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HEN THE FORMER ROMAN CATHOLIC pRIEsT, FR. CHINIquy, wROTE The 
Priest, the Woman, and the Confessional in 1874, his words touched a sensitive religious nerve in countries 
such as England which treasured its protestant heritage.  In his book, Chiniquy attacked the practice 
of  auricular confession in the Catholic Church and claimed that the confessional represented an evil 
institution which could harm the integrity of  all women, including nuns.  Anti-Catholic rhetoric such 
as this proved to be an essential element in the forma-
tion and creation of  the modern English state, where 
Roman Catholicism was seen as an alien and foreign 
element.1  The religion of  the Reformation created a 
distrust of  the Roman Catholic Church, and a num-
ber of  traditional institutions of  Roman Catholicism 

also ran contrary to the religious and secular spirit of  of  Victorian 
England.  The English Reformation, using theological and scriptural 
arguments, condemned both auricular confession and the conventual 
life for men and women.  The nineteenth-century opponents of  these 
Roman practices argued that the secrecy associated with both the con-
fessional and convent life not only offended the traditions of  English 
openness and freedom, but could give rise to numerous abuses. some 
Anglicans, however, also actively encouraged confession and sister-
hoods.  Critics within the Anglican Church, therefore, worked to ex-
pose the perceived abuses associated with nuns confessing to celibate 
priests.  One way to attack this perceived danger would be to use tra-
ditional anti-Catholic rhetoric which exposed the stereotypical dan-
gers of  convents and the confessional.  This strategy not only tried to 
expose the alleged shortcomings of  these institutions and their harm 
to the Church of  England, but also became an occasion to keep up 
the attack against Roman Catholicism.  But to what extent did the 
opponents of  convents and the confessional consciously fabricate the 
evidence to discredit both?

An early defense against Victorian 
anti-Catholicism 
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“The atmosphere of  religious 
prejudice in England would welcome 

examples of  scandal, but in fact 
stories of  impropriety existed more 
in the mind of  anti-Catholic writers 

that in reality.”  

 Auricular confession, that is, the secret and spo-
ken acknowledgement of  one’s sins and the seeking of  
absolution from a priest, started to replace the earlier 
practice of  public confession by the fifth century.2  The 
Celtic monks of  the next century emphasized private 
confession to a priest, and this system eventually sup-
planted the public or open acknowledgement of  a per-
son’s sins.  By the eighth century, auricular confession be-
came synonymous with the sacrament of  penance.  The 
Fourth Lateran Council (1215) legislated that all believers 
had to confess their sins to a priest at least once a year. 
Maintaining that confession was necessary for salvation, 
theologians drew attention to the “Keys passage” in the 
New Testament (Matt. 16:18-21) to make their point.  The 
Reformers of  the sixteenth century, however, expunged 
penance from the list of  sacra-
ments and argued that this ques-
tionable practice greatly dimin-
ished the importance of  Christ. 
They argued that one should ap-
proach the son of  God directly 
and intimately instead of  asking 
a priest for forgiveness. Conse-
quently, the Council of  Trent in 
1551 considered it necessary to 
reaffirm the divine origin and the 
sacramental nature of  auricular 
confession and the necessity of  
confession to save one’s soul.

 In England during the 
nineteenth century, theologi-
cal views on confession remained polarized.  Trent told 
Catholics that confession was necessary for salvation, 
but the protestant theologians continued to speak of  
the shallowness and worthlessness of  auricular confes-
sion. The practice of  confession, however, began to gain 
some acceptance within Anglicanism.  writing in 1896, 
the American Henry Charles Lea argued that in the early 
church “there was nothing to correspond with the mod-
ern conception of  absolution-the pardon or remission 
of  sin by one human being to another.”3  But comment-
ing on the history of  confession in the Anglican Church, 
Lea admitted that the English Reformation avoided the 
extremes of  its continental counterparts in regard to 
confession.  He pointed out that confession no longer 
enjoyed the status of  a sacrament of  the Church of  Eng-
land, but the 1552 prayer Book still gave the penitent 
an option to approach the priest for confession and ab-
solution.  Anglo-Catholics began to encourage the use 

of  devotions and practices associated with Roman Ca-
tholicism, and auricular confession became an option for 
these Anglicans.  These so-called ritualists, consequently, 
encouraged confession as spiritually beneficial and im-
portant.4  But anti-Catholicism remained a powerful and 
emotional force in nineteenth century England, and any 
association with Roman practices would naturally stir up 
latent suspicions and hatred.   

