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THE INFERIOR CLERGY IN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY LITERATURE 

Every literature has a tendency to reflect the attitudes, 

ideals, and lives of the people of its time, and it is possible 

by a study of this literature to ascertain the general social 

conditions which prevailed. Essays and fiction in any period tend 

JO*" 
toAexaggerateoto make interesting reading, but they contain a high 

element of truth. Thus by gleaning the novels and essays of a 

certain period, we may gather fragments which when Joined together 

will give us an accurate picture of the. mode of life, the 

domestic arrangements and amusements, the state of religion and 

morality, and all the little everyday things that make up the 

character of a people. 

My purpose is to piece together these fragments gathered 

from contemporary novels and essays, to form a true picture of the 

eighteenth century lower clergy. Allied to this purpose will be 

an attempt to show the gradual change from an attitude of contempt 

towards the clergy to one of respect and social acceptance, as it 

appears in the literature of the period. Within the limits of 

this paper I have attempted to confine the discussion strictly to 

my avowed purpose; however, I have allowed myself some freedom in 

discussing attitudes and customs of church congregations when it 

was thought to reflect on the character of the lower clergymen. 
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I 

THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND AND EDUCATION OP THE INFERIOR CLERGY 

The economic and social position of the lower clergy 

during the Middle Ages had been identified with that of the 

peasants. They had taken an active part in Wat Tyler’s revolt 

against the ruling classes, the wealthy monasteries, and the 

powerful overlords of the Church. The Reformation allowed the 

clergy to marry and had removed a great part of their unpopularity 

by abolishing clerical privileges. When at the turn of the 

century, the religious revival inspired by Whitefield and the 

Wesleys invaded the Church of England, the renewal of public 

interest in matters of religion, plus the Internal reforms of the 

clerical body, resulted in more respect shown toward the Church 

and its ministers. The Church in turn, curbed such abuses as 

non-residence, pluralism, and the traffic in livings. As a 

result of these changes the social status of the parson began to 

rise, although very gradually. 

From the low social position of the inferior clergyman 

as depicted by Eachard* at the end of the seventeenth century, 

the parson rose to become a part of society scarcely to be dis¬ 

tinguished from squires, in education, social standing, and eligi¬ 

bility as husbands for young ladies of good families, as charact¬ 

erized by Jane Austen, and by Mr. Collyer, (Mary Mitchell) in 

his novel, Letters From Felicia To Charlotte, in which a young 

I 
Eachard, John, “The Grounds and Occasions of the Contempt of the 
Clergy"• Restoration Literature. Poetry and Prose 1600 - 1700. 
edit, by Cecil A. Moore, New York, 1934. 
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curat* is chosen as a husband, in preference to a well-to-do 

squire• 

During the seventeenth, and beginning of the eighteenth 

century, most of the lower clergy were themselves sons of parsons, 

or of farmers. Farmers with large families often devoted one son 

to the Church, He usually would be the youngest, or the weakest 

in body, considered unfit for menial labor. Any boy with an 

aptitude for learning as a profession, would be forced by 

necessity to enter the Church, as the only opening available to 

one without influence or interest. Friends and family would be 

ambitious to educate the boy for the Church, for the honor of the 

family, and from the ^»gy>efghi*of a good benefice, under the false 

impression that the Church provided an easy and abundant life. 

Thus, having had the Church chosen for him as a profession, the 

youthful scholar would be sent to the local school to learn the 

fundamentals of Latin and Greek, verbatim, which often consisted 

of selections from Homer, and terms of art belonging to anatomy 

and mathematics. 

These schools of the eighteenth century had their roots 

far back in the Middle Ages, Since the Reformation, many men had 

started thinking about an accompanying reformation in education. 

There were many new schemes set forth, for teaching everyone 

everything, boys and girls, rich and poor. Most of these schemes 

were advanced by serious progressive men such as John Milton, 

William Petty, and John Locke, Yet there was very little advance¬ 

ment in educational methods and customs during the period. 
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Prom medieval times, the grammar school, a simple school 

where poor children were taught reading, writing, and the cate¬ 

chism, was under the control of the Church and taught by the 

priests of the lower orders* After the separation from Rome, the 

Anglican Church continued these schools but neglected them. In 

most towns there was also at least one little dame school, or a 

charity school endowed by private benevolence. 

These small grammar schools and their construing masters 

were ambitious to send at least one of their scholars to Oxford 

or Cambridge, no matter how inadequately he was provided. The 

main requirement was a lusty memory. If the pupil could recite a 

few stanzas of Lilly's poetry and give the names in Latin of what¬ 

ever objects were shown him, then he was enthusiastically recommended 

to the university as material for the future service of the Church. 

It was a common fashion for the universities to invite 

Inferior people's children to the university, promising to make 

provisions for them. The provisions would be an appointment to 

the lowly position of "Servitor" at Oxford, or "Sizar" at Cambridge, 

which would enable them to eke out a scanty income by doing menial 

services for the rich and idle Gentleman-Commoners, or Fellow- 

Commoners, as they were called at Oxford and Cambridge, respectively. 

A "Servitor's fortune", as described in 1704, consisted of ; 

the reversion of old shoes which Gentlemen-Commoners leave 

off, two rags called shirts, a dog's eared grammar and a piece 

of an Ovid de Tristibus." ^ 

As quoted in England Under Queen Anne, G. M. Trevelyan, New York, 
1930, Chap. 3, page 45. 

2 



Their services would consist of cleaning shoes, making 

beds, chamber sweeping, fetching water, calling their gentlemen 

in the morning, carrying their meals to them, and often times, 

doing their school exercise for them. In return, they might 

receive a few shillings a quarter, or perhaps would inherit 

cast-off clothing or books and have the privilege of eating the 

scraps of the meal. 

This contrast of their poverty and servitude with the 

idle and wealthy life of the Gentleman-Commoners l -444- both embittered 

and prepare*their minds for the future continuation of their state 

of servitude as members of the inferior clergy. 

The effect of ill-usage, hard work, and many long hours 

of intense study, was almost universal ill health for all such 

poor students, for on top of their many duties they had exercises 

to prepare in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, fho hours of Classes 

would last usually from six in the morning till eleven, then from 

one o'clock till five-thirty in the afternoon. Severe discipline 

and brutal punishment for offenders was the rule. 

Through most of the eighteenth century, bread and beer were 

thought sufficient for breakfast. This food was often coarsely 

cooked, and those students who could afford the expense ate at 

taverns or had their meals especially prepared and brought to their 

rooms• 

The teaching level in the universities of this period was 

very low, with few exceptions. The staff and pay of masters were 

often insufficient, and supervision was lax. The tutorial system 



- 6 - 

was unfair and inefficient. Too many Fellows were waiting for 

livings which young pupils of rank, or their relatives, might be 

able to confer. 

Old tests and exercises remained from medieval days, and 

old disputations on questions in logic, grammar, and ethics, in 

3 
Latin and Greek were still the principal requirements for degrees. 

Seven years of this drudgery was required for the Master 

of Arts degree. Few ever stayed that long. Scarcely a fifth 

part of those who began. would continue after attaining their first 

degree. Forced by poverty to omit further education, they would 

be driven to all parts of the kingdom in search of a readership 

or a small curacy which would barely support them. Not a few were 

forced to leave family and friends for the distant promise of a 

place or living in the colonies. Academic distinction amounted 

to little, if the scholar had no interest or influence to secure 
4 

Halm-a living. 

II 

CONTEMPT OF THE CLERGY 

There was a great disproportion between the number of 

persons entering Holy Orders and the benefices available for them. 

This situation was aggravated by the host of poor scholars discharged 

See "Education, Schools and Universities", by Sir Charles Mallet, 
in Johnson’s England, edit by A. S. Turberville, Oxford, 1933# 
Vol. II, Chap. 22. 

See "The Clerical Subalterns", Church and State in England in the 
XVIIIth Century. Norman Sykes, Cambridge, 1934, Chap. V. 



yearly from the universities, needy and impoverished, and urgently 

seeking some means of keeping alive. 

The ill success of these inferior clergymen was certain 

from the moment they entered Holy Orders. Oxford and Cambridge 

had prepared them by the rigid social distinctions of academic 

life for the later division between the dignitaries and the lower 

clergy. The entry into the ministry, to the majority of the poor 

boys who labored through school as Servitors, perpetuated the sense 

of inferiority and uncertainty. 

The clergymen of the century may be roughly divided into 

three categories: the fortunate minority who possessed prebends, 

wealth, and position; the middle grade of parochial clergy, such 

as Dr. Harrison in Henry Fielding's Amelia, contented with his few 

hundred pounds a year, and accepted socially by his well-to-do 

parishioners; and the depressed clergy far beneath, who possessed 

only small livings, if any at all, and whose circumstances were 

characterized by poverty and neglect. Their low condition was a 

popular theme for ill-natured satire among anti-clerical writers 

and one for complacent humor among others. A typically popular 

satire, taken from a print of 1775» is quoted by H. H. Jebb in his 

Life of Bishop Samuel Horsley: 

"Though lazy, the proud prelate's fed; 
This curate eats no idle bread. 
The wife at washing, 'tis his lot 
To pare the turnips, watch the pot. 
He reads, and hears his son read out, 
And rocks the cradle with his foot." x 

X 
Jeoo, W. ÜPf orBtsHop SA/AU£L Ho^ey J 
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These poverty-stricken curates, threadbare and over-burdened 

with domestic responsibilities, were little respected by their 

parishioners, and were held in ridicule and contempt« The people 

were not prone to take religious advice of any kind from one who 

had hardly a roof over his head, scarcely food enough to feed his 

family. 

The poor clergyman could not look from his pulpit without 

seeing someone he owed, or depended on. Thus, anxious lest he 

should offend, his sermons were kept free of ideas and opinions 

that might be counter to his creditors. 

When the curate was so pinched by necessity, his chief 

thoughts were on how to live through the week. His mind was too 

full of living problems to work on sermons. He had neither time 

nor books to improve himself for the people. Curates were supposed 

to donate heavily to all benefits, as high as the best in the par¬ 

ish, or they were considered carnal and earthly mindedl Half of 

all beggars came to his house. 

The average married curate had from six to eight in his 

family, to be supported on an income amounting to twenty or thirty 

pounds a year. He had, perhaps, in addition, a few apple trees, 

a brood of ducklings and as much pasture as was only sufficient 

for one cow. Eachard wrote against this enforced poverty of the 

lower clergy in bitter irony. 

