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Freemasonry Imbedded in Mozart’s The Magic Flute
The Magic Flute is one of Mozart’s most loved operas. Nearly everyone knows of the Queen of the Night’s famous aria, whether they know it comes from the opera or not, but what most people don’t know is that it has many parallels to Freemasonry. Mozart himself was a Freemason and in this opera he placed many ties to the rituals and beliefs of Freemasonry. This opera has a close relationship with Freemasonry, and there are many similarities throughout. The Magic Flute is a truly Masonic opera, with many parallels to the group’s beliefs. 

To begin this discussion, it is necessary to look into Freemasonry and give a little bit of a background on the secret society. Although it may be thought of as a religion, Freemasonry itself is not one. It is a fraternity of brothers who may each have different religious beliefs and come from different religions, but who come together as a group of brethren. There are many things that they do in their meetings that outsiders will never be able to know, because they are sacred things that only a devout member is allowed to have knowledge of. Therefore, in the following, only what the general public is permitted to know will be discussed. There are many parts of Freemasonry that will never be let out into the public, and especially let known to women. Freemasonry has been known as a brotherhood that does not allow women to enter their circle. There has, however, been a few lodges set up for women, but they are not recognized by all of Freemasonry. A lodge is not the place where the meetings take place like it sounds, but is the group of men that are having the meeting. There are many different lodges around the world today where the men can meet together and practice their rituals. Within the group there are three different levels that one can attain: Entered Apprentice, Fellow Craft, and Master Mason. There are certain things that have to be attained before a member can achieve a new level within the brotherhood. Before a man can even become a Mason he has to go through an initiatory phase. This is a very sacred ritual for them, and is something the general public doesn’t have a lot of information on. Only bits and pieces are known. It is known that there are a series of trials that a new initiate has to overcome during the initiation process, and later there will be discussed a parallel between this and a part of the opera. There are many other aspects to Freemasonry that will be touched on later, but one of the most important things to understand about Freemasonry is that it is not a religion all on its own. Each member is expected to regularly attend a religion of their choice and to worship a God of their choosing. The belief in Freemasonry is that everyone is under a Supreme Being, whomever that may be for each man. 

Another important aspect to cover is that we know that Mozart himself was a mason. In an article he wrote about Mozart and his links to Freemasonry, Daniel Heartz says, “Mozart was admitted to the Benevolence Lodge in late 1794” (152). “Mozart was officially admitted into Freemasonry by initiation on December 14, 1794” (Chailley 66). He was initiated as an Entered Apprentice, three months later became a Fellow-Craft, and then in another month was a Master Mason (Chailley 68). Mozart’s father was also initiated around that time that he was, providing another aspect to their relationship. Mozart’s friend and fellow composer Joseph Haydn was also initiated, not long after he himself was, and Mozart was present at his friend’s entrance. The librettist of The Magic Flute, Johann Emanuel Schikaneder, was also a member of the order, but had a bit of a rocky relationship with the Freemasons. In a letter addressed to the men of the lodge, he petitions them to allow him to become a member: 


“Not curiosity or selfishness but the most sincere esteem of your exalted 

assembly motivates my most humble prayer for admission to your sanctuary from

which, in spite of the greatest secrecy, radiates a glimmer of nobility, humanity, 

and wisdom. Enlighten me by your wise teachings, make me in your image, and I 

will remain with warmest thanks…” (Nettl 61). 

He was eventually initiated into the society, but then did some things that were not moral and ended up being kicked out, but remained in good graces with the members (Nettl 62). 

Their beliefs in the secret society and their membership was obviously very important to them, because they ended up writing this opera. They believed so strongly that they felt it necessary to conceal their beliefs within an opera. The opera is based on a fairy tale, so they added these comparisons in a way that most people who were not masons would realize the parallels it contained. For them it was a way of honoring the society and secretly teaching people about Freemasonry without them realizing it was happening. Mozart and Schikaneder became a team for this purpose and were very successful together.


