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or nineteenth-century reformers, the term popery designated all 

that was despotic, bigoted, and slavish. Such fiery language was 

used to expose those forces that sought to undermine the moral strength 

of the young American republic. Hostility toward Catholicism did not 

even escape the most liberal and radical of antislavery advocates. Wil-

liam Lloyd Garrison believed that the “main pillars” of “man-enslaving 

religion” were partially infected by “Popery.”
1
 Even when Garrison dis-

tanced himself from the narrow-mindedness among Protestant reformers, 

he continued to use anti-Catholic terminology to describe all forms of 

unjustified prejudice. The earliest immediate abolitionist who not only 

played a leading role in convincing Garrison himself of the “inherent 

sinfulness of slavery under all circumstances, and its utter incompatibil-

ity with the spirit and precepts of Christianity,” the Reverend George 

Bourne (1780-1845), also originated the escaped-nun genre in American 

literature, linking it with the fight against slavery.
2
 Unlike any other re-

former, Bourne consistently and doggedly balanced his time in combat-

ing both southern slavery and Roman Catholicism, “the two foes,” as he 

wrote, “of the Republic and of a pure Christianity.”
3
  

Contemporary historians have recognized Bourne’s central role in 

directing the early efforts of immediate abolition. His 1816 booklet, The 

Book and Slavery Irreconcilable, published after becoming a minister in 

the Virginia branch of the Presbyterian Church, was the first immediatist 

F 
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work of its kind in America according to David Brion Davis.
4
 Bourne’s 

intent in publishing Book and Slavery was twofold. Laying the context, 

he argued first that biblical Christianity and slavery could not be recon-

ciled. A failure to recognize slavery as hostile to authentic Christianity 

was a willful suppression of biblical doctrine, an internal acceptance that 

“divine revelation is not our sole infallible directory.”
5
 Every man-

stealing minister lacked Christian sincerity, for he was “disguised in a 

hypocritical garb of exterior decorum.”
6
 And a heart that tended toward 

“every moral obliquity [would] change the truth of God into a lie.”
7
 

Consequently, men-stealers extinguished the light of redemption by misin-

terpreting the letter and spirit of the Bible: “they only quote the scrip-

tures, Satan-like, to falsify their meaning.”
8
 Since they violated the dic-

tates of the scriptures, slaveholders in Bourne’s mind were not even 

“nominal Christian believers.” “How can a person pretend to be a disci-

ple of the crucified Jesus,” he wrote, “who hinders his worship and con-

travenes his commands; in whom all evangelical charity is extinct; and 

who will neither enter the kingdom of heaven nor permit those to ap-

proach who would crave admission at the gate?”
9
  

The Book led to his removal from the Presbyterian Church not be-

cause it proclaimed instant and universal emancipation but because it 

sought the excommunication of all slaveholding ministers. The experi-

ence exposed the complicity of the church in the institution and galva-

nized him to work tirelessly toward the abolition of chattel bondage. 

Both The Book and its author played a vital role in convincing a number 

of reformers of the moral and religious obligation to support immediacy: 

English scientist and philanthropist William Allen, Methodist abolitionist 

Orange Scott, Quaker author Benjamin Lundy, “come-outer” William 

Goodell, Lane Seminary rebel Amos Dresser, who had been publicly 

whipped in Nashville for simply carrying an updated edition of Book and 

Slavery, Finneyite antislavery architect Theodore Dwight Weld, and 

escaped slaves William and Ellen Craft and Frederick Douglass.
10

 Joshua 

Leavitt, a zealous evangelical abolitionist and editor of the Emancipator, 

once said that the early abolitionist movement had the great “benefit of 
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George Bourne’s instruction.”
11

 Writing around the time of the Civil 

War, Lewis Tappan, who, along with his brother Arthur, became a close 

companion of Bourne, concurred: “all the important doctrines of aboli-

tionists of the present day were clearly announced and published by Mr. 

Bourne as far back as 1816, long before Lundy, Garrison, and other 

champions of freedom had written or lectured upon the subject.”
12

  

What is less acknowledged among historians, however, is how 

Bourne, a few years before teaming up with Garrison to establish the 

American Antislavery Society, began to identify the similarities between 

slavery and Catholicism, intensifying the need to eliminate both in the 

development of a truly free nation. Thus, like his work in the antislavery 

movement, Bourne laid the groundwork for anti-Catholicism in the ante-

bellum period, popularizing escaped-nun tales in American literature. His 

first and only novel, Lorette: A History of Louise, Daughter of a Canadi-

an Nun: Exhibiting the Interior of Female Convent (1833), was, accord-

ing to historian David Reynolds, the “prototype of the most popular type 

of post-1835 anti-Catholic fiction – the exposé of convents.”
13

 The novel 

was second in sales to John Abbott’s The Mother at Home, the highest-

selling work of fiction in 1833. Through Lorette, Bourne “set the pattern 

for anti-Catholic fiction in America” and paved the literary way for the 

immensely successful Six Months in a Convent (1835) by Rebecca Reed 

and Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu Nunnery of Montreal (1836), 

the “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” of American nativism, by Maria Monk.
14

 

Lorette – which had been dedicated as “a tribute of respect” to friend and 

fellow-reformer Arthur Tappan, “for his Christian Philanthropy and zeal, 

on behalf of the Blind and Wretched” – represented an important mo-

ment in Bourne’s reformist development. The anti-Catholic overtones 

were crucial in the additions made in his later antislavery writings, figur-

ing prominently in Picture of Slavery (1834), a reprint of Book and Slav-

ery, and Slavery Illustrated in Its Effects on Woman and Domesticity 

(1837). These later works, widely read by antislavery leaders, uncovered 

the shared religious root and social consequences that fortified southern 

and Romish tyranny.  
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In his mind, American slavery rested on the institutionalization of 

false religion, derived from a distortion of true doctrine by ecclesiastical 

élites, who, through the suppression of the Bible, elevated themselves to 

a status reserved only for God. They enslaved bodies and souls, crushed 

true piety, impeded spiritual enlightenment, and severed communal rela-

tionships. The same organizational structure and social consequences 

found in slavery were at the base of the Roman Catholic Church. In his 

lesser-known Condensed Antislavery Bible Argument, a historical-

grammatical explication of specific Bible passages related to slavery, 

Bourne stated that Catholicism was the type of slavery that historically 

preceded southern slavery. More specifically, the theological hermeneu-

tic that supported human bondage, “as a historical fact worthy of notice,” 

he wrote, “first originated among the members of that [Catholic] 