"How becoming for him to fill a dungcart in dry weather, pull 

hemp in wet. What a pleasant thing to see a man of G-od 

fetching a single cow from a small rib of land on the oht- 
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skirts, or with a pair of geese bobbing their heads out under 

his canonical coat."^ 

As a result of one of Boswell's innumerable conversations 

with Samuel Johnson, Boswell notes: 

"He advised me, if possible, to have a good orchard. He knew, 

he said, a clergyman of small income, who brought up a 

family very reputably, which he chiefly fed with apple 

dumplings."^ 

The farmer-parson was a common sight, and is often char¬ 

acterized by novelists and letter writers of the period. The fat, 

coarse, and ignorant character of Parson Trulliber, feeding his 

hogs, in Joseph Andrews, is said to be a caricature of Fielding's 

own domestic tutor when he was a boy* It has often been the 

fashion to put down these clerical portraits as caricatures, but 

they cannot be taken as caricatures of the rural clergy, after 

taking into consideration their status and their surroundings. 

In a collection of letters entitled The Old Maid, there 
mOM A G&VrJL/TMM 

is a letterAdated 1756 lamenting the fallen condition of the clergy, 

which summarizes the depths of the’mid-eighteenth century cleric. 

The writer regrets the "unhappy divisions every day gaining ground", 

but feels that they should not be surprised at their progress, when 

he observes, "to what degrees of misery and distress such great 

numbers of the clergy of our reformed church are reduced." He then 

5 
Eachard, op. clt. 

6 
Boswell, James, The Life of Samuel Johnson L, L. D.. Modern Library, 
New York, page 384. 
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relates that he and others had heen "eye-witnesses" to: 

"One starving in a garret, and imploring charity of well- 

disposed Christians in a public newspaper; another toiling 

and sweating from house to house, and from church to church, 

thinks himself superabundantly happy if his pay does but 

equal that of a porter; a third we see in the deplorable 

condition of a common street beggar." 

At the end of the letter, the writer adds a story about 

a couple who stopped at a parochial chapel to be married. A "well¬ 

looking old woman, in very mean and patched, but clean apparel" 

told them that the curate was in the field. They found a "grey¬ 

haired old man in a leathern jacket, very busy with his axe, and 

a spade lying by him." The curate explained: 

"I once lived well, but now if I did not procure a trifle by 

the business that you gentlemen found me at, and my wife a 

small matter by spinning, this curacy would not keep us 

from starving."^ 

The inequality of the livings of the clergy in England, 

was a popular subject for the eighteenth century essayists, and 

we may suppose it was a common topic for after-dinner social 

conversations. Boswell and Johnson had several such conversations, 

which the biographer faithfully transcribed. On one occasion, when 

Boswell had brought up the subject of inequality of livings and 

scanty provisions of the curates, Johnson voiced the general opinion 

7 
Singleton, Mary (Mrs. Frances Moore Brooke) The Old Maid, Letter #25, 
London, 1764. 
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of the period, that it could not be helped* 

“Different men have founded different churches; and some are 

better endowed, some worse* The state cannot interfere and 

make an equal division of what has been particularly 

appropriated* Now when a clergyman has but a small living, 

or even two small livings, he can afford very little to the 
O 

curate*"° 
ALA//VST 

Boswell offered no arguments-4e-this opinion, but at a 

later date he brings up the same topic, with the recommendation 

that: 

no man should be invested with the character of a clergy¬ 

man, unless he has a security for such an income as will 

enable him to appear respectable; that, therefore, a clergy¬ 

man should not be allowed to have a curate, unless he give 

him a hundred pounds a year; if he cannot do that, let him 

perform the duty himself*" 

To which Johnson replied that it was wrong for any clergy¬ 

man not to have a reasonable income, but that the revenues of the 

Church were diminished at the Reformation and, 

the clergy who have livings, cannot afford, in many 

instances, to give good salaries to curates, without leaving 

themselves too little; and, if no curate were to be permitted 

unless he had a hundred pounds a year, their number would be 

8 
Boswell, o£. clt*, page 412* 
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very small, which would be a disadvantage, as then there 

would not be such choice in the nursery for the church, 

curates being candidates for the higher ecclesiastical 

offices, according to their merit and good behavior* — 

It is not thought fit to trust a man with the care of a 

parish till he has given proof as a curate that he shall 

deserve such a trust•” 

In reply to Johnson*s rationalization, Boswell comments 

to the reader: 

"This is an excellent theory; and if the practice were accord¬ 

ing to it, the Church of England would be admirable indeed.”^ 

Ill 

LOW STATUS OP CHAPLAINS 

The overcrowding of the religious field made it extremely 

difficult for newly made divines to obtain livings* This social 

danger was the subject of a letter to the Connoisseur, in which 

the writer states: 

w— the prodigious number of reverend divines infinitely 

exceeds that of those bishoprics, deaneries, prebends, 

rectories, vicarages, etc., which when they are ordained, 

they conceive it to be part of their holy orders to fill* 

— the son of the mechanic curses the pride of his father, 

who Instead of securing him a livelihood in his own business, 

9 
Ibid *; page 706 • 
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has condemned him to starve in pudding-sleeves, that he 
N IQ 

may do honor to his relations by being a gentleman* 

The overcrowding of the field forced many clerics into 

various ways of employment. The position of domestic chaplain 

to an influential family was the one most eagerly sought, as it 

not only provided a livelihood, but offered a possible chance for 

advancement through the interests of the family. The chaplain, 

as a rule, was held in low esteem, and was the butt of all the 

satirists. He had no social status and was ranked with the 

servants and grooms, performing menial duties, serving as the 

butt for their Jokes, and occasionally marrying the wench begot 

with child by his master. There are many literary allusions, to 

these degrading customs. One of the first occurs in Eachard's 

satire, where he states that chaplains should be allowed to 

fulfill their clerical duties and not be, 

"called down from their studies to pay grace to every health; 

that they may have a little better wages than the cook or 

butler; as also that there be a groom in the house, besides 

the chaplain (for sometimes to that ten pounds a year, they 

crowd the looking after a couple of geldings); and that'he 

may not be sent from table picking his teeth and sighing 

with his hat under his arm while the knight and my lady 

eat up the tarts and chickens t — It may be also convenient 

if he were suffered to speak now and then in the parlor, 

TÔ 
Connoisseur #116. 
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besides at grace and prayertime; and that my cousin Abigail 

and he sit not too near one another at meals, nor be 

presented together to the little vicarage 

A contemporary account, by John Oldham, meant as a con¬ 

siderate warning to a friend, puts before him a chaplain's social 

position: 

"Little the unexperienced wretch does know 
.What slavery he oft must undergo; 
Who, though in silken scarf and cassock drest, 
Wears but a gayer livery at best. 
When dinner calls the implement must wait 
With holy words to consecrate the meat, 
But hold it for a favor seldom known, 
If he be deigned the honor to sit down. 
Soon as the tarts appear, 'Sir Crape, withdraw, 
These dainties are not for a spiritual mawi' 

# * * 

The menial thing perhaps for a reward, 
Is to some slender benefice preferr’d, 
With this proviso bound, that he must wed 
My Lady's antiquated waiting maid." 12 

Sir Samuel Garth, in his description of the "reverend 

worthies of the gown", alludes to the same custom: 

"Constant.at feasts, and each decorum knew, 
And, soon as the dessert appear'd, withdrew! 
Always obliging, and without offence, 
And fancy'd for his gay impertinence ."•L^ 

And in the Trivia, John Gay says: 

"Cheese, that the table's closing rites denies,,^ 
And bids me with the unwilling chaplain rise." 

Eachard, o£. clt. 
12 

Oldham, John, "A Satyr Address'd to a Friend that is about to 
leave the University, and come abroad in the World." (1703) 
As given in John Ashton's, Social Life in the Reign of Queen 
Anne, London, 1925» page 339» 

13 
Garth, Sir Samuel, "The Dispensary", Canto I, Works of the 
English Poets, Samuel Johnson, Vol. XX, London, 1779* 

14 
Gay, John, Trivia, Book 2, London, 1922. 
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There is an interesting letter in the Tatler, written by 

a clergyman, in which he complains; 

rt— 1 am a chaplain to an honorable family, very regular at 

the house of devotion, and, I hope, of an unblameable life; 

but for not offering to rise at the second course, I found 

my patron and his lady out of humor, though at first I did 

not know the reason of it. At length, when I happened to help 

myself to a Jelly, the lady of the house, otherwise a devout 

woman, told me that it did not become a man of my cloth to 

delight in such frivolous food; but as I still continued to 

sit out the last course, I was yesterday informed by the 

butler that his lordship had no further occasion for my 

service 

Again, in the Guardian, another chaplain describes his 

position; 

- I have, with much ado, maintained my post hitherto at the 

dessert, and every day eat tart in the face of my patron; 

but how long I shall be invested with this privilege, I do 

not know. For the servants, who do not see me supported as 

I was in my old lord's time, begin to brush very familiarly 

by me, and thrust aside my chair when they set the sweetmeats 

on the table 

15 
Tatler #255. 

16 
Guardian #163. 
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Allusions to the custom of requiring dependent chaplains 

to marry "my cousin Abigail” and ”my Lady's antiquated waiting 

maid”, as well as any cast-off wench begot with child by the 

squire, are found in various novels of the period. In Richardson's 

Pamela, the young Squire B., while trying to seduce his late 

mother’s waiting maid, says: 

"Why then, Pamela, suppose I find a man of probity and genteel 

calling for a husband for you, that should make you a gentle¬ 

woman as long as you live?” 

When asked who this could be, he replies: 

"Why young Mr. Williams, my chaplain, in Lincolnshire, who 

will make you very happy." 

To Pamela's query as to whether Mr. Williams knew of this 

arrangement, the squire answers: 

"No — but his dependence upon my favour, and your beauty and 

«17 merit will make him rejoice at my kindness to him. 

Later, the lamentable state of dependency of this unfor¬ 

tunate clergyman is made all too clear by Pamela's letter, in which 

she refers to Mrs. Jewkes, Squire B'.s housekeeper and procuress, 

who holds Pamela prisoner, having 

huffed poor Mr. Williams all to pieces, for pleading for 

me. I find he is to be forbid the house, if she pleases. 

Poor gentleman! All his dependence is upon my master, who 

has a very good living for him, if the incumbent die." 

17 
Richardson, Samuel, Pamela: or Virtue Rewarded. London, 1741, 
page 10Ô. 
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John Hildrop, Rector of Wrath, In Yorkshire, met a clergy¬ 

man while visiting a friend in Somersetshire, whom he describes 

thus: 

“There was indeed a clergyman in the house, who had quite 

laid aside his sacerdotal character, but acted in several 

lay-capacities, as valet-de-chambre, butler, game-keeper, 

pot-companion, butt, and buffoon, who never read prayers, 
■jO 

or so much as said grace in the family whilst I was in it." 

The social graces were more of a requisite for the as¬ 

piring parson than education, religious conviction, or sincerity. 