One of the most repetitious parallels between Freemasonry and The Magic Flute is the importance of the number three. The number three is something that appears often in Masonry. For the Masons the number three is an important number to them and carries a lot of significance. There are many ways in which it appears. First, there are three degrees of Freemasonry: Entered Apprentice, Fellow-Craft, and Master Mason. When an initiate completes his trials he is an Entered Apprentice and then has to complete other steps to move his way up to the degree of Master Mason. Second, the Masons believe in “…the Three Greater Lights of Masonry: the square, compasses and volume of sacred law, or bible…the compass represents emblems of virtue and … the square is meant to symbolize morality” (Covernton 30). These Three Greater Lights are depicted in the Masonic insignia seen below. 
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This insignia is something that is seen all throughout Masonry and all over the world. When they were still a society that was spurned by the church and met in secret they would carve it into rocks, etc. to show that they were there and practicing. No one knew that it was symbol of the society, so nothing was thought of it. It was a way for them to say look we’re still meeting, but still not get caught. Today it is still a symbol that represents the Freemasons.  

Another important example of the importance of three is the Three Lesser Lights: nature, reason, and wisdom, which are referred to in a passage said in the opera by Tamino. He is reading an inscription on the gateway into Sarastro’s palace that says “To nature, to reason, to wisdom these temples”. There are also three pillars mentioned in regards to Freemasonry. These pillars are strength, beauty, and wisdom and they are referred to in Sarastro’s aria “Oh hear us, Isis and Osiris”. Also, another parallel is when a new initiate is waiting outside the lodge to enter he is greeted with a knock that occurs in three, and then he is allowed to enter to begin his trials. There are most likely many more examples of the importance of three in Masonry, but these are enough to show how important that number is and why it is used so often throughout the opera. 

Within the opera there are many occurrences of three to parallel this importance of three in the secret society. From the very start of the opera it begins with three groups of three chords. “The melody they accompany climbs the tonic triad by thirds” (Heartz 154). The opera also starts out in the key of E flat, which has three flats, and is considered one of the Masonic keys along with the key of c minor (most likely because they each have three flats, and three is such an important number to them).
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The three chords also appear later on in the opera during the initiation scene. Throughout the opera there are also many instances where dotted rhythms appear, which could have just been what Mozart wanted for the sound, or it could have been intentional. Considering there are so many aspects that tie to Freemasonry, it would lead one to believe that the addition of these dotted rhythms are another parallel and were added deliberately for the connection. The Queen of the Night sends three women to meet Tamino, and there are three boys. Mozart wanted to show that three is an important number to the Masons and he did so by many different appearances of the number throughout the opera. The appearance of these things and the number three is very intentional and was done to show the importance of them. 


The parallel that is the most widely known and recognized is the appearance of Tamino’s trials. They are also an extremely important part of the opera comprising most of the second act. By doing this they are showing that the trials are very important, which they are because without them no man would ever be able to become a Mason. They are a man’s initiation into the order. In Freemasonry there are four trials that an initiate must overcome to become part of the order. These trials are a trial by Air, trial by Earth, trial by Water, and trial by Fire. Throughout the second act Tamino undergoes each of these trials in different ways to symbolize his initiation into Sarastro’s temple. 


In Freemasonry when a man has to undergo these trials he has to symbolically “first die in their former life if they are to be born into their new one later” (Chailley 127). To do this the initiate would lie on the ground for a while, very still and almost like he was dead to show his symbolic death before he could begin his trials, which would lead him into his new life within the society. In the opera Tamino’s initiatory trial is shown at the very beginning of the opera when he sees the serpent and faints. This fainting, which leaves him lying on the ground very still and silent, almost death like, for a while is his initiatory trial. Therefore, his initiation begins as soon as the curtain goes up at the start of the opera, and continues until the very end when he finally finishes all his trials and is accepted into Sarastro’s temple and is allowed to be with Pamina. 
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“Each ceremony of reception begins with the ‘solemn opening of labors’. It starts with a processional entrance of the Brothers, which the Master of ceremonies ‘leads slowly, in a regular, rhythmic march, quietly’’ (Chailley 132). This is shown in the opera by the beginning of the second act starting with a march of the priests. This march is done without any talking or singing in the opera, which shows the quiet that was expected during the entrance of the Brothers. 

