Nor should we speak to the Initiates of such matters, for we have yet to know how they will be understood, as our people are not yet sufficiently prepared. They can only be prepared for this after they have passed through the lower grades.”81

As the mysteries of the higher grades had not even been sketched out during the time we are now looking at, the dogmatic instruction given by the society in fact left political and religious questions on the side. However, certain passages in the official documents betrayed the secret tendencies of the order. The list of books recommended by the reformed statutes does include the book On Mind by Helvétius, and the echo of Weishaupt’s anticlerical aims can be heard in the different statutes in a form that, while quite muffled, is sufficiently clear for anyone who knows to read between the lines. It would have been an extremely narrow-minded Novice who needed things spelled out more completely when the order promised “to come to the aid of persecuted virtue, protecting it against injustice and opposing the carrying out of evil intentions”82 or when it had him swear “to fight with all his might against the enemies of the human race and civil society.”83

That the order knew it was dealing with experienced and wellinformed individuals in advance is what arises from both the correspondence and reliable accounts. What contributed to bringing Zwack into Weishaupt’s good graces was certainly a note from Massenhausen telling him that the new recruit was from the religious point of view much farther advanced than many people, that with respect to matters of religion and faith was far above the opinions of the vulgar and responded perfectly to what the head of the order was looking for.84 Thus Weishaupt immediately recommended that he read the Social System that was forbidden to ordinary Novices.85 The remarks Zwack habitually made concerning religion were so bold that Weishaupt had to advise him to tactfully handle the religious opinions of Canon Hertel “whose stomach was not yet prepared to digest such hearty dishes.”86 But while Weishaupt worried about frightening off the timid Hertel, the enthusiastic admiration that Zwack’s pensum inspired among the members of the order showed they possessed hardier stomachs.87 The author of this dissertation, after having vigorously exposed fanaticism and intolerance for what they were, which he identified as one with all religious conviction, did not conceal his predilection for atheism. “The sorry effects of superstition, for which history provides far too many examples, leads me to think,” he said, “that it would be less evil for a society to count among its members people who absolutely have no belief in God’s existence than to suffer those who believe in a wrathful God, voracious for vengeance and stirred by human passions. The atheist finds his happiness and sole bliss in life in society, all his efforts are made to be happy there and to be of service to his fellows and even when selflove and the desire to climb upward in the social order are the principal triggers of his actions, the community will still draw some benefit from it, whereas superstition teaches us to despise the world and depict it to others as worthy of derision, to see a dangerous seduction in everything attractive the world offers those who serve it, in everything it holds that gives us a desire to live, and finally counsels us to violate our natural duties to obey orders it falsely attributes to the deity.”88 The fact that Weishaupt commanded all the Superiors to copy this dissertation so they could use it in teaching their subordinates89 shows that he was conversant enough with his disciples’ state of mind to be confident that Zwack’s tirades, in imitation of Raynal whose pamphlet he cited with praise, would find the welcome given to it by those members of the order with whom he had already shared it.

Two years later, the anti-religious spirit that reigned inside the society at the beginning of 1778 was still full of life. Bassus, who found himself in Munich in December 1780, attended a Minerval assembly where he heard a French priest read a speech containing very harsh attacks against Christian dogma. It appears to have been a compilation of the French pamphlets Christianity Unveiled, The Three Imposters, The Gospel of Reason, The Philosopher Soldier, and so forth.90 After the meeting he expressed his dismay to those fulfilling the duties of superiors and asked them why they allowed the reading of a speech like that in the meetings of a society that by the most sacred of oaths had pledged to not tolerate any attack against religion, proper mores, and the state. His interlocutors promised to make sharp protests to the priest and try to inspire him with more reasonable ideas. But although acknowledging he deserved immediate expulsion, they confessed they dared not apply that penalty to him as it was one that should be used with great caution because of the lack of prudence governing admissions in the beginning.91 The candid Bassus 
had to swallow this defeat, but it is permissible to assume that the assembly 
Superiors did not sincerely share his indignation since they had not refused the 
conference speaker the floor, or at least they feared earning the displeasure of the majority of his audience if they took action against him.

