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DOUBT AND FAITH IN LATE NINETEENTH
CENTURY AMERICAN FICTION

By

Roy Melvin Anker

America's cultural pluralism and religious
sectarianism have always complicated the task of defining
its religious mood at any point in its history. The dif-
ficulty applies particularly to American religion in the
late nineteenth century when orthodoxy confronted the
challenges posed by Darwinism, the higher criticism, and
comparative religion. By looking closely at the religious
fiction of doubt and faith in eleven separate popular and
elite authors, the six chapters of the dissertation at-
tempt to understand the nature and scope of America's re-
sponse to scepticism.

The first chapter examines Harold Frederic's The

Damnation of Theron Ware (1896), a novel which won wide

popularity in the late 1890's. Through the experience of
the novel's minister-protagonist whose fate foreshadows
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America's future, Frederic portrays the displacement of
America's traditional spiritual-moral energy by subtle
forms of a reductionist epistemology which revere only

the empirical and accept self-interest as an ethical

norm. The natural consequence of this secularist per-
spective, facilely rationalized by the new thought, leads
to a social and political elitism that bodes ill for Amer-
ica's egalitarian ideal which demanded a measure of self-
forgetfulness inspired only by a faith in the Transcen-
dent. Similar concerns with the social complexion of
America and an incipient empiricism informed part of the
lifelong religious inquiry of well-known critic and novel-
ist William Dean Howells, whose fiction is examined in
Chapter Three. Through the first half of his career,
Howells sought conspicuous indications of beneficent pro-
vidence amid the social turmoil of urban-industrial Amer-
ica. Howells eventually exchanged this insistence for
more complex notions of individual suffering and expiation
modeled on the paradigm of Jesus. Coincident with this
interest in the social was Howells' quest for conclusive
evidence of an afterlife, which was initiated in The Un-

discovered Country in 1880. In time, this desire led
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Howells to respect the subjective and non-rational as
modes to "truth" at the expense of the empiricist's in-
sistence on factual knowledge.

Chapter Two looks at popular female novelists
Augusta Evans Wilson, Elizabeth Phelps Ward, and Margaret
Deland, whose best-selling fiction often sought to under-
stand and mediate between doubt and faith in a time of
widespread religious confusion. These writers were joined
in their efforts by the novels of clergyman-turned-novelist
E. P. Roe, which are considered in Chapter Four. Like his
feminine counterparts, except in a more direct fashion, Roe
through his score of volumes offered rationales for the
trustworthiness of the subjective experience of Christian
truth. As authors Wilson and Ward, Roe saw a conspicuous
Christian piety of compassion as an effective rebuttal to
the empiricist's demand for objective validation of reli-
gious claims.

The defense of heterodoxy in late nineteenth-
century fiction appeared in the work of three noted scep-
tics, Celia Parker Woolley, Helen H. Gardener, and Minot
Judson Savage. Chapter Five surveys their fiction which
integrated old-style deistic criticisms of Christian
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doctrine and practice with the new insights afforded by
Darwinism, the higher criticism, and comparative religion.
Both Gardener and Savage saw inevitable progress within

the fabric of evolution. Mrs. Woolley agreed but dissented
from religious liberalism's excessive emphasis on the ra-
tional at the expense of emotional and non-rational modes
of knowing. Joining in this criticism of the new scepti-
cism were historian Henry Adams and turn-of-the-century
novelist James Lane Allen, who are considered in the clos-
ing chapter. Adams' Esther (1884) rejects both scientific
and religious, non-rational modes of knowing as inconclu-
sive, although both have some validity. Allen's many novels
develop a comparable agnosticism. As did Mrs. Woolley,
Allen noted the negative emotional and moral effects of

an exclusive devotion to the distant ideals of any opti-
mistic evolutionary faith.

Taken as a group, despite their obvious differences,
these eleven notable fiction-writers, in their explicit
subject matter and their expectations of readers' knowledge
of contemporary religious issues, indicate that America's
response to the late nineteenth century's sceptical chal-
lenges to faith were serious, reflective, and widespread.
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INTRODUCTION

In his essay on "Evolution and Theology in
America," historian Stow Persons comments that

Few comprehensive generalizations do jus-
tice to the evolutionary impact upon American
religious thought because of the wide variety
of beliefs and attitudes in a community that
had long cherished the spirit of religious
freedom. An exhaustive study would require
the examination of each sect and denomination
in order to determine the nature and the bit-
terness of the conflict, which doctrines were
jeopardized, how the group reacted in defense
of its traditions, and what concessions if
any were made to the evolutionary outlook.

l"Evolution and Theology in America," in Evolu-
tionary Thought in America (Archon Books, 1968), p. 425.

The difficulties that Persons notes in assessing the im-
pact of evolution on American religion apply equally well
in determining the influence of two other major intellec-
tual movements of the late nineteenth century, the higher
criticism of the Bible and comparative religion. These
combined with Darwinism to redefine the traditional param-

eters of doubt and faith in Christian orthodoxy. It will



be the purpose of this dissertation to examine, through a
survey of the Gilded Age's fiction of religious doubt, the
nature and extent of the religious impact made by these
three movements. A careful analysis of popular and elite
fiction-writers affords a view of what the authors them-
selves, who in only two cases were clergymen, and their
often very considerable audiences were thinking religiously.
Wherever possible, this study will follow a novel-
ist's thought through his canon in order to observe any
new influences or changes in his religious direction.
Often, however, as with Harold Frederic and Margaret De-
land, novels of doubt were a one-shot venture at dramatiz-
ing the author's or the public's religious attitudes. 1In
any case, the popularity, if not the durability of the
age's religious fiction offers some indication of the
variety and scope of serious religious inquiry. Other
novels with religious subjects, such as Lew Wallace's

famous Ben-Hur (1880) and Charles Sheldon's In His Steps

(1898), found popularity in late century America, but this
study will restrict itself to that religious fiction which
directly confronts the religious issues peculiar to the

late nineteenth century in America.



In order to attend directly to these problems of
faith, we will look at those writers who reached maturity
and began their careers in fiction by the appearance of

Charles Darwin's The Origin of the Species in 1859, the

volume which most symbolized and publicized incipient
religious questions of long standing. Except for one
novel, Augusta Evans Wilson's Beulah (1859), all the fic-
tion under examination here followed the Civil War, be-

ginning with Elizabeth Phelps Ward's The Gates Ajar (1868)

and ending with William Dean Howells' The Leatherwood God

(1916) . In four cases, in order to perceive a writer's
changing attitudes, fiction written after the turn of the
century has been pursued. The years following the Civil
War to the close of the century evidence a steady fre-
quency of well-known religious fiction, although the cen-
tury's last two decades show an increased number of self-
conscious novels of doubt and faith.

Each of the eleven writers considered in the fol-
lowing chapters responded in a different way to the domi-
nance of Darwinian thought in the intellectual milieu of
the late nineteenth century. More than the higher crit-
icism and comparative religion together, the validity and

meaning of evolutionary theory preoccupied theological



debate. The Presbyterians offer a typical example of
intra-denominational disagreement. While Princeton Semi-
nary theologian Charles Hodge rejected Darwinism outright

in his What Is Darwinism? in 1874, his seminary President,

Scotchman James McCosh, attempted to reconcile evolution
with traditional concepts of design in nature. Scientists
matched the interpretive disputes of theologians. Indeed,
eminent Harvard biologists Louis Agassiz and Asa Gray
echoed the differences of Hodge and McCosh, Agassiz deny-
ing evolution and Gray christianizing it within the Nicene
creed. Such contention among the orthodox was common and
needs little elaboration, but evolution was no less influ-
ential for admitted secularists. As the sceptics dis-
cussed in Chapter Five illustrate, Darwinian thought not
only confirmed and reinvigorated their older, deist-style
criticism of Christian doctrine, but it offered a new,
alternative vision of progress from which to protest
against the static and moribund culture of American Chris-
tianity.

On the part of theology, two distinct attitudes
emerged toward Darwinism in particular and the domains of
science in general. The "dogmatic" position, as Herbert W.

Schneider names it, contended that the Bible "does not



teach science and science does not teach religion." 1In
declaring this separation, dogmaticians "accept Copernican
astronomy and Darwinian evolution in so far as they are
systems of natural science, but . . . reserve the right

to declare the truth about God and the soul." A second
group, the "philosophical," sought reconciliation or syn-
thesis of the facts of science with the truths of revela-

. 2 . ..
tion. For these later, the issues posed by the Darwinian

2 . .
"The Influence of Darwin and Spencer on American

Philosophical Theology," Journal of the History of Ideas,
VI (January, 1945), p. 3.

controversy centered in the problematic nature of history,
creating "a crisis of historical consciousness," as his-

torian Martin E. Marty has concluded.3 Darwinism over-

3Righteous Empire: The Protestant Experience in
America (New York, 1970), p. 189.

turned prevalent religious understandings of time and na-
tural order. It initially affronted traditional Christian
assertions of spontaneous creation that are suggested by

Genesis. Similarly, the precise chronology of human his-
tory, estimated by one theologian to be approximately six

thousand years, met a severe rebuke in conceptions of an



almost limitless time of natural law stretching far into a

non-human pre-history.4

4Langdon Gilkey, "Evolution and the Doctrine of
Creation," in Science and Religion: New Perspectives in
the Dialogue, ed. Ian G. Barbour (New York, 1968), p. 160.

Perhaps the greatest threat to Christian supposi-
tions came in the Darwinian's vision of historical and
natural process. Historian Richard Hofstadter comments
that by the advent of Darwin, "For nearly a century the
argument of design, as popularized by the English theolo-
gian William Paley, had been standard proof of the exis-

tence of God."5 While the Bible offers some support for

5Social Darwinism in American Thought, Rev. ed.
(New York, 1959), p. 25.

the idea, Christian theology had incorporated design, ac-
cording to Stow Persons, as an accommodation to the "phi-
losophy and spirit of the Enlightenment," which had en-
visioned nature to be a sufficient indication of the char-
acter of God and a proper guide "for the purposes of ra-

tional worship."6 With the orderly distribution and

6"Evolution and Theology in America," p. 422,




immutability of the biological species as its key tenet,
the appeal to design, as R. J. Wilson has summarized, "was
simultaneously a scientific interpretation of nature, a
theological argument, and a comforting moral view of the

world."7 Theologically, the permanent forms posited in

7Darwinism and the American Intellectual: A Book
of Readings (Homewood, Illinois, 1967), p. 3.

the design theory were held important, in Langdon Gilkey's
words, "because they were purposefully or teleologically
preadapted to each other and to their environment by the
wisdom and benevolence of the Creator in a glorious har-

mony of ends and means."8 Darwin's theory replaced this

8Religion and the Scientific Future: Reflections
on Myth, Science, and Technology (New York, 1970), p. 1ll.

static, balanced view of nature with the random variation
of species emerging from aimless natural selection. By
the early nineteenth century, geology had offered empir-
ical proof of extinct species, and developmental anatomy
soon showed man's connection with lower forms of life.
Ultimately, from a Darwinian perspective, man arose "not
from the purposive providence of God but out of the con-

flux of the random novelty of variation and the ineluctable



law of survival--strictly and solely the child of change

and determinism."9 Such a view contradicted traditional

9Gilkey, "Evolution and the Doctrine of Creation,"
p. 164,

Christian versions of the mechanics of creation and nature
and, on a more profound level, all hope for a teleological
dimension to history.

In the two decades following Darwin's Origin, few
scientists and religious or secular thinkers perceived
evolution in these bleak terms. Non-Christian Herbert
Spencer, an English theoretician who in major ways anti-
cipated Darwin, saw inevitable progress within the fabric
of evolutionary change. Two famous American preachers,
Congregationalist Henry Ward Beecher and Episcopalian
Phillips Brooks, integrated evolution into essentially
orthodox structures by diluting the randomness of natural

. 10 - . .
selection. Divine immanence in natural process replaced

10Winthrop S. Hudson, The Great Tradition of the
American Churches (New York, 1963), Chapter Eight.

older reverence for transcendence, and America's Victorian
optimism received encouragement from the idea of the pro-

vidential operation of an ever-progressing history.



More negative interpretations of Darwinism awaited
the second thoughts which appeared in the last two decades
of the century. The blind, heedless force portrayed in
the literary naturalism of Frank Norris and Jack London
found confirmation in the social chaos of late nineteenth-
century industrial turmoil. With reference to those
novelists in this study, eminent novelist and critic
William Dean Howells struggled with Darwinism as a threat
to his hopes for a discernible moral order superintended
by a beneficent deity. The two heterodox tempters of the

protagonist in Harold Frederic's The Damnation of Theron

Ware (1896) argue for moral fatalism and self-interest
from Darwinian criteria. Patrician historian Henry Adams
offered an agnostic perception of an indeterminable and
unlimited force of history in his novel Esther (1884).
Through a series of novels bridging the turn of the cen-
tury, best-selling novelist James Lane Allen expressed
reservations about a slow cosmic process that at times
seemed inpenetrable and often operated at the price of
unwarranted individual suffering. In her second novel,
Beulah (1859), Augusta Evans Wilson considered and re-
jected a directionless nature to see God's love infused

in its many benign faces. Other orthodox novelists,
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E. P. Roe and Elizabeth Phelps Ward, noted the evolu-
tionary hypothesis but went on, as did Howells and Fred-
eric, to grapple with the underlying epistemological
questions which empiricism asked of faith.

Only three of our writers gave unqualified en-
dorsement to an optimistic version of evolution: feminist
Helen H. Gardener, clergywoman Celia Parker Woolley, and
noted theologian Minot Judson Savage, one of the first
American preachers to articulate such a view. All theo-
logical liberals (Miss Gardener was perhaps an agnostic),
they dissented vigorously from the non-empirical theolog-
ical categories and assumptions of Christian tradition.
Instead, they emphasized the necessity of reason and
close attention to substantiable fact as norms and bene-
fits of evolutionary progress. Only Mrs. Woolley cau-
tioned, as would her conservative brethren, against the
dangers of an exclusive rationalism and the neglect of
subjective insight.