 During the eighteenth century, legislation against 
English Catholics slowly began to disappear.  Nonethe-
less, Catholics remained second class citizens Roman 
During the eighteenth century, legislation against English 
Roman Catholics slowly began to disappear.  Nonethe-
less, Catholics remained second class citizens who were 

still not accepted into the coun-
try’s political and social life. Ro-
man Catholics could not sit in 
parliament even though they 
had demonstrated their loy-
alty during the Napoleonic era, 
and the campaign for Catholic 
Emancipation, which would 
give Roman Catholics this po-
litical right, became the goal 
for Catholics.  The passing of  
Catholic Emancipation in 1829 
represented a landmark in re-
ligious toleration in England, 
but it also ushered in a renewal 
of  religious bigotry.  Accord-
ing to John wolffe, the effect 

of  Emancipation “was, if  anything, to strengthen anti-
Catholicism.”5 In 1831, for example, “a Catholic writer 
complained of  the polemical onslaught which was being 
waged against the faith, on platforms and in the press, 
associated with the gross misrepresentation of  Catholic 
practices and principles.” Other events of  the nineteenth 
century which appeared to favor Catholics-for example, 
Robert Peel’s generous financial policy toward Maynooth 
College and finally the Restoration of  the Hierarchy in 
1850-tended to turn the mistrust of  Roman Catholicism 
into a public crusade. More troubling, a section of  An-
glicanism, the Anglo-Catholics, seemed to be endorsing 
Catholicism by adopting practices banished at the Refor-
mation. One in particular, auricular confession, especially 
angered loyal protestants, and in addition to theological 
arguments they also campaigned against the confessional 
with a more emotional weapon.
 Auricular confession, they argued, could seriously harm naive and impressionable women.
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 “what especially affronted the Victorian middle classes, 
however, were the secrecy of  the practice and the fact 
that women went to confession on their own, without 
the sanction of  their fathers, brothers, or husbands.”6 
some maintained that the priest could easily learn the 
most intimate secrets of  domestic life and even try to 
control the finances, including the transfer of  property 
and funds to the confessor or his church. The sacrament 
of  penance administered to a penitent on the death bed 
might also give some unscrupulous clerics the opportu-
nity to suggest changes in the last will and testament, 
thus stealing the inheritance from the family members. 
Confession also created other potential problems. The 
priest’s questions could deal with the most personal de-
tails of  married life. Consequently, the opponents of  
Roman Catholicism believed that the confessional might 
easily become the occasion of  temptation and sin. The 
atmosphere of  religious prejudice in England would wel-
come examples of  scandal, but in fact stories of  impro-
priety existed more in the mind of  anti-Catholic writ-
ers that in reality. Fabricated stories of  the seduction of  
women in the confessional by wicked priests did appear 
in some works of  fiction, but actual cases of  scandal-
ous activities were extremely rare. Commenting on the 
campaign against confession in the Anglican Church and 
the amount of  literature which emphasized possible dan-
gers, John shelton Reed notes that “it may be surprising 
how little seduction there actually was, beyond rumor 
and conjecture.”7 
 
 The questions allegedly asked by some confes-
sors, however, disturbed many, and when the public be-
came acquainted with the nature of  these queries they 
expressed disbelief  and rage. The Rev. M. Hobart sey-
mour, a critic of  the confession, sisterhoods, and Roman 
Catholicism in general, told the English that the “prepa-
ration for the Confession forms a large portion of  cleri-
cal education.”8   This training for the Roman Catholic 
priesthood necessarily introduced the future confessor 
to “every kind of  sin, every form of  vice, every phase 
of  impurity, and every way in which the vilest passions 
of  our fallen nature can be indulged”.  Consequently, ac-
cording to seymour, teachers at seminaries allegedly in-
structed future priests on the techniques they should use 
in the confessional on “how to search and ascertain ev-
ery phase and form of  sin in the penitent kneeling before 
him ... and every willful indulgence of  thought or feeling 
which might aggravate its guilt.”  Lewis H. J. Tonna also 
criticized the subject matter of  the questions which the 
Roman Catholic priests asked, especially when hearing 
the confessions of  nuns.  In Nuns and Nunneries, he found 

fault with the preparation clerics received to hear confes-
sions of  women in convents, itself  “a most unnatural 
system,”9 and he discussed the sensitive nature of  the 
dialogue between a priest and the nun who entered the 
confessional.  with no formal preparation for the duties 
of  the confessional, Anglican confessors could acquire 
the necessary training from Roman Catholic books of  
moral theology.  One written by pierre Dens (1690-1775) 
became popular, and opponents of  auricular confession 
translated relevant sections from Latin to English to alert 
the public of  the possible perils associated with the se-
crecy of  the confessional.10