This attitude lasted till the end of the century, and even well 

into the nineteenth century, as shown by a letter to the Lounger, 

dated 1785» which recites the experiences of a well-educated 

young clergyman, recommended to a baronet in the country. He was 

received as a disappointment, and they endeavored to make him 

"smarter" by having his hair "more modishly dressed", and by 

altering the cut of his coat. He found that his "education and 

knowledge of languages, classical authors, history, philosophy, 

and ancient poetry", were of no use, as there was no one to under- 
A"OT 

stand. By examining him, they found that he could nolthor- carve, 

play whist, sing a catch, or dance. Sir John and his companions 

knew nothing of geography, astronomy, or natural history, but 

they remembered aloud a clergyman of most complete education, who 

was the best "bowler in the country, a dead shot, rode like the 

IS 
Hildrop, John, "Contempt of the Clergy Considered", (1739)* 
Miscellaneous Works of John Hildrop D. D.. London, 1754, Vol. II, 
plage 122. 
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devil, and was a sure hand at finding a hare!” The young clergy¬ 

man was given to understand that Sir John's parson, must now and 

then drink a couple bottles, wink at indecencies in language and 

behavior, and that a "clergyman, to be an honest fellow, must 

have nothing of religion about him."*^ 

The parsons who were fortunate enough to be given a small 

living by the squire of the parish were equally looked down upon 

by the rich, even as were the private chaplains, and were thought 

scarcely fit to associate with the country squires. They were 

little respected by their parishioners, and were forced to toady 

to the squire, in order to keep their living. The poor parson 

had no choice but to make himself agreeable to the one in whose 

hands his future rested. If he were invited to the squire's house 

for a frolic, and in general threw a damp on the party, they 

treated him with contempt, as a "sour, morose, ill-natured fellow," 

His most general reflections from the pulpit were Interpreted as 

libel on the squire and his friends, therefore he was an "unmannerly, 

ill-bred coxcomb"• If he should correct them in their ideas, 

speech, or living habits, he was an "insolent, insupportable 

pedant",20 

Cowper, in a letter to the Connoisseur, comments on this 

disgraceful subservience of the parson to the squire, who: 

19 
Lounger #40. 

20 
Hildrop, 0£. cit,, page 121. 
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"— like the king, may be styled head of the church in his 

own parish* If the benefice be in his own gift, the vicar 

is his creature, and of consequence entirely at his devotion; 

or if the care of the church be left to a curate, the Sunday 

fees of roast beef and plum-pudding, and a liberty to shoot 

in the manor, will bring him as much under the squire's 

command as his dogs and horses."2^ 

IV 

BUCK PARSONS 

Another type of the country parson, is shown in the 

character sketch of Rev. Jack Quickset, rector of a parish in 

North Riding, entered in the Connoisseur, (#105* 1756) to 

entertain "town readers"* This type was commonly called "buck 

parsons" • The Reverend Quickset was a divine who saw his 

"dearest action in the field", and who boasted that he had in 

his stable a brace of hunters as good as ever leg was laid over* 

Hunting and shooting was the only business of his life, and he 

rated his friends according to their excellence as sportsmen. 

His parishioners often earned a shilling by coming to acquaint 

him that they had found a hare sitting, or a fox in cover. He 

found the Sunday dull and tedious, and "could not help lamenting, 

that so fine a soft morning should be thrown away on a Sunday" • 

2Î 
Connoisseur #134. 
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Arriving late for services and finding his congregation waiting 

for him, he had “nothing to do but to alight, pull his band out 

of the sermon-case, give his brown scratch-bob a shake, and clap 

on the surplice", and he was equipped for the service. The sketch 

of this divine concludes with the remark that the country could 

furnish many instances of such ordained sportsmen, whose thoughts 

were more taken up with the stable and dog kennel than the church. 

Miss Edgeworth presents a “buck parson" in her novel, 

Belinda, through the description of Lord Delacour's chaplain, by 

Lady Delacour: 

"it was the common practice of this man to leap from his horse 

at the church door after following a pack of hounds, huddle 

on his surplice, and gabble over the service with the most 

indecent mockery of religion. Do I speak with acrimony? I 

have reason; it was he who first taught my lord to drink. 

Then he was a wit - an insufferable witi His conversation, 

after he had drunk, was such as no woman but Harriet Freke 

could understand and such as few gentlemen could hear, —• 

M22 
In one word, he was a buck parson, 

V 

PEDANTS AND HACK CLERGYMEN 

The many clergymen without preferments soon found other 

22 
Edgeworth, Maria, Belinda,(Vol. 2, P.42), The British Novelists, 
Vol. XLIX, edit, by Mrs. Barbauld, London,1820. 
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means to eke out a subsistence# Some tried to live by writing, 

some by outdoor preaching and oratory, while others taught small 

country schools, participated in the indiscriminate marriage 

trade, or became vagrants combining them all# 

In the mid-eighteenth century, a writer to the Connoisseur 

states that: 

"The divine, without living, cure, or lectureship, may perhaps 

incur transportation for illegal marriages, set up a 

theatrical-oratorlcal-Billingsgate chapel under the shelter 

of the Toleration Act and the butchers of Clare Market, or 

kindle the inward light in the bosoms of the saints of Moor- 
23 

fields, and the Magdalena of Broad St# Giles#H 

The "theatrical-oratorical-Billingsgate chapel", is a ref¬ 

erence to John, or "Orator" Henley, probably one of the most orig¬ 

inal, and successful, of the oratorical %ype of preacher# In 1726 

this Anglican clergyman set up an "oratory" in Newport Market, which 

he later transferred to Lincoln*s Inn Field# He made use of many 

alterations in his divine services# For his "Primitive Liturgy" 

he substituted for the Nicene and the Athanasian creeds, two from 

the Apostolical Constitutions, and for his "Primitive Eucharist" 

he used unleavened bread and mixed wine# At the price of one 

shilling, he distributed medals of admission to his oratory# The 

23 ‘ 
Connoisseur #116# "Billingsgate"- a district in London noted 
for its foul and blasphemous language, here used as synonymous 
for "blasphemous"• "Moorfields"- a district Just outside the 
old walls of London where in 1739# Wesley began to hold large 
Methodist meetings# "Broad St# Giles"- a London district 
noted for its vice and streetwalkers# 
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most original element, however, was "Orator" Henley himself. He 

possessed some oratorical ability, and adopted a very theatrical 

style of elocution, "tuning his voice and balancing his hands", 

and his addresses were a strange medley of solemnity and buffoonery, 

clever wit and wild absurdity, of original disquisition and the 

worst devices of the oratorical charlatan. At first his services 

drew huge crowds of free-thinkers and the curious, but later 

during the years preceding his death in 1759# his following 

dwindled away. 

Jonathan Swift, himself a Dean in the church, in his 

24 Essay on the Fates of Clergymen, tells the story of Eugenio, a 

young clergyman who fell into the company of wits at Will’s 

Coffee House: 

— where in some time he had the bad luck to be distinguished. 

His scanty salary compelled him to run deep into debt for a 

new gown and cassock, and now and then forced him to write 

some paper of wit or humour, or preach a sermon for ten 

shillings, to supply his necessities." 

Then in Joseph Andrews, we have the example of the honest 

Parson Adams venturing to London to have his nine volumes of 

sermons published, which, unfortunately, he had left behindl The 

officious Parson Barnabas, who attempts to appropriate the sermons 

through an unscrupulous bookdealer, is paralleled by an actual 

24 
The Prose Works of Jonathan Swift, D. D., edit, by Temple Scott, 
London, 1910. 
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clergyman mentioned by Boswell, while speaking of instances of 

literary fraud: 

"The Rev, Dr, Campbell, of St. Andrews, wrote "An Enquiry into 

the Original of Moral Virtue", the manuscript of which he 

sent to Mr. Innés, a clergyman in England, who was his 

countryman and acquaintance. Innés published it with his 

own name to it; and before the imposition was discovered, 

obtained considerable promotion, as a reward of his merit ."^ 

Clergymen of the period wrote a large number of the many 

journals, essays, and pamphlets published, as well as the manifold 

collections of sermons. This activity on the part of the clergy 

in the literary field was so widespread and general, that it was 

considered almost to be in the line of duty. 

Those who had sufficient learning, and some who did not, 

took in pupils. The unfortunates who had no cures, would wander 

from parish to parish, teaching the rudiments of reading and 

writing for whatever fees they could get. Teaching a small country 

school was also necessary for the curate possessing an inadequate 

curacy. Mr. Williams, the clergyman in Pamela, had 

>«• a little Latin School in the neighboring village, which 

he attends; and this brings him in a little matter, additional 

to my master's favour, till something better falls of which 

he has hopes, » and he preaches sometimes for the parson 

26 of the village, which is about three miles off." 

25 
Boswell, op. clt., page 219* 

26 
Richardson, op. clt.. page 142. 
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VI. 

THE FLEET PARSON 

One of the most interesting sidelights on the degradation 

of the Anglican clergy during the first half of the eighteenth 

century, was the practice of clandestine and indiscriminate Fleet 

weddings, ttotil 175*1» the year of the Marriage Act, the presence 

of a clerk in full orders, or the performance of any religious 

ceremony, was not regarded as indispensable for the validity of 

a marriage. If two people desired to become man and wife» and 

contracted to do so, according to English law, it was a valid 

marriage. The Church, however, regarded them as irregular because 

of the deficiency in ceremony. 

Toward the end of the seventeenth century, Fleet Prison 

had afforded a refuge for dissolute debtor divines, and as the 

eighteenth century progressed, their numbers increased. Many of 

these clerics were not allowed to leave the prison, while others 

were kept only within the rules or bounds of the Fleet, which 

extended about a mile each way. They married, without notice or 

banns, all who applied to them in the Fleet Prison chapel, charging 

a fee which varied according to the prosperity of the clients. 

Encouraged by their success, they grew bolder as the applications 

became more frequent. All classes of people came to be married 

in the prison chapel, from people of quality down to domestic 

servants. Their fame and notoriety spread, and the scandal was 
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discussed in Parliament. Finally Parliament decreed that the 

Fleet Prison chapel could no longer he used to celebrate clandes¬ 

tine marriages. This did not deter these divines, for they simply 

moved their quarters to inns and alehouses within the Fleet limits. 

Signs and placards announced easy and legal marriages within for 

a small fee, and some parsons even inserted advertisements in 

newspapers. The marriage traffic was carried on, on a partnership 

or commission basis. The inn-keepers went halves with the parsons, 

and touters or plyers were paid a few pence commission for each 

couple they brought in. Oftentimes the proprietor would keep a 

clerical debtor on his place of business at a weekly salary, or 

perhaps would send for the nearest parson whenever a couple 

entered, always on the commission basis. The plyers, paid by 

commission, were incited to secure their victims by any means. 

They never hesitated to bully and intimidate, sometimes dragging 

in by force any couple who chanced to pass. 