Church.” Revelation 18:13 prophesied about how the mystical Roman 

beast became the first to traffic, along with other propertied items, “the 

souls of men” – “an exact description of human slavery.”
15

 Bourne was 

not saying that southerners evolved organically from Catholicism or that 

they followed consistently a detailed blueprint for racial enslavement laid 

out by the Pope and his minions. Rather, the perversion of the Bible was 

the initial act by which humans, stripped of their reason and social identi-

ty, could easily be turned into items of property, and Catholicism, as 

prophesied in the book of Revelation, was the firstborn of such prac-

tice.
16

 Only when “Protestants correctly interpret the holy scriptures,” 

Bourne advised, would the “blasphemous imposture,” the Pope, be de-

stroyed. The same was true for southern slavery. Institutionally, the 

churches of “Negro-Thieving preachers,” Bourne wrote, were like those 

of Jesuit priests: “genuine Synagogues of Satan.”
17

 And like “Popish 

lessons,” the beliefs and practices of men-stealers were of “little more 

value than the rays of the sun during a total eclipse.”
18

 

The secondary literature on anti-Catholicism in America has fo-

cused largely on issues related to immigration, labor, and political for-

mations within the context of the market revolution and an expanding 

democracy. Leading scholars of anti-Catholicism like Jenny Franchot 
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and Marie Anne Pagliarini have devoted a considerable amount of time 

discussing how the cultural images in the ex-nun genre (e.g., the pres-

ence of a lustful priestly class, the raped nun, the collapse of marriage, 

the evil that lurked in the private Catholic sphere, and the need for mid-

dle-class patriarchal protection – themes that shared a striking resem-

blance to the escaped slave narratives), “voiced the tensions of main-

stream Protestant culture.”
19

 Much less attention, however, has been giv-

en to the important theological emphases that structured earlier no-

popery works. In Roads to Rome, Jenny Franchot, one of the leading 

nativist historians to come after Ray Billington, admittedly lumps the 

“not so interesting waters of theological polemic” with the “more con-

temporary psychological terrains of the comic or the pathologically hos-

tile.”
20

 Writing around the same time as Franchot, Richard Cawardine 

offers an indirect critique of such a conceptual starting point: “the power of 

evangelicals’ anti-Catholicism is misunderstood when it is seen principally 

as a vehicle or a cover for more ‘real’ economic or social concerns.” 

Scholars, Cawardine concludes, often lose “sight of the reality of the reli-

gious confrontation.”
21

  

In writing Lorette, Bourne did not shy away from nineteenth-century 

literary constructs that shaped class identity, but his central objective in re-

vealing the false religion of Catholicism (as with slavery) was to present a 

picture of true Bible-centered Protestantism. A failure to take seriously the-

ology is to severely restrict an understanding of the religious and cultural 

mindset of this author. The theological – however inconsistently applied – 

interacted with changing cultural understandings of the self in society and 

played a leading role in Bourne’s conception of absolute freedom. The char-

acters in Lorette search for an authentic religion that ultimately leads to the 

restoration of their identity within the family context, exposing the irreli-

gious nature of Catholic intrigue in its attempt to invert proper gender roles, 

destroy marriage, and undermine male headship. An important goal of this 

article, then, is to offer a detailed discussion of Lorette as an evangelical 

theological drama that presents a concept of freedom as a product of the 

relationship between biblical faith and family cohesion. 
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Hysteria over “popish” plots in North America sprang up erratically 

in the mid to late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but it was not 

until the early nineteenth – due in large part to the conservatism sweep-

ing Europe after the demise of Napoleon – the success of Pius VII in 

elevating Baltimore to the status of archdiocese with satellite dioceses in 

Philadelphia, New York, Boston, and Bardstown (Kentucky) – and the 

later waves of Irish Catholic immigrants – that a virulent and violent “no-

popery” impulse emerged.
22

 And according to Bourne, it was popular 

religious print, particularly “theological discussion and missionary intel-

ligence,” that effectively warned the republic of the growing threat of 

papal takeover.
23

 Upon his arrival to the United States in the first decade 

of the nineteenth century, Bourne began a career as a newspaper editor in 

Baltimore before becoming a Presbyterian minister. Although dedicated 

largely to theological polemic, Bourne used, for the first and only time in 

his life, evangelical fiction (via Lorette) to battle the “Man of Sin.”  

Bourne’s attitude toward the papacy paralleled the evolving nativ-

ism that shaped local politics in the North. After his removal from the 

Presbyterian Church, Bourne travelled to New York and spent a few 

years as a school teacher in Mount Pleasant. At the time, the republic 

reveled in its nationalistic glory after the War of 1812, accelerating its 

political and economic development.
24

 In New York particularly, as Ja-

son Duncan has recently argued in Citizens or Papists, Catholics had 

been involved in community development long before the Irish phenom-

enon. Wealthier New York Catholic families, having succeeded in the 

business community, helped establish schools, worked to provide a safe 

haven for Catholic immigrants, and even engaged in public service.
25

 