Without doubt, Darwinism made the largest impact
of any intellectual movement on the American religious
scene in the late nineteenth century, as the abundance
of its commentators amply illustrates. Yet, not all of

this response arose from the specific contentions of
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Darwin's theory. It perhaps drew the greatest attention be-
cause for many Darwin's views "completed, confirmed, and rad-
ically symbolized the new scientific world view" of the "uni-

formity of mechanical cause."ll The spirit of Darwin's scru-

11Gilkey, "Evolution and the Doctrine of Creation,"

p. 1l64.

pulous investigation of traditional assumptions was shared

by other fields of contemporary historical scholarship which
vitally contributed to the religious controversy of the
Gilded Age. As historian Sydney E. Mead has noted, if Darwin-
ian methodology helped formulate a "so-called 'new history,""
"The 'higher criticism' of the Bible was largely the appli-

cation of the new history to the sacred volume."12

12The Lively Experiment: The Shaping of Christian-

ity in America (New York, 1963), pp. 168-69.

By the late nineteenth century, the application of
new literary and historical critical methods, especially the
more accurate dating of manuscripts, had led to serious
doubts about the infallibility of Christian revelation.
John Herman Randall, Jr. comments that when scholars judged
the Bible

by the same canons of investigation that were being

applied to the study of virgil, of Homer, of the
medieval chronicles and records, the conviction was
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forced upon men that the Scriptures embodied the ex-
perience and the early myths and the later spiritual
discoveries of the Hebrew people over a long period
of time, and that to attempt to look upon Holy Writ
as all of one piece, and as all equally inspired and
valuable, was impossible. A careful study of the
texts to determine the authorship and date of the
various parts--the so-called "higher criticism"--
revealed fundamental discrepancies with traditional
beliefs. Differences in style, contradictory ac-
counts of the same even, conflicting commandments
purporting to come from God, made the older Protes-
tant view that every word and every point was di-
vinely inspired and literally true, exceedingly dif-
ficult to reconcile with faith in the wisdom and ra-
tionality of God . . . the sacred books became the
record of early mythological and imaginative at-
tempts to understand the world and its meaning, of
sacred poetry, of religious and civil laws, and of
the prophetic messages of noble souls.13

13The Making of the Modern Mind: A Survey of the

Intellectual Background of the Present Age, Rev. ed. (Boston,
1940), pp. 551-52.

Such traditional certainties as the Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch, the genuineness of 0ld Testament prophecies, and
the authorship of the Gospel of John soon fell under serious
question. A related widespread endeavor to discover the hu-
man, "historical Jesus" as distinct from the biblical Christ

received impetus from Ernest Renan's The Life of Jesus (1896).

Biblical criticism had long been a tradition within
the Christian church. Roman Catholicism had always inter-
preted the Bible freely, perhaps because of an alternative

authority in tradition. At the start of the Reformation,
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Luther's radical Christocentrism had relegated the 01ld Testa-
ment to virtual unimportance. English Deists both accepted
and rejected the Bible on the basis of natural law. The early
nineteenth century in America had seen a small, but vigorous
movement of biblical criticism. Liberal Harvard professor
Andrews Norton contended with the conservative scholarship
of Moses Stuart, the grandfather of Elizabeth Phelps Ward
whose fiction will be considered in Chapter Two. The failure
of this movement to retain younger disciples, such as George
Bancroft, and the interruption of the Civil War effectively
ended its influence. Thus, when the biblical criticism re-
emerged in America during the 1870's, its sources were almost
exclusively German. Moreover, American theology and its con-
stituency reacted as though biblical scholarship was of re-

cent invention.

4Jerry Wayne Brown, The Rise of Biblical Criticism
in America, 1800-1870: The New England Scholars (Middletown,
Connecticut, 1969), p. 180.

Attacks upon the Bible in the late nineteenth century,
if we can judge from the novels under consideration here,
combined the information made available by the new histori-
cal criticism and the rational strategies of old-style deism.
The later challenged the moral character of biblical person-

ages, particularly those of Jehovah and his prophets and
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their teachings. Indeed the scepticism of well-known infidel
Robert G. Ingersoll, whose disciple Helen H. Gardener we shall
look at in Chapter Five, more often relied on a rationalistic
moral criticism of the Bible than on the factual base of the
higher criticism which undercut the Bible's traditional infal-
libility. Fellow sceptic, Minot Judson Savage, a prominent
theologian and preacher who published a single novel Bluffton
in 1878, utilized both approaches in a rationale for this li-
beral religion of evolutionary optimism. Unitarian clergy-
woman Celia Parker Woolley adopted the same approach in her

novel of doubt and new, broader faith, Love and Theology (1887).

In novels of doubt which maintained a relative alle-
giance to the older orthodoxy Augusta Evans Wilson's heroine
in Beulah (1859) finally returns to the Bible as man's only
consolation and hope after rejecting it for its geological
and historical inaccuracies. Assorted characters of Eliza-
beth Phelps Ward, granddaughter of biblical scholar Moses
Stuart, are aware of biblical difficulties, but none are more

affected than A Singular Life's Emanuel Bayard who is refused

ordination because of his doubt about inerrancy of scripture
and his denomination's treatment of the biblical understanding
of hell. Bayard's doubts do not extend to the rightness of
Jesus' ethics or the essential, ever-abiding love of God,

however. An adherence to a strict biblicism and rigorous,
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though loving Calvinism precipitate marital tragedy in Mar-

garet Deland's John Ward, Preacher (1888). The prominence of

uncertainties about the Bible in the novels of these best-
selling authors was matched in the fiction of the Reverend
E. P. Roe whose fiction tried to mediate faith's way between
objective revelation and subjective experience.

The higher criticism also plays a crucial role in the

heterodoxy of the hero in James Lane Allen's The Reign of Law

(1900), although Allen does not enter into detail on specific
issues and questions the adequacy of his hero's new confidence
in an abstract evolutionary optimism. Similarly, in Harold
Frederic's novel, the damnation of the Reverend Theron Ware
results in part from the minister's uncritical embrace of
Darwin and historical criticism of the Bible and a precipi-
tant rejection of Christian ethics. The many novels of Wil-
liam Dean Howells contain references to issues of biblical
criticism, although nowhere does he venture a discussion of
them or an explicit attitude toward their merits. For How-
ells, as for most of these eleven writers, mention of the
issues of the higher criticism presupposed reader awareness
of the complexity and range of debate surrounding a particular
topic. More often than not, references to biblical contro-

versies served as touchstones for the reader that sufficed
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to convey the intellectual-religious climate of an author's
world.

A last major intellectual enterprise which also arose
from the new historical consciousness was the study of world
religions. The increased understanding of historical theology
in Christendom--the way in which culture affected theologi-
cal formulation at any one time--soon led, as Sydney Ahlstrom
has explained in his recent religious history of the American
people, to a consideration of the

relation of Hebrew religion to its ancient neighbors,
or the Apostle Paul's indebtedness to Greek thought
and the oriental mystery cults. In these pursuits
many of the major disciplines for studying the his-
tory of religions were first developed. But it was
the Western discovery of the great "higher religions"
of the Orient, above all Hinduism and Buddhism, that
raised the more difficult questions, because these
highly philosophical religions possessed an intrin-
sic appeal for an age already imbued with idealistic
philosophy and pantheistic theology . . . . Highly
enthusiastic historical accounts raised more direct
theological questions, above all, how is one to demon-
strate the superiority and finality of Christianity?
Even disclaimers raised the specter of religious
relativism.12

15A Religious History of the American People (New

Haven, 1972), p. 773.

Within such logic, Christianity could easily succumb to rel-
ativism, like other world religions. Its claim to absolute
authority, embodied in the Bible and doctrine, faced yet an-

other challenge. On Christianity, with scripture and dogma
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under assault, lay the burden of proof--a word which would
focus the energies of those novelists wishing to salvage
Christianity's unique, transhistorical character.
Comparative religion prominently influenced the
thinking of only a few of the novelists under consideration

here. Harold Frederic's orthodox minister in The Damnation

of Theron Ware (1896) is taken aback by the atheism of a

Catholic priest and a Darwinian scientist who refer to the
Incarnation as the "Christ-myth," which is only one of numer-
ous similar myths in world religions. Augusta Evans Wilson,
whose heroines and heroes show endless interest and erudi-
tion in comparative religious studies, cites the emerging
discipline as a frequent cause for scepticism. The three
heterodox novelists discussed in Chapter Five--Minot Judson
Savage, Celia Parker Woolley, and Helen H. Gardener--discount
Christianity as simply another of the world's religions, if
not an inferior one. They strive, as does Mrs. Woolley's

Arthur Forbes in Love and Theology (1887), for a "natural and

universal religion" which transcends the self-interested
parochialism of dogmatic Christianity. Like the higher cri-
ticism, scholarship in comparative religion added to the
threat contained in Darwinian thought. Its picture of de-

veloping world religions with similar structures and
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preoccupations, all of relatively equal value, conformed to
the general thrust of the evolutionary hypothesis.

These novels clarify one further issue that has re-
ceived scant attention in treatments of the Gilded Age's
religious crisis. That is, the increasing conflict between
scientific-empirical criteria for knowledge and the insights
and intuitions of the non-rational subjective self. With the
loss of the objective authority of scripture, Christian ortho-
doxy of necessity turned to alternative modes of knowing to
validate its religious faith. Such a conflict runs through the
fiction of all the novelists in the dissertation, regardless
of their place on the religious spectrum of the late nineteenth
century. This dilemma sought to locate the sources of reli-
gious belief when traditional rationales had been largely and
widely discounted. Perhaps because the novelist, by the very
nature of his task, was concerned with showing the processes
of doubt and faith, this epistemological question rests at the
center of religious debate in these novels. The particular
issues of Darwinism, biblical higher criticism, and comparative
religion point the way to this foundational question which
has since affected all modes of human self-understanding. The
nature of this threat to America's basically Protestant

faith emerges in the fact that Catholicism remained largely
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unaffected by the attack on the Bible because of its alter-
native source of religious authority in tradition.

Thus Chapter One finds Harold Frederics The Damnation

of Theron Ware (1896) expressing reservations about America's

moral and political fate when the reductionist empiricism of
modern science has fully displaced its traditional religious
legacy. The implications of a strict empiricism affect the
perspectives of two popular feminine novelists of the late
century, Augusta Evans Wilson and Elizabeth Phelps Ward, in the
second chapter. A third novelist in that chapter, Margaret
Deland, considers the effect of two types of religious ration-

alism within marriage in her best-selling John Ward, Preacher

(1888). In Chapter Three, William Dean Howells' lengthy fic-
tional canon meditates on two questions posed by empiricism:
the nature of religious certainty, especially in the probabil-
ity of an afterlife, and the reality of a discernible moral
logic in mans affairs. The fourth chapter will discuss the
Reverend E. P. Roe's popular efforts at illustrating the trust-
worthiness of religious subjectivity in the private encounter
with Christian truth. The novels of Unitarian clergywoman,
Celia Parker Woolley, discussed in Chapter Five, show the
dangers of an inordinate empiricism in religious liberalism.

A fellow Unitarian, the Reverend Minot Judson Savage, seeks
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to balance empirical certainty with the subjective assertions
of traditional and cross-cultural religious experience. A
last figure in Chapter Five, feminist Helen H. Gardener, at-
tacks excessive subjectivity in orthodox Christian doctrine
and reliance on the Bible. The dissertation's last chapter
analyzes the ambivalence of Henry Adams and James Lane Allen
toward the supposed certainty and moral implications of new
faith in Darwinism. In his novel Esther (1884), Adams looks
at the epistemological problems arising from Darwinism, rec-
ognizing the persistent authority of a non-rational mystical
insight of an indeterminable nature. Allen, on the other hand,
while recognizing the probable accuracy of the evolutionary
framework, expressed doubts about the emotional adequacy of
any moral or religious system that might be based upon its
sketchy outlines. Through his many novels, Allen always ad-
mitted the impenetrable, circumscribing mystery of man's
existence which was never fully dispelled by evolutionary
conceptions of cosmic purpose.

The interest in religious questions throughout these
novels of the late nineteenth century in America gives some
indication of the time's religious tenor. As always, it is
difficult to say why the public responded as it did to the

more popular of these novels. Those novelists who won wide
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recognition with their work, such as E. P. Roe or Augusta
Evans Wilson, among others, often stocked them with sentiment
and melodrama, two staples in the Gilded Age's reading taste.

Even Harold Frederics The Damnation of Theron Ware, a profound

and well-wrought work, contains elements of melodrama and
sensation which might have occasioned its best-seller status.
The lasting work of William Dean Howells, which was well-known
but comparatively little read, exhibits multiple religious
themes whose subtlety probably eluded many an idol reader.

In any case, part of the difficulty of assessing the perva-
siveness of religious doubt in America by looking at its
literature stems from the lack of a conspicuous literary
figure, such as a Tennyson or Hardy in England, who articu-
lated, and probably stimulated, a nation's doubt. Perhaps
the best indication of the awareness of contemporary reli-
gious problems of America's considerable reading public appears
in the fact that many novelists of the period who dealt with
religious questions expected a degree of common knowledge on
the part of the reader. More certain, however, is the com-
plexion of the religious doubt and the strategies of faith
that attempted to influence the American reading public dur-
ing the last half of the nineteenth century. It is to this

subject which we now turn in the following chapters.



CHAPTER ONE

HAROLD FREDERIC'S THE DAMNATION OF

THERON WARE: AN EMBLEM OF AMERICA'S

SPIRITUAL AND MORAL LOSS

The year 1896 stands out in nineteenth-century

American fiction because two novels of serious scepticism

finished fourth and fifth on the year's best-seller lists.l

1Alice Payne Hackett, 60 Years of Best Sellers
1895-1955 (New York, 1956), p. 96. For an account of the
sales and critical reception of The Damnation, see Austin
Briggs, Jr., The Novels of Harold Frederic (Ithaca, N.Y.,
1969), pp. 101-04.

