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“My brain is on fire!” Religious toleration after the Gordon Riots in Burney’s Cecilia (1782). 

 

Like any good novel centred on an inheritance, Frances Burney’s second novel Cecilia; or, 

memoirs of an heiress (1782) begins with a series of deaths. Having lost both of her parents 

some years before, Cecilia ‘lately entered into the one-and-twentieth year of her age’ had 

passed the last four years of her minority ‘consigned […] to the care of the Dean of ----, her 

uncle.’1 Several weeks before the novel begins, her last earthly relation perishes. Yet this 

loss is not without its comforts: thanks to her father and uncle, when she comes of age in a 

few weeks, she’ll have £10,000 and, should any future husband take her surname, an 

guaranteed income of £3,000 a year. Her arrival in London to the care of a motley cast of 

guardians soon brings with it an obvious stumbling block: She falls in love with Mortimer 

Delvile, only for his haughty if impoverished family to refuse the match of their only son on 

the basis of the name clause, seeing only the extinction of an illustrious name. Cecilia, as 

scholars have well established, is a deeply political novel, alive to the injustices of a new 

market society. Yet the influence of The Gordon Riots of June 1780, which shook London 

and Bath, filled the family’s correspondence, and which took place mere months before 

Burney began work on the novel remain – like the question of religion more generally – 

underexplored.  In this paper, however, I read Cecilia as a response to the family’s 

experiences. I argue it is a novel haunted by the spectre of popular anti-Catholic insurrection 

and wracked by the problem of what toleration means. More radically, I suggest too that 

Cecilia Beverley and Mortimer Delvile represent competing Anglican and Catholic British 

                                                           
1 Frances Burney, Cecilia, (Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 2008), p.5. 
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identities, with the twists and turns of their marriage plot fictionalising the historical and 

political impediments to emancipation. For as Burney understood, current toleration 

seemed to be based more on a polite silence, where the religious violence that led to 

Anglican hegemony was brushed under the carpet as best able. Yet ignoring the past and 

stumbling blindly into merging these two families and histories risks, as we will see both the 

resurgence of     

 

 

On the evening of Thursday the 8th of June 1780, Susan Burney wrote to her sister Frances.  

 

‘Ah! Ah my dear Fanny! – How frightened & how miserable would you have been 

had you known what has been passing in St Martin’s Street, & indeed in almost 

every street in London since my last paquet – I had not had courage to take up a pen 

to write to you till now.2 

 

The previous Monday, their neighbor the magistrate William Hyde came into the parlour 

and warned them of a mob attacking queen street, and, quote ‘threatening to set fire to 

some of the houses because they were inhabited by Roman Catholics – the evening before 

they had burnt down the chapel in Moor Fields, & several poor Catholics houses.’ Before 

                                                           
2 Susan Burney to Frances Burney, 8-12 June 1780 BM Barrett Egerton MS 3691 f. 132 – 142 All 

subsequent references to this MS. 

 



 3 

long, she continues ‘we were to have some of this horrid work before our own eyes.’ St 

Martin’s Street soon drew the attention of the mob. ‘30 foot guards with an ensign at their 

head marched into the street’, but not only was the ensign unwilling to risk a confrontation 

with a mob that severely outmanned them and withdrew, in doing so at least ‘one of the 

soldiers joined in the huzzah’. This was obviously ‘severely alarming’ to the family. ‘if the 

military power would not act,’ then the mob would no longer be restrained from ‘the 

outrages they might be disposed to commit.’ 

 

At first, as ‘my sister & I stood at the window’ the crowd seemed to melt away. But a small 

group seemed to notice Susan watching fearfully: 

 

I saw about 10 men & women in a group looking up at our Windows – “No popery,” 

cried they & repeated this 2 or 3 times – but as Men, Women, & children had been 

crying No Popery a thousand times during the evening, & indeed all the day long, we 

had no idea that we were ourselves addressed at this time, till one of the men said 

to the rest pointing us out, “they are all three papists.” – “for god sake, cried poor 

Etty, Mr Burney call out No popery or anything” – Mr B – accordingly got his hat & 

Huzza’d from the window – It went against me to hear him, tho it seemed no joke in 

the present situation of things to be mark’d out by such wretches, as Papists – “God 

bless your honour” they then cried, & went away very well satisfied. 