By logical consequence of its members’ opinions and its founder’s intentions, the order was expected one day to go from the defensive to the offensive, as soon as it believed itself powerful enough to do so, and to vigorously attack those it considered its enemies. According to Weishaupt’s plan, the superior grade would form the war council directing operations. In a letter to Zwack in which he gave him a glimpse of this grade’s role, he said, “To crown our labors, the Initiate will be completely informed on the policies and principles of the Order. It is in this Supreme Council that the campaign plans will be contrived to fight, with increasing vigor, the enemies of reason and humanity. This council will decide on the suitable means to ensure the participation of each member in the execution of its plans, will select those of our people in whom one can place one’s trust, and determine in what way each one should contribute to the success of this enterprise in accordance with the more or less complete knowledge of the maxims of the Order he has been given.”92 For the time being, the order was filling its arsenal and waging partisan warfare against the enemy. It was enriching its library with every book it could find on monastic orders, and their statutes, history, and legends, “especially all that has been written against them,” such as the Sarpi
factums against Pope Paul V, and the Magasin de le Bret “where one day something splendid will be pulled into the light.”93 He sent his foragers to pillage the poorly guarded storehouses of his adversaries at night. Hoheneicher promised to give the Munich Illuminati library some significant booty taken from the library of the Freising chapter, while Tiberius brought some rich spoils from the Ravensburg Carmelites and planned to raid all the monasteries across Swabia.94 Weishaupt applauded their successes and triumphantly announced to Zwack the thefts Merz had committed from the Ravensburg monastery, shouting: “What the devil were those fellows there doing with all these books.”95

Not content with raiding the enemy’s territory, the order attacked it from behind by issuing anonymous factums against it. The order had a connection with a printer in Munich and was looking for bookstores in the surrounding areas, mainly Augsburg, Nuremberg, and Regensburg, which would be willing to sell pamphlets that had been secretly smuggled into Bavaria.96 Weishaupt advised Zwack not to overlook possible recruits among the intermediaries necessary to these kinds of operations. People who could prove useful to the society, such as printers, booksellers, and postmasters.97 The adepts could use their knowledge of French, English, Italian, and Spanish to translate and thus put within reach of the Bavarian public, “good books,” meaning anti-religious and anti-Jesuit pamphlets like Il Cardinalismo, Universal Morality, and the Relatio de Scioppius that the order had printed at its own expense.98 The more talented were expected to deliver their share of original lampoons whose form and subject would be provided by Weishaupt. “In a pinch these works can be no more than a page,” he wrote to Zwack and Hertel. “It could be, for example, a parody of Jeremiah’s lamentations, a complaint in poetic prose on conditions in Bavaria, in the style of Thomson’s ‘Britannia’ or Young’s ‘Night Thoughts.’ In the latter case, Bavaria should be made to speak. We could also compose prophecies in the Eastern style. These short pieces have to be satirical without too much triviality. For my part, I will assume responsibility for the parody of Jeremiah’s lamentations, it remains completely relevant.”99 Weishaupt’s appeal did not go unheard, and the order produced a certain number of these “pieces.” Tamerlane and Timon distinguished themselves particularly in this kind of literature and gave the Munich printer work on more than one occasion. While Ecker’s “piece” enjoyed little success, a dialogue written by Tamerlane was selling so quickly that thought was soon given to a second edition.100

The secret purpose the order had assigned itself influenced the means employed to attain its officially stated objective. This does not mean that the teacher-of-morality role it claimed to play was a pure pretext serving to mask its true intentions. Weishaupt and his collaborators sincerely wished to make humanity better, but they believed in complete good faith that the adversaries of all intellectual and moral progress were priests and monks, and while the order refrained from saying so openly out of caution, its regulations betrayed this secret purpose. If it imposed strict silence on its adepts with such vigor, it was because in wishing to battle against the ministers of the state religion and Catholicism’s most vigilant soldiers, the Jesuits, it had, above all, to hide its existence. If it gathered together so much information concerning the affairs of its candidates, it was to avoid adopting one of those homines rubri against whom Weishaupt warned his recruiters.101 If he ordered the order’s members to spy on each other nonstop, it was to forestall betrayal. Finally, the maieutics he used by choice allowed him to know those people on whom he could rely and those from whom he would have to retreat if a Novice’s or Minerval’s answers were not satisfactory to him from this specific point of view.