Unfortunately, from the colonial period to 1821, opposition to the papacy 

followed Catholic growth and played a central role in New York’s politi-

cal culture. It is possible that the expansion of popery in New York in-

spired Bourne to write his first anti-Catholic work, The Progress and 

Perfection of the Church of Christ, an encyclopedic ecclesiastical history 

published in 1823 that traced the rise of the papal apostasy in Western 

civilization as prophesied in the New Testament book of Revelation.  
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Between 1823 and 1829 – and perhaps because of financial hard-

ships he and other New Yorkers faced as a result of the Panic of 1819, 

one of the first major economic depressions to hit the United States – 

Bourne relocated with his family to Quebec.
26

 Along with his ministerial 

duties, which included acquiring three separate pastorates, Bourne con-

tinued to work with a number of reform agencies. In 1825, he was elect-

ed secretary of the Quebec Bible Society and in 1829 became “Librarian 

and Keeper of the Cabinet” of the Literary and Historical Society of 

Quebec.
27

 When he returned to New York with his family in 1829, to 

take up a call at the North Street Third Dutch Reformed Church, the 

Catholic Church was in the midst of its own internal upheaval in the lay 

trustee controversy – one in which the church, like other Protestant de-

nominations, underwent a kind of democratization. A few Protestants, for 

a time, supported the actions of the laity to maintain their right to local 

sovereignty, which included regulating their property and choosing their 

own ministers.
28

 But following the political changes occurring in nine-

teenth-century Europe, papal leaders increasingly took local control 

away from the laity, bringing American Catholics closer to a new con-

servative Rome. From the Protestant perspective, then, Catholicism was 

quickly becoming an inassimilable, foreign, and un-American presence.
29

  

 Before writing Lorette, Bourne attempted to establish his own no-

Popery newspaper. Concerned over the influence of Catholics in New 

York, he began publication of The Protestant in January 1830, “the first 

journal published in America devoted to the Antipapal controversy,” 

according to Ray Billington. The goal of the paper, as outlined in its pro-

spectus, was “to inculcate Gospel doctrines against Romish corruptions”; 

“maintain the purity and sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures against 

Monkish tradition”; exemplify the watchful care of Immanuel over the 

church; continue in the history of those who defended the Christian tradi-

tion from error (e.g., Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, Cranmer, Knox, Baxter, 

Owen, Whitefield, and Wesley); and denounce the creed of Pope Pius IV 

and the Council of Trent.
30

 Leading evangelical newspapers including 

the Western Recorder, the Rochester Observer, the Baptist Register, and 
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the New York Evangelist, each known for its anti-Catholic tirades, en-

dorsed Bourne’s Protestant upon its appearance in 1830.
31

 Religious 

reformers like Nathaniel Beman and Joshua Leavitt found Bourne’s work 

beneficial to the cause of righteousness. Garrison likewise praised the 

paper and even encouraged African Americans, “as far as their means 

allow, to patronize this grand ‘Expositor of Popery’” in gratitude to the 

author’s efforts in antislavery.
32

 The Protestant had, for Garrison, “a 

claim to public patronage not surpassed by any other publication” in 

America; it was the initial unifying step in the clergy’s battle against 

“Jesuitism.”
33

  

Concurrently, conservative Catholic writers, many of whom de-

nounced all forms of fanaticism, including radical abolition, worked to 

discredit Bourne, characterizing The Protestant as “a lamentable igno-

rance” produced by “the cupidity of [a] brainless mendicant,” who had a 

“bigoted attachment to falsehood.”
34

 As Billington informs us, Bourne 

was eventually removed as editor-in-chief for not exposing a series of 

articles written by Bishop John Hughes, American Catholicism’s premier 

nineteenth-century apologist. Under the pseudonym “Cranmer,” Hughes 

sarcastically mocked the tenets of the Catholic Church, inciting 

Protestant and nativist readers. He later revealed his plot in the Catholic 

Truth Teller.
35

 But an underlying issue was that the board editors for The 

Protestant disliked the theological focus of Bourne and used the Hughes 

controversy to remove him. Bourne’s associate, William Craig Brown-

lee, another famous anti-Catholic editor and member of the Dutch Re-

formed Church, took over the paper, but he too was removed in 1832. 

The theologically-minded writers failed to arouse the interest of the pub-

lic and thus to garner a large subscription. Hardly discouraged from their 

removal from the paper, both reformers established the New York 

Protestant Association and later the Protestant Reformation Society, 

which eventually merged with another organization to become the ultra-

Protestant American Foreign Christian Union.
36

  

As mentioned above, Bourne’s “no-Popery” writings were more 

theological in orientation, emphasizing the doctrines of biblical authority, 
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salvation (specifically the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith 

alone), and evangelical persuasion in the pursuit of social reform. The 

anti-immigrationist elements that show up in later nativistic works are 

largely absent from his. There are a couple of references to the Irish and 

one comment on the “debasement of Ireland” in his later American Text-

book of Popery, but presumably not in the sense that the Irish themselves 

posed a threat, for even they – led as slaves by their master, the Pope – 

could be redeemed through faith. Lacking an explicitly political nativ-

ism, Bourne’s battle against Catholicism was more theological in per-

spective: he never abandoned his commitment to the centrality of histori-

cal Protestantism in maintaining a healthy society. False religion, mani-

fested in the systems of both Catholicism and proslavery evangelicalism, 

not only undermined an individual’s divinely ordained economic, politi-

cal, and cultural duties, but also the very foundation of piety itself. 

Antebellum religious novels like Lorette offered spiritual realities that 

tapped into a much earlier Protestant understanding of the sacred and the 

secular. From its inception in the sixteenth century, Protestantism chal-

lenged the idea that certain activities were inherently sacred or secular and 

that the truly pious Christian had to escape the mendacity of the world – 

renounce mother and father, brother and sister – for sustained spiritual 

contemplation. In reaction to this separation between the pious and the 

mundane, what Bourne referred to as “monastic mummery,” many Re-

formers came to affirm that all of life was sacred. Christians in both Eu-

rope and American could now maintain an intimate relationship with the 

divine even in their everyday ordinary lives. According to Alistair 

McGrath, “The Reformation witnessed a remarkable turnabout in attitudes 

towards the secular order … the real vocation of a Christian came in serv-

ing God in this world … in the cities, marketplaces and council chambers 

of the secular world.”
37

 Secular activities were given sacred meaning. The 

truly faithful, Protestant reformers believed, worked within the world with 

a sincere heart before God and, therefore, yielded greater spiritual wealth.
38

  