 



 4 

While Susan earlier used the language of outrages against the rule of law and dismay at its 

breakdown in the context of the ‘poor’ Roman Catholics, here she sets out a much more 

complex anxiety regarding the family’s identity. In order to safeguard his family, it becomes 

necessary to repeat the quasi-revolutionary motto of No Popery. Yet it is quite clear that the 

family does not share the crowd’s anti-Catholic proclivities. Just the sight of seeing their 

father Charles ‘went against me to hear him, tho it seemed no joke in the present situation 

of things to be mark’d out by such wretches.’ In other words, Susan is caught between her 

obvious sympathies towards the Catholic victims of the riots and the necessity of allying 

themselves – however temporarily – with the mob if they wish to avoid a similar fate. Susan 

here articulates an under-represented yet important fact of the family’s identity that’s most 

often identified with Charles’ attitude to Frances’ early formative love for her own Catholic 

maternal grandmother: a natural sympathy towards their fellow Catholics, balanced by the 

political expediency of performative Anglicanism for a financially precarious family.  

 

Indeed, Susan evinces a complex understanding of how the law restricts and disenfranchises 

the Catholic population. As the mob takes hold, more and more ‘small fires’ burn as the 

rioters pull down houses and destroy the inhabitants’ belongings. ‘tho’ the damage is in 

itself nothing,’ Susan explains:  

 

compared to the great houses & public buildings that have been destroyed make my 

heart ache to think of as they must have proved the utter ruin of so many poor 
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innocent people, who, because they are Catholics, can have no hope of redress, nor 

even to venture to complain of the injuries they have received[.] 

 

The recent movements towards economic emancipation, in Susan’s eyes at least, have not 

gone far enough. As she understands, the Catholic population of London are victims twice 

over. Firstly because of their losses under a mob which, through their peaceful 

commandeering of the soldiers sent to control them, are at least tacitly legitimized by the 

law, and secondly because as Catholics, they ‘can have no hope of redress, nor even venture 

to complain of the injuries they have received.’ This final sentence is telling. They cannot 

complain not because they are morally unjustified in doing so, as potentially treasonous 

foreign agents, but because they are themselves unjustly marginalized and penalized under 

a legal system that, no matter what the crime, cannot but see its ‘innocent’ Catholic 

subjects as anything other than potential traitors. 

 

 Susan’s account further demonstrates not only their continued sympathy, but the family’s 

own links to Catholic London. Soon, Mrs Reynolds arrives to warn them that quote ‘Mr 

Drummond, whose daughter is one of my father’s scholars, was expected to be attacked 

that night – because his wife & family are Catholics – did you ever hear of such persecution? 

– His house is just opposite to Sir Joshua Reynolds.’ Their links are not just restrained to 

Charles’ students. Soon after, ‘Mr Porter,’ whose wife ran a china shop in a house owned by 

Charles, arrived and asked to speak to him. As Charles was out, Mr Porter was led to ‘my 
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mother and me in the Parlour’ where: 

 

He told us, with a face of patient misery which struck me with the utmost commiseration, 

that reports were spread about that his house was to be attacked that night – “Good god”, 

cried I – “Yours? - & for what purpose? – because ma’am … they say we are papists” – God 

bless my soul – but is it so?” – at the time I ask’d the question I had indeed no idea that it 

was, or I should not have put it so abruptly, but by the poor man’s countenance I was but 

too well convinced – “ I was educated Ma’am in those principles.” Said he looking down – 

“Oh for heaven sake,” said I, interrupting the poor man do not apologise for them to us – we 

are the last people who would wish you to be persecuted. 

 

Their father Charles was even more direct in his criticism. In a letter to his friend and 

collaborator Thomas Twining, he damned the ‘outrages’ committed by Lord Gordon and his 

‘fanatics’ and ‘miscreants’ and described how his Italian Catholic friends, performing at the 

Opera during the violence though ‘guilty of a religion and country different to the mad bull, 

John, sang and danced with the utmost fear and trembling.’3 The family’s letters, even 

without touching upon Frances’ well known missives back from Bath about the poor 

persecuted priest Charles Walmesley, therefore reveal a family that is profoundly 

sympathetic in its attitude towards the Catholic victims. But it also highlights – via Charles’ 

                                                           
3 Charles Burney to Thomas Twining 11 June 1780 in Charles Burney The Letters of Charles 

Burney, vol 1,  1551 – 1784 ed by Alvaro Ribeiro, SJ  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991 ), pp 301 

– 312, p.302, 306. 
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tenants and students – how inextricable the Burney family was from contemporary Catholic 

society. 