Even more importantly, by virtue of the very fact that it considered itself to be an offensive and defensive alliance of freethinkers, the order was led to violate the very principles on which it was based as an association of moral instruction. In this capacity it claimed only to attain power through an increasingly larger number of virtuous citizens that it would educate over time and who would expand in number over the generations. On the other hand, it was necessary to address those who were most open to its teachings—that is, the young people whose experience of the world had not yet deformed their minds and whose hearts were still moved by words of equality and fraternity, and to the poor, the ill, and the oppressed who would all instinctively grasp the utility of solidarity. Finally, as the order sought to instruct all its members in the practice of equality, it was logical and necessary that it treat them all in the same fashion without allowing wealth, birth, or rank to confer upon an individual any kind of advantage. But as an anticlerical league, the society had to become strong, and as soon as possible, both for attack and defense. Consequently it was obliged to seek for support in the world and recruit powerful allies for its future campaigns, protectors for the current safety of its adherents, and bankers to provide the funds necessary for its propaganda. It was therefore necessary for it to turn to the great and powerful, those in high position and the wealthy, and, to retain them, grant them all the privileges they believed their due because of their money, their influence, and their position in society. These were two conflicting orders of necessity, and the order was compelled to sacrifice the principles it loudly proclaimed to its most immediate interests.

While it is true that he advised his recruiters to especially seek for candidates of 18 to 30 years of age102 (and Weishaupt even preferred those aged 15 to 20 because their slower progress would be more reliable and especially because he hoped they would be more docile),103 and while it is undeniable that the vast majority of recruits were, in fact, of a fairly tender age, it should be noted that the profession of the order’s founder and the ages of his most active collaborators like Massenhausen and Zwack forced them to turn to students. On the other hand, no desire on their part to attract the poor and humble into their society was ever in evidence. With what enthusiasm, to the contrary, as the order needed people “who could procure it consideration and protection,”104 was the hunt targeted on the “divites” (rich), “potentes” (powerful), and the “knights,” and what a warm and respectful welcome was reserved for the most minor aulic councillor who deigned to grant his allegiance. It goes without saying that the statutes and regulations breathed nary a word of these concessions made to practical necessities. To the contrary, they affected a superb disdain for such vain contingencies. “Tell your people without fear or hesitation,” the order commands its Illuminated Minervals, “that the Order implores no one to join its ranks or remain within them; it is a matter of indifference to the Order whether or not the number of its members is large, and if they are rich or poor, the sons of princes or those of manual laborers. It is the great and the rich that it seeks the least, because it is rare that anything can ever be made of them, and they can deem themselves fortunate when we agree to admit them. The advantages conferred upon them by their money or position ordinarily prevents them from grasping how much man needs his fellow men, and this is why they are so rarely good. However, we do not absolutely shut our door to them when they are docile and do not seek to take advantage of their position in the world. They must learn what true nobility is made of and suffer the fact that a man they believe is far beneath them in the profane world should be their commander among us. He who finds these conditions too hard has only to leave us, he may even become our enemy. We have no fear of him.”105

These are quite noble and proud words, but in the wings Weishaupt used another language. “The entrance of the honorable Personal Assistant Geiser into the Order,” he wrote to Hertel, “is such an important addition that starting today it puts a whole new light on things. Congratulations are due to you, me, and the entire work that can develop fully as it should, now that such creditworthy individuals give weight to our Society. Present the honorable Personal Assistant my most emphatic greetings and thanks.”106 Weishaupt did not dream of treating such an important figure the same way he would a law student, and thus went on to say: “The honorable Personal Assistant will have complete freedom in choosing the nom de guerre that best pleases him, the occupation he wishes to pursue, and the work he intends to provide. It will be sufficient that he inform me of it through you so that we may take the necessary measures for the present and for the future.”107 Equal consideration was granted Count Savioli’s request for specific facilities, on the pretext “that because of the important service he gives the Order solely by the gift of his presence we cannot be as stringent with him as with the others.”108 Thus birth and respectability permitted some to enter the order through a reserved door that exempted them from having to go through the apprenticeship imposed on ordinary mortals.

