Trestle Boards, Tracing Boards, Carpets and Prints
By Howard W. Knapp
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There is much confusion among Freemasons as to the difference between Trestle Boards
and Tracing Boards. Although at times the names have been used interchangeably, this is
in error, as the two completely differ in nature.
The Trestle Board
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The Trestle Board is an emblem in the ritual work of Freemasonry. The Trestle-Board is
defined to be the board upon which the Master inscribes the designs by which the Craft are to be
directed in their labors.
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The trestle is a framework for a table-in Scottish, trest; the Trestle-Board is the board placed for
convenience of drawing on that frame. It contains nothing but a few diagrams, usually
geometrical figures.
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The Trestle Board is mentioned twice in the rituals of the three degrees. In the Entered
Apprentice Degree it is listed as one of the moveable jewels along with the Rough Ashler and
Perfect Ashler.
In the Entered Apprentice Degree the Trestle Board emblematically teaches us how we are to
erect our spiritual building, in accordance with the designs laid down by the great architect of the
Universe in that great book of nature and revelation, which is our spiritual, moral and Masonic
Trestle Board. The Trestle-Board is then the Symbol of the natural and moral law.
In the Master Mason Degree the Trestle Board is mentioned as that upon which Hiram Abiff is
drawing the designs of Solomon’s Temple following his devotion to deity from which the craft can
pursue their labor on the following day.

In Operative Masonry, the Trestle-Board is of vast importance. It was on such an implement that
the genius of the ancient Masters worked out those problems of architecture that have reflected
an unfading luster on their skill. The Trestle-Board was the cradle that nursed the infancy of
mighty monuments such as the cathedrals.
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Often confused, the trestle-board and the tracing-board are actually alike only in the similarity of
their names.
The Tracing Board
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Early Operative Masonic Lodges, part of the craft guild system in England, among other
benefits, offered their members an education in the craft of stone building. An apprentice
in the Lodge would service a 5-9 year apprenticeship, during which time he received no
wages, just his board, lodging and training. The training given the Apprentice was done
by tracing lessons on the floor with chalk or charcoal, as printed material was still in its
infancy, and there were no better means of presenting the information. The Master would
trace the mathematics and sciences necessary for the attainment of Masonic knowledge.
When finished, it was the duty of the Apprentice to erase the tracings with bucket and
mop, both for tidiness, and to maintain the secrecy of their art.
As these tracings, or lessons, were done on the floor, they became know as the ‘Carpet’
or Master’s Carpet. Upon the advent, or rather merging, of Speculative Masonry with
Operative Masonry, the ‘Masters Carpet’ began to be produced on skins or parchments
and be rolled out, or mounted and placed on boards, thus the becoming known as
‘Tracing boards’ or ‘Charts’ as well as ‘Masters Carpets’.

In speculative Masonry, the Masters Carpet or Tracing Board contained those emblems
necessary for each of the Three Degrees.
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In the late 18th to early 19th Centuries many Masons decorated their aprons with the
emblems from the Tracing Boards embroidered or painted on the face, the most famous
of which being the apron of Brother George Washington.
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In the early to mid 19th Century, Tracing Boards, or Masonic Charts were produced in
Books, one of the best known was Jeremy Cross’ “True Masonic Chart” first published in
1819 in the United States, and was based upon the earlier Webb’s “ Freemason’s Monitor
or Illustrations of Freemasonry” published by Thomas Webb in 1797.
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These printed ‘Charts’ were also manufactured during that same time period on large
poster sized lithograph prints mounted on canvas, for use in the particular lodges. The
most prolific of the publishers of these Charts was John Sherer, Cincinnati Ohio, during
the mid 1800’s. These original prints are highly prized today by Masonic antiquarians.
An example of these charts are on display on the north wall of Gulf Beach Lodge.

Hazen Print- “From Darkness to Light”
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The Hazen Print was published by the M.W. Hazen Company, New York, 1908. M. W.
Hazen was primarily a book publisher from the late 1880s until the First World War,
specializing in fraternal and religious books with the occasional educational text.
The images in the poster "From Darkness to Light" (New York : Hazen, 1908) are all
drawn from the three degrees of American Freemasonry. The illustrations are based on
those found in Albert G. Mackey's Manual of the Lodge (New York : Macoy Publishing,
1862), although similar illustrations can also be found in Jeremy Cross's True Masonic
Chart.
Conclusion:
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We have found then that the ‘Trestle Board’ is an emblem within the ritual degree work
of Masonry, and as an emblem teaches us an important lesson, that we should erect our
future moral and Masonic edifice as laid out by the great architect of the universe in that
book of Nature and Revelation.
Furthermore, we have learned that the Masonic Master’s Carpet, Charts and Prints are all
offshoots of the original craft ‘Tracing Boards’ which came to us from our early
operative brothers and were used to impart Masonic knowledge.
It is hoped that this lesson in Trestle Boards, Tracing Boards, Carpets and Prints has
helped to clarify the difference in these very important, and oft time confused, Masonic
terms.
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