 

With this in mind, I want to begin to highlight the Anglican character of Cecilia herself. For 

example, one of the first things Burney tells us about Cecilia is in fact about her Anglican 

clergyman uncle, Dean Beverley. Moreover, when she finds Mrs Harrel’s behaviour wanting, 

she  

 

Look[s] forward to the claims which the splendid income she was soon to possess 

would call upon her to discharge. A strong sense of DUTY, a fervent desire to ACT 

RIGHT, were the ruling characteristics of her mind: her affluence she therefore 

considered as a debt contracted with the poor, and her independence, as a tie upon 

her liberality to pay it with interest. 4 

 

Cecilia therefore figures her own agency and identity in terms of a legal, hierarchical, and 

moral web. Her own agency is enabled by and depends on her legal subordination to the 

will of her clergyman uncle; but is in turn dependent on her own moral ‘duty’ to ‘act right’ 

and engage in Christian charity. This legal-theological language places Cecilia near to 

Hannah More’s later anti-jacobinical direction to ladies that placed charity at the heart of 

                                                           
4 Burney, Cecilia, p.55. 
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their Christian identity.5 Cecilia views herself not just as a Christian woman of means, but as 

an Anglican Woman whose duty to her uncle, to God, and to the poor is inextricable not 

only her ability to carry it out, but more fundamentally from her womanhood itself.  

 

As we all know, courtesy books have a direct influence here.  These texts set out a certain 

baseline of behaviour for the fashionable eighteenth century woman. As Claudia Marina 

Vessilli has argued: 

 

Raccomandar loro, spesso in tono drammatico e sentenzioso, un comportamento 

virtuoso unito a modestia, sensibilità, decoro, prudenza, e sottomisione pronta e 

assoluta al marito, per legge signore e padrone. 6 

 

[they recommend, often in a dramatic and sententious tone, a virtuous conduct 

which combines modesty, sensitivity, decorum, prudence, and a ready and absolute 

submission to one’s husband, by law lord and master.] 7 

 

                                                           
5 Lisa Wood, Modes of Discipline: women’ conservatism, and the novel after the French 

Revolution, (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2003), p.42. 

6 Claudia Marina Vessilli, Cecilia tra I <<courtesy books>> e la Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman, (Rome: Edizioni dell’ateneo & bizzarri: 1979), p.13. 

7 Own translation. 
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Such behaviour helped ‘mettere in guardia la figlia […] contro I pericoli di una societa 

considerate <wolfish> .8 Frances Burney, as both Vessili and Hemlow have noted, read these 

texts voraciously. Her diaries and reading lists are full of references to, inter alia, Fenelon, 

Madame De Genlis, Hannah More, and Mrs Chapone.9 Vessili, indeed, points to the 

overwhelming praise given to Cecilia to argue that the novel itself can be read as a conduct 

novel.10 This is pertinent. Cecilia, then, is not just a conduct novel itself, but is a summa 

thereof. To misquote Tennyson, she is a part of all she has read. What I want to argue, then 

is by reading her struggles with the austere Delvile family and her miserly and money 

grabbing guardians, her readers are not just reading another struggle through a mystifying 

society undergoing rapid change, but are engaging with a wider and implicit critique of the 

principles found in the books.  

 

Cecilia, of course, is not just a walking-talking national archetype, some sort of everywoman 

figure from early modern literature.  But her attempted behaviour does reflect a strong 

national ideology. Mrs Chapone, with whom Frances carried on a long and fruitful 

correspondence even after her marriage to d’Arblay, began her instructions to her niece 

with a strong appeal to religion and history.  

                                                           
8 Vessili, Cecilia tra I…, p.14 
9 Joyce Hemlow, ‘Fanny Burney and the courtesy books,’ PMLA, 65:5 (Sep., 1950), p.732. 

10 It is possible that Burney wrote at least her first two novels with these books in mind. Frances’ 

journal entry of Wednesday September 29 1774 recounts at length how seriously her family took her 

joke that she intended to write a courtesy book for her family and friends at Samuel Crisp’s house at 

Chesington. See Wednesday 29 1774, Lars E. Troide, ed. The Early Journals and letters of Frances 

Burney, Vol 2. (McGill-Queens University Press: Kingston and Montreal, 1990). 