Wealth does not grant trifling privileges. It was enough to have money and to promise to pay heavy dues to be exempted from the trials decreed by a society that claimed to teach its members that they should assure themselves of their fellows’ support by the affection they inspire and not “by buying them.”109 “I have nothing to say against Baron Ert,” Weishaupt wrote, “he’s a good boy [sic], it is necessary to have people like this, they add numbers and help fill up the cashbox.”110 Zwack noted in his journal: “Claudius turned to insinuatee X, to divest himself of a difficult pensum, he is rich.”111 This privilege was not granted by accident, the regulations, much less discreet on this occasion, officially consecrated it. The “General Idea” makes the distinction between two classes of Illuminati: those who wish to provide a personal work and those who can redeem themselves of this obligation. “Every member,” according to paragraph 9, “should choose a science or art as his principal occupation, but as some individuals do not have the taste, time, or means to devote themselves to such a labor, the Order has decided that each member should declare within fifteen days to his Insinuator if he wishes to be useful to the Order by his research in the sciences or by a monetary contribution. In the first case he should hand in a work that will be printed, in the second, he will donate a sum suitable for indemnifying the person who will write the dissertation and this dissertation will be dedicated to him.”112

This degree of tolerance still appeared insufficient and a special class was created for those adepts who were better endowed with money than they were with intelligence or a zest for work. The statutes and regulations do not breathe a word about this class, but its existence is mentioned in the correspondence. The order only asked of those assigned to this particular class the regular payment of a fee of one carolin (around 5 dollars), and exempted them from the obligations imposed on Novices and regular Minervals, but it did not initiate them into the society’s doctrines and plans. These honorary members were first called “those who pay a carolin (Carolinzahler),” and the order had barely been founded when Weishaupt and Massenhausen began thinking of giving them a special regulation, titled “Receptio caroliniaca” or “Instructio pro Carolinis,” that Weishaupt summed up as follows: “With respect to the reception of the Carolinzahler, everything that might give any detailed idea of the teachings the members should receive, should be left aside. These individuals should be convinced that the degree they have just attained is the last. Nor should they be tormented with dissertations or other similar things. In short respice finem propter quem eligitur.113 The only thing that should be communicated is what is necessary to attain the goal suggested to them, and nothing more.”114 Also included among the Carolinzahler were those from whom the order’s leaders despaired of obtaining anything worthwhile, at least temporarily. “Winterhalter,” Weishaupt wrote to Massenhausen “must become an entirely different man; for the moment the most one can do is make him a pro-Carolino.”115 Undoubtedly the name Carolinzahler 
eventually appeared too charged with meaning, and later the term Sta Bene116 was used to designate those condemned to never cross the threshold of the temple that had been built with their money. With the help of Zwack’s advice, Weishaupt drafted specific statutes concerning them that assigned them a place in the second grade.117 These statutes have not survived, but a letter of Zwack informs us that they were finished at the end of 1778 and put into practice. “I have,” wrote Zwack, “recruited the young Schmoeger as a Sta Bene, so that he may later lend us his Logie [sic] [house], which is quite convenient and especially so that he may contribute fiscally to our undertaking. 
. . . Titus Livy, as well, should only be considered in the future as a Sta Bene. He spontaneously promised to pay the dues set for him and to provide books and thesis manuscripts, but he has admitted to me that he has neither the intellect or the time necessary to perform the works with which he has been charged. I have given him no firm response for the moment, but I have let him know that he can undoubtedly continue to be a part of the Order and that he will then be ranked among those who are useful to us by their contributions of money.”118