Not since 1888 with Mrs. Humphry Ward's Robert Elsmere and

Margaret Deland's John Ward, Preacher, had two religious

novels attracted widespread attention, in this case Eliza-

beth Phelps Ward's A Singular Life and Harold Frederic's

The Damnation of Theron Ware. The American Mrs. Ward and

Frederic explore in detail the ways and consequences of
doubt in their heroes, in each instance a young clergyman
of conservative Protestant background. They differ, how-
ever, in their portrayal of serious scepticism. In the

22
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absence of doctrinal certainty, Mrs. Ward's hero clings
more steadfastly to the ethical dimensions of Christ's

life and teachings, as was typical of the Social Gospel.2

2James Ward Smith, "Religion and Science in Amer-
ican Philosophy," in The Shaping of American Religion,
eds. J. W. Smith and A. Leland Jamison (Princeton, 1961),
p. 424,

Frederic's Theron Ware, on the other hand, scuttles his
past and moves westward for a career in real estate and
politics.

Neither novel offers a satisfactory resolution to
the Gilded Age's problems of doubt and theological affir-
mation. As discussed in Chapter Two, Mrs. Ward's novels
refer to the experiential efficacy of the biblical impera-
tive of love which remains untouched by doubt and provides
a new theological starting point. With Frederic, our
chief concern here, meaning and intent are far more am-
biguous, as a long history of critical disagreement tes-

tifies.3 In The Damnation, which takes place in the 1880's,

3Among the critics who have looked at The Damna-
tion, diversity of opinion is only outdone by the various
interpretations of the significance and functions of the
novel's assorted characters. Stanton Garner has recently
commented in his Harold Frederic (Minneapolis, 1969) that
The Damnation offers one of the "most widely misread
novels in American literature" (p. 34); Austin Briggs, Jr.,
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on this same matter, notes that only "recently have cri-
tics begun to look past the subject matter of The Damna-
tion in order to see what the novel is really about"
(Briggs, Novels, p. 107). Most critics find the novel's
meaning related in some way to Theron Ware's cultural
predicament. Theron's intellectual and cultural innocence
becomes emblematic of an America that must contend with
new, disturbing elements in almost all aspects of its
experience. For example, in The American 1890's (New
York, 1966), Larzer Ziff sees The Damnation as "a symbolic
tale of America's progress to disunity in the latter half
of the nineteenth century" that eventually culminates in
the nation's "loss of innocent purpose" (pp. 212, 214).
Similarly, Everett Carter in his John Harvard Library
edition of The Damnation (Cambridge, 1960), expands Ziff's
comments to include a sexual and aesthetic as well as an
intellectual awakening and fall (pp. xxi-xxii). For
Robert Morrs Lovett in his introduction to a 1924 edition
(New York: Albert and Charles Boni), Frederic deals di-
rectly with the "temptation" presented to the rustic "when
the superiority of the pioneer gives way to the inferior-
ity complex of the provincial" and he is suddenly con-
fronted with "a culture which is beyond his understanding
complicated as it often is with a sexual desire which is
beyond his satisfaction" (p. xi). John Henry Raleigh
largely concurs with Lovett in identifying Frederic's
meaning in terms of the problems of pride that prompt
Theron Ware to aspire "to a cultural perspective and to

a woman who embodies it that are far too rich for his
rather meagre blood" ("The Damnation of Theron Ware,"
American Literature, XXX [May, 1958], 210). Both Everett
Carter and Raleigh extend their conclusions about The
Damnation to note the emergence of pragmatic knowledge

as a necessary consequence to the pain of lost innocence
and injured pride. Carter suggests that such knowledge
provides the "central reality of the tale" (p. xv), while
for Raleigh it signals the "triumph of pragmatic wisdom"
in the American mind (222). In "Harold Frederic's Young
Goodman Ware: The Ambiguities of the Realistic Romance"
(Modern Fiction Studies, VIII [Winter, 1962-63]), George
W. Johnson differs from most critics in interpreting The
Damnation in terms of the freedom of the American imagina-
tion to dream of "a democratic vista of harmony and reso-
lution no matter how often or how far the vista recedes"
(363) . Austin Briggs uniquely focuses on the centrality
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of the comic mode in Frederic that points to the "con-
trast between what men aspire to and what they achieve"
and transcends cultural and historical considerations,
although it often employs them in its service (Briggs,

p. 14). Finally, Stanton Garner sees Frederic summoning
America to a greater moral attentiveness at a time when
its traditional values have been displaced by new intel-
lectual and social forces and it must make its "way among
the tangle of often questionable choices of the [modern]
world-maze" (Garner, p. 38).

Frederic's concern is with the impact of sceptical thought
on traditional religious concepts of morality, both pri-
vate and social. In the place of Christianity's God and
values, he discovers an emerging pragmatism and scientific
rationalism. He explores America's direction as it adopts
these new references and loses faithfulness to a tran-
scendent ideal that encourages moral energy and social
harmony. The nature of religion's modern surrogates--
frontier individualism, aestheticism, and scientism--are
detailed in their effect on the novel's main character,
the young Methodist preacher Theron Ware. In this way,
the minister's fate foreshadows America's future.

As Frederic's title indicates, the novel's main
interest and interpretive problem lies in the process and
nature of the Reverend Theron Ware's damnation. Near the

end of the story, after his three-day debauch, the
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preacher articulates this focus to Sister Soulsby, his
mentor and confidante, stating that

"Six months ago I was a good man. I not only
seemed to be good, to others and to myself,
but I was good. I had a soul; I had a con-
science. I was going along doing my duty,
and I was happy in it . . . . Now, how do
you explain that [his moral deterioration]?
How can it be explained? Was I really rotten
to the core all the time, years ago, when I
seemed to everybody, myself and the rest, to
be good and straight and sincere."4

4Harold Frederic, The Damnation of Theron Ware
(Chicago, 1896), p. 498. All page references in paren-
theses will be to this edition.

In other words, was Theron damned from the start, without
moral worth, or was his final plight brought about by his
encounter with the alien, modern world he confronts in the
story? 1In a half year's time, it seems, the hopeful and
talented young preacher turns infidel and, not long after,
into a charlatan, thief, would-be iecher, and snob, which
all the while he mistakes for "'uphill instead,'" or, to

use the ironic title of the English edition, Illumination

(p. 340)?
Frederic's adept handling of the psychological
facts of the novel manages to include the reader in

Theron's uncertainty and self-deception. Thus, a full
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understanding of the author's intent in Theron's fate
depends on a recognition of three vital factors that
shape his world. Foremost is Frederic's perception of
the historical situation of the late nineteenth-century
Methodism of which Theron is a product and active parti-
cipant. Second is Theron's own character, a mixture of
noble traits and moral limitations. A last element in-
volves a series of startling, heterogeneous people and
points of viéw that Theron meets in his first months in
Octavius--a priest, a scientist, an attractive aesthete,
and a matronly debt-raiser. Together, these factors con-
tribute to Theron's fall and, in their respective roles,
strike a pessimistic note in Frederic's assessment of the

culture that decides Theron's damnation.

One of these underlying factors in The Damnation,

often overlooked by critics, is a moral tension between
Methodism's past and its present. On one level, this
contrast has importance as it gives rise to a comparable
tension in Theron Ware's character. On another, the
Methodist past establishes a positive moral norm from

which to judge the ethical stature of other characters
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and their points of view. Theron Ware's story opens on
the last day of the Nedahma Conference annual meeting

when the ministerial assignments for the following year
are to be announced. As the omniscient narrator surveys
the overflow crowd in the First Methodist Episcopal

Church of Tecumseh, he laments a marked difference in the
appearances of a wide range of clergy in the audience.
Among these, the "impress of zeal and moral worth seemed
to diminish by regular gradations as one passed to

younger faces" from the older (pp. 8-9). With their
presence "in the nature of a benediction" to the days

of frontier evangelism, these elderly clerics in atten-
dance, "the venerable Fathers in Israel," seem an antique
remnant of bygone "heroic times" "when a plain and homely
people had been served by a fervent and devoted clergy--
by preachers who gave their lives without dream of earthly
reward to poverty and to the danger and wearing toil of
itinerant missions through rude frontier settlements"”

(pp. 7-8) . Waiting tranquilly for their deaths, outmoded
and dependent on church charity, the narrator respectfully
concludes that "even to the least sympathetic vision there
show upon them the glorified light of the Cross and crown"

(p. 8).



29

The long-suffering service of the Methodist fore-
bearers contrasts with the "modern and go-ahead" congre-
gation of Tecumseh, whose frame of mind the younger min-
isters generally share (p. 11). Far from the "plain and
homely," these prestige-minded church people could not
imagine that they were not "an improvement on those who
had gone before them" (p. 9). Their new church building
marked a "standard of progressive taste" unparalleled in
the Nedahma Conference. Locally, rivalling the Presby-
terians in wealth and social distinction, they lacked only
"an attractive and fashionable preacher” to fulfill their
vision of modern piety (pp. 9, 1l1). When the desired
prize, none other than the Reverend Ware, is assigned
elsewhere, many Tecumseh members desert the meeting in
righteous anger. But the average cleric at the conference
exhibits neither an archaic self-forgetfulness nor a piety
of self-congratulation; rather, he is an inoffensive mix-
ture of o0ld and new tendencies--"goodness, candor" blended
with a bland, "imperturbable self-complacency" (p. 8).

Somewhere between the rigor of Methodism's fron-
tier past and Tecumseh's secularity lies the settled agri-
cultural life of Octavius Methodism, the scene of Theron

Ware's pastorate during the novel. While the rural folk
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have lost the spirit of their founders, they have retained
and solidified their creeds and customs, and, in so doing,
repeat the desire of their urban brethren for some ground
of social differentiation, whether it opposes other Pro-
testants or the cultural aliens of Octavius' Italian and
Irish Catholic population.

Frederic's views on late nineteenth-century Metho-
dism also pertain to its environing culture whose ethical
norms the church had adopted in place of its own spiritual
and moral heritage. It is this tension between the church's
past and its present secularity that Theron Ware must re-
solve in himself while he confronts the unsettling non-
Methodist influences of Octavius. In any case, the Metho-
dism of Tecumseh and Octavius had traveled a long distance
from the selflessness and spiritual idealism of early

Methodism's circuit riding preacher.5

5Only occasionally has a critic mentioned the
moral dimension of the obvious historical cultural tension
in The Damnation. In A Mirror of the Ministry in the
Modern Novel (New York, 1959), Horton Davies observes that
The Damnation is unique among religious novels because
Frederic "gives a much more sympathetic account of the
older generation" than the typical novel in which a loss
of faith occurs. Davies also contends, as will this chap-
ter, that Frederic would "seem to suggest rather the
danger than the exhilaration of adopting the new thought
and the emancipated manners of modern times" (p. 72).
Austin Briggs, Jr. has noted the merit of the church
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fathers but suggests that "No sooner has Frederic estab-
lished this contrast . . . than he begins to play with it"
by first identifying Theron with the noble past on super-
ficial grounds and then by allowing Theron's actions and
thoughts to demonstrate his actual unworthiness (Briggs,
Novels, pp. 114-15). John Henry Raleigh also speaks of
Theron Ware's link to the past, but neglects mention of
the moral earnestness in order to associate Theron with
the "two outbursts of emotionalism that occurred in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: Methodism
in the Protestant religion and the Romantic love of Na-
ture" ("Damnation," 214). Raleigh emphasizes this aspect
of Theron's character to establish the significance of the
eventual triumph of pragmaticism in his thinking (222).
While not praising Theron's character, Larzer Ziff still
recognizes his link as a part of Methodism to "the Chris-
tian rural ideal" which is lamentably forsaken in the
course of The Damnation for "a grab bag of third-hand
tastes, ill-digested ideas, and smirkingly cynical opin-
ions about those who nourished and shaped him,"--a "set
of shoddy modern opinions" poorly understood and ill-
suited for the "needs created by the changes which had
destroyed the ideal" (The American 1890's, pp. 214-15).

Amid the variegated many at the Tecumseh confer-
ence meeting, there was among its mundane young an excep-
tion to the habit of increased secularity. The Reverend
Theron Ware, with his "broad white brow, thoughtful eyes,
and features moulded into . . . regularity of strength,"
reminds the narrator of the "American Senatorial type in
those far-away days of clean shaven faces and moderate

incomes before the War" (p. 12). Although the reference
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is not directly religious, Ware seems a throwback to an
earlier time, sharing more in the spirit of the fathers
than in the snobbery and triviality of his churchly con-
temporaries. This early positive description of Ware
initiates the central interpretive problem of the novel:
does a fall of some variety take place in the story, and,
if so, why and how and of what kind? 1Is the recouped man
at the story's end "the same old Theron," but bereft of
his delusion of goodness, as Austin Briggs, Jr. has

argued?6

6Briggs, Novels, pp. 110, 11l1l. Briggs' most dis-
tinguished ally in this view is Howells who suggested that
with The Damnation, "When you get to the end . . . although
you have carried a hazy notion in your mind of the sort of
man Ware was, you fully realize, for the first time, that
the author has never for a moment represented him anywhere
as a good or honest man" (Quoted in Briggs, p. 120).
Allen F. Stein also agrees with Briggs and Howells in
"Evasions of an American Adam: Structure and Theme in
The Damnation of Theron Ware," American Literary Realism
1870-1910, V (Winter, 1972) 23-36. Most critics, however,
have neglected the intricacies of Theron's psychology for
the nature of the new intellectual and cultural forces he
confronts. Everett Carter contends that "Frederic tried
to make Theron's innocence typical" of American innocence
at the time. Consequently, Carter diminishes the role of
individual psychological causes in Theron's fall from
innocence to elaborate on the symbolic cultural signifi-
cance of Theron's fate, finally regarding The Damnation
as an introduction to the uncertainties of the twentieth
century ("Introduction,”" p. xviii, passim). John Henry
Raleigh largely repeats Carter's approach, although he
stops to note the ambiguity in Theron's character, that
he is "simultaneously likable and despicable." Theron
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invites the reader's sympathy because he is "incurably
boyish" in his adolescent enthusiasms and apparent sin-
cerity (212). Yet, he is also susceptible to a "pride

of intellect" (210). Raleigh implies that Theron's es-
sentially static character only awaited a confrontation
with the cultural and intellectual sophistication of the
modern world for which his rural background had ill-
equipped him ("Damnation," 211). George W. Johnson re-
gards Theron as a relentless seeker after "freedom," both
individual and social, "an imaginative wholeness and
serentiy, the dreamland of grace, utopia, and business-
like idealism" ("Young Goodman Ware," 363). In this
light, Theron's final damnation lies in the fact that
after his fall, in the philosophic and ethical relativity
of the modern world, he "does not and cannot know whether
. « « his experience [his quest] has been a grand melo-
drama or a parlor anecdote--he cannot know how or whether
he is really damned at all" (372).