 10 

 

You are now in your fifteenth year, and must soon act for yourself; therefore, it is 

high time to store your mind with those principles, which much direct your conduct 

and fix your character.11 

 

First amongst these principles was an awareness that quote ‘the only sure foundation of 

human virtue is religion, and the foundation and first principle of religion is the one true 

God,’ and therefore she should read quote ‘the historical books of the old testament – 

provided you read them as an history, in a regular course, and keep the thread of it in your 

mind, as you go on.’12 Chapone calls on her niece to internalise a coherent religious history 

in the hopes of avoiding its mistakes. As Emma Major has pointed out, this was an acute 

national project for british women. The eighteenth century Anglican church was  

increasingly figured as a woman representing a golden mean of behaviour between the 

extremes of Catholicism and Puritanism.13 Attempting to emulate this ideal of Anglican 

national womanhood ‘allowed some women to see themselves as active agents in the 

shaping of the nation.’14 Cecilia, for Major, sees the heroine ‘practic[ing] the ‘golden mean’ 

of female polite behaviour despite being surrounded by a confusing array of fashionable 

                                                           
11 Hester Chapone, Letters on the improvement of the mind, (Dublin: J. Exshaw, esq, 1773), 

p.2. 

12 Chapone, Letters, p.6, 16. 

13 Emma Major, Madam Britannia: Women, church, and nation, 1712 – 1812, (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2012), p.32-3. 

14 Major, Madam Britannia, p.2-3. 
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types.’15 This is true. But the religious and national character of this golden mean must be 

reasserted; Cecilia’s behaviour through the novel is not just a nice attempt to preserve her 

cash from Harrel’s grasping hands and dole it out to the deserving poor. Rather, as she falls 

in love with Delvile, her conduct-book behaviour and reliance on Anglican capital struggles 

to assert a particular Anglican narrative of British national history.  

 

Yet if the name of Beverley is steadfastly Anglican, the name of Delvile carries a distinct 

Catholic taste. This is, at least, what the Calvinistic Mr Briggs immediately suspects. For 

Briggs, the fashionable Mr Harrel, who goes on to threaten suicide to wheedle Cecilia out of 

her £10k to pay his debts, only to eventually commit public suicide, is merely ‘[A] pretty 

guardian.’ However, he wants to know: 

‘And where’s t’other? Where’s old Don Puffabout? 

 “If you mean Mr. Delvile, sir, I have not yet seen him.” 

“Thought so. No matter, as well not. Only tell you he’s a German Duke. Or a Spanish 

Don Ferdinand. Well you’ve me! poorly off else.’ 16 

 

Briggs is always quick to call Delvile by these names. Elsewhere he’s a Spanish Don, then 

Don Vampus, ‘his Grace the Right honourable Mr Vampus,’ and even ‘my Lord Don 

                                                           
15 Major, Madam Britannia, p.36. 

16 Burney, Cecilia, p.95. 
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Pedigree.’17 Megan Woodworth suggests Briggs raises the spectre of the Spanish aristocracy 

to criticise a wider failure of British liberty in the ruling classes, something he himself will 

reassert. 18But I think we need to stress the religious character here. As Briggs hints, the 

Delvile family name is suspiciously and vaguely European, with both a Spanish ‘Del’ and 

French ‘Ville.’ We all know how important surnames are for Burney. Here, they point to a 

fundamental Catholicism in the Delvile family with Briggs reminding Cecilia not just of the 

fundamental alienation of the British aristocracy from good Britons like him, but of Delvile’s 

fundamental alienation from Good Protestant England. Like the rioters, Briggs is adept – or 

thinks he is – at isolating Catholics in the crowd. 

 

Briggs’ mockery of Delvile’s Catholicism becomes even more brazen as the novel continues. 

Eventually, Compton threatens him with the barely concealed challenge that ‘no man of the 

name of Delvile brooks […] dishonour.’ Briggs continues regardless. Confident in his social 

position and, for a man who worships every penny, in a curiously anti-materialistic 

memento mori he demands to know: 

 

will the old grandees jump out of their graves to frighten us? […] a set of poor souls 

you won’t let rest in their coffins; mere clay and dirt! fine things to be proud of! A 

                                                           
17 Burney, Cecilia, p.753. 

18 Megan Woodworth, ‘“if a man dared act for himself”: Family romance and independence 
in Frances Burney’s Cecilia’ Eighteenth century fiction, Vol 22, no 2, winter 2009, pp 355-
370, p. 365. 
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parcel of old mouldy rubbish quite departed this life! Raking up bones and dust, 

nobody knows for what!’19 

 

Although Belfield and Floyer do duel later in the novel, notwithstanding Mortimer’s 

interruption – Mr Delvile pointedly finds no avenue for a response. He can say nothing 

without raising Briggs’ suspicions of Catholic plots.  Instead, ‘With a very stately air’ Delvile 

withdrew, ‘but was soon stopt [sic], upon Mr Briggs’ calling out “Ay, Ay! Don Duke, poke in 

the old charnel houses by yourself, none of your defunct for me!’ 20 Briggs here co-opts the 

stately language of a restoration court – and perhaps early modern theatre - to mock 

Delvile’s lineage and supposedly idolatrous faith: his once great family are nothing but 

‘bones and dust’. Despite Briggs’ later remark that Delvile ‘says his prayers’ to ‘all his old 

grand-dads’, he knows there is nothing to worship as saints there, that Delvile’s family 

contain no catholic relics, and there are no power in their martyrs.21 His family ‘honour’ 

consists now only in his identity figured in his name, which is always on the defensive; his 

social and economic credit to Briggs is utterly debased. Catholics, as Susan Burney 

understood, were stripped both of any potential for insurrection and any ability to seek 

even extra-judicial justice. 