When any association seeks to play a political role, it is not enough to have a well-equipped cashbox and influential protectors. To defend itself against attacks from enemy parties or to weave plots against them, it is necessary to be well informed of secrets concerning the personal lives of all people in high position. So an order, which in theory works apart from the world to improve the hearts and minds of its members and to transport the sage into a Thebaid where he can meditate far from the futile commotion of men, this same order incites its members to communicate to it everything that scandal sheets might reveal about the people it could approach. “Every member who has some connection to us,” the statutes of the Illuminati say, “should reveal without hesitation all the secret relationships that he might stumble upon. The Order gives its solemn promise to make no evil use of this knowledge.”119 
The reformed statutes maintain these arrangements by expressing the intention to extend them to all grades.120 When one is more sure about the adept, one becomes more explicit and demanding. “Just as he who has received the Order’s permission to insinuate the Candidates he has proposed,” says the “Instruction for Those Who Have Received Facultatem Insinuandi,” “is raised to a higher level than that of the simple Insinuator, the society expects of him that he give it his undivided trust. This is why it has been decided that the members of this grade must provide, in addition to the half sheets that the Instructio Insinuatorum has ordered be sent, a special half sheet containing all the secret intrigues, loves, and hatreds of different persons.”121 Thanks to the regular reports submitted by its occult police, the order found itself armed for battle, but it is difficult to perceive what the moral perfection of its members gained from this kind of occupation.
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These sneaky or impertinent exemptions from their highly proclaimed principles and the methodical use of debasing practices can be explained by the society’s secret purpose. Others have sought a different cause for this: the Jesuitical influence. Some historians, although they cast some blame on certain procedures of the order, view its tendencies favorably and pass the responsibility for the moral aberration that had introduced lies, informing, and espionage into the order’s educational system on to Weishaupt’s first teachers, whose detestable maxims would have forever deformed his ethical sensibility. They reproach him for having often acted as if he had taken as a motto “the ends justify the means” (der Zweck heiligt die Mittel), but they stress in his defense that a student of the Jesuits would have used their own weapons to fight them. It is necessary to make a distinction here. Even by accepting something that really should be proved—that is to say, that the meaning tastelessly given the word Jesuitism responds to actual fact and the Jesuitic morality would mean a complete absence of scruples, radical duplicity, and success sought at any price122—it would still need to be proved that the policies practiced by the leaders of the Society of Jesus were known to the children to whom they taught Latin and rhetoric, or else that the polluted atmosphere breathed in their colleges inevitably corrupted even the stoutest and most steadfast minds. Homais declares this is indeed the case, but Homais is not an authority.

It cannot be denied that Weishaupt clearly applied the principle that the ends justify the means, but he was quite capable of formulating it on his own. A man obsessed with an idea, the inventor of a new system intended to ensure the happiness of his fellow men, completely dazzled by the vision that charmed his pride, a fanatic of what he imagined to be reason, when he was merely the toy of his ambitious and sectarian temperament, would not hesitate to resort to the least admissible means to smash the obstacles he encountered. If chance gave him the power, he would proscribe, torture, and kill; if fate refused to allow him the use of force, he would unscrupulously employ ruse and lies, and his conscience is all the more at ease because he boasts to himself of the purity of his intentions. Such a moral debility, for which examples can be found in others besides former students of the Jesuits, is not a contagious illness arising from an accidental contamination, it is a diathesis.

With these reservations in mind, it should be acknowledged that the Jesuit Order served Weishaupt and his colleagues as a model on more than one point and that some of its most commonly used methods were deliberately employed, because the leader of the order and the Areopagites had so lofty an idea of the Jesuits’ power they could not help but be tempted to imitate them in the organization of their society. In the September 22, 1780, meeting of the Areopagites the following question was at the top of their agenda: “How can the members of our Order be made independent of the state, as the Order of the Jesuits was without a relationship to it, which is still the case with the ecclesiastical hierarchy? They can move their brothers forward on their own, whereas we depend upon the state. Among them all friendships and obligations must be abandoned, whereas they persist among us.”123 The Areopagites even wondered if the members of the higher grades ought not be bachelors.124 Several Areopagites were so hypnotized by the Jesuit hierarchy that, on their suggestion, the names of Provincial, National, and Deputy were granted to certain officials of the Illuminati Order,125 and Weishaupt proudly sported that of General. The dominant concern of the order’s leader was to introduce into his society the strict subordination and especially the moral unity he admired in the opposing society, so as to put, as he often said in his confidential letters, all the Illuminati in tune (auf einen Ton stimmen). If the reformed statutes obliged the Minervals and Novices to read certain selected books, it was “in order to ensure that all members were moved by the same spirit and a shared sense of unity of intelligence and will.”126