To clarify the issue, a closer look at Theron
Ware's character is necessary. When he first arrives in
Octavius, assorted non-Methodists grant him a respect
that agrees with the narrator's Senatorial image. For
example, shortly before Theron's climatic debauch, the
dying Michael Madden, brother of attractive sophisticate
Celia, recalls that on arriving six months before, the
young minister had the conduct and "face of a saint"
(p. 441). Theron's pious conduct had even helped Michael
to dispel doubts about the salvation of non-Catholic
Christians (pp. 437-41). Levi Gorringe, the town lawyer
and a church trustee, also expresses a liking for Theron,

noting that he was "'different'" from and more "'human'"
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than other ministers (pp. 184, 185). In Celia's last
encounter with Theron, this time in a New York hotel room,
she recites the amusement with which she, Forbes, and
Ledsmar at first viewed his character, stating that "'you
impressed us as an innocent, simple, genuine young char-
acter . . . . Your honesty of nature, your sincerity in
that absurd religion of yours . . . pleased us a great
deal'" (p. 478). A further indication of Theron's char-
acter at the story's beginning comes from his wife, who
would perhaps know him best. Midway through the year in
Octavius, noting her husband's new marital indifference
and apparent reprobation, Alice Ware longs for "'the old
days'" when Theron was "'just a good, earnest simple young
servant of the Lord'" (p. 305).

But neither view, Briggs' nor the various charac-
ters', is entirely correct. At the start of the story,
Theron Ware exhibits an ordinary, fully human mixture of
active charity and latent self-concern. The chief tragedy

of The Damnation lies in the collision of these tendencies

within Ware and the gradual triumph of the latter. Briggs'
view that Frederic is basically a writer of comedy, albeit
of a rather dark variety, rests on his judgment that

Theron's self-concern was always the moving force in his
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behavior, Octavius only providing an occasion for its
emergence. Briggs, however, arrives at this view by mis-
interpreting some important scenes in the novel. When
Theron and Alice evidence a child-like excitement over
possibly winning the valued Tecumseh appointment, their
expectation and "simple pride" is seen as an indication
of Theron's egoistic, "vaulting imagination [which] had

already occupied" the Tecumseh pulpit (p. 13).7

7Briggs, p. 1l16.

Briggs also accuses Theron of cowardice in dealing
with his belligerent trustees: he supposedly exchanges his
wife's bonnet flowers for not having to pay parsonage re-
pair bills. A closer reading of the confrontation with
the trustees reveals that Theron understandingly concedes
to "old, simple, primitive" Methodism's prohibition on
colorful dress, but he experiences growing "stiffness in
his moral spine" at the trustees' obvious grasp for finan-
cial and congregational power (pp. 45, 50). Theron sees
through their pretense of homely piety, and the meeting
ends in a contentious stalemate. That Theron's behavior
with the trustees is at least justifiable is confirmed by

the "deliberate wink" that is left with him by
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non-Methodist trustee Levi Gorringe, one of the novel's
more admirable characters (p. 53). As for the flowers
themselves, their removal from Alice's bonnet represents
an injustice that Theron freely admits and offers to rec-
tify in full (p. 56).

Briggs is more accurate, however, in his criticism
of Theron's behavior in his previous pastorate in Tyre,
another rural farming community. The moments immediately
before the trustees' arrival find Theron reflecting on
that segment of his past in the ministry, Octavius being
his third charge. His thoughts reveal notably unadmirable
character traits during what he himself considers an "un-
worthy epoch in his life history" (p. 36).

It seems that after some months in his second
charge, the exuberant, newly married minister and wife
suddenly found themselves eight hundred dollars in debt.
The narrator sympathizes that a man in Theron's position,
a respected member of the clergy "who receives from all
his fellow-men a special deference of manner and speech,
is in the nature of things prone to see the grocer's book
and butcher's bill through the little end of the tele-
scope" (p. 32). As common to newlyweds as Theron's pe-

cuniary imprudence might be, a demeaning hostility toward
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his congregation appears after reassignment to Tyre "to
pay his debts, and drain the cup of disciplinary medicine
to its dregs" (p. 34). Aware of his eminent preaching
ability, Theron deliberately "withheld himself from any
oratorical display which could afford" his parishioners
gratification. Further, with regard to his future when

he might finally be liberated from Tyre, an "ambition,

at once embittered and tearfully solicitous, possessed
him" (p. 35). Both inadvertent cause and victim of his
unhappy situation, a defensive pride of social superiority
emerged to compensate for his humiliation. At last for
Theron, it became unpleasant, as it had not been in the
first months of his ministry, "to sit at table with the
unfragrant hired man, and still worse to encounter the
bucolic confusion between the function of knives and forks"
(p. 26).

The full weight of Briggs' indictments of Theron's
character is somewhat mediated, however. 1In the matter of
the hired hand, while "conscious of having moved along"
socially, Theron was not sure that his refinement was,
"after all, an advance" (p. 26). In addition, sitting in
the parsonage study, Theron deeply regrets his past--

"thank God! All that was past and gone now"--and looks
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to future pastoral challenges: "the Call sounded, reso-
nant and imperative . . . and there was no fibre of his
being, which did not stir in devout response" (p. 37).
Even though this new dedication arose in part, as some
critics have pointed out, from the emotional intensity of
subjective religion, this constitutes no real reason to
doubt either the sincerity or commitment within Theron's
sense of calling "which beckoned him with a new and urgent

significance" (p. 36).8

8Austin Briggs dismisses the significance of
Theron's religious promptings because he considers them
unrelated to Theron's conduct which in Briggs' mind is
unworthy (p. 121). Yet, as this chapter will contend,
there is some correlation between Theron's religious
devotion and the consequences of his actions. John Henry
Raleigh makes somewhat the same assumption but is more
reasonable in suggesting the unsuitability of a
subjectively-oriented frame of mind for coping with the
intellectual and social problems of the late nineteenth
century in America (Raleigh, 215-17).

But there are less ambiguous, more positive as-
pects to Theron's character that have gone unnoticed. 1In
the first days of his vocation, "People had prized him for
his innocent candor and guileless mind, for his good heart,
his pious zeal, his modesty about gifts notably above the
average" (p. 29). Some of these notable traits persist

into the events of the novel and point to the moral
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seriousness that plays a major role in his personality.

On his arrival in Octavius, various characters, as we have
already seen, perceived him as saintly and human, honest
and sincere in his religious practice. Theron himself
expends some time in theological and moral reflection as
indicated by his revery in the parsonage study, and he is
not reluctant to observe and defend moral distinctions.

He regards the Methodist revivals, which manipulate reli-
gious emotion for economic ends, "'about the lowest down
thing we [Methodists] produce'" (pp. 181, 48). Also dis-
turbing is the detrimental impact that the legalistic
application of the Methodist Discipline has on personal
morality. "'Like the Beatitudes,'" the discipline should
be taken as a "'spiritual suggestion, '" not as a vehicle
for salvation (pp. 185, 160). Nor does the social signif-
icance of Christian morality escape Theron as it clearly
does trustees Winch and Pierce and Sister Soulsby, another
conspicuous figure in Methodism. He tells Levi Gorringe
with self-directed satire that "'no modern nation could
practice the principles handed down in the Sermon on the
Mount and survive for twenty-four hours'" (p. 185). If

is also significant that when Theron thinks of writing a

book on Abraham, the moral complexity of the story attracts
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him more than its strictly theological dimensions (p. 60).
In sum, the young preacher takes himself and his religious
profession seriously.

More indicative of Theron's character are his
deeds, which reflect his thought and words. On numerous
occasions, his moral concern appears in a sensitivity to
the diverse world beyond his own consciousness. The first
words Theron speaks in the novel console his wife at their
loss of the Tecumseh appointment, introducing a solicitude
that is often repeated in the early part of the story
(p. 18). The same understanding is later offered to Levi
Gorringe when the lawyer confesses that he once mistook
romantic love for religious conversion (pp. 183-84). And
it is Theron's instinctive sympathy and desire to serve
that prompts him to follow the injured workman of Jeremiah
Madden, thus introducing him to Father Forbes and Celia
Madden and enmeshing him in a new, deceptive dimension of
experience (pp. 61-62).

Theron's readiness to understand extends beyond
sharing warmly in the experience of others. He demonstrates
a receptiveness to novel ideas that transcends the limita-
tions of his parochial background. Whether an evidence of

his eager "guileless mind" or a conscious moral attitude,
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this openness to people and things provides a positive
norm against which to judge the man who at the close looks
westward anticipating a future of politics and money.
Early in the novel, when Theron first looks upon the
spring landscape behind the Octavius parsonage, he intuits
in nature a beneficent design that is independent of human
agency, naming it "'God's goodness'" (p. 23). Yet, by the
close of the novel, this capacity to revere something be-
yond himself--be it other people, ideas, or nature--has
wholly disappeared, indicating the real measure of his
damnation. A year later, Theron's response to a similar
scene as he stands on the Soulsbys' doorstep is an egoistic
image of an orator's power over a throng of political
supplicants. This time, his eyes "did not soften and glow
. « « at the thought of how wholly one felt sure of God's
goodness in these wonderful new mornings of spring”" (p.
511) . Rather, nature now functions, like the rest of
Theron's world, as a convenient adjunct for his exploitive
egoism.

It is part of the irony of Frederic's novel that
the openness that enables Theron to discern his cultural
biases also begins him on the course of his own damnation.

He readily appreciates, for example, the aesthetic
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qualities of the death sacrament that Father Forbes admin-
isters to the Madden workman. Impressed and moved, Theron
revises his estimate of the Irish and their religion to
"the very verge of feeling that heaven must have heard"
their petition (p. 77). When first faced with organ music,
an expression forsworn by the ascetic Methodists, Theron
recognizes its aesthetic merit as well as its sacred and
secular moods (pp. 117, 126).

In sum, Theron who has always by his own acknowl-
edgement "'lived in little places'" lacks, as Celia readily
tells him, the confining "'prejudices and nonsense'" found
in the "'ordinary Orthodox minister'" (pp. 147, 148-49).

In his own words, he tries "'to preserve an open mind, and
to maintain my faith that the more we know, the nearer we
shall approach the throne.'"™ This confidence may be naive,
but that the open mind exists at all, given Theron's back-
ground, merits some measure of respect (p. 111). Initially
at least, Theron is not all bad, or at least has enough
good in him, contrary to Briggs' opinion, to merit calling

his slow moral decay a genuine fall or damnation.
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As significant a role as Theron's pride plays in
his downfall, it is important to note, as has George C.
Johnson, that in his fall, Theron is "as much sinned

against as sinning."9 In this regard, each of Theron's

9Johnson, "Young Goodman Ware," 336.

non-Methodist influences is culpable--Forbes, Ledsmar,
Celia Madden, and Sister Soulsby, who despite her title
apparently never joined the church. While each fosters
pride in the young preacher, each is also a victim of the
same fault. It is in the pedantic, cultured world of
Forbes, Ledsmar, and Celia that Theron first confuses
intellectual and aesthetic sophistication for moral wisdom.
Confronted with the hypocracy of his trustees, the com-
placency of his congregation, and the doubtful integrity
of contemporary Methodism, Theron strives for an alterna-
tive intellectual and artistic identity that is encouraged
by his new friends.

Critic Stanton Garner admits that Theron's three
cultured influences "must share some of the blame” for his
fall insofar as they are "careless" in their dealings with
him. However, Garner errs in concluding that their guilt

is somewhat diminished by the fact that each was "genuinely
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concerned with his [Theron's] intellectual and spiritual

1 . . .
growth."” 0 To the contrary, the weight of their actions

0Garner, Harold Frederic, p. 34.

and attitudes in relation to Theron, although often seem-
ingly inadvertent, has substantial negative impact on the
well-intentioned, fumbling naif. Forbes and Ledsmar are
eager religious critics who readily parade their scepticism
before Theron's untested orthodoxy. The history of Celia's
relation with Theron reveals an impetuous, inconsiderate
mode of behavior. 1In short, the three treat him as an ob-
ject, an "'acquisition,'" as Celia terms it, for the amuse-
ment of their private coterie. When the "'mother's milk'"
of Theron's innocence turns sour with conceit, each read-
ily avoids contact with him, in two instances by lying,
instead of charitably correcting him, as does the dying
Michael Madden (p. 478).

Because Forbes and Ledsmar resemble one another
in intellectual orientation and life style, they affect
Theron in similar ways, although Forbes perhaps exerts
more influence in his role of an elder clerical model.
When Forbes first meets Theron at the cottage of the dying

workman, he responds to Theron's comment on the
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impressiveness of the last rites with a recitation of its
ancient pagan origins which he has uncovered through a
broad study of comparative religion (p. 71). In so doing,
he makes the unwarranted assumption that Theron shares,
for one, his "'understanding of just what it [religion]
all amounts to'"--that is, "'savages in a dangerous wood
in the dark, telling one another ghost stories around a
camp fire'" (pp. 363, 357). Forbes display of learning
brings Theron to see an intellectual inadequacy that
plants the seeds of a scholarly aspiration which soon dis-
integrates into pretension.

Theron is further impressed with his own ignorance
when he dines with Forbes and his "'particular friend'"
Dr. Ledsmar, an ex-physician, Darwinian scientist, Assyri-
ologist, and cuisinary expert (p. 101). To Theron's
queries about Abraham on whom he intends to write a book,
the pair inform him of the patriarch's non-existence as
a person and the eponymous character of the name. For
illustrative purposes Forbes injects the eponym Marmaduke,
which offers "'the original prototype of our "divine
intermediary"'" that culminates in "'this Christ-myth of
ours'" (pp. 110-11]). Theron's dismay at this unexpected

view, soon succumbs, however, to his pleasure in the
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"charm of contact with really educated people” (p. 1l1l1).