 One translation of  Dens’s book pointed 
out that the author openly acknowledged that 
actions of  a sexual nature might take place 
during confession, and he set out the proce-
dure by which the woman could denounce 
the sinful priest to the bishop in writing, and 
an episcopal investigation would follow.11  
some opponents maintained that the sexual orientation 
of  the questions contained in Dent's book contributed 
to “the licentiousness of  the clergy”; others believed that 
the priest’s questions led to abuses.12 The sensitive nature 
of  this interrogation most probably scandalized Victorian 
society.  Kissing, “other greater alternative liberties,” and 
improper thoughts were all appropriate subjects a con-
fessor could discuss with an engaged woman.13  Another 
Catholic manual written by Louis Bailly, also translated 
into English, contained a list of  questions that a priest 
could ask a female, including: “Has she ornamented her-
self  in dress so as to please the male sex ... or bared her 
arms, her shoulders, or her bosom ...[whether] she has 
allowed him to kiss her?”14 This book of  moral theol-
ogy, moreover, discussed situations dealing with intima-
cies between a husband and wife.  The general spirit of  
these two manuals, therefore, could anger Victorian men 
nd could embarrass a woman.  But why then did some 
Anglican wives and daughters frequent the confessional?

 Confession for Anglicans remained a voluntary 
action, and it could be interpreted as a sign of  defiance for 
women who sought freedom or independence.  Confess-
ing one’s innermost thoughts and transgressions to a cleric, 
and not the husband, also represented an act of  defiance, 
and this presented a challenge to a society dominated by 
men. Lucy snowe in Charlotte Bronte’s Villette, for exam-
ple, personified this free spirit of  self-expression and em-
powerment when she boldly entered the confessional box.  
and could embarrass a woman.  But why then did some 
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Anglican wives and daughters frequent the confessional?

 Confession for Anglicans remained a voluntary 
action, and it could be interpreted as a sign of  defiance for 
women who sought freedom or independence.  Confess-
ing one’s innermost thoughts and transgressions to a cleric, 
and not the husband, also represented an act of  defiance, 
and this presented a challenge to a society dominated by 
men. Lucy snowe in Charlotte Bronte’s Villette, for ex-
ample, personified this free spirit of  self-expression and 
empowerment when she boldly entered the confessional 
box.  some nineteenth century critics believed, therefore, 
that it was the “duty of  Victorian males to restore patri-
archal authority in the family” by attacking the subversive 
practice of  auricular confession in the Anglican Church.15

 women seeking out a cleric for confession be-
came associated in the minds of  certain critics with an 
attempt to break the bonds of  superficial Victorian mo-
res, and the growth of  Anglican sisterhoods in the nine-
teenth century also represented something more than an 
idealized desire to recreate the pre-Reformation world of  
English nunneries.  The conventual life in the Anglican 
Church, like confession, became popular among the An-
glo-Catholics, and Roman Catholic nuns arriving from 
Europe also began to establish convents throughout the 
country with some success.  Detractors of  the conventu-
al life for women emphasized what they perceived to be 
the unnatural nature of  the celibate life, drew attention 
to alleged abuses in convents throughout the centuries 
and argued that the strict regime and the secret nature 
of  sisterhoods could deprive pious women of  their Eng-
lish liberties. drew attention to alleged abuses in convents 
throughout and argued that the strict regime and the se-
cret nature of  sisterhoods could deprive 
pious women of  their English liberties.  
Life within a convent indeed of-
fered women an opportunity to 
break free from the strictures of  
Victorian convention.  The cloister 
walls ironically gave them freedom.  En-
tering a convent, much like the act of  con-
fession, became a sign of  independence.  
In her study of  Anglican convents in Vic-
torian England, susan Mumm argues that 
these nuns “saw religion as an empower-
ing and enabling force, not as a restric-
tive or crippling limitation on their human 
potential.”16