This methodical imitation can be found in certain passages of the regulations and in various details of the organization. A very clear echo of the regulations concerning recruitment decreed by Loyola in the first part of the Constitutions of the Society of Jesus can be heard in several places in the “Instructio pro Recipientibus.”127 The studies of the Novice in the Illuminati Order corresponds almost exactly to those made by the first-year students of the Jesuit colleges. The Minerval received a higher education equivalent to that given in the Jesuit colleges, which were called academies, of the second and especially the third grade. Naturally certain disciplines forbidden by the Jesuits, such as medicine, were encouraged by the Illuminati, others to the contrary, such as canon law, which were accepted by the former and rejected by the latter, but there is obvious agreement overall.128 It was not out of any concern to accustom the Novices and Minervals to good manners that inspired this desire to steal from the Jesuits the monopoly on the solid education that was then recognized as theirs by Protestants and Catholics alike and by the memory of the troubles taken by the fathers of Ingolstadt to inculcate in their disciples the urbanity that was the identifying feature of the young men that emerged from their hands.129 It is also possible that the idea of instituting a Novitiate was given to Weishaupt by those Congregations of Mary founded by the Jesuits in the sixteenth century, in which they enrolled young men for the purpose of accustoming them to exercises of piety.130 Likewise the quibus licet, which Weishaupt said would be the Illuminati equivalent of confession for the Jesuits,131 were mirrored by the bona opera that the members of these congregations had to turn over in sealed envelopes at the end of each month.132 Finally, Weishaupt found the completely organized mutual surveillance and informing system that he introduced into his order among his enemies. In the universities, as outlined in the Constitutions of the Jesuits, a general syndic and private syndics were entrusted with the task of providing secret reports on anything that seemed noteworthy, and all the brothers had the right to make equally secret reports to the General or the Provincial. Each student in the Jesuit schools had an aemulus (rival) responsible for keeping an eye on him, admonishing him, and if need be, denouncing him. In every class a student performing the duties of Censor or Lender kept the Prefect current on everything that occurred, and students were authorized to accuse their teachers for any transgressions they noticed.133

The historians who have seen the Order of the Illuminati as a war machine invented by a former student of the Jesuits to fight them using their own weapons, are not wholly in error. Their definition is incomplete. But it points out one of the characteristics—and not the least striking—of the society created by Weishaupt and his collaborators.
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Through its various admitted or secret aspects, the Order of the Illuminati was the expression of an era and a milieu. The system born in Weishaupt’s brain found adepts in Bavaria because it answered the aspirations and fed the hatreds of the educated class in this land. This part of the population’s state of mind can be explained by the clerical oppression that had weighed down Bavaria for three centuries. The close alliance of the civil government with the ecclesiastical authorities that began in the sixteenth century became the pivot of the policies of Wittelsbach. Since Ash Wednesday of 1522, when Duke William IV of Bavaria issued an edict forbidding his subjects on pain of the harshest punishments to stray from the ancient faith, the electors strove by all means in their power to maintain the Catholic religion in this state.134 The Counter-Reformation, triggered by the Council of Trent, had its beginnings in Bavaria under Duke Albert V. Utilizing the powers that public law conferred upon sovereigns during that time such as laid out in the jus reformandi established by the Augsburg Peace Treaty of 1555, the duke had completely sealed off his lands from any Protestant influence. He had forced the University of Ingolstadt to swear allegiance by the Professio fidei Tridentina, had piles of heretical books burned, harshly expelled all recalcitrant individuals, and mercilessly dealt with the Anabaptists by sword, fire, and drowning.135 His successors continued his policies. In 1586 again, Moravian Anabaptists managed to save six hundred victims from Duke William of Bavaria. This example alone shows that the number of expulsions should be numbered in the thousands, not the hundreds.136 The electors William IV, Albert V, and Williamn V took the harshest measures to prevent the entry of Protestant books and ideas into the electorate.137 No Protestant could move there, nor were any Calvinist or Lutheran services celebrated in the duchy. No Protestants were to be found there except in the Upper Palatinate and Donauwörth, where they had settled before Bavaria had annexed those territories. Strict censorship maintained by the ecclesiastical authorities forbid the printing or sale of any heterodox work.

The University of Ingolstadt and all the teaching of secondary schools had been put into the hands of the Jesuits. Charles-Albert, elector from 1726 to 1754, still required all his servitors to swear that they believed in the dogma of the Immaculate Conception. The Roman Curia had taken the effort to support the zeal of the Bavarian Electors by greatly rewarding all the services they rendered on behalf of the orthodoxy. It had granted William IV significant financial and administrative concessions. It had supplied several members of the Wittelsbach family with archbishoprics and bishoprics in ecclesiastical territories that were directly held by the empire. Despite the decrees of the Council of Trent, Prince Ernest of Bavaria had obtained in succession the ecclesiastical principalities of Freising, Hildesheim, Liège, Cologne, Münster, and the imperial abbeys of Stablo and Malmedy.138 From 1583 to 1769, the electorate of Cologne was under the unbroken rule of the Bavarian princes. The bishoprics of Hildesheim, Paderborn, Freising, and Regensburg frequently had titleholders from the Wittelsbach family, and in addition to the electorates of the Palatinate and Bavaria this house owned in 1724 those of Cologne and Trèves, thus having four votes in the imperial electoral chapter.139