Thomas Pennant, the antiquary, writing in 1791» refers to 

the Fleet Prison, and recalls that in his youth while walking by 

the prison, he had often been asked, "Sir, will you be pleased to 

walk in and be married?”. He writes: 

“Along this most lawless space was hung up the frequent sign 

of a male and female hand conjoined, with 'Marriages performed 

within' written beneath. A dirty fellow invited you in. The 

parson was seen walking before his shop; a squalid profligate 

figure, clad in a tattered plaid night-gown, with a fiery face, 
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and ready to couple you for a dram of gin or a roll of 

2T 
tobacco." 1 

In Sir Charles Grandia on, Harriet Byron describes the 

Fleet Parson brought by Sir Hargrave Pollexfen to perform the 

forced marriage, as: 

"A vast, tall, big-boned, splay-footed man* A shabby gown; 

• as shabby a wig; an huge red pimply face; and a nose that 

hid half of it, when he looked on one side, and he seldom 
4 

looked foreright when I saw him* He had a dog's-eared 

common-prayer book in his hand, which once had been gilt; 

opened, horrid sight! at the page of matrimony! —- The 

man snuffled his answer through his nose. When he opened 

his pouched mouth, the tobacco hung about his great yellow 

teeth. He squinted upon me, and took my clasped hands, 

28 
which were buried in his huge hand*" 

Smollett refers to this marriage traffic in his novel, 

The Adventures of Count Fathom: 

"This would have been a difficulty soon removed had the scene 

of the transaction been laid in the metropolis of England, 

where passengers are plied in the streets by clergymen who 

prostitute their characters and consciences for hire, in 

defiance of all decency and law." 

27 
Pennant, Thomas, History of London. 1791» For a detailed ref¬ 
erence to Fleet Chaplains, see England and the English in the 
Eighteenth Century, W. C. Sydney, Vol. II, Chapter XX. 

28 
Richardson, Samuel, The History of Sir Charles Grandlson, London, 
1754, Vol. I, Letter 50, page 215* 
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It will be remembered also that when the hero of Peregrine 

Pickle is in Fleet Prison, he makes the acquaintance of a clergy¬ 

man; 

rt—- who found means to enjoy a pretty considerable income 

by certain irregular practices in the way of his function." 

The Marriage Act of 1754 put an end to these activities 

by requiring a clergyman in full orders to preside, and to fulfill 

the complete religious ceremony, after the banns had been duly 

published and the marriage authorized. 

VII 

VAGRANTS AND IMPOSTERS 

The clerical vagrants, first cousins to the debtor divines, 

wandered from parish to parish, stealing, begging, preaching, and 

performing easy marriages wherever they could find the couples. 

This class of vagrant, strolling clergy, became a menace to the 

country, but little could be done to alleviate the condition. Most 

of the vagrants would concentrate on the larger cities, where they 

could secure a lucrative income by performing clandestine marriages, 

or offer their services for occasional prayers or sermons, or else 

they would sink to the depths of a Grub Street hack writer. This 

situation was accepted by the people as a necessary evil, and an 

occasional convenience. The inability to check on their orders, 

made it particularly easy for frauds and imposters to assume the 

cloth. 



28 

These practices led to frauds similar to that to vhich the 

daughter of the Vicar of Wakefield fell a victim* Olivia Primrose, 

when found by her clergyman father at the inn, tells him that she 

knows her marriage to Thornhill, which was privately performed by 

a popish priest, is not binding, and that she could only trust to 

his honor. She then tells her father. Dr. Primrose, referring to 

her supposed husband: 

M— he had been married already by the same priest to six 

or eight wives more whom, like me, he has deceived and 

abandoned.”^ 

The white-haired, learned clergyman, another fraud, who 

succeeds in cheating both Dr. Primrose and his son Moses at the 

fair, must also be mentioned as an example of such practices. 

That frauds and clerical imposters were occasionally 

caught is shown by advertisements in contemporary newspapers. 

The London Gazette for Nov. 3/6, 1707# has an advertisement con¬ 

cerning one William Sale, who had been convicted in the Eccles¬ 

iastical Court at Canterbury of having forged holy orders for 

himself, and for his father, and it goes on to cite him to appear 

before the Archbishop of Canterbury or the Bishop of Rochester, 

and produce his true orders, if any, and if not, he would be 

prosecuted. 

And in the London Gazette for March 18/22, 1703# the clergy 

were warned against: 

29 
Goldsmith, Oliver, Vicar of Wakefield, (1766), London, World*s 
Classics, 1901, page 135* 
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“Abraham Gill, aged upwards of 30 years, — bold and con¬ 

fident in conversation, — writing a clerk-like hand, as 

having been some time employed under an attorney. Traveling 

the country with a woman and three or four children, sometime 

since forged letters of orders, under the hand and episcopal 

seal of the Lord Bishop of Chester. 

viri 

VICE AND SLOTH OF THE CLERGY 

The lower clergymen were commonly satirized in the lit¬ 

erature of the period for their coarseness, low habits, and lack 

of physical and moral cleanliness. Thus Roderick Random is not 

surprised to find a cheat in clerical dress in the Village Inn. 

The divine, Mr. Shuffle, curate of a neighboring parish, could shift 

a card so dexter' ously that it was impossible to discover him. 

The laity and clergy alike were greatly addicted to tobacco 

and spirituous liquors in the eighteenth century, and in the novels 

of this period we find many examples of these stimulants to social 

conversation and political discourse being indulged in by clergy¬ 

men. In Tom Jones, Henry Fielding depicts Mr. Supple, the curate, 

and Squire Western , as engaging in : 

a most excellent political discourse framed out of news¬ 

papers and political pamphlets; in which they made a libation 

3Ô 
Ashton, John, Social Life in the Relpn of Queen Anne, London, 
1925, page 342. 
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of four bottles of wine to the good of their country 

In the preface to The Spiritual Quixote, by Rev. Richard 

Graves, Rector of Claverton in Somersetshire, the imaginary 

"jolly plump gentleman with a very serious countenance", who left 

the manuscript of the book at the inn "in lieu of payment" and in 

hopes it would be printed, is described by the landlord: 

"By his dress, indeed, I should have taken him for a country 

clergyman, but that he never drank ale or smoked tobacco."^ 

The clergyman in Letters From Felicia To Charlotte, who 

performs the marriage of Felicia and Lucius, is one of the more 

socially acceptable class, yet he has his smoking and drinking 

habits. After the ceremony, all the company adjourn to another 

room where a sideboard is set with wines and fruit. There, 

"The clergyman, who is one of the most facetious gentlemen 

upon earth, told us abundance of agreeable stories, with so 

much humour, that he set the whole company in a laugh —-• 

The reverend divine filled his pipe, had a tankard of old 

October to himself, and by his wit and good temper, let us 

see that he did not think an innocent mirth at all inconsis¬ 

tent with the strictest piety. And it is worthy of observation 

that, — not the least word escaped them on this occasion 
,.•33 

that could have offended the chastest ear. 

3Î 
Fielding, Henry, Tom Jones, Modern Library, New York, page 137. 

32 
Graves, Rev. Richard, The Spiritual Quixote. British Novelists, 
Vol. XXXII, London, 1820. 

33 
Collyer, Mr. (Mary Mitchell) Letters From Felicia To Charlotte. 
Novelist's Magazine, Vol. XXIII, London, 1789, page 92. 
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And of course, the charming Parson Adams is well known for 

his habit of smoking his pipe in his neighbor's kitchen while 

Indulging in a glass of ale» 

The country parson, cut off from all refining influences, 

often took his pleasure by joining his neighboring farmers in a 

bout at the village alehouse, and as often indulged too freely» 

Smoking was a common habit, almost universal, and the parson who 

restricted his extra-curricular activities to these two minor 

vices, was considered a very virtuous clergyman indeed. 

An interesting reference to the rough manners and un- 

canonical habits of the clergy in the Navy, or Sea Chaplains, is 

contained in a letter to the Connoisseur» The writer claimed for 

the sailors a very serious regard for religion when at sea, and 

said that their decent behavior at prayers,- and attention to the 

sermon, might have shamed a more polite audience at St» James Church. 

For that reason, the influence of a truly religious chaplain, of 

good morals and sober conversation, had a good effect. But for 

the many sea chaplains who drank, swore, and behaved 

”—- in every respect like a common sailor, he should be 

obliged to work in the gangway all the rest of the week, and 

on Sundays be invested with a jacket and trousers instead 

34 of his canonicals."^ 

34 
Connoisseur #84. 
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IX 

WORLDLINESS IN DRESS AND MANNERS 

It had been the custom for the clergy# when appearing in 

public, to wear both cassock and gown, with the wig, of course, 

which was sometimes carried to excess. The wearing of the cassock 

abroad was in accordance with the 74th canon of the Church which 

stated that clergymen : 

— shall usually wear in their Journeys cloaks with sleeves, 

commonly called priests' cloaks, without guardB, welts, long 

buttons, or cuts. And no ecclesiastical person shall wear 

any coif or wrought night-cap, but only plain night-caps of 

black silk, satin, or velvet — and that in public they go 

not in their doublet and hose, without coats or cassock; and 

that they wear not any light colored stockings.”^3 

In Joseph Andrews, the faithful Parson Adams never ventures 

^broad without his cassock. At the inn, he sits smoking his pipe 

with a night-cap drawn over his wig, and a short greatcoat which 

half covered his cassock: 

"is the gentleman a clergyman then? says Barnabas, for his 

cassock had been tied up when he first arrived,” 

And when Adams visits Trulliber: 

"After a short silence Adams said, 'I fancy, sir, you already 

perceive me to be a clergyman.' 'Ay, ay', cries Trulliber, 

35 
As quoted by William Forsyth, Novels And Novelists Of The Eight¬ 
eenth Century, New York, 1871* page 137* 
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grinning, *1 perceive you have some cassock, I will not 

venture to call it a whole one*' Adams answered, *It was 

Indeed none of the best, but he had the misfortune to tear 

it about ten years ago in passing over a stile.*" 

Cowper comments on the dress of country clergy, in a letter 

to the Connoisseur: 

MThe Squire of the parish, or his ancestors perhaps, to testify 

their devotion, and to leave a lasting monument of their 

magnificence, have adorned the altar piece with the richest 

crimson velvet, embroidered with vine leaves, and ears of 

wheat; and have dressed up the pulpit with the same splendour 

and expense; while the gentleman who fills it, is exalted, 

in the midst of all this finery, with a surplice as dirty as 

a farmer’s frock, and a periwig that seems to have transferred 

its faculty of curling to the band, which appears in full 

buckle beneath it.H*^ 

While many country parsons were forced by their poor cir¬ 

cumstances to dress as described above, it became the fashion for 

clergymen in towns and cities to overdress, to be as gaudy and re¬ 

splendent as the most fashionable beaux of the period* Rough talk, 

drinking, smoking, and gallantry toward the ladies, were taken 

over by the clergy as part of their newly adopted worldly manner¬ 

isms. Even dueling, an illegal act, but a popular mode of settling 

arguments of the day, was frequently engaged in by members of the 

clergy. From these canonical rakes, descended, or ascended, the 

33 
Connoisseur #134. 
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sophisticated, socialite clergyman so familiar in the novels of 

Jane Austen. 