 One of  the first in-depth studies of  religious com-
munities in the Anglican Church, A. M. Allchin’s The Silent 
Rebellion: Anglican Religious Communities 1845-1900, views 
the establishment of  the convents as a reaction against 
the “worldly values and standards” of  a prosperous and 
industrialized country.17  John shelton Reed believes that 
Anglican sisterhoods offered a new path for unmarried 
women in the fields of  education, nursing, and work 
among “fallen women” such as prostitutes or alcoholics 
which the individualistic and competitive culture of  the 
Victorians had neglected.  The appeal of  the conventual 
life for women, therefore, occasioned some serious con-
cern on the part of  Victorian men.  sisterhood life took 
women out of  their homes, gave them important work 
and sometimes great responsibility, and replaced their ties 
to fathers, husbands, and brothers by loyalties to Church 
and sisterhood.  It demonstrated that there were callings 
for women of  the upper and middle classes in addition 
to, or-in they eyes of  threatened members of  the prot-
estant establishment-other than those of  wife, daughter, 
and “charitable spinster.” And it at least suggested that 
the religious life was the higher calling.18

 sisterhoods appeared as a threat not only to the 
integrity of  the protestant character of  Anglicanism, but 
also to the status quo of  Victorian society. Auricular con-
fession fit the same view, and books of  devotion, which 
influenced both Roman Catholic and Anglican sister-
hoods, encouraged nuns to frequent the confessional. st. 
Alphonsus Liguori (1696-1787) wrote The True spouse 
of  Jesus Christ in 1760 as a guide for Catholic nuns, and 
some Anglican sisterhoods eventually adopted his ideas. 
st. Alphonsus argued that “nothing was more injurious or 

displeasing to ...[the devil] than fre-
quent confession.”19 Moreover, he 
also stressed that nuns must obey 
their confessors and told them to 
“fear not that in obeying him you 
may be led astray.”20 Because of  
the apparent dangers which auricu-
lar confession and Anglican sister-
hoods posed to the state religion 
and the Victorian family, they had 
to be denounced, and critics in nine-
teenth-century England labored to 
paint a picture of  corruption and 
wickedness which resulted when a 
nun went to confession.  stories of  
alleged abuses of  the confessional

Cardinal
Newman
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in Roman Catholic sisterhoods had a long tradition of  
English anti-Catholicism and dislike of  the monastic life, 
but the re-establishment of  these convents in England 
also attracted some support. Catholic bashing, therefore, 
might be an important weapon against the growth of  
Anglo-Catholic sisterhoods.

 After the nationalization of  the church during 
the reign of  Henry VIII, Roman Catholic monasticism 
disappeared from the country, but the conventual life, es-
pecially for women, began to flourish again in the early 
nineteenth century. Monks and nuns fleeing the horrors 
of  the French Revolution found a refuge on English soil, 
and the number of  convents grew. Monasticism had con-
tributed to the development of  English life and culture, 
and John Henry Newman stressed the significance of  Ro-
man Catholic monasticism throughout history. prior to 
his conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1845, Newman 
made no secret of  his admiration of  monasticism and 
its spiritual and educational contributions, and unfortu-
nately these had disappeared from the fabric of  English 
civilization.21 His writings reveal an appreciation of  reli-
gious vows, especially celibacy, communal life, and com-
mon prayer. Monasticism humanized society; it offered 
alternative values to the growth of  secularism which was 
occurring in industrialized England. The monastic life, 
Newman believed, preserved the truths and essentials 
of  the Christian message and also offered a protection 
against indifference, and he pointed to the past when the 
monasteries contributed to order and education in Eu-
rope.

 Another leading member of  the Oxford Move-
ment, Edward Bouverie pusey, actively supported the es-
tablishment of  Anglican sisterhoods, but he also noted 
that Newman recognized the value of  convents.  writing 
to John Keble in 1839, pusey pointed out that “Newman 
and I have separately come to think it necessary to have 
some soeurs de Charite in the Anglo-Catholic Church.”23 
Newman recognized the importance of  women monas-
tics in The Church of  Our Fathers, Historical Sketches where 
he argued that “[t]here is another reason for such es-
tablishments, which applies particularly to women; con-
vents are as much demanded, in the model of  a perfect 
Church, by Christian charity, as monastic bodies can be 
by Christian zeal.”24  He criticized the “cruel temper of  
Protestantism ...[and] the determined, bitter, and scoffing 
spirit in which it has set itself  against institutions which 
give dignity and independence to the position of  women 
in society.”  The example of  Roman Catholic sisterhoods 

offered an option for women who desired “a maiden life, 
that holy estate.”  Newman believed that “foundations 
for single women, under proper precautions, at once hold 
out protection to those who avail themselves of  them, 
and give dignity to the single state itself  . . . .” Newman’s 
commitment to monastic principles was so strong that 
on April 25, 1842, he and a group of  friends moved to 
Littlemore, outside of  Oxford, to live the conventual life. 
shortly before his conversion, he disbanded the broth-
erhood, and this Anglican monastic experiment ceased 
to exist.  John Henry Newman clearly championed the 
establishment of  Anglican sisterhoods modeled on their 
Roman Catholic counterparts. The positive contributions 
of  Catholic nuns to contemporary English society could 
not be ignored.