This sacralization of the secular sharpened cultural distinctions as 

well, especially those related to domesticity and the cult of true woman-
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hood. Reformer Martin Luther elevated housework over hermetic medi-

tation: although having no “appearance of holiness, yet these very 

household chores are more to be valued than all the works of monks and 

nuns.” Similarly, English reformer William Tyndale also closed the gap 

between domestic and ecclesiastical labor: “washing dishes and preach-

ing the word of God,” although vastly different, were “as touching to 

please God.”
39

 And America’s market revolution reinforced this sacred-

through-the-secular mentality. The spatial division between the work and 

the home, accelerated as a result of the market revolution, restructured 

the sacred and secular nature of such spaces that consequently fashioned 

the identities and duties of the people within them. Popular novels of the 

1830s linked domestic chores with spiritual rebirth, showing “evidence 

of saving grace by sweeping the cottage floors and doing the laundry.”
40

 

Duty and practice reflected one’s faith, but it was the character of the 

feminine mother that instilled such faith. The nineteenth-century middle-

class mother became a key avenue toward salvation. In her analysis of 

this type of literature, Jane Tompkins emphasizes the idea that many 

early nineteenth-century writers illustrated “the story of salvation 

through motherly love.”
41

 A spate of evangelical reformers identified the 

analogy between the earthly family as “the aptest illustration” of the 

heavenly home, placing the wife and mother as its “chief minister.”
42

  

 Pumping out images of the self in a commercial society in accordance 

with “separate sphere” ideology contributed to what historian David 

Reynolds called the “fictionalization” of American evangelicalism. Such a 

process was a move away from the more metaphysically abstruse dis-

courses of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Calvinist ecclesi-

astics. For many, Old World Protestantism and the realm of the sacred 

seemed distant or élitist, but with the democratization and feminization of 

Christianity in the post-revolutionary period and the explosion of cheap 

print there came a wider appreciation for religious fiction that stressed 

secular morality, sentimental piety, and a more “friendly” and “affection-

ate” (feminine qualities) Redeemer – themes that represented increased 

hostility to older (and colder) Calvinistic theological discourse.
43
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Fictionalization revived individual practical morality as the litmus 

test for true faith, placing orthopraxy over that of orthodoxy. Acts of 

piety were interwoven and in some cases conflated with earthly duties 

and cultural distinctiveness. Henry Ware’s Formation of the Christian 

Character, published the same year as the first installment of Garrison’s 

Liberator, related religious story telling with the language of the popular 

mind: “The World is the theatre on which you are to prove yourself a 

Christian…. We must enter the crowd and distractions of common life.” 

Such “common language” was used to “engage in common and secular 

affairs.”
44

 Antebellum writers and reformers, as Reynolds suggests, “re-

flected a confidence that individual regeneration and social change were 

linked and that preachers could help speed conversion by addressing 

topical social issues in sermons containing concrete illustrations of suc-

cess or failure in common life.”
45

 The religious and cultural alterations in 

popular print assisted Bourne in presenting the doctrines of Protestant 

Christianity. If Reynolds’s observation is at all helpful, Bourne’s novel 

can be situated between the changes in American religious literature. 

Lorette reflected the cultural imagery of nineteenth-century literature, but 

still retained a connection with the theological discourse of older reli-

gious writings.  

In setting the backdrop for the novel, Bourne relied on the bucolic 

scenery in the area surrounding Quebec – how it revealed God’s “beau-

teous and fascinating material operations.”
46

 In 1829, with the help of 

James Smillie, the “first pictorial engraver” in Quebec and famous New 

York painter, Bourne published Picture of Quebec and Its Vicinity, a 

guidebook for visitors to northern Canada.
47

 One section of the booklet 

described the small town of Lorette near Quebec. Upon entering, guests 

would first encounter Lake St. Charles, an “enchanting picture” that 

“developes [sic] imagery little inferior in natural beauty, which history 

and poetry have consecrated to perennial remembrance.” After passing 

an Indian village near the lake, visitors would come to an old Hermitage 

built by an Intendant of the French Government “for the secluded resi-

dence of a Lady.”
48

 The lady’s husband, as one rumor had it, thought his 
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wife so beautiful that he hid her in the house. Bourne, however, saw this 

as unlikely, for the “swarms of mosquitoes and gnats” during the summer 

months “must have rendered the Hermitage anything but an abode of 

rest.”
49

 Another explanation was that the Intendant, who wanted to live 

with his family at Beauport, built the abode for his mistress. Regardless 

of the history of the hermitage and its inhabitant, it is highly probable 

that the rumors served Bourne’s imagination in creating the narrative’s 

central character, Louise.  

What is most striking about Picture of Quebec is the absence of a 

harsh anti-Catholicism. According to Bourne, tourists would have been 

edified by Quebec’s scenery, which included numerous French Catholic 

establishments. He described the artwork in a number of Roman church-

es – the nativity, the virgin and child, the vision of St. Thérèse, and a 

meditating St. Bruneau – with no Protestant commentary that linked such 

images to idolatry or the “son of perdition.” Equally, he portrayed the 

infamous Hotel Dieu as “a capacious edifice,” taking up a large portion 

of the northern part of the interior of Quebec between Couillard and Pal-

ace streets.
50

 In fact, the interior and exterior of the Ursuline convent was 

conducive to the domestic arts, for it was, as Bourne wrote, established 

“to promote female education,” which included things like “needle-

work.” The Duchess of Aiguillon built the institution in 1637 for works 

of charity for “the reception and care of the sick.” The presence of be-

nevolence or the domestic crafts like needlework linked the convent to 

traits associated with female virtue.
51

 When discussing the Hotel Dieu, 

therefore, Bourne offered no warning of a Catholic threat to the United 

States, no scenes of torture, no lustful priests, and no slavish nuns. His 

descriptions of the nunnery were nowhere near the horrific gothic scenes 

most readers would come to be familiar with after reading Reed and 

Monk.  