It may be well to explain at this point, that co-incident¬ 

ally with the Methodist and Presbyterean popular movements, arose 

a liberal revolt, ranging from deism to extreme atheism, including 

a large number of the undecided, who took neither side, but who 

generally agreed that life should be lived at its fullest, and let 

come what may. The philosophy of "eat, drink, and be merry", be¬ 

came widespread, and it was inevitable that such a philosophy 

should creep into the fold of the established church, among the 

weaker members of the flock. 

In the first quarter of the eighteenth century, a clergy¬ 

man wrote a letter to the Spectator, on the improper dress of 

young clergymen, which he hoped would expose "this venerable 

foppery"• He writes : 

a young divine, after his first degree in the university, 

usually comes hither [London| only to show himself: and on 

that occasion, is apt to think he is but half equipped with 

a gown and cassock for his public appearance, if he hath not 

the additional ornament of a scarf of the first magnitude, 

to entitle him to the appellation of Doctor from his. landlady 

and the boy at Childs."^ 

The wig, or periwig, as mentioned before, was often carried 

to excess. The humble petition of Elizabeth Slender, Spinster, 

in the Tat1er. stated that: 

y? 
Spectator #609* 
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"On the twentieth of this instant December, her friend, Rebecca 

Hive, walking in the Strand, saw a gentleman before us in a 

gown, whose periwig was so long, and so much powdered, that 

your petitioner took notice of it, and said, 'she wondered 

that lawyer would so spoil a new gown with powder.' To which 

it was answered, 'that he was no lawyer, but a clergyman.' 

Upon a wager of a pot of coffee we overtook him, and your 

petitioner was soon convinced she had lost. 

"Your petitioner, therefore, desires your worship to cite the 

clergyman before you, and to settle and adjust the length of 

canonical periwigs, and the quantity of powder to be made 

«38 
use of in them. 

In paper #105 of the Connoisseur, quoted above for the 

description of Jack Quickset the sporting parson, the writer by 

way of introducing his subject, claims that this paper was written 

to entertain 

> town readers, who can have no other idea of our clergy 

than what they have collected from the spruce and genteel 

figures which they have been used to contemplate here in 

doctors' scarfs, pudding-sleeves, starched bands, and 

feathertop grizzles." 

Dueling flourished during the whole of the eighteenth 

century. Every gentleman who was challenged had to fight or suffer 

the loss of his reputation. We find numerous examples of such 

35 
Tatler #370. 
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affairs in the novels of the period, and it even was thought no 

violation of good taste or truth to present clergymen as ready to 

fight with the pistol or sword, as the most fashionable beau. 

In Humphry Clinker, Mr. Prankley challenges the Rev. Mr. Eastgate 

at Bath, after telling him that unless he held his tongue he 

would "dust his cassock for him", and they go out armed with 

pistols but the affair is fortunately settled with no bloodshed. 

In Fielding's Amelia, Col. Bath, who is described as 

"being indeed a perfect good Christian, except in the articles 

of fighting and swearing", engages the benign Dr. Harrison in an 

argument on dueling. Col. Bath's opinion is that: 

"Women and clergy are upon the same footing. The long-robed 

gentry are exempted from the laws of honour." 

To which Dr. Harrison replies: 

"— if honour and fighting are, as they seem to be, synonymous 

words with you, I believe there are some clergymen, who in 

defence of their religion, or their country, or their friend, 

the only Justifiable causes of fighting, except bare self- 

defence, would fight as bravely as yourself, Colonell" 

Later, as the company is seated at a table at Vauxhall, 

the priggish clergyman son of Dr. Harrison's country friend, tells 

one of the rakes molesting Amelia with their looks and conversation, 

that: 

"if I had you in a proper place, you should find I would 

strike a blow, and a pretty hard one too." 
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Obscene and loose talk, as was natural, accompanied the 

unrestrained drinking habits of the century* In the majority of 

the novels of the period, we find pages filled with blanks, dots, 

and dashes, to denote oaths • Loose and obscene talk was so 

common, that it hardly attracted attention. That even clergymen 

were not exempt from this custom, is shown by remarks of Boswell 

concerning the impropriety of some clergymen. In describing a 

dinner which he and Dr. Johnson attended, Boswell relates: 

"A clergyman — - was affecting one day, at a Bishop's table, 

a sort of slyness and freedom not in character, and repeated, 

as if part of 'The Old Man's Wish*, a song by Dr. Walter Pope, 

a verse bordering on licentiousness. Johnson rebuked him in 

the finest manner by first shewing him that he did not know 

the passage he was aiming at.""^ 

Again Boswell relates that: 

"Johnson, and his friend, Beauclerk, were once together in 

company with several clergymen, who thought that they should 

appear to advantage, by assuming the lax jollity of men of 

the world; which they carried to excess." 

Johnson, upon perceiving this jollity, remarked aloud to 

Beauclerk: 

"This merriment of parsons is mighty offensive." 

Thus at the turn of the century, a large number of the clergy 

were secularly minded in all worldly details of the period. Their 

positions in the church were accepted and treated as mere professions, 

39 
Boswell, og. cit., page 918. 
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their main duty consisted of evolving and delivering an enter¬ 

taining sermon once a week, - often only once a fortnight« They 

wore the cassock and gown not for any religious significances, 

but as a badge of office, as the lawyer wore his gown, or the 

baker his white apron. This situation was accepted and taken for 

granted by the nobility and commoners alike, who were, indeed 

much worse morally than the clergy. In comparison with the 

extremely low moral state of the laity in the mid-eighteenth 

century, the majority of the clergy, in spite of our condemnations 

today, were undoubtedly considered to be generally faithful to 

their office. This point is brought out specifically by Fielding's 

Dr. Harrison in Amelia, during a discussion with his country par¬ 

son friend and priggish clergyman son. The good doctor imputed 

the disrespect for religion on clergymen themselves, or as he 

clarifies, on the lives of some of them: 

for there are very few or none of the clèrgy whose lives, 

if compared with those of the laity, can be called profligate." 

X 

CONTEMPT OF CHURCH MANNERS 

The contempt felt for the lower clergy affected the common 

attitude towards the Church and religion in general. If we are to 

believe the satirists, allowing for a legitimate amount of exag¬ 

geration, the church manners of all classes were little short of 
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sacrilegious* A fashionable eighteenth century church was a con¬ 

venient resort for whispering scandal, displaying skill in manip¬ 

ulating the fan, and for affording the opportunity to display 

jewels and fine clothes. Sunday church attendance often served 

as a once-a-week communion for friends and acquaintances, and the 

ceremonious greetings, and social duties, were elaborately per¬ 

formed • 

The poet Cowper, in one of his delightful essays contri¬ 

buted to the Connoisseur, describes the behavior of congregations 

at church services which he had attended, and which we may believe 

to have been typical of that period. 

"The ladies, immediately on their entrance, breathe a pious 

ejaculation through their fan-sticks, and the beaux very 

gravely address themselves to the haberdasher's bills, glewed 

upon the linings of their hats. This pious duty is no sooner 

performed, then the exercise of bowing and courtesying succeeds; 

the locking and unlocking of the pews drowns the reader's 

voice at the beginning of the service; and the rustling of 

silks, added to the whispering and tittering of so much good 

company, renders him totally unintelligible to the very end 

of it. — I could wish that the clergy would Inform their 

congregations that there is no occasion to scream themselves 

hoarse in making the responses; that the town-crier is not 

the only person qualified to pray due devotion; and that he 

who bawls the loudest may, nevertheless, be the wickedest 
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fellow in the parish. The old women too, in the aisle, might 

he told that their time would he better employed in attending 

to the sermon, than in fumbling over their tattered testaments 

till they have found the text;   while a word or two of 

instruction might not he thrown away upon the younger part 

of the congregation, to teach them that making posies in 

summer time and cracking nuts in autumn, is no part of the 

religious ceremony 

Such indecencies were censured by Jonathan Swift in his 

Sermon Upon Sleeping In Church. They were far from confined to 

country churches only, hut were common practice in city churches, 

such as Swift's. Swift laments: 

"A preacher cannot look around from the pulpit, without ob¬ 

serving, that some are in a perpetual whisper, and, by their 

air and gesture, give occasion to suspect, that they are in 

those very minutes defaming their neighbor. Others have their 

eyes and imagination constantly engaged in such a circle of 

objects — that they never once attend to the business of 

the place. -— Some have their minds wandering among idle, 

worldly, or vicious thoughts. Some lie at catch to ridicule 

whatever they hear — • But — none is comparable to that 

«41 
of those who come here to sleep. 

Hogarth's painting, The Sleeping; Congregation, is familiar 

to us all. We may well believe that it is an exact reproduction 

40 
Connoisseur #134. 

41 
Scott, 0£. clt. 
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of a scene customarily seen by church attenders of the period* 

Thackeray puts his seal of approval upon Hogarth’s works as 

authentic reproductions in his English Humorists, where he says 

that in Hogarth's painting; 

"We look and see pass before us the England of a hundred years 

ago — ; the church, with its quaint florid architecture and 

singing congregation; the parson with his great wig, and the 

beadle with his cane, — all these are represented before 

us, and we are sure of the truth of the portrait*" 

Echoing Swift's lament about those "who lie at catch to 

ridicule whatever they hear", an unknown writer complains to the 

Spectator* of groups of London young men, who carried these in¬ 

decent manners so far as to heckle the preacher during the sermon, 

ogled the young ladies through spy-glasses, and made audible 

comments on all they saw* Calling them "vociferous sets of men 

who are called rattling clubs", the writer in describing one of 

their invasions of a church, says that if any uncommon topics were 

brought up by the priest, any controverted point, in short anything 

surpassing their narrow limits of theology, or was not suited to 

their taste, 

"— they are all immediately upon their watch, fixing their 

eyes upon each other with as much warmth as our gladiators 

of Hockly-in-the-hole! —- If one touches, all take fire, and 

their noddles instantly meet in the center of the pew: then, 

as by beat of drum, with exact discipline, they rear up into 
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a full length of stature, and with odd looks and gesticulations, 

confer together in so loud and clamorous a manner, continued 

„42 
to the close of the discourse. 

In spite of these blasphemous manners and customs, church 

attendance was considered a duty by the majority of the people, 

and as a rule was faithfully performed. Thus Felicia writes to 

Charlotte : 

rtWe seldom omit going to church twice every Sunday; not so 

much to gain any new acquisition of knowledge, as to keep 

alive a sense of our duty, and at the same time, to set an 

example to the rest of the parish; the lower part of which 

are greatly Influenced by what they see us great folks, as 

they call us, do: for here in the country with respect to 

example, one or two thousand pounds a year has a thousand 

times more efficacy than all the advantages of superior 

sense and reason.*'^ 

Arriving late for church services was another common cause 

for complaint, and was much satirized in the periodicals. How¬ 

ever, it was widely practiced by the well-to-do and social climbers. 