The result of this cordial understanding between the papacy and the Wittelsbachs was the sealing of Bavaria from any innovative influences. It had been completely isolated from the intellectual movement that was developing in all the rest of Germany. During the time when ideas were evolving in the Germanic world under the influence of the Reformation, English philosophy, and the French Encyclopedists, Bavaria remained stubbornly faithful to a social ideal that was two centuries old. This obstinate attachment to the past had, if we are to believe the historians describing the situation of Bavaria at the end of the eighteenth century, the direst consequences for this unhappy land. But their testimony is suspect. All of them, beginning with Nicolaï, and continuing with Schlosser, Biedermann, and Perthes, are northern Protestants, who considered Bavarians as an inferior race right from the start, first because they were Catholics, and second because they were southern Germans, and they reserved for them a large part of the disdainful commiseration that German purebloods customarily and generously grant the wretched Welche.140

The picture they paint of the electorate during the time that concerns us is obviously dramatized. They paint for us a new Boeotia where a people dazed by superstition and demoralized by an idolatrous religion, are wallowing in misery and crime.141 While they justly condemn Bavarian Catholicism for having maintained the barbaric tradition of witch trials, while they legitimately and indignantly remind their readers that in 1750 and 1756 two young girls of thirteen had been decapitated then burned as witches,142 they are wrong in condemning the colorful displays of a folk religion they call superstitious because they fail to comprehend it. They take umbrage at the religious ceremonies and festivals invented by the naive faith of the Middle Ages and beloved still by a people fond of these spectacles that guilelessly combine the sacred and the profane. They report with horror that a coach drawn by six horses goes through the streets of Munich carrying a statue of Saint Elizabeth wearing a gigantic quiff “like a hedgehog” or that for the “Blutritt” ceremony at the Weingarten Cloister, a priest on horseback bears the Holy Blood in a procession escorted by dragoons and hussars, preceded by military music and followed by knights in Roman dress.143 They are scandalized at the sight of genies and pages, men and women in costume, the giant Goliath and the little David figuring in processions. They hide their faces before the glass pearls and water fountains that embellish the staging of the tomb during Holy Week. They mock the stuffed mannequin that is raised to the top of the church during the Feast of Ascension and the wooden pigeon that descends to the altar during the feast of Pentecost,144 and they groan about the pagan customs that adulterate the purity of the true Christian religion.

All things considered, it clearly seems that the conditions of life were no worse in Bavaria, nor was its governing system any poorer than in the other parts of Germany. The State Lottery drained the savings of the common people, finances were at a dreadful point (138,000,000 florins in debt against an annual revenue of barely 10,000,000), and the government sometimes found itself obliged to resort to forced loans. A faulty agriculture policy left one-third of the country fallow; 5,000 farms were deserted, and the small landed gentry became fewer and fewer; during times of scarcity the cost of wheat reached exorbitant heights; despite the excessive number of bureaucrats, the pace of business was desperately slow; the relationship between power and citizens was completely arbitrary; communal life was dead, and social life existed only in those cities of some size.145 But these were phenomena that could also be seen in the Protestant states, and it would be unjust to place all the blame for them on the Catholic clergy.

However, because things had fallen so low, it must be acknowledged that the clergy were not entirely innocent of reproach. The privileges that were conferred upon them, the almost absolute authority the secular government had allowed them to take, imposed upon them extremely heavy duties, and it is incontestable that they showed themselves unequal to the task. What happened to the clergy here is what befalls all castes that have held uncontested power for too long: the security it gives them makes them too soft. A militant church often shows admirable proofs of denial and sacrifice. A victorious church becomes irritable and numb when it lives in an atmosphere of quietude and well-being. The renewal of the Catholic faith that accompanied the Counter-Reformation did not endure long in a land where it triumphed without a fight. Finally, in this Bavaria where the soil is fertile, life is easy, and the beer is flavorful, the body has every advantage in prevailing over the mind. Joy and the sweetness of life do not permit the inner life to develop with the depth and intensity it acquires under less clement skies, and the absence of mysticism leaves only a fairly meager space for ideal religious sentiment. The priest and especially the monk were too concerned with eating and drinking well to appreciate the harsh joys of renunciation, and they were more worried about their material interests than the afterlife. They considered their priesthood as a trade and believed themselves to be right with God when they had punctually acquitted themselves of the devotional duties imposed upon them by their status.146