Nonetheless, Bourne presented Catholic Quebec, especially Lorette, as 

a kind of old world artifact – a lifeless society tied to an expiring religion, 

intimating the inherent nature of Protestantism, in contrast to Catholicism, 

as a religion of progress and civilization. The author describes Lorette as a 
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“dilapidated memento of anterior times.”
52

 Paradoxically, Bourne’s admira-

tion of the past may have been offered as a kind of celebratory demise, 

inculcating on the mind of his readers a greater appreciation for the pro-

gressivism of a Protestant civilization. His descriptions of an older unen-

lightened environment made so by false religion mirrored his picture of the 

non-Protestant (i.e., non-Christian) slave plantation in both Picture of Slav-

ery and Slavery Illustrated as barbaric and uncivilized.  

In the introduction to Lorette, Bourne related an experience he had 

while writing Picture of Quebec. During his tour of Canada, he met an 

elderly gentleman by the name of Diganu, the name of an important 

character in Lorette, who accompanied the author to Montmorenci, 

Lorette, and Lake Charles. When they came to Lorette, Diganu told 

Bourne of the “affecting occurrences” of the place and gave the author a 

sealed package, which contained “the record of some past events and 

characters.” The packet was not to be viewed until after Diganu’s death. 

When he finally perused the document, Bourne was shocked to read the 

harrowing account of an escaped nun. The incident confirmed in his 

mind the satanic undertones of Canada’s religious and social conditions 

and rekindled his anti-Catholicism: “The peculiar characteristics of so-

ciety there elude a slight regard; and to comprehend the state of religious 

principles, the tone of domestic morals, the mental vassalage, and the 

profound debasement of the habitans [sic] of that province, numerous 

difficulties and obstructions must be surmounted.” The events described 

by Diganu, which detailed his relationship with an ex-nun named Louise, 

stirred Bourne to write a fictional account about the events. He assured 

his readers that Diganu, who changed the names of the real characters, 

affirmed the accounts to be true. For Bourne, this was a true story about 

human nature placed in a fictional setting: “man as he is, not as fiction 

describes him,” presenting the essence of each person in the story in the 

“unadorned drapery of truth.”
53

  

The main character and heroine of Lorette, Louise, breaks away from 

the clutches of a lecherous priest after reading the Bible and accepting the 

tenets of the Protestant faith. Two young men, Diganu and Chretien, res-
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cue a pale Louise near Lake St. Charles immediately after her escape. The 

squaws of the local Indian village nurture her back to health. After Louise 

regains her strength, she tells her male rescuers and close confidants of her 

life under a despotic priest. She also discusses her conversion to Protestant 

Christianity, which had inspired her to run away in the first place. Diganu 

and Chretien express dismay when Louise disavowed Catholicism. Ex-

plaining in detail her religious transformation, Louise eventually produces 

a change in the hearts of her companions, encouraging them to “snap the 

chain” of Jesuitism that fettered their mind.
54

  

During her recovery and interaction with Diganu and Chretien, 

Louise’s former master, a Jesuit priest, works to recapture his prized 

possession. Accepting the fact that Louise has renounced the life of a 

celibate nun, Diganu offers her patriarchal protection through the bonds 

of marriage, a victimized woman’s only safe harbor from a dissolute 

and, thus, unmanly tyrant – one who cares little for the well being of 

the “weaker vessel.” The two agree to a secret ceremony, but before its 

commencement the Priest enters the scene, stops the wedding, and 

makes the most startling announcement: Diganu and Louise are in actu-

ality siblings. Readers could only assume that such images of incest 

were not used to condemn the betrothed (for they were ignorant of their 

actions) but to denounce the Priest for not educating the two in the 

proper understanding of courtship and marriage. This type of sexual 

perversion was the consequence of false religion. After the wedding, 

the Priest imprisons Louise once again as a heretic. She continues to 

correspond with her brother, who busily works to find ways to free his 

sister, which includes working closely with a lawyer. Louise endures 

the sexual advances of her captor, but her new faith – the protector of 

her soul – allows her to withstand the theological errors and immoral 

practices that flow naturally from the Jesuit religion. Although never 

physically freed from her physical imprisonment, which seems to work 

against the escaped nun genre, Louise’s acceptance of the true faith 

after an encounter with Christ and his word suggests the very nature of 

ultimate freedom.  



Ryan McIlhenny, “George Bourne’s Lorette” 

 

 

391 

While imprisoned, the former nun met another heretic, Thérèse, 

who, the reader comes to find out, is Louise’s mother. It is at this point in 

the story that Bourne’s theological and evangelical perspective becomes 

most salient. As they regularly interact, Louise takes the opportunity to 

tutor her estranged mother in Protestant doctrine. Central to their discus-

sion is the authority of the scriptures. When an uninformed Thérèse asks 

where one could find true Christianity, her daughter offers a standard 

reformed response: “The Scriptures are given to us as a rule by which to 

try our spiritual condition.”
55

 It is only through a direct reading of the 

Bible and not the words of a priest that salvation came. In fact, every-

thing related to the errors of Romanism stemmed from a refusal to search 

the scriptures: “The whole fabric, called Popery, is founded upon an im-

penetrable ignorance of the gospel of Christ.”
56

 But despite the work of 

those who suppressed the truth, Louise argues, the Bible maintained its 

integrity throughout history as a result of the miraculous work of the 

Holy Spirit.  

According to Bourne, suppressing the word of God was the initial 

step in securing papal dominance and creating slaves: “the Pope estab-

lishes himself above all law, arrogated the god-like attributes of holiness 

and infallibility and demanded and enforced obedience to his decreetals.” 