Sarah Fielding refers to a lady and gentleman, who: 

M— spend their whole lives in self-denial — to have the 

pleasure of flattering themselves, that in some respects they 

are like the great — and on a Sunday, when the whole con¬ 

gregation is met, I have known these two drivelers trifle 

42 
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away half an hour, only to make the whole parish wait their 

leisure; and then looking as if they had performed some 

heroic action, strut up the church through rows of poor 

people, who bow to them because Necessity makes them want 

their favour, which they impute to some innate dignity in 

themselves* The clergyman, who officiates in their parish, 

gives way to this, not from mere flattery, but because he 

has understanding enough to know, nothing does so much 

H 44 
mischief as contending with the vanity of fools* 

The same subject is treated again by Miss Fielding in a 

later letter, in which the anger of a Lady of another parish 

against the parson is described: 

" in her heart her chief anger was, his once beginning 

prayers, before she thought proper to parade up the church, 

when he thought it would be mockery and indecency, to make 

a whole congregation, who were solemnly met to attend divine 

service, wait longer for the insolent Lady of the Squire of 

the parish.'1^ 

Cowper also notes in his essay on church services, that: 

M-— the bell Is often kept tolling, and the people waiting 

in the churchyard, an hour longer than the usual time; nor 

must the service begin till the Squire has strutted up the 

aisle, and seated himself in the great pew in the chancel* 

The length of the sermon is also measured by the will of the 

44 
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Squire, as formerly by the hour-glass, and I know one parish, 

where the preacher has always the complaisance to conclude 

his discourse, however abruptly, the minute that the Squire 

gives the signal, by rising up after his nap."^ 

In contrast to this type of squire, the Spectator gives 

us the delightful Sir Roger de Coverley, the model of what a 

country gentleman should be, who would let no one nap in church 
« 

but himself, and who tells John Matthews to mind what he is about, 

and not disturb the congregation by kicking his heels during the 

sermon. The following passage presents a pleasing picture of an 

"ideal" country gentleman, but one seldom found outside the printed 

word: 

"As soon as the sermon is finished, nobody presumes to stir 

till Sir Roger is gone out of church. The knight walks down 

from his seat in the chancel between a double row of his 

tenants, that stand bowing to him on each side: and every now 

and then inquires how such a one's wife, or mother, or son, 

or father do, whom he does not see at church, which is under- 

ii 47 
stood as a secret reprimand to the person that is absent. 
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XI 

NEG-LECTED CONDITION OP THE CHURCHES 

Contempt of the clergy, and the low state of religion in 

general, were shown not only by the vulgar church manners of the 

period, but by the wretched condition of the churches and chapels. 

The parishioners of the eighteenth century do not appear to have 

entertained the slightest reverential regard for the buildings in 

which they worshipped, and in consequence of such ideas, the 

greater number of country churches exhibited a most disgracefully 

neglected condition, from the beginning to the end of the century. 

In 1750, Bishop Seeker commented severely upon this state 

of affairs in a charge delivered to the clergy of the diocese of 

Oxford: 

"I believe, indeed, that the chancels which belong to incumbents 

will be generally found in the best condition of any.. Yet 

some, even of these, I fear, have scarce been kept in necessary 

present repair, and others by no means duly cleared from 

annoyances which must gradually bring them to decay; water 

undermining and rotting the foundations, earth heaped up 

against the outside, weeds and shrubs growing upon them, or 

trees too near them. Where sufficient attention is paid to 

these things, too frequently the floors are meanly paved or 

the windows ill-glazed, and it may be in part stopt up, or 

the roof not ceiled; or they are damp, offensive, and unwhole- 

«48 
some, for want of due circulation of air. 
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Nothing seemed to commend itself to churchwardens so much 

as a universal face of whitewash on the walls and stone fixtures 

of the interior of the church. This practice was carried on so 

consistently that a contributor to the Gentleman's Magazine in 

1799 was brought to complain that all the churches in England 

had had their interiors covered with whitewash. 

"I make little scruple (he writes) in declaring that this 

Job work, which is carried on in every part of the. kingdom, 

is a mean makeshift, to give a delusive appearance of repair 

and cleanliness to the walls, when in general this wash is 

resorted to to hide neglect or perpetrated fractures." 

This disrespect, or actually lack of respect toward chapels 

and churches, was acknowledged by Richardson in his novel, Pamela, 

for he makes it a point of virtue for his heroine to wish to 

repair and renovate the B. family chapel. While preparing the 

family chapel for the approaching wedding of Pamela and Squire B., 

she says: 

"I hope it will never be a lumber-room again —- it should be 

all new white-washed, and painted, and lin'd; and a new 

49 
pulpit-cloth, cushion, desk, etc.." 

An ironic account of the ruinous condition of country 

churches was written to the Connoisseur by Cowper in 1756. While 

this account was probably one-sided in its views for the sake of 

Cowper's crusade against these conditions, it was undoubtedly true 

49 
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that the majority of country churches were in Just such a state* 

Complaining that the ruinous condition of church edifices gave 

offense to all honest church-goers, he states: 

"I could not help wishing that the honest vicar, instead of 

indulging his genius for improvements, by inclosing his 

gooseberry bushes within a Chinese rail, and converting 

half an acre of his glebe land into a bowling green, would 

have applied part of his income to the more laudable pur¬ 

pose of sheltering his parishioners from the weather, during 

their attendance on divine service.” 

He complains that it is not uncommon to see a well- 

thatched parsonage in good repair while the church has scarcely 

any roof. The noise of owls, bats, and magpies make part of the 

service: 

"—- and the walls, like a large map, seem to be portioned out 

into capes, seas, and promontories, by the various colors 

with which the damps have stained them. Sometimes, the 

foundations being too weak to support the steeple any longer, 

it has been found expedient to pull down that part of the 

building, and to hang the bells under a wooden shed on the 
50 

ground beside it.” 

That the dilapidated condition of English churches and 

chapels, combined with the unconcern of the clergy, was one reason 

for contempt of the clergy in the public mind, cannot be doubted. 

50 
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Such churches commanded no respect, and seemingly asked none* 

In the minds of a great number of parishioners and clergy alike, 

religious services were merely customary get-togethers, where 

one's finery should be displayed, and a discourse delivered, which 

might be approved or disapproved, but which should not be taken 

too seriously* 

XII 

THE FALLEN STATE OF SERMONS AND PREACHING 

The sermon of the early eighteenth century as described 

by one who has made a diligent study of it, was "too stiff and 

51 
formal, too cold and artificial"* A great number of the clergy 

did not preach at all, while many of those who did, used manu¬ 

factured sermons, compilations of which could be purchased in any 

bookstore. The sermons, even of those reputed to be popular 

preachers, were modeled on those of Archbishop Tillotson in the 

first half of the century, and appealed more to the reason than 

to the heart* The chaplain of Sir Roger de Coverley, "a person 

of good sense and some learning", preached in regular succession 

the sermons of Tillotson, Saunderson, Barrow, Calamy, and South, 

instead of wasting his spirits in laborious compositions of his 

own* 

In Dean Swift’s Letter To A Young Clergyman, he complained 

of the type of cleric who buried his nose in his notes, keeping 

5Ï 
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his head down continuously, or who would pop up and down, uttering 

a few phrases from his notes at a time* Swift advised his young 

clerical friend to memorize his sermons thoroughly', or to con¬ 

dense his notes and hold them where they could be glanced at in 

haste and ease. 

For centuries the dry, solid dissertation, read by the 

preacher to the congregation without a gesture or variation in the 

voice, had been an institution of the English Church* To relieve 

the monotony, occasionally the sermon would be omitted and a hymn 

or two would be substituted. In many cases, by mutual agreement 

between minister and congregation, the sermon would be omitted 

from the service entirely. Swift comments on this omission in his 

Sermon Upon Sleeping in Church: 

"I think it is obvious, that the neglect of preaching hath very 

much occasioned the great decay of religion among us. To this 

may be imputed no small part of that contempt some men bestow 
ç2 

on the clergy.MP 

Toward the middle of the century, preaching in the estab¬ 

lished churches underwent a vast change in style and manner of 

delivery. It was by this new enthusiasm of preachers that the 

Church was eventually dragged from the low position into which it 

had sunk. 

The affected oratory and extravagant style of delivery had 

first been practiced by those who dissented from the established 

52 
Scott, 0£. clt. 



50 

church, and who preached to the crowds in various market-places, 

on street corners, and in the fields. Its popularity with the 

common people and its success in attracting congregations, led 

many of the ordained clergy to adopt its methods. They, as well 

as the nonconformists, became addicted to extreme examples of 

rhetoric, overloading their discourses with harsh metaphors, 

childish similitudes, and Ill-applied tales. The clergy reveled 

in oratorical manipulations. Using the example of Jesus and His 

parables, they would make extensive use of overworked metaphors 

and comparisons. 

One of the first complaints on this style of preaching 

comes from Eachard who mentions having known such preachers of the 

late seventeenth century, who, 

if they but happen of an unlucky hard word all the week, 

they think themselves not careful of their flock if they 

lay It not up till Sunday, and bestow it among them In their 

next preachment. Or if they light upon some difficult and 

obscure notion, which their curiosity inclines them to be 

better acquainted with, how useless soever! nothing so 

frequent as for them, for a month or two months together, 

to tear and tumble this doctrine, and the poor people, once 

a week, shall come and gaze upon them by the hour, until they 

preach themselves, as they think, into a right understanding. 

— Others there be whose parts stand not so much towards 

tall words and lofty notions, but consist in scattering up 
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and down and besprinkling all their sermons with plenty of 

53 
Greek and Latin." 

Up till the middle of the century, the majority of the 

established church clergy kept the old time-honored custom of 

reading their sermons, with little or no expression or enthu¬ 

siasm. But at this time it became a common complaint of the 

church parishes that their congregations were being diminished 

by the competition of the grandiloquent Methodist and Presby- 

terean preachers with their theatrical mannerisms and powers of 

persuasion. The following of these popular preachers increased 

daily to the detriment of the established church. Many parishes 

became poverty stricken as a result of the loss of tithes and 

contributions. This led to still further general neglect of 

church buildings, so that soon, as has been mentioned, the semi- 

ruined church, with caved-in roof, silent bells, and dirty, 

weather-beaten exterior, became a common sight throughout the 

kingdom. Deserted churches and chapels were commonly used as 

stables, sheepcotes, lumber-rooms, or were left to rot and crumble 

from the effects of the elements. 

A contemporary picture of one of the dissenting preachers 

is contained in a letter written to Mary Singleton during the 

middle of the period. The writer, after complaining that she had 

waited an hour for the Methodist preacher (Whitefleld) to appear, 

says: 

"This charming man at last ascended the reading desk, and 

53 
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began with an earnestness which pleased me, but accompanied 

with such antic gesticulations as soon took off the effect. 