As, on the other hand, the generosity of the faithful and the favor of the government assured the men of the church large emoluments, the Bavarian clergy attained a number that was far out of proportion with the total population of the electorate. Bavaria and the Upper Palatinate held about 3,000 lay priests, 1,500 monks in 59 abbeys, with 2,000 more in 55 monasteries and houses of mendicant orders. There were 300 nuns in 8 women’s abbeys, and 700 in 26 cloisters. According to another source there were in Bavaria alone 180 monasteries, 90 of which belonged to mendicant orders. The “French traveler” counted 200 monasteries with 5,000 monks. Nicolaï found 28,000 churches and chapels, and the capital held by religious foundations was estimated to be 60 million florins.147 The city of Munich alone, which then numbered some 40,000 inhabitants, had seventeen monasteries. In Upper Bavaria the Benedictines occupied 13 monasteries and the Augustinians 16, not to mention the Dominicans, Carmelites, Theatins, and Franciscans. In addition, 1,500 mendicant monks wandered the towns and villages. These exceedingly numerous monasteries were also quite wealthy. When a papal bull in 1798 authorized the elector to dispose of the seventh part of the clergy’s holdings, the government seized 25,000,000 florins and noted that this sum did not equal the part that the church had agreed to give it.148

This clergy mired in the physical world was incapable of providing a higher conception of religion to people that were barely open to the ideal; to the contrary it had debased the doctrine of Christ to the level of a folk mass, and turned it into a purely formal religion and vulgar fetish. The Munich inhabitants of both sexes went to pilgrimage sites by coach. After they fulfilled their religious duties by spitting out some Paters and Aves in front of the image of the saint and earned the indulgences connected to these devotions, they would head to the nearest inn to drink and dance. “There is not a land in the world, the Bavarians say, where the religion is so easy and devotion so gay as in ours.” Religious teachings consisted of learning the catechism of the Jesuit Graetscher by heart. Prayer was regarded as a chore that one got rid of as quickly as possible. “The child is bright, he goes as fast as a Pater Noster,” is one typical folk saying. The mendicant would give charitable individuals two Paters for one kreuzer and four Paters for two. Preaching was almost exclusively the province of monks, especially the Capuchins, who ordinarily recruited among those students incapable of finishing their studies.149 The clergy encourages the most absurd superstitions. In Munich seventeen miraculous images and countless statues of the Virgin could be found to which the same extraordinary power was attributed. One of these caused much comment in 1780, because of claims that her eyes moved. Relics that had the reputation of curing all sorts of diseases drew mobs of the ill and crippled to both the city and its surrounding area. Miracles performed by the images were proclaimed from the pulpit, and the preachers gave out marvelous recipes for curing man and beast through divine intervention. For example, they advised those who had been bitten by a rabid animal to go pray before the relics of Saint Hubert, telling them that if they resorted to natural medicine that would testify to a shameful distrust of God’s omnipotence. Parish priests holding the Holy Sacrament would walk around the fields to protect them from hail.150 Peasants would buy small wax or metal statuettes manufactured by magicians to protect them from spells. To protect their harvest from hailstorms, they fought each other during Vespers on Pentecost for the pieces falling from the image of the Holy Ghost that burned on the ceiling of the church, and they buried them in their fields. On Holy Friday, women would rub eggs, bread, and lard against the crucifix displayed on the altar in order to have an abundant supply of these goods over the coming year. The artisan corporations paraded through the streets with the images of their patron saints to the sound of fifes and drums and then threw them in the water if they did not provide good weather.151

While the laborer behind his plow or the merchant behind his counter was hardly upset by the languid state into which the Christian ideal had fallen, the oppressive authority that its representatives falsely assumed weighed heavily on the educated class, which, in Bavaria as elsewhere, had lost its faith. Despite the efforts of a pitiless and vigilant censorship, echoes from the outside world made their way into the electorate by way of travelers and by the books and newspapers smuggled in. The spirit of examination and rationalism triumphing in the rest of Germany and in France had found adepts in the nobility, the liberal professions, and even in the clergy, and any Bavarians who joyfully inhaled the crisp air blowing in from across the border hated this intolerant clergy and jealous religion in which they no longer believed and which, moreover, had been poorly taught to them.152
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