Not only did he project himself higher than any earthly or heavenly law, 

but he arrogantly “exalteth himself above that [which] is called God or 

that [which] is worshipped, so that as God [he] sitteth in the temple of 

God, shewing himself that he is God” (2 Thessalonians 2:4). Priests ac-

complished this task by convincing their followers that their word was 

“greater than the word of God.”
57

 Allowing the members of the Catholic 

Church to read the scriptures for themselves would have threatened 

priestly authority. Consequently, such leaders determined the meaning of 

“the sacred scriptures,” demanding “belief or rejection of them in con-

formity with the papal decision.”
58

 “[B]y grasping and concealing the 

divine word,” Romanists became “unlimited and supreme.”
59

 They de-

prived “men of the true law of their sanctification [and] the progressive 

holiness which the Gospel demands.”
60
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From there, in a kind of evangelical Socratic dialogue, Louise and 

Thérèse discuss the errors of Catholicism as they relate to faith and 

works in salvation. Bourne’s thoughts on this issue were later articulated 

in greater detail in his American Textbook of Popery. The doctrines of 

Rome negated the importance of Christ’s obedience, death, and resurrec-

tion unto salvation. Contrary to reformed theology, then, Catholics divid-

ed “the work of salvation between man and Christ.”
61

 The church reject-

ed the Protestant doctrine of “justification by faith alone”: “Faith doth 

not justify as an instrument … [it is] not the only cause of justification, 

but also hope, charity, alms, deeds, and other virtues.”
62

 Because addi-

tional “works are necessary as efficient causes” for salvation, Rome, 

according to Bourne, enabled individuals to save themselves by their 

own efforts.
63

 If salvation were a matter of human action, then the sacri-

ficial atonement of Christ would not have been necessary. “Thus the 

Romanists do not acknowledge the Lord Jesus Christ to be the only and 

exclusive cause of eternal salvation [Is. 45:21-25; Matt. 11:28; John 

3:16, 36; Acts 4:12]; and therefore their doctrine is contrary to the essen-

tial design of the Gospel, because they have devised other means of re-

deeming sinful men than Christ and genuine faith in him.”
64

 Bourne inte-

grated into the story the Protestant doctrine of justification by faith alone, 

whereby a penitent rested on the active work of Christ in imputing right-

eousness to sinners. Romanism could not be “Christian” because the 

work of Christ was removed from salvation.  

Convinced of Rome’s theological errors, Thérèse is finally instruct-

ed to personally apply the Bible – its doctrines, examples, and com-

mandments – with a sincere heart directly onto her conscience; other-

wise, it “will be of no permanent advantage.”
65

 It is at this stage that the 

reader would recognize the contrast between the Protestant cultural em-

phasis on inner sincerity and the shallow exterior of Catholicism. Catho-

lics, like the Pharisees during Jesus’ day, paraded their false piety in 

public according to Bourne. Christ condemned such hypocrisy. Coming 

to an understanding of the doctrines of salvation, Thérèse asks whether 

she herself had “experienced godly sorrow,” realizing, contrary to Catho-
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lic piety, that “religion is more a personal thing of the heart.”
66

 Sincerity 

before God mattered more than outward practices; for, as Karen 

Halttunen suggests, Protestants who inquired as to whether they were 

truly saved were, in actuality, questioning their sincerity.
67

 This was per-

haps one of the richest literary moments in all of Bourne’s writings, for 

he led his readers to see and thus witness the gradual conversion of 

Thérèse – a process that incorporates a knowledge of the true religion, 

the conviction of individual sin, and the final acceptance of the person 

and work of the messiah.  

Thérèse’s change of heart reminds Louise of her own conversion. 

During her initial enslavement, Louise interacted with an old woman at 

Guernsey, Marguerite, who warned the aspiring girl of the error of 

priests in not allowing the freedom to read the Bible. According to Mar-

guerite, an individual’s transfer from darkness to light required an unme-

diated reading of the scripture, the source by which one could fully un-

derstand human nature and the person of God. In a scene that would have 

probably reminded nineteenth-century Protestants of St. Augustine’s 

conversion, the young Louise heeded the advice of the old women to 

read the Bible for herself. At once, the scales, as it were, fell from her 

eyes. “Seeing Jesus,” Louise recalled the old woman saying, brought 

emancipation. The individual encounter with the word, a necessary com-

ponent of Reformed theology and, more broadly, evangelicalism, trans-

formed Louise, allowing her “to dissipate the mists of error” in which 

she had been trained.
68

 The youthful girl experienced a new birth. This 

“born again” motif through direct Bible reading remained in only a few 

nineteenth-century exposés.
69

 In a late nineteenth-century ex-nun story, a 

conflicted nun came into contact with “the ranks of Bible Protestantism, 

her eyes were open, the scales of dark Romanism, error and superstition 

had been removed.” She became, therefore, “a new creature.”
70

  

Woven into the storyline of Lorette is a Protestant discourse con-

cerning identity transformation through spiritual conversion. The restora-

tion of one’s true self – i.e., the new birth – followed on the heels of 

Protestant conversion. In the Calvinist mind, a true knowledge of one’s 
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self demanded a true knowledge of God. A committed Calvinist and 

student of church history, as evident in his pastoral examination before 

the Lexington Presbytery and his numerous publications, Bourne was 

familiar with the writings of John Calvin, a leading architect of the 

Protestant Reformation. Calvin’s opening ontological discussion in Book 

I of the Institutes of the Christian Religion, underscores the important 

epistemological link between the individual and God:  

no one can look upon himself without immediately turn-

ing his thoughts to the contemplation of God, in whom 

he “lives and moves” (Acts 17:28)…. For what man in 

all the world would not gladly remain as he is – what 

man does not remain as he is – so long as he does not 

know himself, that is, while content with his own gifts, 

and either ignorant or unmindful of his own misery? Ac-

cordingly, the knowledge of ourselves not only arouses 

us to seek God, but also, as it were, leads us by the hand 

to find him…. Again, it is certain that man never 

achieves a clear knowledge of himself unless he has first 

looked upon God’s face, and then descends from con-

templating him to scrutinizing himself.
71

  

Complementing Calvin’s discussion, Bourne seemed to intimate that a 

true knowledge of God was not only the basis for a true knowledge of the 

self, but also the foundation for the true (or ideal) family, an earthly insti-

tution from which an individual received their identity. Lorette revealed 

how false religion fractured family relationships and destroyed individu-

als’ earthly duties. Catholicism detached “one individual from another” 

and thus severed all social and familial relations.
72

 Sent to the Ursuline 

convent in Quebec at an early age, Louise had been stripped of her iden-

tity; she had no knowledge of her age, birthday, or familial line.  