His tone of voice is vulgar and unnatural, his pronunciation 

provincial and harsh. — he began in the pulpit with a form 

of devotion of his own, which lasted the best part of an hour; 

with the folly of which I should have been diverted, had I 

not been shocked by the blasphemy of some passages in which 

he addressed himself to the Saviour of the world with the 

H 54 
same familiarity as to one of his own congregation. ^ 

In the same year, 1756, a letter written to the Connoisseur, 

shows how these theatrical mannerisms had become the fashion in 

the Church. This letter, humorously describing the types of 

preachers and their mannerisms, states that: 

rtSnuffling through the nose, with an harmonious twang, has 

been regarded as a kind of church music best calculated to 

raise devotion, and a piteous chorus of sighs and groans 

has been thought the most effectual call to repentance. 

Irregular tremblings of the voice, and contortions of the 

person, have long been the eloquence of quakers and pres- 

bytereans; and are now the favorite mode of preaching prac¬ 

ticed by those self-ordained teachers, who strike out new 

lights in religion, and pour forth their extempore rhap¬ 

sodies in a torrent of enthusiastical oratory. I am sorry 

to see our regular divines rather copying than reforming, 

54 ' 
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this hot and extravagant manner of preaching; and have, with 

pain, been witness to a wild intemperate delivery in our 

parish churches, which I should only have expected at the 

chapel in Long Acre, or at the Foundry and Tabernacle in 

Moorfields."55 

The writer continues, depicting the "pretty preacher" of 

the time, as an elegant reverend whose, 

flowers of rhetoric, injudiciously scattered over a sermon, 

are as disgusting in his discourse, as the smug wig and 

scented white handkerchief in his dress. The pretty preacher 

aims at politeness and good breeding, takes the ladies to 

task in a genteel vein of raillery, and handles their modish 

foibles with the same air that he gallants their fans; but 

— he flitters away the solemnity of some scriptural subject; 

and I have heard a flourishing declaimer of this cast take 

off from the awful idea of the Passion, by dwelling princi¬ 

pally on the gracefulness of person, sweetness of voice, and 

elegance of deportment, in the Divine Sufferer; and at another 

time, in speaking of the Fall, I have known him to enter into 

a picturesque description of the woods, groves, and rivulets, 

pansies, pinks, and violets, that threw a perpetual gayety 

,.56 
over the face of nature in the garden of Eden. 
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This tendency to sprinkle "flowers of rhetoric" throughout 

a sermon, remained primarily in the cities and larger towns, dim¬ 

inishing in proportion to the distance of the parish from the city. 

Yet, that such fashions gradually spread to country parishes, 

accompanied by other fashions of the day, cannot be doubted. In 

Tristram Shandy, Laurence Sterne, author and country parson, 

voices a mild revolt against such fashions in preaching, and states 

his theory of proper preaching through the lips of the lovably 

quixotic Parson Yorickï• 

"To preach, to shew the extent of our reading, or the sub¬ 

tilities of our wit - to parade it in the eyes of the vulgar, 

with the beggarly accounts of a little learning, tinseled 

over with a few words which glitter, but convey little light 

and less warmth - is a dishonest use of the poor single half 

hour in a week which is put into our hands. Tis not preach¬ 

ing the gospel, but ourselves. For my own part, I had 

«57 
rather address five words point blank to the heart. 

One of the favorite devices, was the rhetorical repetition 

of words, with an accumulative effect. The hand-calloused country 

farmer, or perhaps the sallow tailor, may have listened in ignor¬ 

ance, but with great delight to such fanciful flights as: 

"Revelation is a lady; Reason, an handmaidÎ 

Revelation is the esquire; Reason, the page! 

Revelation is the sun; Reason, but the moon! 

57 
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Revelation is manna; Reason is but an acorn! 

Revelation, a wedge of gold; Reason, a small piece of silver!” 

Then to give Reason its round in the match, 

”Reason indeed is very good, but Revelation is much better! 

Reason is a councilor, but Revelation is the lawgiver! 
rO 

Reason is a candle, but Revelation is the snuffer!” 

The deeply religious Samuel Johnson, who as a rule, cared 

little for sermons, but attended church services zealously, ob¬ 

served to Boswellî 

”—- that the established clergy in general did not preach 

plain enough; and that the polished periods and glittering 

sentences flew over the heads of the common people, without 

n *59 any Impression on their hearts. ^ 

XIII 

THE EVANGELICAL REVIVAL AND ITS EFFECT ON 

THE STATUS OF THE INFERIOR CLERGY 

The fervor and religious zeal of the Methodists and other 

sects, which had become very popular by the middle of the century, 

quickly spread to the Low Church group within the established 

church. The new injection of energy and oratory into the staid 

church service, plus the osmosis of religious enthusiasm, contrisuTso 

buted toward a respectful revival of interest in religion and its 
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principles* The controversy and the threatened danger to the 

established religion had aroused the dignitaries of the Church 

from their lethargy, and they strove to correct the outstanding 

abuses of the Church, such as pluralism and non-residence, thus 

bringing many of the undecided back into the fold. The defence 

of the Established Church was spearheaded by able clergymen, who, 

to the laity, seemed to share their sovereign's title as defenders 

of the faith. Thus as a result of this religious revival of 

interest, the Church and its ministers commanded more respect, and 

less contempt was shown toward the inferior clergy. Instead of 

being allocated to the kitchen to eat or to smoke a pipe with the 

servants, they were now more apt to be invited to join the family 

in conversation, keeping always in their place, however. 

By running the risk of over-simplification, it is possible 

to Indicate this change by using examples from four novels written 

within ten years of each other, around the middle of the century. 

Taking Pamela (1741) as our first example, we remember the awkward 

state of dependence the poor Mr. Williams was In to Squire B. He 

was treated contemptuously and was entirely dependent upon the will 

of the Squire. The amends made to this mistreated clergyman were 

not treated by Richardson as a return to justice, but solely as 

an act of benevolence upon the part of Squire B. 

In the following year, Fielding's burlesque of Pamela, the 

novel Joseph Andrews (1742) treated the ''good1’ clergymen with more 

respect, but they were still subject to the same humiliating 

conditions. He writes of Parson Adams: 
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"Adams had no nearer access to Sir Thomas or my lady than through 

the waiting-gentleman; for Sir Thomas was too apt to estimate 

men merely by their dress, or fortune; and my lady was a 

woman of gaity, who had been blessed with a town education, 

and never spoke of any of her country neighbors by any other 

appellation than that of the Brutes. They both regarded the 

curate as a kind of domestic only, belonging to the parson 

of the parish, who was at this time at variance with the 

knight."^0 

In Tom Jones (1749) we notice a distinct change in the 

status of clergymen, even such as Thwackum, for Thwackum lives at 

the home of Allworthy, and aspires to the hand of his widowed sister. 

And as we have noted before, Parson Supple dines intimately with 

Squire Western and family, and engages him in political discourse 

while drinking their after dinner wine. 

This change is even more evident in the novel The Letters 

From Felicia To Charlotte ( YJHH) $ -probably written around-1-746-» 

As has been noted previously, the clergyman who performed the wed¬ 

ding ceremony for Felicia and Lucius, joined the festivities, tell¬ 

ing many agreeable stories while he drank his tankard of old Oct¬ 

ober and smoked his pipe. 

In another part of this same novel, the eligibility of 

clergymen as husbands for daughters of middle class families, is 

shown as something new and different. Mr. Manly refuses a young 
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well-to-do squire, and chooses a clergyman, a "gentleman of 

uncommon merit", as the husband for his beloved daughter* He 

writes: 

"A young clergyman — is lately returned into this part of 

the country, where he has obtained a small living; but 

though his circumstances are but very Indifferent, he has 

every other qualification that can recommend him to my 

daughter."^ 

From these examples, it would appear that a decided change 

had taken place in the attitude of the eighteenth century upper 

classes toward the clergy. However, this feeling was far from 

universal and the above examples merely mark the beginning of the 

change• 

It is in the novels of Jane Austen that this change in the 

popular attitude toward the clergy is most apparent. Strictly 

speaking the novels of Jane Austen belong to the nineteenth century, 

for her first publication was in 1811. However, three of her 

novels were written several years before. First Impressions, 

(original of Pride and Prejudice) was written in 1797» ‘Sense and 

Sensibility in 1797 and 1798, and Northanger Abbey also in 1797 

and 1798. So, for the purpose of our study, Jane Austen marks the 

end of the eighteenth century period. 

Jane Austen, herself the daughter of a country clergyman, 

was fond of introducing clergymen into her stories, and occasionally 

Collyer, o£. clt..page 171. 
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even portrays them as the heroes of her tales* This fortunate 

proclivity presents an extremely favorable opportunity for 

comparison of manners, social standing, and living standards of 

the clergy, with those of the clergy during the former part of the 

century* The clerical type portrayed by Jane Austen still had a 

tendency to be more secular than religious, however, it was more 

refined, more socially acceptable, and on a far higher level 

than that conceived by earlier novelists* As characters in fict¬ 

ional literature represent basically the living contemporaries 

of the author when writing of his own period, with social customs, 

and modes of thought and manners familiar to that author, it is 

evident that the status and character of the clergy had improved 

greatly by Jane Austen's time. Whereas the clergy in novels by 

Fielding or Smollett were represented as smoking tobacco in the 

kitchen, drinking beer in the ale-house, and occasionally involved 

in questionable activities, the clergy in novels of the end of the 

century were shown as perfect gentlemen and accomplished scholars, 

in spite of their continued poverty. 

In Henry Fielding's novels, the clergy are hangers-on of 

great houses, in the position of chaplain or private tutor, like 

Thwackum; country bumpkins like Trulliber; or poverty stricken 

curates such as Parson Adams, who in spite of his education and 

knowledge, lived in the style of a struggling laboring man. 

In direct contrast to the insecure social position of 

Fielding's clergy, the clergymen in Jane Austen's novels are 

genteel, and are on terms of equality with the gentry, if not 
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actually of that class Itself. Many parish clergy were connected 

with the gentry by family livings. The Church became the destiny 

of younger sons, with little or no religious zeal or aptitude 

required for such an office. Henry Tilney, Edmund Bertram, and 

the unfortunate Edward Ferrars, were all typically younger sons 

in effect, if not in actuality. This leavening influence of 

genteel clergymen in the Church produced a higher standard of 

regard from the public. In fact, R. Brlmley Johnson, a renowned 

scholar of Jane Austen's novels and period, believes that the 

clergy may be said to have achieved a position somewhat similar 

to that of the second or third son in good families. If they had 

sufficient personality and a good education, they were accepted 

and generally welcomed by men of a higher position in the world, 

and of far greater wealth. 