A further charm is Forbes' life style of exquisite cookery,
fine wine, cigars, "scholarly symbols,” luxurious furni-
ture, and classical engravings. The effect of this strange
milieu is to make Theron feel, as does the rectory's elec-
tric doorbell, "rather more a countryman than ever" (p. 99).
Impressed if not awed, Theron perceives this intellectual
and aesthetic world as uplifting, as it is for him at
times, and thus, morally superior to his own. He grasps
after its mystique as an affirmation of his potential and
an escape from the dispiriting pettiness of his congrega-
tion.

Through all their dealings with Theron, the moti-
vation behind the directness of the priest and scientist
remains uncertain. Forbes does restrain Ledsmar from dis-
puting Theron's expression of faith in the reality of the
"t'throne, '" but the eagerness and sense of privileged en-
lightenment with which the two express their views under-
cuts the possibility that they are genuinely concerned with
Theron's well-being (p. 111). Although Celia Madden is
usually an unreliable relayer of information--as the am-
biguous kiss with Theron finally reveals--her comment

about the intellectual arrogance of Forbes and Ledsmar
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confirms the ambiguity in their motivation, stating that
"'they think it smart to laugh at all the sweet and beau-
tiful things in life, and to sneer at people who believe
in ideals, and to talk about mankind being merely a for-
tuitous product of fermentation'" (p. 151). Ledsmar's
pride emerges clearly in the pains he takes to make
certain "that the young minister should appreciate the
favor extended him" in inviting Theron to visit him at
his home (p. 120). Secure in his special knowledge, Leds-
mar disdains most everyone for good scientific reasons:
musicians, women, most men, and the Chinese.

Some of the arrogance of Forbes and Ledsmar falls
in line with their pessimistic views of man and history.
From experience and study, Forbes has concluded that in
spite of "'the most tremendous changes in races and civil-
izations and religions, stretching over many thousands
of years,'" mankind is yet and "'will always remain'"
unaltered from savage, prehistoric patterns of thought
and behavior (pp. 357-360). Any hope of gradual improve-
ment in human nature is "'utterly baseless and empty'"
(p. 360). Rather the motive forces in man's psyche,
"'self-protection and inertia,'" render him hopelessly

egoistic. In repeating "'dead men's thought and belief'"
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and "'"dead races" faiths and imaginings,'" modern reli-
gious man still imagines that the world was "'made for
him, and that the rest of the universe is subordinated
to him and his world, and that all the spirits and demons
and gods occupy themselves exclusively with him and his
affairs'" (pp. 109-10, 360). Those few enlightened who
have rid their minds of superstition soon find that their
explanations have "'very little influence'" with the
masses and that, subsequently, the "'chief wisdom in 1life
is to bend to the pressures'" of the "'crowd'" (p. 366).
Given this circumstance, Forbes has chosen to re-

main in the Church and to "'make the best of it'" (p. 363).
A norm of personal convenience supplants professional
honesty and public candor. He does find, however, some
support for this tactic in the traditional Roman Catholic
concept of hierarchical authority. 1In contending with
Theron about the usefulness of broad public awareness of
important religious problems, he asks

"Why should 'everybody' be supposed to know

anything at all? What business is it of

'everybody's' to know things . . . . the

truth remains the truth, even though you

give a charter to ten thousand separate

numskulls to examine it in the light of

their private judgment, and report that it

is as many different varieties of something
else" (p. 108).
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To Forbes, the main activity of Protestant denomination-
alism, an "'absurd and fruitless wrangling over texts and
creeds,'" seems so much "'barbaric nonsense'" (p. 361).
And since man's nature demands that "'there must always
be a church,'" Forbes finds something "'intelligent and
rational,'" "'intelligible and fine'" in a church whose
obstacles to belief are declared "'sacred mysteries'"™ and
"'taken for granted'" (pp. 362, 361l). For those enlight-
ened who wish to avoid public censure for scepticism,
Roman Catholicism provides "'a restful house'" where "'the
manners are charming, the service excellent, the decora-
tion and upholstery most acceptable to the eye, and the
music . . . divine'" (p. 361l). But, more importantly,
Forbes believes that the church furnishes an indispensable
social artifice, stating that it serves "'first and fore-
most, as a police force [and] secondly . . . as fire in-
surance.'"” It also provides the "'most pure atmosphere
for the growth of young children'" and "'the best obtain-
able machinery for marrying off one's daughters . . .
patching up quarrels, and so on.'" 1In this context the
priest earns his salary as an agent who insures the effi-
cient and tranquil functioning of society. For those

clergy who desire, theology is "'thrown in as a sort of
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intellectual diversion, like the ritual of a benevolent
organization'" (pp. 362-63). Thus, the church earns re-
spect not for its pretention to any kind of ultimacy, but
as a secular social apparatus whose virtue lies in adapt-
ibility to its culture (p. 361). Frederic symbolizes this
fact in the new, imposing sanctuary of the Octavius Cath-
olic church that still lacks a steeple, the traditional
sign of aspiration and fidelity to a transcendent ideal

(p. 98).11

lMost critics attribute no more than an inadver-
tent role to Forbes in accounting for Theron's moral dis-
integration. He is an instrument, along with Ledsmar, for
broadening Theron's knowledge of the higher criticism of
the Bible and of a pessimistic view of man that opposes
Theron's optimism. John Henry Raleigh properly analyzes
Forbes' thought and suggests that for Frederic he is a
mouthpiece who "tells us what we are" ("Damnation," 227).
This view may be quite correct, but Raleigh neglects to
attend to the moral dimensions of Forbes' conduct and the
social implications of his thinking. Most critics, as
does Austin Briggs, accompany Raleigh in his error.
Larzer Ziff goes so far as to ascribe a positive social
benefit to Forbes' thinking, suggesting that Forbes con-
trols "his knowledge of the psychological origins of re-
ligious feeling so as to be of greater service in his
parish" (The American 1890's, p. 214). There is, how-
ever, no evidence that Forbes attends his parish duties
with any more than a perfunctory necessity. Only George
W. Johnson briefly notes the underlying moral fatalism
that makes Forbes a "cynical defeatist" with regard to
the worth of moral struggle ("Young Goodman Ware," 366).
As will be seen, Forbes' example functions as an ostensible
sanction for Theron's clerical duplicity.
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Scientist Ledsmar seems to have drawn largely the
same conclusions as Forbes by way of modern evolutionary
thought. At middle-age, he has forsworn medicine because
it is insufficiently scientific and has turned his ener-
gies to research in plant genetics, opium tolerance, and
reptiles. A critical foil to Celia's aestheticism and
Theron's orthodoxy, he expounds a rigorous empiricism of
rationality and objectivity as requisite norms for proper
knowing and acting. He emerges as zealous an advocate of
scientific positivism as any frontier Methodist of revi-
valist Christianity. Ledsmar himself was converted to
science when he noted a pet monkey's instinctive aversion
to snakes, although the beast had never before seen one;
that incident, he tells Theron, "'changed my whole life'"
(p. 328). Having taken his stand, he is an insistent
proselytizer. As mentioned, when Theron expresses hope
in the reality of the "'throne,'" Ledsmar readies to argue
the point until Forbes urges caution (p. 111). Ledsmar
does not concede easily, however. Some weeks later,
Theron receives a packet of books that contains Ernest

Renan's Recollections of My Youth, which tells how the

young priest declared "that he could no longer believe

at all in revealed religion" (p. 189).
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Devotion to an empirical ideal informs Ledsmar's
personal tastes as well. He prefers the concrete and
certain pleasure of good food to the non-discursive na-
ture of aesthetic response. The Jews are admired because
they penalized the making of art, "'the tendency to brood
on the beautiful,'" which as a "'sign of rot'" always
parallels the decay of a culture (p. 122). Musicians
deserve contempt because they resemble birds which are a
"'debased offshoot'" of reptiles, "'the very lowest type
of vertebrata now in existence'" (pp. 121-22). A similar
evolutionary analogy supports an abhorrance of women.

In their irrationality, lasciviousness, and superstition,
the sex has only reached a stage of development comparable
to the "'dawn of mediaevalism'" (p. 325). Their worst
fault is that they lack the objectivity required for ra-
tional thought.

Because Ledsmar's confidence in scientific method-
ology dictates practical detachment from the world about
him, he can experiment indifferently with plants, animals,
and people, as he does with his Chinese servant. 1In his
contact with other people, this posture toward experience
proves both ethically and perceptually inadequate. Like

Forbes and Celia, he neglects an opportunity to correct
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Theron's self-inflation by feigning illness (pp. 335-36).
He must also share with Forbes and Celia the niavety that
supposed Theron's innocence would remain unaffected when
immersed in a different and, to their minds, superior
intellectual-cultural realm. A similar error arises in
Ledsmar's judgment of the pragmatic Soulsbys whom he re-
gards as "'really genuine people'" (p. 323). As Alice
Ware observes on first meeting Sister Soulsby, intelligent
and shrewd the matron may be, but genuine she is not (p.
203). Whatever the merits of Ledsmar's views, they become
a rationale Theron uses to excuse himself from further

. . . . . . . 2
distracting involvement with his wife or congregatlon.l

2 . -
1 Frederic's critics have generally been more

unanimous and accurate in their assessment of Ledsmar

than of any of the other characters in The Damnation.
Everett Carter suggests that Frederic's rendering of Leds-
mar who is the "essence of experimental science" represents
a reversion in American fiction to a Hawthornian concept

of the scientist and "a climate of doubt about the advances
of man through empirical science" (pp. xix, xx). Austin
Briggs concurs with Carter and observes that those critics,
Carter concluded, "who wish to make Frederic a spokesman
for pragmatism have not dealt adequately with the thor-
oughly pragmatic Dr. Ledsmar" (p. 131). And perhaps it

is Briggs who best summarizes the conclusions of Johnson,
Raleigh, and others by stating that Ledsmar's scientism
"has led him to a misanthropy which is only less mild than
his misogyny" (p. 130).




54

The greatest influences on Theron in the novel are
feminine personalities, and they at various times alter
his thinking to an extent that surpasses their powers of
intellectual persuasion. We are told that early in their
marriage, Alice Ware imparted a sense of humor to her hus-
band who until then had been noted for his sincere, somber
personality (p. 29). Sister Soulsby, the middle-aged
fund-raiser, later converts Theron to her "common sense"
view of religion and self-interest. Theron's acceptance
of her closely parallels his growing awareness of her
lingering sexuality--that she was once an attractive
"!'frontranker in the Amazon ballets'" and that even now
she indulges in such Methodist prohibitions as lowcut
dresses, perfume, and jewelry (p. 264). At the time of
Theron's greatest liking for Father Forbes, he is vaguely
conscious of "a quaint sensation of feeling as a romantic
woman must feel in the presence of a specially impressive
masculine personality" (p. 417). But Theron's most domi-
nant influence, following in the tracks of Sister Soulsby,
is Celia Madden, a wealthy, witty Irish Catholic beauty
who attracts Theron to her adaptation of Greek life.

Although at no time does Frederic make sexual

selection the decisive factor in human behavior, he was
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enough of a naturalist to recognize the subtle, constant
play of sexual considerations at the deeper levels of

thought and motivation.13 As often as thought and reason

3Everett Carter and Austin Briggs err when they
take Frederic's statement that sex "is the mainspring of
all human activity" as the norm for motivation in The
Damnation (Quoted in Briggs, p. 131; Carter, p. xxi). As
the following discussion will show, sex is a major factor
in human activity for Frederic, but it is not exclusive
in its influence.

are cited as justifications for human action, they are
never uninfluenced by unrecognized sexual needs, much as
thought also succumbs to the demands of pride and self-
interest. 1Instances of this gap between conscious and un-

perceived sexual motives recur throughout The Damnation.

For example, a mixture of sexual and religious motives
combined in Levi Gorringe's one-time decision to join the
church (p. 184). Forbes' celibacy remains mysterious
throughout the novel, although he seems to maintain unde-
termined affection for Celia Madden (p. 417). Ledsmar's
devotion to science, almost of a monastic calibre, grows
from a psychological condition that causes physical revul-
sion at the thought of sex (p. 327). The intricate pat-
tern of relationships between Forbes, Ledsmar, and Celia

resembles a highly sublimated sexual triangle with the
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priest at the apex. The sophisticated and schooled, it
seems, are no less susceptible to sexual demands, as in
their capacities for pride, than the simple and ignorant
whom they condemn. The only character in the novel who
transcends sexual considerations is the charitable,

deeply religious Michael Madden; his energies are exhausted
in his quest for religious truth and his concern for the
welfare of his workmen. In the case of Theron, it should
be noted that his egoistic and sexual needs increase as his
vocational commitment diminishes.

Celia Madden, the third member of the heterodox
group that befriends Theron in Part One, eventually becomes
the potential satisfaction for Theron's mounting egoistic
and sexual needs. The large role he assigns to her in his
moral disorientation finds ample justification in her con-
duct. Because this behavior is consistent with her "Greek"
view of life, it is useful to examine it nad her background
before turning to her relationship with Theron.

The only daughter of an immigrant Irish peasant
who has struck it rich, Celia lives a pampered life of her
own design in the private chambers of the new opulent
Madden mansion. Inspired by her study of Greek culture,

she has set out to be a "'fine early Greek'" devoted to
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the "'beautiful and the strong.'" Yet, she lacks, as she
herself recognizes, the graceful discipline and thoughtful
control of Greek life at its apogee (pp. 154, 152). While
adhering to public mores, her private life represents, she
tells Theron, "'what I mean'" by being a Greek, albeit at
times that eclectic vision seems "'quite of the decadence'"
(pp. 288, 154). Whether Frederic meant to identify Celia
with the excesses of fin de siecle Continental culture or
with the deline of Greek culture remains unclear, but
Celia's Greek ideal evidences attitudes antipathetic to

the standards of proper maidenhood in late nineteenth-

century, very Victorian America.14

14On a cultural level, as John Henry Raleigh has

pointed out, Celia "represents a phenomena that occurred
in the late nineteenth century when, as a reaction against
utilitarianism, rationalism, relativism, Catholicism cum
Art emerged with a vengeance" ("Damnation,"™ 215). As an
embodiment of the extravagant habits of this movement,
Raleigh concludes, Celia is "never quite credible and al-
ways verging on the preposterous" (216). In "The Damna-
tion of Theron Ware as a Criticism of American Religious
Thought, " Elmer F. Suderman aptly summarizes Celia as a
"combination of Madonna, seductress, and troubled human
being," a witty inversion by Frederic of the stereotypical
pious maiden of late nineteenth-century sentimental reli-
gious fiction in America (Huntington Library Quarterly,
XXXIII [November, 1969], 68). Austin Briggs thinks Celia
credible and, if absurd in her "new hedonism," then neces-
sarily so, although he does not say why (pp. 124, 128,
132) . Briggs also notes Celia's loss of interest in
Theron after his evening in her rooms, although he retains
sympathy for her as one who endures genuine existential
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anguish (pp. 135, 132). George W. Johnson ignores this
factor in Celia and, perhaps recognizing the extent of her
selfish conduct in relation to Theron, pronounces her a
"rather masculinized, sadistic, and coldly superior" advo-
cate of a "vague pagan monism" (366, 368). Although some-
what overstated, especially with reference to Celia's
"masculine," liberated womanhood, Johnson's comments point
to one instance, the other being Sister Soulsby, of the
"duplicity of feminine moral guidance" in The Damnation
(370) .