After the Brothers marched in the high priest would offer an invocation, or prayer to the 

“Great Architect”, which could be any God that the lodge believed in. This is shown in the opera by Sarastro’s (the high priest) aria of prayer to Isis and Osiris, which follows the March of the Priests. 
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The translation of the beginning of this aria sung by Sarastro is: 



“O Isis and Osiris, 

give the Spirit of wisdom to the new pair!



May that which guides the wanderer’s steps, 



Strengthen them with patience in danger” (aria-database.com)

He is singing a prayer to Isis and Osiris to begin the initiation and once he has finished the trials will then begin. This is such an important parallel because it shows exactly how it would begin in a real trial for acceptance into Freemasonry, just without all the music.  Mozart and Schikaneder were showing exactly how it began. They felt that the trial part of Freemasonry was so important and also fit with their story that they included aspects such as this that are so similar. 


Next begin all the trials that an initiate would have to go through. As the opera progresses Tamino begins to go through his four trials. He begins with his trial by Earth. This trial by Earth is when the initiate is “…’stripped of his metals’ – that is, all objects, silver included, that he is carrying (they will be returned to him later)” (Chailley 134). To show this in the opera Tamino’s magic flute is taken away and is then returned once he has successfully completed the trial. The trial by Earth could also consist of fasting or some other sort of dietary practice, which is shown by “Tamino’s restraint as opposed to Papageno’s greed” (Godwin 491). 


The trial by Air is what comes next in order in both the opera and in the actual ritual’s order. For this trial Tamino is instructed to not speak to anyone no matter what. He is to remain silent until the trial is over. The silence is his trial, for he doesn’t know who he will encounter during the trial and be forced to not speak to. During this trial Pamina finds him, and yet he can’t speak to her. Despite all her pleading and threats to end her life he remains silent. It is his restraint no matter what happened to him and no matter who talked to him that allowed him to complete this second trial. In the actual ritual done by the Masons the trial by Air “…might involve reducing the mind to a condition of absolute stillness, devoid alike of involuntary thoughts and feelings” (Godwin 491). 


The final two trials of Fire and Water are the only two that are shown clearly as what they are. The previous two trials are ones, which must be inferred, whereas these are obvious to the audience. Although these trials are set on stage, they are left up to the imagination. Tamino does make his way through these last trials, however, and becomes a part of Sarastro’s group. At the end of a trial for a man entering Freemasonry the blindfold that he has been made to wear is torn off as a “…metaphor of day’s dawning banishing the night” (Heartz 154). In the opera when Tamino passes his last trial “…a sudden brilliance illuminates the entire theatre and Sarastro sings: ‘The shining of the Sun drives out Night, annihilating the power stolen by hypocrites’” (Heartz 154). Mozart made it a point to carefully show how these trials would unfold and created parallels between the real trials and those that Tamino overcomes. 


The final point that will be made to demonstrate the influence of Freemasonry on The Magic Flute by Mozart is the meaning of the Queen of the Night and Sarastro and their roles. Many have believed the Queen of the Night to be identified with anti-Masonic forces and therefore to represent the Roman Catholic Church. Throughout the years many Masons have been excommunicated from the Catholic Church and have come into bad graces with the Church. The Church did not approve of the society and threatened to excommunicate those that were members. This is one reason that they became a secret society, because they wanted to remain Catholic while still being members of Freemasonry. Therefore, the Queen of the Night is trying to kill Sarastro, and is thought to be the Roman Catholic Church seeking to excommunicate, or in this case kill, those men that were members of the order of Freemasons. Sarastro, on the other hand, is associated with the Sun and with Good. He is also considered the leader of a group of men who are initiates. He is very concerned with keeping the Queen of the Night away from any of his followers. 


“Many passages in the Magic Flute have either been taken directly from the Masonic ritual, or allude to it” (Nettl 88). Mozart and Schikaneder wrote an opera that has many comparisons to the Freemasons, a society they both belonged to. They both believed so strongly in the society that they felt it necessary to incorporate the practices in this opera. Above many of these parallels have been discussed and the similarities have been shown. The Magic Flute is truly a Masonic opera and was made so very deliberately. 
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