 Roman Catholic convents offered valuable ser-
vices which were absent from government programs.  “In 
1840 the English Catholic community could lay claim to 
fewer than twenty convents and an even smaller num-
ber of  convent schools and welfare institutions,” susan 
O'Brien points out, but “by 1880 the Catholic Directory 
listed more than three hundred convents ... administering 
a well-developed system of  Catholic educational and wel-
fare services.”25  Most significant, and an issue which in-
furiated many anti-Catholics, were the praiseworthy con-
tributions of  these sisterhoods in the area of  education to 
all segments of  English society.26  According to Edward 
Norman, the convent schools made available an educa-
tion superior to other institutions: “In terms of  educa-
tion offered to girls . . . at all levels, the Catholic schools 
provided very much better and more extensive facili-
ties than the education available for females generally in 
nineteenth-century England.”27 The curriculum at these 
schools included foreign languages, science, mathemat-
ics, geography, and needlework, and moreover, “many of  
these schools had a considerable number, even a majority, 
of  non-Catholic girls.”28   But Catholic nuns contributed 
to the well being of  society in other areas:

creches [that is, day nurseries for young children], 
industrial schools and teacher education; retreat 
work, catechetics and religious instruction; hospi-
tal, prison and parish visiting and welfare support 
in working-class districts; homes for orphans or 
children unable to be supported by their families, 
the physically handicapped and the elderly; women’s 
refuges, reformatories and hostels for working-class 
young women; and, to a lesser extent, dispensaries, 
home nursing, convalescent homes and hospitals.29
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A sense of  rivalry, embarrassment at their own short-
comings, and fear of  conversion to Roman Catholicism 
(especially in the schools) contributed to the traditional 
hostility against these sisterhoods, but criticisms could 
also come from unlikely sources.

 A shocking revelation came from scipio de Ricci 
(1741-1806), the reforming Bishop of  pistoia and prato. 
In 1829 his remarks appeared in England under the title, 
Female Convents. Secrets of  Nunneries Disclosed, the same year 
Catholic Emancipation received royal assent.  According 
to this account, the confessor of  a certain Italian convent 
enjoyed free run of  this cloistered institution, and this 
practice resulted in immoral behaviors.30 The Bishop’s 
use of  an isolated example probably did more harm than 
good in the cause of  convent reform, and the anti-Cath-
olic mind was quick to generalize.  Roman Catholic Italy 
also provided the scene for another unflattering look at 
life within sisterhoods.  In 1864, an ex-Benedictine nun, 
Henrietta Caracciolo, published her reminiscences, and 
writers in England frequently quoted her words through-
out the nineteenth century.  Caracciolo’s purpose was not 
an expose, but she wanted to provide a justification for 
the recent anti-Catholic policy adopted by the Italian gov-
ernment in suppressing sisterhoods.31 Her descriptions 
of  conventual life, not surprisingly, lacked objectivity. 
In this account, the religious superior encouraged daily 
confession, and some of  the sisters became fascinated 
with the priest. The danger centered around the nature 
of  the questions the priest asked the penitent nun: the 
suggestive language of  the confessor could easily result 
in occasional trysts between the confessor and the sis-
ter.32 These Italian examples contained exaggerated and 
questionable examples of  impropriety, and both authors 
had an agenda of  progressive reform to champion. A 
book from America reinforced these exaggerated views 
for readers in England.

 A testimony written by the former Roman Cath-
olic priest, william Hogan, tried to give some credibility 
to the charges of  wicked confessors and their corrupting 
power over naive nuns.  His motives, however, appeared 
to be based on hatred and anti-Catholicism rather than 
an objective study of  alleged abuses.  Hogan’s training 
at the Irish seminary at Maynooth touched an English 
nerve at a time when the public had become agitated 
because of  the government's perceived favorable policy 
to this Roman Catholic institution.  Hogan’s book, origi-
nally published in America in 1845, appeared in England 
the following year. Hogan successfully combined his own 