The first tenet of Celia's Greek philosophy, the
"'recognition that beauty is the only thing in life that
is worthwhile,'" leads to an aestheticism that worships
Chopin devoutly, furnishes her rooms with nude male sta-
tuary and paintings of the Virgin, and pursues painting,
sculpting, and wood-carving. "'Absolute freedom from
moral bugbears,'" her second principle, relates to the
third, a wish "'to kick out of one's life everything that
isn't worthwhile'" (p. 300). She shares in the feminism
of her day in decrying marriage as an institution that
sanctions the ownership and enslavement of women (pp. 378-
79). In its place, she would advocate romantic love amid
a greater sexual equality and openness reminiscent of pre-
Christian Greece. For Celia, the culprits of Western cul-
ture, much as they are Ledsmar's heroes, are the "'epi-
leptic'" Jews who alone "'could imagine a religion without

sex in it'" (p. 384). The goal of Celia's philsophizing,
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beyond sanctioning her freedom, lies in returning the
church to the Greek spirit which venerated "'art and
poetry and the love of beauty, and the gentle, spiritual,
soulful life'" (p. 383).

What seems unclear, however, is Celia's seriousness
in her adopted Hellenism. Dr. Ledsmar, who abhors the
sensuous when connected with subjectivity, thinks Celia
an elaborate poseur--"'a mere bundle of egotism, ignorance,
and red-headed lewdness . . . a little brain addled by
notions that she is like Hypatia, and a large impudence
rendered intolerable by the fact that she has money'"

(p. 334). Celia reminds Forbes, on the other hand, al-
though he too recognizes her egotism, of an "'atavistic
idealization of the o0ld Kelt at his finest and best,'" of
the Irish people two millenia ago when they were "'the
merriest and saddest, the most turbulent and the most
docile, the most talented and the most unproductive, the
most practical and the most visionary, the most devout
and the most pagan . . .'" (pp. 416-17). Yet, Forbes
expresses doubt about the conception on which his respect
rests, stating that "'If it were not such a noble thing

to be an Irishman, it would be ridiculous'" (p. 418).
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Celia is also aware of the unsubstantial surface
of her assertive Irish Hellenism. On one of her "'very
unhappy'" nights, she concedes that life at best is "'a
very paltry affair . . . Luckily it's soon done with,--
like a bad dream'" (p. 154). Late one evening when her
distant piano-playing is overheard by the Wares, Theron
suggests that the noise belongs to "'some distressed soul
. « . seeking relief from . . . sleeplessness;'" Alice's
response is succinct, stating "'Distressed fiddlesticks'"
(p. 159). 1In short, Celia's posture of Hellenistic dis-
cipleship seems less a serious philosophy of life than an
intricate game intended to escape the boredom and despair
of an affluent, meaningless existence. Unable to sustain
a steady confidence in the purposefulness of life, she re-
sorts to affectation and private melodrama to assauge her
restlessness.

Celia's frequent selfish actions in relation to
various characters, especially Theron, only confirm this
conclusion. As with her intellectual ecleticism, she
consistently adopts or rejects aspects of her world ac-
cording to her pleasure. This she does with her family,
unkindly regarding her father and brother as privileged

servants. Nor is religion exempt from appropriation.
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Publicly an ardent devoteee of the church, she is pri-
vately a "'pagan'" and "'only a Catholic in the sense
that its symbolism is pleasant'" and serves "'very well
my own system'" (pp. 383, 151). Following the lead of
Father Forbes, she disregards the Church's desire for
doctrinal adherence and puts "'into it what I like'" (p.
383). These instances fall in line with Celia's declara-
tion that she "'will not have anything about me--or any-
body either--that I don't like,'" a dictum that she
harshly fulfills with regard to Theron. As she later
tells Theron, "'it is the one fixed rule of my life to
obey my whims'" (p. 377).

On three separate occasions, this impulsiveness
prompts duplicity in her relations with Theron. The first
occurs after Theron's encounter with Forbes and Ledsmar
and his exposure to the majesty of classical organ music.
Theron ends up escorting Celia home, and on the way, she
inquires into his tastes in art and literature. 1In re-
sponse, he pleads that he has "'always lived in little
places'" and has not had much experience in the arts
(p. 97). In spite of Theron's disclaimer, Celia predicts
that he will be "'thrown into friendship, close contact,

with Father Forbes'" because there is "'nobody else in
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this raw, overgrown, empty-headed place for you and him to
like . . .'" (p. 148). Theron, it seems to Celia's brief
knowledge of him, is "'full of poetry, of ideals, of gen-
erous, unselfish impulses,'" words which later return to
advance Theron in his self-inflation (p. 150). Celia's
praise continues until Theron interprets her comment about
being an "out-and-out Greek'" as a declaration of national
origin instead of a philosophic orientation (pp. 151-52).
Giving proof of his ignorance, Celia attempts to retract
her earlier flattery, petitioning Theron to "'let it all
be as if I hadn't spoken'" and not to "'mind anything I
have said'" (p. 152). The caution is belated, however;
the many glowing words of encouragement outweigh the mild
and incidental denial.

The second occasion of Celia's whimsy comes some
months later in Theron's visit to her rooms in the Madden
mansion. Celia brings him there promising "'to make you
well again'" with the music of Chopin and, she ambiguously
adds, to "'show you what is my very own'" (pp. 280, 283).
Amid cigarettes, nude statuary, and paintings of the Ma-
donna, Theron listens to Celia's spirited rendition of her
Chopin repertoire. After some time, she stops playing and

with an "almost roguish smile" departs into her bedroom.
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When she returns, her conventional dress has been exchanged
for a revealing Greek-style costume of "shapeless, cling-
ing drapery, lustrous and creamy and exquisitely soft"
(p. 294). She resumes playing, significantly a lullaby
and then a love poem. Theron, quite overwhelmed by all
he has seen, heard, and anticipates, almost faints and
must be revived with wine. Then amid his request of Celia
to help him become more of a Greek, Celia unceremoniously
yawns, revealing her real attitude toward Theron. Taking
the hint, Theron departs, and shortly after his leaving,
Celia reflects on the evening and breaks into a "joyous
laugh" at the fumbling, bumpkin preacher (p. 302).

The final incident involves the ambiguous kiss
Celia allows at the close of their forest meeting. For

Theron, the act signifies the fait accompli of their ro-

mantic intentions, but in Celia's mind, it marks the end
of their relationship. On this occasion, instead of the
honesty that she knows Theron's egotism now demands, she
gives into the lure of melodrama and conceals her ambiva-
lence of disgust and pity in playful disguise. The idea
of the kiss, she later confesses, "'seemed to me to mean
something at the moment,'" to be a symbolically appropriate

way of simultaneously "'saying good-bye'" to Theron as well
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as to his innocence (p. 476). In any case, Theron, who
was raised in the country where "'They don't have kisses
in assorted varieties,'" fails to recognize that the kiss
really expressed pity--"'that just for one little moment
I permitted myself to be sorry for you.'" Celia later
apologizes that the gesture was "'too subtle'" and did
not consider Theron in his "'greenhorn'" status as an
illicit lover (p. 475). Celia's coyness again takes pre-
cedence over necessary honesty, and, in the process, by
playing to Theron's self-deception, accelerates his moral
deterioration.

Celia's speech to Theron in the New York hotel
room does much to clarify the shortcomings of the moral
perspective shared by Forbes, Ledsmar, and herself. Ini-
tially Theron impressed the trio as "'an innocent, simple,
genuine young character, full of mother's milk . . . like
the smell of spring in the country'" (p. 326). Further,
Theron's "'honesty of nature,'" his "'sincerity in that
absurd religion . . . and general naivety of mental and
spiritual get-up,'" "'pleased us a great deal.'" 1In short,
Theron becomes an object of entertainment in their sedate
insular world, "'a real acquisition!" His subsequent de-

parture from the ™unsophisticated and delightfully fresh
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and natural'" leads them to conclude that "'we had mis-
judged you,'" that "'somehow we took it for granted you
would stay'"™ innocent and unpretentious (p. 478).

Yet, as Celia, Forbes, and Ledsmar are all clearly
instrumental in Theron's change of character, the issue
is not one of initial misjudgment but of misdirection and
unconcern in the ways their attitudes serve as precursors
for Theron's end. For example, Celia accuses Theron of a
prurient interest in George Sand's life because it has an
"'unclean side,'" but she during the evening in her apart-
ment and the day in the forest panders to Theron's imagi-
nation (p. 479). She further rebukes Theron for the dis-
Ccrepancy between his private views and his posture within
his church, stating that he enjoys "'ridiculing and re-
viling the people of your church, whose money supports you,
and making a mock of things they believe in, and which
you for your life wouldn't dare let them know you didn't
believe in'" (p. 479). Such a.tactic, however, is implicit
in the example set by Father Forbes and Celia. She clearly
puts the church to her own ends, disregarding its stated
purpose for itself. Forbes draws his support in the same
manner as Theron, prudently not bothering to tell his

people what he disbelieves. Living in quiet luxury and
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intellectual refinement, Forbes himself has chosen, as he
advises Theron to do, "'to make the best of it'"™ (p. 363).

With regard to the common man, the priest's opin-
ion, like Ledsmar's, is no higher than Theron's, consider-
ing the mass of men childlike and incapable of coping with
reality (p. 108). At heart, Celia, Forbes, and Ledsmar
are intellectual aristocrats of one sort or another, ad-
vocating social control by an intellectual plutocracy.
Forbes retains a secularized version of church structure
for the maintenance of social order (pp. 108, 362-63).
Celia expresses intolerance for the uncultured and longs
for an ideal that resembles ancient Greece "'where all
the people were artists, where everybody was an intellec-
tual aristocrat, where the Philistine was an unknown'"

(p. 289). Ledsmar as well thinks his interests and knowl-
edge special and lives a hermetic existence in pursuit of
both.

In the matter of pride, Theron's overweening flaw,
each of the three has special hopes for his point of view
and warms to Theron most when he responds to their special
interest. Consequently, Celia sympathizes with Theron
when he approves the significance of women in history.

Forbes repeats this pattern in Theron's response to his
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pet theories on the Irish. And lastly, Theron receives
an enthusiastic tour of Ledsmar's facilities and research.

The group fails most in not exerting honesty with
Theron after he had accepted the friendships that had been
"'mistakenly extended'" to him. They accuse him of being
an ass and of not being an "'honest, straightforward
donkey at that!'" But none of the Octavius group has
been honest with Theron, especially Celia. And as for
Theron trying to play a "'lap-dog,'" it was they who first
hinted that he could join their special world (p. 480).

In the end, Theron's real mistake in the eyes of
the group is not his duplicity, but his lack of tact in
the way he carries out his new beliefs. For every fault
of which Celia accuses Theron, a parallel shortcoming
exists in themselves. Although schooled and socially
adept, their self-knowledge and understanding of human
nature, as dictated by their special points of view,
does not exempt them from the same shortsightedness and

pride to which Theron Ware more conspicuously falls prey.

Whatever effects the cultured Octavians might have

had on Theron, these influences are amplified, and in some
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ways prepared for, by Sister Candace Soulsby, Methodist
debt-raiser. Some of her influence can be attributed to
the fact that she encounters Theron at an opportune time
in his ministry. She visits Octavius for a week when the
first difficulties in Theron's new charge, "all sorts of
conditions wholly novel to him," are beginning to appear
(p. 160). The church there embodied the schismatic right
wing of Methodism that identified moral and spiritual
purity with the preservation of the ecclesiastical and
social customs of its founders' time, by then some eighty
years past. Given to hairsplitting on the Sabbath use of
streetcars and on attendance at traveling menageries, the
church proves narrowly legalistic, strongly revivalistic,
and intensely factious. Theron's homiletic powers accom-
plish little in recruiting new members--the Methodists
have a bad name-in Octavius=--or in liberalizing the con-
gregation which suffers tight control by the small con-
servative faction that dislikes Theron. Caught in the
classic ministerial predicament, Theron must choose be-
tween expressing his best understanding of Methodism and

currying the favor of his opponents.ls Reluctantly, he

15Horton Davies has commented on the precarious

paradox in which the minister always finds himself--"that
God has entrusted the . . . Gospel to the earthen vessel
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of the minister's personality" (Davies, Mirror, p. 4). As
man and God's minister to man, the clergyman experiences
an unceasing tension, as Theron Ware early in the novel,
between "truth and tact, between Christian charity and
expediency, and between the pressures of fidelity to God
and fulfilling popular expectation” (p. 183).

sets about organizing members who would support him in a
time of crisis. The political nature of the activity has,
Theron reflects, some "apostolic warrant,” but "If there
had not been . . . the mere elementary demands of self-
defense would have justified his use of strategy” in "per-
versely enigmatic Octavius" (pp. 165, 168).