In a comparative way, Louise’s psychological trauma of not knowing her 

own origins echoed those of real life slaves in similar circumstances. The 

only clue linking Louise to a particular identity was the mark “M” on her 

forehead. Diganu had a similarly placed mark. Her mission – namely, to 



Ryan McIlhenny, “George Bourne’s Lorette” 

 

 

395 

find her true self – required a search for family members. Without such 

connections, Louise had been lost, but so too were the other characters in 

the story. Her ancestral detachment acted as a metaphor of spiritual wan-

derings. Since both mother and daughter had been “without God,” Louise 

and Thérèse were “unconscious of the true character” of their actions.
73

 

As Louise described it, “[Thérèse] was exactly like a traveler without a 

guide in a desert; where to stand is impossible, but to move is to storm 

every conceivable danger.” Louise made a similar confession earlier in 

the story when she told Diganu, “I am not my own director.”
74

 When 

they finally recognized their relationship to each other, it was Thérèse 

who expresses the deepest remorse – remorse for her failure as a mother. 

Such realizations and the reunion of mother and daughter, it should be 

repeated, were preceded by doctrinal discussions. While evangelizing 

Thérèse, Louise confessed that there emerged “an indistinct allusion to 

the possibility of a future personal recognition of each other by associ-

ates.” And even though the three were unable to spend the remainder of 

their earthly lives together they knew that they would one day meet “to 

enjoy that sanctified undying communion” in heaven.
75

  

The absence of the father figure is also a prominent theme through-

out Lorette. Diganu, like Louise, was Thérèse’s child; his father is the 

Priest, the same one who chased and ultimately recaptured Louise. 

Louise, on the other hand, had a different father, a different priest. The 

tragic rape of Thérèse and the bastardization of Diganu and Louise, hei-

nous acts rooted in Catholic heresy, represented an egregious nullifica-

tion of a father’s appropriate role. The father-child relationship in the 

novel was never restored, giving a sense of uneasiness to the reader and 

suggesting the need to restore and protect patriarchal authority. As is 

clear from the novel, the priest’s suppression of masculine protection 

came by attacking marriage, an institution whereby men sheltered wom-

en and secured their status as heads of their household. As Pagliani has 

argued, the need to protect male headship manifested itself in Protestant-

ism’s opposition to celibacy, a papal practice that presented the rejection 

of marriage and family as a pious act.
76

 The interference in the marriage 
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ceremony became the occasion for Diganu to renounce his allegiance to 

the church and to rebuke the Priest’s failure as a spiritual father.
77

 The 

problem of the father was central in Rebecca Reed’s Six Months in a 

Convent, a narrative that, in part, exposed the efforts of a convent’s 

mother superior in trying to reverse proper gender roles. Equally, the 

absence of patriarchy not only compelled Reed to escape, but also pro-

voked the actual burning of the Charleston convent.  

The reinstating of familial identity after accepting the Protestant 

faith uncovered the surreptitious endeavors of those who took captive the 

souls of young women. “The Pope rules the interior and penetrates the 

heart,” Bourne wrote in the Textbook, “for conscience is the seat of his 

empire.”
78

 Echoing such a statement, a later no-popery author suggested 

that the Jesuit priest had “mastered … the understanding of human na-

ture,” prying into “the very core of [a] young girl’s heart.” Auricular 

confession, “the fertile source of every possible crime,” became the most 

important tool of enslavement, for it dethroned “reason, intellect and self, 

entirely, and enthrones the superior as absolute King and guide.”
79

 

Through the dark space of the confessional “the knowledge of the char-

acter, propensities, and circumstances of every individual, with the con-

cealment in which it veils all its mysterious communications and acts, 

eradicates the shield of virtue, and places every person within the con-

trolling power of the Priest.”
80

 It involves a “surrender of all personal and 

mental independence.”
81

 Capturing the inner self enslaved the whole 

person. And confession was even more dangerous when offered by a 

woman to an unscrupulous man: “let the female be of what class she 

may, simple-hearted or lax, the repetition of her dishonor … enhances 

beyond measure when the instincts of nature are violated by making the 

recital to a man.”
82

 As a helpless victim, then, the convent nun fell “en-

tirely [into] the hands of her superiors,” which precluded “all opposition 

to his commands.”
83

 

The priest, who is never named or “unmasked” to reveal his inner 

depraved nature, physically and spiritually seduced both Louise and 

Thérèse by penetrating their hearts, collapsing any hint of sensibility, 
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disconnecting their family affiliations, and stripping them of sovereignty 

over their own bodies. Religious slavery transformed women into irreli-

gious beasts. Using the same language to describe the effects of slavery 

on women, Bourne defined the person of the nun as “a woman abjectly 

submissive in body, soul, and spirit, to the will of her superior.”
84

 Priest-

ly control rested not only on the ability to alter a woman’s nature, but 

also to make such “poor creatures” accept their depraved state. “When 

animated by the demon of Popery,” Bourne argued, aspiring nuns, like 

women who married southern men, became “daring persecutors, exulting 

in carnage, and surveying with delight streams of Christian blood, and 

piles of naked mangled human bodies.”
85

  

In essence, therefore, “popery” was totally irreconcilable with do-

mesticity. From Bourne’s cultural mindset, nuns could never be true 

women unless they broke the fetters of their oppressors. Catholic priests 

“stifle all natural tenderness, and spoil the most amiable dispositions; for 

gentle and delicate women.”
86

 Diganu lamented the priest’s intent to 

fracture the family by suppressing the cultivation of feminine feelings: 