experiences as a former confessor and the revelations he 
heard with the traditional critiques, most unsubstanti-
ated, against convent life.  He talked about seductions, 
murders, illegitimate children, infanticide, the immorality 
of  nuns and clergy, and the hidden and seditious dangers 
of  convent education.  Hogan began his discussion of  
confession by reminding the reader that he wanted to 
demonstrate that it represented “the source and foun-
tain of  many, if  not all, those treasons, debaucheries, and 
other evils, which are now flooding” America.33 Hogan 
then explored the secret world of  the confessional in 
convents.  Bringing his creditability and mo-
tives into question, Hogan broke the bond 
of  confidentiality and revealed the subjects 
of  some confessions he heard as a Catholic 
priest.  He boldly claimed that “there is scarcely one 
of  them [nuns] who has not been herself  debauched by 
her confessor.”34   The suggestive and obscene questions 
which the priest asked were degrading and indecent, and 
could easily result in the manipulation of  females, and 
members of  a sisterhood were the most vulnerable.  Ho-
gan stated that he personally knew two nuns in Boston 
who became pregnant after they had been seduced by the 
convent’s confessor.35 The English, however, could read 
the accounts of  nuns, Anglican and Roman Catholic, and 
their stories of  sisterhoods in England.  Their testimo-
nies seemed tame and mild, and conflicted with the evil 
stereotype nurtured by anti-Catholic propaganda.

 Eliza Richardson published Personal Experience of  
Roman Catholicism. With Incidents of  Convent Life in 1864.36 
The so-called “indelicate” questions asked by some father 
confessors not only embarrassed her, but also enkindled 
a sense of  outrage and shame. Richardson did not sin-
gle out issues of  sexuality, but claimed that one of  her 
confessors cajoled her and pressured her to reveal more 
information in order to obtain priestly absolution.  she 
felt suffocated, and “a kind of  fallen and crushed feeling 
seemed to paralyze me, both physically and mentally.”37 

Richardson characterized auricular confession as a bond-
age and “an engine of  foul spiritual tyranny.”38 Another 
former nun, sister Lucy (Ann Cullen) “escaped” from a 
Roman Catholic convent in 1865, and soon afterwards 
wrote a small pamphlet which described her life in the 
sisterhood.  she described her Essex convent as a prison 
and pointed out that the conduct of  the nuns at times be-
came frivolous.  sister Lucy attended confession weekly 
“until the last five or six weeks, when I told the nuns that 
it was mocking God, and that I would not go again.”39
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The probing nature of  the confessor’s questions offend-
ed her and “sometimes caused me to suspect the priest’s 
motives were none of  the purest.”40  Nevertheless, no 
allegation of  abuse associated with the confessional ap-
pears in her account of  her stay in the convent.

 Former nuns also wrote about their experiences 
in Anglican sisterhoods. They complained about several 
aspects of  the conventual life, but none contained the 
scathing condemnation of  the confessional one might 
expect.  priscilla Lydia sellon, who established an An-
glican sisterhood in Devonport near plymouth in 1848, 
attracted a number of  critics.  some former members 
disliked her support of  Roman Catholic devotions and 
her alleged tyrannical manner of  supervising the con-
vent, but the criticisms did not reveal anything scandal-
ous or abusive as a result of  her encouragement of  the 
confessional. Margaret Goodman’s two books about the 
Devonport convent, for example, skimmed over sellon’s 
support ofconfession.41  Mary Frances Cusack also at-
tacked sellon’s despotic rule and argued that episcopal 
supervision was needed to ensure a healthy religious life 
for the nuns, but she actually saw benefit in auricular 
confession: it could console a troubled soul.  “It was to 
us merely a ‘comfort’ and nothing more.  Indeed, had it 
been acknowledged to be a sacrament by our spiritual 
guides, they would have placed themselves in a position 
of  extreme perplexity.”42 In The Anglican Sister of  Mercy, 
the author resisted the pressure of  other nuns in sell-
on’s sisterhood to frequent confession, and she backed 
up her opposition by arguing that since “priestcraft” and 
the confessional were intimately connected a priest could 
control and dominate family life in England.43

 The topic of  auricular confession and 
its place in convents also appeared in other 
stories by ex-nuns, but the subject did not 
attract much attention in their descriptions 
of  life in a sisterhood.  sister Mary Agnes, O. s. 
B., an associate of  the Anglican Benedictine, Fr. Igna-
tius of  Llanthony, expressed a sense of  disillusionment 
with convent life and remembered the cruel treatment 
she endured at the hand of  the superior, but she gave 
the subject of  confession only a few passing words.44  In 
1874, Charlotte Myhall published a short pamphlet about 
her stay in an Anglican sisterhood, complete with illus-
trations of  instruments of  torture she claimed convents 
used, but Myhall did not even mention the confessional 
as a possible source of  abuse.45  A Roman Catholic for-

mer nun, sister Mary Elizabeth, criticized Irish convent 
life in 1892, but the subject of  auricular confession within 
the cloister was absent.46  The testimony of  Julia Gordon 
at first sight appeared to be a gold mine for critics of  
convent confessions.  These so-called memoirs, in reality 
fictional creations of  an anti-Catholic mind, rehashed the 
usual fabrications of  infanticide, seduction, torture and 
murder usually associated with Gothic prose, but Julia 
Gordon seemed restrained in her comments on the con-
fessional:

But the testimony of  another young woman, Miss A. R 
B., who left both the convent and the Roman Catholic 
Church, took offense at anti-Catholic diatribes against  
sisterhoods, and wrote in 1875 that she “can nevertheless 
look back with pleasure upon Convent days and Convent 
friends.”48  As for Catholic priests, “she still holds [them] 
in affectionate remembrance.” Although accounts of  
both Anglican and Roman Catholic conventual life could 
be critical, their negative assessments did not include al-
leged abuses associated with the confessional.

 Writers of  fiction, however, enjoyed the option to 
take more liberty with aspects of  convent life, and they 
could easily portray the confessional in more harsh and 
threatening terms.  Lorette was written by an American 
minister and published in Edinburgh in 1836.  The pages 
of  the Rev. George Bourne’s book contained the usual 
litany of  anti-Catholic and anti-convent stereotypes, and 
he did not neglect the apparent dangers of  auricular con-
fession.  Early in the book one of  the main characters an-
nounced, “I will never go to the confessional unless I am 
dragged there. The ceremony is a farce and delusion, and 
it is connected with wickedness.”49 The book dramatically 
exposed the alleged evils of  the Roman Catholic Church 
and sisterhoods, but surprisingly did not target the con-
vent’s confessional as an occasion of  sin. Another work 
of  fiction, however, became the standard work which 
condemned convent life in stark and pornographic terms, 
and one might expect vivid descriptions of  unethical con-
fessors.

 The Awful Disclosures of  Maria Monk, published in 
1836, quickly became a best seller and soon appeared in

.. when I was closeted with him [the priest] 
at confession, to urge me to confess crimes I 
never conceived, and interlarded with religious 
homilies pictured to my mind scenes of  licen-
tiousness I could never suppose were enact-
ed.47
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England. Marketed as a memoir of  Maria Monk, an ex-
nun who chronicled her dreadful experiences in a Mon-
treal convent, the scandalous happenings and immoral 
activities of  priests and nuns in the book were quickly 
exposed as false.  Maria Monk, who probably suffered 
from mental problems, really existed, and a group of  
anti-Catholic Americans worked with her to compose 
the book and conjured up the fictional activities within 
the convent.  They used vivid and detailed language to 
illustrate the unsavory actions of  the sisterhood: infan-
ticide of  the nuns' children and the crude burial of  their 
young bodies in lime pits, a murder of  a nun, the tor-
ture and the walling up of  disobedient sisters, and the 
not-to-be-neglected liaisons with predatory priests.  In 
a book of  such graphic detail, one might ex-
pect that the secrecy associated with auricu-
lar confession might also find a prominent 
place in this attack against sisterhoods, but 
the confessional was not the object of  harsh 
criticism.  Early in the book, however, the subject of  
confession did appear.  A friend of  Maria Monk told her 
about the conduct of  a priest in the confessional, which 
Monk thought was shameful.  This nun did not mention 
the nature of  the inappropriate conduct, but it did not 
appear to be sexual. The only instance of  abusive priestly 
actions in reference to the confessional occurred when 
Maria Monk related how the questions became detailed 
and “that the priests became more and more bold, and 
were at length indecent in their questions and even in their 
conduct when I confessed to them in the sacristie.”50  yet 
even this reference to improper and questionable actions 
is mild compared to the other examples of  brutality and 
abuse in this book.

 Other works of  fiction also described Roman 
Catholic sisterhoods in unflattering terms, but the indict-
ment against auricular confession was also gentle. Julia 
McNair wright’s Secrets of  the Convent and the Confessional 
and Priest and Nun warned America of  the dangers to their 
liberty posed by the Roman Catholic Church, and these 
books soon appeared in England, where the same fear 
existed.  In the former novel, wright alerted the country 
about the evil designs of  the Jesuits and the dangers of  
convent education. The growth of  Roman Catholic sis-
terhoods had to be resisted, and she described the alleged 
cruelty of  convent life, the abusive power of  the mother 
superior, and the unnatural atmosphere, but confession 
only received a passing comment:

 In her second book, Priest and Nun, Wright briefly 
mentioned confession as being unscriptural, but she did 
not discuss the role of  this Catholic sacrament in sister-
hoods.  Another work of  fiction also critical of  convents, 
St. Mary’s Convent; or, Chapters in the Life of  a Nun, singled 
out the lack of  freedom in a sisterhood and described the 
convent as a prison, but in this story, the priest-confessor 
surprisingly appeared in a positive light.  He actually en-
couraged “ideas of  a state of  more freedom and enjoy-
ment into the minds of  some six or seven of  the sister-
hood” in a plot to replace the harsh superior with one 
more “good-natured” and “good humoured.”52  Love’s 
strife with the Convent, another novel, critiqued both sis-
terhoods and the confessional, but the author did find a 
redeeming act by the convent’s confessor. It noted that 
Fr. Francis “reproached the abbess in private for having 
used the vault of  penitence without first consulting him, 
and more particularly for having immured” one of  her 
charges.53

 Nonetheless, stories of  wicked confessors taking 
advantage of  over scrupulous nuns did exist. In 1850, 
when the Roman Catholic Hierarchy was restored, priests 
and Their Victims; Or Scenes in a Convent was published. 
This collection of  anti-Catholic and anti-Jesuit propagan-
da contained the story of  an eighteenth century orphan 
whose father stipulated that she had to enter a convent in 
order to inherit his small fortune. The shocking de-
scriptions of  the sisterhood echoed the false-
hoods found in Maria Monk’s book about 
convent life. This tale used stories of  immoral priests, 
sexual license, illegitimate children and infanticide, a des-
potic and cruel superior, and the murder of  rebellious 
nuns to discredit the Catholic religion and convent life, 
and it did not ignore the evils of  the confessional. One 

The Confessional is Rome’s electric telegraph. 
Every Confessional is an office, every priest 
an operator; from parish to parish, from town 
to town, from diocese to diocese, from state 
to State, and from land to land, Rome flashes 
her secret intelligence, until what was spoken in 
the ear, is proclaimed upon the house-tops, and 
what was whispered in darkness blazes into the 
light of  action.51
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member of  the convent, sr. Agnes, suffered imprison-
ment, torture, and death because she resisted the advanc-
es of  her confes-
sor priest. when 
she complained 
to the Abbess of  
the convent, this 
superior told sr. 
Agnes that she 
had to obey the 
dictates of  the 
confessor. she 
still refused, and 
revealed that “I 
have been tor-
tured in almost 
every conceivable shape to make me yield ... [and] for this 
am I punished.”54   Because she would not give in to the 
wishes of  the superior and the priest, sr. Agnes had to 
had to suffer the horrible consequences: “A large feather 
bed was now brought forward by the elderly sisters ... and 
placing it over her they got on top of  it, and stamped
and jumped upon it until death released her from her 
sufferings.”55  This work of  anti-Catholic fiction is an ex-
ception, but it illustrates that the hatred and bigotry of  
critics would go to any extent to create abuses associated 
with both sisterhoods and auricular confession.

 But was the convent confessional a den of  sin 
and a place where unscrupulous priests used their power 
and authority to corrupt the naive nun who looked to 
the confessor for comfort and absolution? The use 
of  well-known anti-Catholic images and 
charges of  scandalous actions to attack and 
discredit Anglican conventual life for women 
would certainly give their detractors a great 
opportunity to carry on their attack against 
the perceived threats from Roman Catholi-
cism. Opponents, therefore, could create pictures of  
evil confessors in an attempt both to smear Roman Cath-
olic convents and to warn Anglicans about the dangers 
that would exist within their sisterhoods.
 
  Works of  nineteenth-century fiction could be 
harsh in their condemnation of  convent life, but in gen-
eral the critiques of  the confessional seemed mild in 
comparison with the license some authors took in their 
descriptions of  alleged cruel punishments, murder, and 
infanticide within the cloister. In the case of  Roman 

Catholic convents, however, little evidence supports the 
charge of  an abusive confessional. The testimony of  
several ex-nuns and examples of  literature critical of  sis-
terhoods do not support the claim that Roman Catho-
lic priests misused the confessional to corrupt and ruin 
members of  sisterhoods who sought their spiritual advice 
and comfort. Consequently, this allegation did not figure 
greatly in the rhetoric against Anglican sisterhoods. Like 
the Victorian era, when Roman Catholicism and sister-
hoods stood in stark opposition to the increasing sec-
ularization of  the country and offered alternatives that 
challenged a society which appeared to abandon religious 
principles, the current opposition in America to Catho-
lic values and its institutions, such as the sanctity of  the 
family, the religious life for men and women, and its edu-
cational system, is motivated by anti-Catholic prejudices, 
exaggerations, and personal agendas.
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