It is with this uncertain mind that Theron first
meets Sister Soulsby who has, at the trustees' request,
come to rescue the church from its large debt. As a ves-
tige of the past which employs excessive religious emo-
tion, only now for economic ends, Theron considers debt-
raising "'about the lowest down thing we [Methodists] pro-
duce'" (pp. 48, 18l1). Hence, Theron gives a cool recep-
tion to Sister Soulsby, a well-known representative of
the practice. Mrs. Soulsby comes to her profession and
to Octavius with a widely varied background. Born in the
South, she left home with a married man; subsequently, she
traveled the West as a professional clairvoyant, fortune-

tfiller, "!'frontranker in Amazon ballets,'" and comic opera
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actress. She once would have been indicted by a grand
jury if "'the smartest and most famous train-gambler be-
tween Omaha and 'Frisco . . . who died in his boots and
took three sheriff's deputies along with him'" had not
bribed the decisive vote. Mr. Soulsby, too, apparently
had a similar period in his life in which he was a confi-
dence man and "'a regular bad old rooster'" (pp. 264-65).
In any case, she and her present partner "'both soured on
living by fakes'" and decided for a quiet retirement of
books and gardening (p. 266). The couple soon determined,
however, after witnessing a Methodist revival in which
they were somewhat moved, to shun leisure to become "'good
frauds'" (p. 268). At the time, they came "'mighty near
to going up to the rail and joining the mourners,'" but
instead, noting "'what tremendous improvements . . . were
possible in the way that amateur revivalist worked up his
business,™ applied their frontier savvy and went into the
practice themselves (p. 266).

The Soulsbys' response to the conversionist chal-
lenge reveals an orientation in Sister Soulsby that sets
the pattern for her actions through the novel. A product
Of the hard contingencies of frontier survival, she re-

Peatedly advises a self-interested individualism that has



e emgeificaticn

WDeaesv
.

wroreicn of 13

Zrwirg in Soeav

&

ul

U3 grAg ~-
Leds (p. o
I"' “ov A
toteve Wl

=% she revere:
:::"3“1' a.‘.d ’jczs




71

its justification in the logic of "'common-sense'" prac-
ticality. Sister Soulsby values the world about her in
proportion of its exploitive potential, expressing an
unmediated form of commercial impulse in religious garb.
Her work in Octavius leads Theron to exchange his reli-
gious idealism for the confidence-man's ethic of "'ma-
chinery,'" the use of showmanship and deception for per-
sonal ends (p. 257).

In her days of leisure, Sister Soulsby still main-
tains esteem for the empirical and pragmatic in experi-
ence; she reveres nothing that she cannot apprehend con-
cretely and does not conform to the demands of her frontier
past. This perceptual bias prompts her to discount reli-
gious yearnings as "'a matter of temperament--of emo-
tions,'" impractical and unsubstantial--and to name theo-
logical aspirations for truth "'pure moonshine'" (pp. 267,
264) . Instead, she accepts human limitations, both epis-
temological and moral, as normative and, in "'real wisdom,'"
employs these shortcomings in order to "'get the best of
what's going!" (p. 258). 1In brief, she has concluded from
her huckster's experience that "'You've got to take folks
4S you find them; and you got to find them the best way

YOou can'" (p. 211; my italics). Because human nature will
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always remain selfish and vainglorious, the conversionist
hope of Methodism is futile and illusory (pp. 254, 269).
It is soon clear that Sister Soulsby's actions
concur fully with her views on human nature and the func-
tion of the church. 1In her debt-raising revival, she shows
a complete disregard for the religious content of her work
except as traditional phraseology excites and disarms her
audience. Every gesture in her presentation operates to
create an emotional effect on the audience. For example,
in their first appearance, the Soulsbys surprise and please
the Octavius people with "delightfully sacred duets,"
traditional hymn lyrics set to the melodies of Chopin
(p. 240). While Soulsby's address comes off uninspired
and hackneyed, his wife captivates her audience without
any more insight or profundity. She is, in fact, all
style, demonstrating the controlled flourish of the con-
summate actress, the narrator stating that "What Sister
Soulsby said did not matter. The way she said it--the
Splendid, searching sweep of her great eyes; the boldly,
jubilantly triumphant; the sympathetic swaying of her
Willowly figure under the stress of her eloguence--was all

¥onderful® (p. 230).
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However, her best skills are saved for the sur-
prise debt-raising that she springs on an unwary revival
audience. Speaking in "a breezy, off-hand fashion," she
handily wins over the resentful with a "bright-eyed impu-
dence" directed at their gullibility (p. 240). But the
humor, as the surprise itself, is not without purpose.
The narrator describes the scene, stating that Sister
Soulsby would

set them all laughing; and then, with a twist

of the eyes and a change of voice, lo, and

behold, she had them nearly crying in the same

breath. Under the pressure of these jumbled

emotions brethren began to rise up . . . and

say what they would give. The wonderful woman

had something smart and apt to say about each

fresh contribution, and used it to screw up

the general interest a notch further toward

benevolent hysteria. With songs and jokes and

impromptu exhortation and prayers she kept the

thing whirling (p. 241).
For an added attraction, Soulsby has arranged for one of
the trustees to provoke a new member, the recently com-
mitted Levi Gorringe, into "a sort of duel of generosity"
(p. 241). She justifies her contrivance on the ground
that generosity resembles "'a habit, like tobacco, or
biting your finger-nails, or anything else'" and lacks

COnnection to the giver's experience of religious truth

(p. 255) . Strong emotion provides a convenient device
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for reorienting an old habit. Questions of any religious
reality that might be conveyed through intense emotion,

a traditional Methodist supposition, become secondary and
incidental to the raising of money. Because she assumes
the unreliability of emotion as a guide to truth, it does
not disturb Sister Soulsby that her guise of emotion,
accepted as genuine by others, is staged for mercenary
ends.

To Theron's question about the ethics of her tac-
tics, Sister Soulsby replies that "'very quéer things in-
deed turn out to be the means of grace.'" Further, one
"'simply can't get along without some of the wisdom of
the serpent'” and is "'commanded to have it, for that
matter'" (p. 212). Correct in her biblical citation, she
neglects the second portion of her text which enjoins
that a dove-like innocence should accompany worldly knowl-

edge.16 When Theron doubts Soulsby's biblical interpreta-

16Jesus' words in Matthew 10:16 read "Behold, I
send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye
therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves."

——

tion, she compares the church to the stage, hoping to
POoint out the inevitability of "'dirty work'"™ or "'ma-

Chinery'" in any successful venture (pp. 255, 257). She
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observes that in a theatre "'the performance looks one way
from where the audience sits, and quite a different way
when you are behind the scenes.'" 1In reality, "'the trees
and house are cloth, and the moon is tissue paper, and the
flying fairy is a middle-aged woman strung out on a rope'"
(p. 256). Yet, she rightly insists, the presence of
backstage manipulation and "'machinery'" "'doesn't prove
that the play, out in front, isn't beautiful and affect-
ing, and all that.'" Soulsby realizes that the play is
only a play and has its value in the aesthetic-emotional
satisfaction it might give. She explains that Theron, on
the other hand, after having "'been let in on the stage,
behind the scenes,'" simply wishes "'to sit down and cry
because the trees are cloth, and the moon is a lantern'"
(pp. 256-57). The problem here, as with Soulsby's logic
in general, is that the church contends that it is more
than a stage, attempting always to relate special insight
into the nature of reality. Machinery and dirty work are
alien to the church's claim of honesty and hope for trans-
Parency to divine reality.

The real mischief of the Soulsbys is that they in-

Crease the disparity between appearance and reality in an

instjitution that encourages implicit trust by its
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subscribers. Prospering on this strategy, the Soulsbys
represent an updated, semi-urban advance from Twain's King

and Duke, the fumbling hucksters of Huckleberry Finn.

Humanity being what it is, Sister Soulsby urges Theron to
follow her lead, as Twain's crooks attempt to enlist Huck.
That is, "'get the best of what's going'" by "'keeping up
this grip you've got on your people'" (p. 257). The logic
of self-interest precludes leaving the ministry because,
in short, Theron is trained to do nothing else; and, be-
sides, Soulsby knows other ministers who have experienced
doubt and disgust, but they have "'stayed in and made the
best of it--[and] well, one of them will be a bishop in
another ten years'" (p. 258).

Unfortunately, the consequences of Sister Soulsby's
practice extend beyond Theron's private choices. The prag-
matic bias leads her to misjudge situations and others in
a way that further disrupts Octavius. The most immediate
and lasting victim is Alice Ware. The fund-raiser not only
undervalues Alice's intelligence, but implants a similar
idea in her husband, reducing her stature still more in
Contrast to the glamorous Celia Madden. (pp. 215-16) How-
€ver, the young wife emerges as one of the two characters

in the novel--the other is Michael Madden--whose judgments
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are unfailingly accurate. Alice is the one who recognizes
Levi Gorringe as an ally in her husband's struggle against
the conservative elements in his church. It is also Alice
who invites the Soulsbys to stay in the parsonage because
the business-like matron "'is as smart as a steel trap,--
that woman is,--and if she took the notion, I believe she
could help get us a better place'" (p. 203). All through
Theron's moral decay, Alice maintains a clear perception
of his dQuplicitous conduct (pp. 422-30). She alone real-
izes that mysterious forces within "miserable, contemp-
tible Octavius" were the chief cause of Theron's fall and
not, as Sister Soulsby contends, professional inaptitude
(p. 507). Theron's self-inflation, to which Sister Soulsby
gives succor, condemns Alice to a future of quiet suffer-
ing before her husband's overweening selfishness.
Accompanying Sister Soulsby's misperception of
Alice is an overestimation of Theron's intellect. On
separate occasions, she adds to Celia's flattery by sug-
gesting that Theron possesses "'brains'" and is an "'in-
tellectual man,'" "'greatly the other way'" from medioc-
rity (pp. 215-16, 259). After Theron's fall, illness, and
aApparent recovery, Sister Soulsby retracts this assessment

to announce that Theron henceforth will "'be just an
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average kind of man--a little sore about some things, a
little wiser than he was about some others'"™ (p. 508).
Although this estimate of his mental stature is more re-
alistic, her prophecy is belied by Theron's hopeful, ego-
istic imaginings of the future. Of course, her judgment
that Theron never belonged in the ministry reveals more

of her misconception of the ministry than it does of his
character. For Sister Soulsby, the ideal clergyman must
possess the skills of a charlatan that Theron in his inno-
cence clearly lacked (p. 269).

Sister Soulsby's "'good fraud'" also affects the
church and its social setting. In order to raise the
church's required deficit, she opportunely capitalizes on
Trustee Levi Gorringe's new seriousness in the pre-
arranged "duel of beneficence." When it is finally ex-
posed, the "duel" not only disenchants Gorringe, a poten-
tially forceful and positive member of the church, but it
also administers, in its dependence on Theron's complicity,

a coup de grace to the minister's remaining insistence on

the moral integrity of the Christian community. Lastly,
Soulsby's work in Octavius only gives added power to the

sanctimonious self-interest of Winch and Pierce, the
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church's chief obstacles to greater Methodist honesty and

- 17
magnaminity.

7Sister Soulsby has drawn more critical disagree-
ment than any other character or issue in The Damnation.
Everett Carter, Austin Briggs, and John Henry Raleigh all
evaluate Sister Soulsby's role as positive and meritor-
ious. Austin Briggs accepts the Soulsbys as Theron's "good
doctors" because they, after the Octavius trio deserts
Theron, stick around to pick up the pieces and pragmatic-
ally minister to him with the saving "gift of comic vision"
(pp. 135, 136). Everett Carter sees the Soulsbys as "com-
plete and exuberant embodiments" of Jamesian epistemolog-
ical and ethical pragmatism (p. xiv). Sister Soulsby is
"a healing and restoring madonna" who tells Theron the
"homely, unpretty truth of the realistic, the pragmatic
attitude towards life" (pp. xv=-xvi). John Henry Raleigh
finds the "triumph of pragmatic wisdom" in the American
mind symbolized in the Soulsbys (222). The Soulsbys are
an "antidote" that counters the deleterious effects of
Ledsmar, Forbes, and Celia on Theron, and while they "have
learned to bend to the wind and to tell necessary lies,"”
they still preserve "an inner integrity and a moral pur-
pose of their own" (222). They restore Theron, "salvage
as much good as they can from the materials at hand," and
send him off to Seattle "wiser, if sadder”™ (223). Raleigh
finally identifies Sister Soulsby as the ethical mouth-
piece of Frederic, much as Forbes is supposedly his phil-
osophic voice, who tells "what we must do" (227).

Those critics who oppose the above point of view
take quite a different view of the consequences of Sister
Soulsby's pragmatism. In the words of Stanton Garner, she
is a "shape-changer" "who touches Theron's weakest point,
immobilizing his moral faculties with a vision of petty
illusions disguising the sordid 'reality' of the world,"
thus pointing out the speciousness of Soulsby's analogies
of manure and stage. To Theron's misfortune, she wins him
as "a permanent convert to the cynical philosophy of sharp
practices and self-indulgent generalizations" (p. 35).
George Johnson has best suggested the process by which
Soulsby's conversion of Theron takes place. She manages
to blur Theron's moral sense with her pragmatic philoso-
phizing, and that brings him to "imagine that he is too
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good for poor little Alice, that he is superior to his
congregation, and that he is cut out for larger things"
(365, 371).

Much like the views of Forbes, Ledsmar, and Celia
Madden, the Soulsbys presence in The Damnation finally
suggests, as Larzer Ziff has perceptively noted, the "pos-
sibility of social control" in America by a small, knowl-

edgeable elite.18 Ziff admits that the Soulsbys make

18Ziff, The American 1890's, p. 210.

their living by manipulating smalltown "greed and prurience
for their own ends," but he nevertheless contends that "a
love for the people" turns their work to "the good of

. 1 . .
those manipulated.” 2 As evidence of this uncommon human-

19,i¢¢, pp. 216-17.

ity, 2iff cites the Soulsbys' willingness to care for the
disoriented Theron over a long winter. Actually, Theron's
return to the Soulsbys illumines the role they played in
his collapse. 1In her assertiveness, Sister Soulsby is far
more than Theron's "'pal,'" as she names herself; rather,
she is his mentor and a symbolic progenitor of his fate

in politics and real estate. Frederic fixes this role
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through Theron's drunken arrival at the Soulsbys. When
he rouses them from sleep, the wife asks if the intruder
is, indeed, "'Our Brother Ware?'" The husband replies
positively, stating "'Well, yes, I suppose he's our
Brother Ware . . .'" (p. 487). As such, the Soulsbys'
charity for the Wares hardly merits exceptional praise.
Nor are their other acts of conspicuous kindness, "'real
piety'" as Sister Soulsby calls them, especially praise-
worthy for an affluent couple who have made a life of
fraud (p. 267).