“How is a human creature to show sensibility, who has never enjoyed a 

relatives’ endearments to keep it in exercise; and just when it was begin-

ning to awake and expand itself, who had had its first fresh and green 

fruits forever blasted.”
87

 Indeed, Louise’s conversion allowed her to ex-

perience the duties befitting a woman, becoming herself – if for only a 

short period – an affectionate mother to Thérèse. “I was thus remarkably 

appointed,” she wrote to her brother, “to attend and support the enfeebled 

and dispirited woman by whom we had been ushered into the world.”
88

  

With its emphasis on how Catholicism corrupts religion, women, 

and the family, Lorette contributed to the basic literary structure of the 

escaped nun’s story, positioning its author as a highly qualified editor for 

the most famous of this genre: Maria Monk’s Awful Disclosures of the 

Hotel Dieu Nunnery of Montreal. Published in 1836, Awful Disclosures 

sold more copies than Rebecca Reed’s Six Months in a Convent, another 

popular exposé, and moved to second in sales after Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Monk told the story of her Protestant up-
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bringing and her late desire to become a nun. After an elaborate ceremo-

ny at the Montreal nunnery, she received the veil and subsequently wit-

nessed the horrors committed in the convent, which included priest-

directed rape, murder, and infanticide. Impregnated by a priest and un-

willing to comply with her superiors to abort her child, Monk escaped 

the convent. Convinced “that she had been divinely selected to expose 

the horrors of Popery,” Monk ran toward male protection, calling for a 

Protestant clergyman to whom she could tell her story.
89

 William K. 

Hoyt, a committed no-popery nativist, aided her escape to the United 

States and compelled her to write an autobiography. J.J. Slocum, Arthur 

Tappan, and Theodore Dwight were also involved in editing Monk’s 

report. Dwight, as one report had it, encouraged Bourne to be the “ghost 

writer” for the exposé.
90

 According to Billington, Bourne and Harper 

Brothers publication took over the book’s copyrights, offering none of 

the profits to Monk.
91

  

There is a noticeable difference in emphasis, however, between 

Lorette and Six Months. The latter focuses more on the frightening dun-

geon-like features of the convent, the murderous activities of the nuns, 

the external hypocrisy of convent leaders, and the damaging effects of 

the institution on young girls – themes that contemporary historians high-

light as the dominant features of such literature. Although similar matters 

are brought to light in Lorette, Six Months does not enter into any exten-

sive discussion regarding the doctrines of the Protestant faith. The Bible 

is certainly mentioned as an important religious text, but no dialogue 

occurs over its historical authenticity or the miraculous process by which 

its doctrines radically change hearts. In an important way, Lorette can be 

read as an apology of the tenets of the Protestant faith, an evangelical 

message that relies on nineteenth-century cultural constructs.  

Centralizing theology as the tool to fight religious despotism mir-

rored the basic arrangement of Bourne’s antislavery work. Lorette lent 

support to the additions Bourne made to Picture and Slavery, published a 

year after the novel in 1834. This updated antislavery booklet made fre-

quent reference to the relationship between Catholicism and slavery, a 
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subject absent in the original Book and Slavery. At the heart of both 

Romish and southern slavery, two institutions that demanded total con-

trol over body and soul, was the suppression of the scriptures by dicta-

torial religious leaders. “Like the Papists,” Bourne concluded in Picture 

and Slavery, “[slaveholders] will not permit the coloured citizens to learn 

to read or to possess the scriptures,” which offered “the only appointed 

and effectual means by which this transformation of the human heart and 

character can be attained: for men are sanctified through the word of 

truth.”
92

 “Romish” slave owners take away “the key of knowledge, and 

defraud the coloured citizens of ‘the pearl of great price,’ and the light of 

their feet and the lamp of their path.” The deceptive work of Jesuitism, 

Bourne continued, was no more “base and deficient in religious truth 

than the soul-deceiving ‘strong delusions’ with which the slavites at-

tempt to gull the coloured people.”
93

  

Furthermore, as the lifeblood of spiritual slavery, counterfeit theol-

ogy, what Bourne identified as Catholicism, had a negative impact on the 

family community. The devastating effects on marriage and women, as 

the characters in Lorette understood all too well, represented the full 

extent of the depravity of absolute oppression. This of course was a cru-

cial matter of discussion in Slavery Illustrated in its Effects, published 

four years after Lorette. Both slavery and Catholicism equally eradicated 

a “wife’s affection, the mother’s love, and the sister’s tenderness, in all 

their energetic purity.”
94

 While men-stealers refused to recognize slave 

marriages, Catholics specifically desecrated the “connubial” covenant 

through the pseudo-pietistic practice of celibacy – the “occasion of crim-

inalities” that “poison the well springs of domestic virtue.”
95

 They violat-

ed marriage with impunity and made it easier for church members to do 

penance for sexual sins, especially those against the sanctity of marriage, 

which suggested that the Roman faith did not require an inward change 

of the heart in order to be saved. “Rome,” as in the case of the South, 

was “one vast brothel.”
96

  

Slavery shared Catholicism’s “theological tragic-farce.”
97

 Both were 

manifestations of false religion, both grew out of a misreading of the 
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sacred text and the abuse of church authority, both had enslaving tyrants, 

and both sought to destroy the foundations of civil society: the family 

unit, sincere piety, and sexual purity. Among reformers, America’s be-

sieging evils were not necessarily equal. Radicals saw slavery as a worse 

institution than Catholicism; more moderate antislavery reformers took 

the opposite position.
98

 But Bourne maintained a strategy whereby he 

could evenly battle the two without taking away from either one. As a 

foot soldier in a Manichean struggle wherein Christ would trample Sa-

tan’s demonic hordes and eventually purge the church and the nation of 

its sins, the pioneer of anti-slavery and anti-Catholicism remained stead-

fast in his crusade against the type of bondage that destroyed doctrine 

and social identity. Lorette’s double-edged sword not only intensified 

evangelical nativism, but also reinforced the cultural arguments related to 

faith and family used by this radical abolitionist.  
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