A notable example of this is shown in her portrayal of 

the Rev. Philip Elton, who had no "alliances but in trade". Elton, 

who had entered Highbury society "not two years ago", aspired to 

the hand of Emma Woodhouse, the leading member of Highbury society, 

and was considerably indignant upon being refused. Emma, in her 

surprise at this offer, reflects to herself: 

"Certainly, she had often, especially of late, thought his 

manners to herself unnecessarily gallant; but it had passed 

as his way, as a mere error of Judgment, of knowledge, of 

taste, as one proof among others that he had not always 

lived in the best society, that with all the gentleness of 
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his address, true elegance was sometimes wanting.” 

The Rev. Mr. Collins, although a sycophant and a fool, 

was really ridiculous because there was no necessity for his 

grovelling attitude toward the Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 

We cannot imagine any of Fielding’s clergy easily con¬ 

versing with such wearers of their own cloth as Edmund Bertram, 

Henry Tilney, or even Mr. Collins. The placid Dr. Grant may be 

regarded as the closest link between these two types of clergymen. 

It would be difficult to cull out a clergyman in Fielding's novels 

who would be invited to make up her ladyship's pool of quadrille 

at Rosings. Fielding's clergy are of a different order. They 

are ranked with the servants and lower classes; their children are 

raised as domestics and farmers. It Is a tremendous gulf between 

their poor hovels and the elegance of Mansfield, Thornton Lacey, 

and even the "humble abode” of Mr. Collins. 

Two things had happened to bring about this change - the 

religious revival, resulting from the Influence of evangelism, and 

the rise of a new professional class. 

Until the middle of the eighteenth century the professional 

class had been very small as compared with the two larger divisions 

of English society, the upper class of nobility and landed gentry, 

and the lower class of common and inferior masses. The professional 

class tended to divide between the two, and was not a distinct and 
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powerful class as we know it today. The clergy also were divided 

upon the same basis. The bishops lived nobly in their palaces, 

and the younger sons of great families often held numbers of 

benefices in plurality, of which they saw only the income. The 

inferior clergy lived in hovels and struggled to live on a wage 

equal or inferior to that of a common laborer. 

The religious revival, as has been mentioned, gradually 

infiltrated into the English Church during the last half of the 

century, and left many reforms in its path. Non-residence, and 

pluralism, which had been common and licensed by public opinion, 

now became the exception rather than the rule. Livings however, 

were still treated like any other kind of property, were bought 

and sold without disguise, and were the usual provision for a 

younger son. Such beginnings of reform resulted in improved 

standards for the clergy, both spiritual and temporal. 

The contemporary problem of non-residence is brought up 

in Miss Austen's Mansfield Park. Edmund Bertram, having just 

received the living of Thornton Lacey, is the subject of con¬ 

gratulations and general discussion. Mr. Henry Crawford apprehends: 

he will not have less than seven hundred a year. Seven 

hundred a year is a fine thing for a younger brother; and as 

of course he will still live at home, it will go all for his 

menus plaisirst and a sermon at Christmas and Easter, I sup- 
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pose, will be the sum total of sacrifice. 

S3 
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Later, Edmund reveals his intention to reside on his living 

at Thornton Lacey* His father, Sir Thomas Bertram, says: 

"We shall be the losers. His going, though only eight miles, 

will be an unwilling contraction of our family circle; but 

I should have been deeply mortified, if any son of mine could 

reconcile himself to doing less. — a parish has wants and 

claims which can be known only by a clergyman constantly 

resident, and which no proxy can be capable of satisfying to 

the same extent. Edmund might, in the common phrase, do the 

duty of Thornton, that is, he might read prayers and preach, 

without giving up Mansfield Park; he might ride over, every 

Sunday, to a house nominally inhabited, and go through 

divine service; he might be the clergyman of Thornton Lacey 

every seventh day, for three or four hours, if that would 

content him. But it will not. He knows that human nature 

needs more lessons than a weekly sermon can convey, and that 

if he does not live among his parishioners and prove himself 

by constant attention their well-wisher and friend, he does 
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very little either for their good or his own." 

From this discussion it is evident that the author dislikes 

non-residence, and being herself the daughter, and sister, of clergy¬ 

men, we may suppose it to be the general attitude of such circles. 

However, we are presented with two clergymen in her novels who are 

non-residents, and there are no reflections on their characters 

for the fact. Henry Tilney, hero of Northanger Abbey, does not 

55  
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live in his parsonage, but resides with his father and sister at 

the Abbey. He rides constantly to Woodston on parish affairs, 

however, and the impression is given that the parsonage will be 

lived in when remodeled and a suitable mistress is. acquired by 

Henry. Charles Hayter, “an amiable and pleasing young man", in 

Persuasion, is a curate in a neighborhood where residence is not 

required, and so he lives at his father’s home near Uppercross. 

The Rev. Mr. Collins, who is anxious to provide a mistress for 

his parsonage at Roslngs, is careful to explain that his Lady 

de Bourgh: 

" is far from objecting to my occasional absence on a 

Sunday, provided that some other clergyman is engaged to 

do the duty." 

To the best of my knowledge, there are no objections in 

any of Jane Austen's works to the holding of plural benefices. 

Perhaps the fact that her father held two livings, which were 

within a few miles of each other, and well served, canceled any 

mental reservations she held on this subject. There is one 

reference to pluralities in the opening chapter of Northanger 

Abbey. The father of Catherine Morland was a clergyman who had 

"considerable independence, besides two good livings". Later we 

discover that Mr. Morland is "himself patron and incumbent" of at 

least one of the livings, which is worth about four hundred pounds 

yearly. This lack of reference to pluralism in her novels, even 
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though familar to her, would indicate the general abatement of 

the practice at that time. 

The renewal of public interest and regard for religion, 

and consequently the clergy, plus the decrease in clerical abuses, 

resulted in an increase in the social status of the clergy. The 

reforms in the Church left a demand for something more from the 

incumbent than the mere absorbtion of revenue, and by requiring 

residence on a living, tended to detach the genteel clerics from 

their family estates. Thus the gulf between the two classes of 

clergy gradually disappeared, and they became a single professional 

class• 

Thorough and complete reform comes slowly. It was still 

thought enough if a clergyman went decently through Sunday services, 

christened, married, and buried, and perhaps gave a little help 

and advice to the poor. In this respect, clergymen in Jane Austen's 

novels fall short of the "good" clergy in Fielding's. The Church 

offices had been raised to the temporal level of a profession. 

Likewise, it had fallen to the spiritual level of a mere profession. 

The Church was considered as a good living; respectable, of steady 

employment, and a profession which imposed no severe restrictions 

beyond those of every-day society. The clergy were honest, moral, 

and well-behaved. Mr. Collins assures his relatives that he was: 

ever ready to perform those rites and ceremonies which 

are instituted by the Church of England"• 
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And Harriet Smith testifies that: 

"Mr. Elton is so good to the poor." 

The sophisticated, genteel clergyman, was now the order 

of the day. Amusements in which the clergy could allow themselves 

to Indulge were many and varied. In Mansfield Park, Edmund 

Bertram has some misgiving about taking part in private theatricals, 

but his heart sways him and he finally gives in, even though against 

his better judgement. It was thought quite a matter of course that 

clergymen should dance at public balls, and the Rev. Mr. Tilney, 

in Northanger Abbey, often devotes his time to dancing, while at 

Bath. And the Rev. Mr. Collins, contrary to expectations, 

"—- entertained no scruple whatever on that head, and was 

very far from dreading a rebuke from the Archbishop, or 

Lady Catherine de Bourgh, by venturing to dance ."^ 

When Mr. Elton churlishly refused to dance with Harriet 

Smith at the Weston's Ball, he did not excuse himself by his cloth, 

but because he was "an old married man" whose dancing days were 

over. 

Card playing, which was inseparable from gambling, was also 

a favorite form of amusement, noticeably so in the case of Mr. 

Collins. He proudly relates that his august patron invites him 

to make up her pool of quadrille in the evening, and while attend¬ 

ing Mrs. Phillips' party, he has the misfortune to lose at whist. 

In fact, he has lost every point, but when Mrs. Phillips expresses 

^3 
Austen, Jane, Pride and Prejudice, edit, by R. W. Chapman, The 
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her concern, he considers the money as a mere trifle: 

"I know very well, Madam," said he, “that when persons sit 

down to a card table, they must take their chance of these 

things, - and happily I am not in such circumstances as to 

make five shillings any object."0 

The drinking of alcoholic beverages was of course still 

very common, but it too had reached a stage of gentility. We 

find no coarse drunkards, or over-indulgent clergymen in Jane 

Austen*8 novels, with the exception of Rev. Mr. Elton, who is 

at least flustered with wine, if not overcome, when he surprises 

Emma Woodhouse with his declaration of attachment. Emma 

felt that half this folly must be drunkenness, and 

therefore could hope that it might belong only to the pass¬ 

ing hour 

His condition, while it may have offended Emma, does not 

appear to have degraded "the cloth". 

With a snug parsonage and a decent income, the genteel 

clergyman supposed that nothing more was incumbent than to preach 

a few sermons, and he might enjoy the pleasures of life with as 

little restriction as a layman. The requisites for a parish 

clergyman of the time, are well summed up in the words of the 

officious Collins: 

"The rector of a parish has much to do. - In the first place 

ZB  
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he must make such an agreement for tythes as may be beneficial 

to himself and not offensive to his patron* He must write 

his own sermons; and the time that remains will not be too 

much for his parish duties, and the care and improvement of 

his dwelling, which he cannot be excused from making as 

comfortable as possible. And I do not think it of light 

importance that he should have attentive and conciliatory 

manners towards everybody, especially towards those to whom 

68 he owes his preferment.” 

In Persuasion, we have a description of what was considered 

a good living; 

"’And a very good living it was', Charles added, ’only five- 

and-twenty miles from Uppercross, and in very fine country - 

fine part of Dorsetshire. In the center of some of the best 

preserves in the Kingdom, surrounded by three great proprie- 
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tors, each more careful and Jealous than the other.'" 

One evil still prevalent in the Church was the open buy¬ 

ing and selling of livings. It was common-place, and evidently 

few objections were presented. In fact, it was considered the 

proper way to conduct the business. In Sense and Sensibility, 

the presentation of a living to Edward Ferrars by Col. Brandon, 

is shown as an indication of Brandon's magnanimous spirit. It is 

m  
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something definitely unusual.and worthy of commendation! Mr. John 

Dashwood expresses great surprise upon being informed of this by 

Elinor: 

"Really! - Well, this is very astonishing! - no relationship! 

- no connection between them! - and now that livings fetch 

such à price! —- and for the next presentation to a living 

of that value - supposing the late incumbent to have been 

old and sickly, and likely to vacate it soon - he might have 

•«70 
got I dare say - fourteen hundred pounds. 

I have chosen Jane Austen as the representative author of 

the closing of the eighteenth century, and her portrayal of the 

inferior clergyman as the end of our study of that period. We 

have seen the improvement in the status of the clergy during that 

period, yet it was not till England had undergone the extensive 

industrial, governmental, and social reforms of the nineteenth 

century that the Church and clergy attained complete reform and 

social status. 

70 
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