In any case, the "good" of which Ziff speaks is
arbitrary in nature, picking and choosing its favorites
according to whim. Theron receives its questionable bene-
fits because he seems bright and innocent, while Alice
Ware is turned away because of apparent dullness; still
further, no cause emerges for Sister Soulsby's preference
for the interests of self-seeking Winch and Pierce over
those of Levi Gorringe. 1In short, recipients of Sister
Soulsby's beneficence merit her favors in the degree to
which they mirror her self-image of the intelligence and
common sense that grew out of her youthful naivety. Her
goodness benefits only the already or potentially powerful,

not the victims of their craft.
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The beneficent social control envisioned by Ziff
depends on the creation of "a meritocracy of common sen-
sical people who sympathize with the masses and are knowl-
edgeable enough to translate new intellectual developments

into a tongue they can understand."20 As Ziff suggests,

20,.¢¢, p. 216.

the Soulsbys manage to expose the uncultured Octavians to
Chopin, but aesthetic pleasure offers a poor substitute

for confidence in the trustworthiness of the moral and re-
ligious posture of the church. For Sister Soulsby, the
self-serving impulse of the modern advertising genius takes
precedence over the welfare of mass man. In sum, Elmer
Gantry's surname should have been Soulsby--a good grandson

for Sister Candace Soulsby.

Theron's descent into damnation is slow, but steady.
Forbes' chance remark on the Turanian origins of the last
rites brings Theron to the "unsuspected and staggering
truth . . . that he was an extremely ignorant and rudely
untrained young man, whose pretentions to intellectual

authority among any educated people would be laughed at
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with deserved contempt" (p. 93). With this observation,
Theron dismisses his background and attributes his self-
recognition to his native intelligence. Aspiration sets
in after his optimism concludes that "There was bright
promise in the very fact that he had discovered his short-
coming" (p. 91). In the moment of recognition, the no-
madic Israelites lose the "poetic light [which] had shown"
around them and become mere "rude tramps of the uncivil-
ized plain" (p. 93).

Theron's impressions of ignorance are reinforced
in the dinner meeting with Forbes and Ledsmar who inform
him of the "'Christ myth.'" As suggested, Theron's shock
at this news is alleviated by the "charm of contact with
really educated people" (p. 111). On leaving the rectory,
Celia Madden unfoundedly flatters Theron's "'temperament
and bent of mind and tastes'" (p. 148). As at the last
rites, Theron finds it unusual that his first sample of
Octavius "polish and intellectual culture" should come
from its Irish Catholic segment (p. 78). On returning to
his parsonage later that evening, his "newly informed eye"
judges its contents, his sleeping wife presumably included,
to be "bare and squalid” (p. 155). It is also on this

evening that Theron first lies to his wife.
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Part Two of The Damnation focuses on church poli-

tics and introduces the Soulsbys. Arriving shortly before
the Soulsbys, however, is the parcel of books from Leds-
mar, which Theron begins to read furtively. Inspired by
the contents, especially Renan, he feels lifted "bodily
out of the slough of ignorance, of contact with low and
sordid, narrow things" into "a world of culture and grace,
of lofty thoughts and the inspiring communion of real
knowledge, where creeds were not of importance, and where
men asked one another not 'Is your soul saved?' but 'Is
your mind well furnished?'" (pp. 192-99). Noting Forbes'
cynicism about man and his comfortable vocation in spite
of disbelief, Theron discounts any obligation to his con-
gregation, concluding that "he could never again harbor
the delusion that the tie between them was blessed." With-
out taking "time to reflect on what he was abandoning,"
Theron issues a "new oath of allegiance" to the world of
Forbes and Ledsmar (p. 199). In doing so, he responds less
to the intellectual content of this new world than to its
romantic aura.

The effect of Sister Soulsby's coming is to render
explicit the conduct and advice of Forbes and Ledsmar. She

also flatters Theron's intelligence, but demeans his wife,
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making Theron wonder if men "like Father Forbes and Dr.
Ledsmar would care much about her [Alice]" (p. 219).
Ledsmar's objectivity provides criteria for Theron's
greater criticism of the emotional excesses of revival-
ism (p. 283). By the example of her week of chicanery
and the import of her "common-sense" conversation, Sister
Soulsby finishes Theron's counter-conversion to moral

fatalism.2

21The idea that Frederic is playing on the conven-

tions of the contemporary sentimental religious novel is
the main point of Suderman, "The Damnation of Theron Ware
as a Criticism of American Religious Thought." Counter-
conversion is one example of Frederic's foiling of reader
expectation.

Left in Part Three with only his ego, Theron's
fancy plots intrigue with Celia Madden. Her expression
of boredom after the evening of Chopin is effectively fil-
tered by Theron's now overwhelming self-love. Under her
influence, as at first with Forbes and Ledsmar, Theron is
entranced with a "new birth" from the "country lout, the
narrow zealot, the untutored slave groping . . . after
silly superstitions." 1In his new discipleship, he is "a
Poet . . . a child of light, lover of beauty and sweet
sounds, a recognizable brother to Renan and Chopin--and

Celia!™ (pp. 307-08).
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By early Fall, Theron has conformed to Sister
Soulsby's advice and Forbes' example, and "the results
were already wonderful" (p. 346). After preaching an ex-
pedient, popular sermon at a camp-meeting, he "retreats"
to the hills, only to visit a nearby Catholic picnic.
There, he comes across Celia and Forbes, drinks beer, and
is greeted with silence in his marital complaints. Alone
later in the forest with Celia, she administers her ambig-
uous kiss, which symbolically seals Theron's fate.

In the last section of The Damnation, Theron re-

ceives a series of warnings against his present behavior,
which are disregarded until Celia's rebuke in New York.
Levi Gorringe responds to Theron's innuendoes about Alice
Ware by telling Theron that "'It wouldn't be worth any
grown man's while to quarrel with so poor a creature as
you are'" (p. 404). On the pretext of a sick-call, Forbes
dispenses with Theron when the preacher drops by to gossip
about Ledsmar and Celia. Alice Ware confesses to Theron
that he is like "'some man who never loved me, and doesn't
even know me, much less like me.'"™ 1In sadness, she has
even tried "'to intercede with Him, and to try to lose my
burden at His feet'" (pp. 426-27). But Heaven, as her

husband, remains indifferent. Her subsequent religious
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doubts contrast with Theron's facile, self-ingratiating

intellectualism.22

221n A Mirror of the Ministry in the Modern Novel,

Horton Davies clarifies the nature of Theron's scepticism,
especially when seen in contrast to Michael Madden's and
Alice's, by naming it "dishonest doubt" (p. 78).

Theron's last warning issues from Michael Madden
who is slowly dying of congenital lung disease. He reluc-
tantly informs Theron that once he had the conduct and
"'face of a saint . . . [but] it is more like the face of
a bartender now!'" (p. 441). Michael also depreciates his
sister's wisdom in religious matters, thus discounting the
role of spiritual mentor that Theron has assigned her
(p. 440). Theron departs, thinking the perceptive Michael
a "ridiculous bore," a term that Celia will soon apply to

Theron (p. 444).23

23Michael Madden, the son of a long-suffering
father, also offers a connection to the spiritual-moral
rigor of an arduous frontier past. As Austin Briggs has
pointed out, although neither Michael nor his father Jere-
miah Madden do anything to determine the action of the
novel, Frederic devotes over half a chapter (Nine) to
describing the pair (Briggs, pp. 136-37). This fact can
perhaps be explained by their use as foils to the modern
adherents to Catholicism, notably Celia and Forbes, much
as the decrepit circuit riders contast with a decline in
late nineteenth-century Methodism.
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When Celia at last does tell Theron his true sta-
ture in her eyes, Theron feels isolated in "the Egyptian
night which lay upon the face of the deep while the earth
was yet without form or void . . . awful, planetary soli-
tudes . . . crushed him." 1In short, "the universe held
him at arm's length as a nuisance" (p. 481).

Frederic's final comment on the nature and signif-
icance of Theron's fall comes in Theron's thoughts before
his departure for Seattle. The ex-preacher's political
image of himself suggests the continuation of self-concern
as the motive force in his character. Theron has recovered
from his illness with no lasting recognition of the dis-
tance he has traveled or remorse for the moral heritage he
has lost. His lifelong capacity for egoism has emerged
dominant and blatant, and he eagerly embraces the philos-
ophy of self-interest urged by Soulsby and enacted by
Forbes, Ledsmar, and Celia Madden.

Unlike most religious novelists of the period,
Frederic chooses not to resolve the metaphysical question
implicit in the theistic and naturalistic explanations
that Theron gives for his fall. He speculates, rather,
on the individual and social consequences of the loss of

confidence in a transcendent ideal that dictates humility
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and selflessness between men and before God. Subsequently,
Frederic focuses on possible substitutes for this tradi-
tional allegiance. Theron's character balance of ethical
idealism and subtle egoism makes him a fitting vehicle

for examining the impact of America's new cultural and
philosophic pluralism. His naivety allows for an unso-
phisticated, stumbling enactment of the suggestions urged
and lived by numerous characters, thus magnifying the
motivation and implications of those points of view.
Sister Soulsby points out this fact to Theron, stating
that "'I'm afraid you'll never make a really good fraud

« « « « Your intentions are all right, but your execution
is hopelessly clumsy'" (p. 289).

In this way, Theron's fate offers a somber indica-
tion of the direction of American culture in the modern
age. In the twentieth century's absence of traditional
certainties that at their best offered an admirable model
for social intercourse, Frederic foresaw the emergence of
multiple forms of self-interest which would persist behind
elaborate structures of philosophic justification. Amid
agnosticism, which Frederic probably shared, or a pragmatic
empiricism which would deny the relevance of man's reli-

gious urgings, Frederic envisioned modern man's aimless
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isolation, "alone among awful, planetary solitudes"
(p. 441).
The perspectives of Theron's four major influ-

ences in The Damnation--Forbes, Ledsmar, Celia, and

Sister Soulsby--offer little recourse to twentieth-century
multiplicity. While their views arise from the pervasive
religious doubt of the time, each absolutizes his indi-
vidual point of view and allows it to function as a ra-
tionale and a dubious ethical posture. Theron himself
readily adopts the vocabulary of naturalistic science to
explain his conduct. His pursuit of Celia is justified
by the fact that he "was only obeying the universal law
of nature . . . which prompts the palled spindling sprout
of the potato in the cellar to strive feebly toward the
light" (p. 276). Similarly, Theron sees his desertion

of Alice as one of "the accidents in life, the inevitable
harsh happenings in the great tragedy of Nature . . . and
there was nothing more to be said" (p. 432). Forbes and
Celia, as Sister Soulsby, share Theron's moral fatalism
that severs them from compassion for all but their own
social and intellectual equals. Thus, the worse judgment
that Celia can pronounce on Theron is that he has become

a "'bore'" (p. 477).
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Sister Soulsby's pragmatism fully repeats this
pattern. Her belief that the individual is incapable of
alteration in character, "'that the time to separate the
sheep from the goats is on Judgment Day,'" justifies the
manipulation of human frailty (p. 264). Soulsby's ac-
tivities in the church tend, as do Forbes', toward the
exertion of authority by an enlightened few who withhold
their special knowledge for their own advantage (pp. 260-
61l; 108, 359-63). This attitude in Sister Soulsby's fund-
raising and Forbes' intellectualism increases the dispar-
ity between appearance and reality within the church, a
self-proclaimed arbiter of divine truth from which one
could expect unqualified integrity. Significantly, Leds-
mar, Forbes, and Soulsby, all employ the term "'machinery'"
to denote their concepts of the way in which the church
should function (pp. 114, 362, 257). 1In their hands,
ecclesiastical structure becomes artifice and tool for
social control rather than a vehicle for community and
the imparting of religious wisdom. The church's suscep-
tibility to self-interest speaks pessimistically of the
fate of the secular culture of which it is a self-

proclaimed moral leader.
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It is the prospect of an elitist oligarchy for
democratic America, with either philosophic or pragmatic
rationales, that Frederic represents in the moral fall
of Theron Ware. The political ambition of Theron, a pro-
fession always disdained by Frederic, clashes sharply
with the candor, humility, and selfless concern of his
Methodist forefathers who gave their lives in civilizing
the frontier. Theron, like Sister Soulsby, values the
frontier for its exploitive potential. Although Frederic
does not endorse the metaphysical suppositions of the
pioneer Methodists, he does lament the passing of a dis-
position that was connected with humility before a trans-
cendent religious and moral ideal. It is the premature
dismissal of this frame of mind that bodes ill in Fred-

eric's vision of America's future.
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CHAPTER TWO
POPULAR FEMALE NOVELISTS: THE DIFFICULT

PATH BETWEEN ORTHODOXY AND DOUBT

Among the novelists of the late nineteenth century
who portrayed the tension between doubt and faith, none
drew more attention to the conflict than three female
writers whose best-sellers treated crucial contemporary
religious issues. Born in successive decades of the mid-
century and in different regions, the three represent,
moving from the eldest to the youngest, distinct stages
on the path from orthodoxy to theological liberalism.

Each novelist, in one or more works, considered causes
for doubt and expounded a rationale for continued reli-
gious faith, despite the persistence of unsolvables.

The earliest and perhaps the most popular of the
group, Southerner Augusta Evans Wilson initiated the half-
century's novelistic depiction of religious uncertainty
with Beulah (1859), a gloss on her own experience with

scepticism. Her St. Elmo (1866), a latter variation on

93
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the same theme, set new sales records and ranks among the

top three best-sellers of the nineteenth century.l Two

1William Perry Fidler, Augusta Evans Wilson 1835-
1909: A Biography (University, Alabama, 1951), p. 129.

years after St. Elmo, New Englander Elizabeth Phelps Ward
won wide recognition with a novel of death, consolation,

and the afterlife, The Gates Ajar (1868). Mrs. Ward's

subsequent fiction turned often to religious themes, most

notably in the best-selling A Singular Life (1896), which

tells of a heretic minister and his martyrdom in social
reform. Lastly, Margaret Wade Deland pointed to the dan-

gers of religious incompata<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>