 

                                                           
19 Burney, Cecilia, p.454. 

20 Burney, Cecilia, p.454-5 

21 Burney.  Cecilia, p.753. 
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Yet even from her position of relative power, Cecilia finds the stark reality of Britain’s 

Catholic past imposing.  Arriving at Mr Delvile’s townhouse with plans to beg leave to live 

with him, she finds herself stunned into silence. Quote: 

 

The house of Mr Delvile was grand and spacious, fitted up not with modern taste, 

but with the magnificence of former times, the servants were all veterans, gorgeous 

in their liveries, and profoundly respectful in their manners; everything had an air of 

state, but of a state so gloomy, that while it inspired awe, it repressed pleasure. 22 

 

Coming a mere handful of pages after Mr Brigg’s speech, it is a short step from his threats of 

Catholic tyranny to seeing in the ‘inspired awe’ of the ‘magnificence of former times’ and 

reified class system, the dark shadow of a Stuart past that looms out of time into the 

present. As Karen Lipsedge has pointed out, interior decoration became in the eighteenth 

century a powerful symbolic language with which the gentry could signal their taste.23 For 

Delvile, the air of state and his servants liveries point to the social credit and power granted 

by his aristocratic lineage. For a man who has very little else, it is no wonder he revels in it; 

it reminds both him and his young guest of his claims not only to britishness, but 

concurrently and impolitely of the religious violence intrinsic to Anglican hegemony. Delvile 

perhaps only sees this as refreshing his own social capital. But for Cecilia, with Briggs’ rant 

                                                           
22 Burney, Cecilia, p.97. 

23 Karen Lipsedge, Domestic Space in Eighteenth-Century British novels, (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2012), p.22. 
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fresh in her mind, and for the reader, for whom London was still singed, such reminders are 

unsettling at best and inflammatory at worst.  

 

Delvile, moreover, is supremely confident in his Catholic history. He dismisses the claims of 

the other guardians, and tells Cecilia to consider herself solely his ward. He is particularly 

keen to let her know how much this particular honour is thanks to her late uncle. 

 

“The Dean,” he resumed, “was then very ill; my displeasure, I believe, hurt him. I was 

sorry for it; he was a worthy man, and had not meant to offend me; in the end, I 

accepted his apology, and was even persuaded to accept the office. You have a right, 

therefore, to consider yourself as personally my ward, and though I do not think 

proper to mix much with your other guardians, I shall always be ready to serve and 

advise you, and much pleased to see you.”  24 

 

Cecilia wearily tells him what a great honour this all is and rises to flee. Delvile tells her to sit 

down and not to worry because he isn’t busy all morning. What this scene underscores, 

however, is how little Cecilia matters – for the moment - in Mr Delvile’s grand scheme of 

things. Like his own attitude to his son Mortimer, Cecilia represents only the goods of her 

own family. She is the niece of an Anglican Dean, but Delvile graciously won’t hold that 

against her as the Dean – unlike, perhaps, his peers – ‘was a worthy man.’ There are thus 

                                                           
24 Burney, Cecilia, p. 99. 
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two dynasties at play here, two competing English aristocracies; the Anglican religious 

tradition and the Catholic Delvile family. Delvile is certain which carries a deeper legitimacy.  

 

What is also striking here is the failure of Cecilia’s courtesy books in providing a schema for 

such stark religious difference. Mr Delvile is very much on home turf. He began by telling 

Cecilia how lucky she is to have been granted an audience:25 

 

At this time of day I am generally in a crowd. People of large connections have not 

much leisure in London, especially if they see a little after their own affairs, and if 

their estates, like mine, are dispersed in various parts of the kingdom.’ 26 

 

                                                           
25 Karen Harvey suggests that ‘great chairs’ were an integral part of the domestic 

masculinity: ‘a ‘great chair’ was a must for a man of comfortable social status. While sitting 

was not positively associated with relaxation in the middle decades of the eighteenth 

century, and chairs were not for reclining but for activity, the ‘arm chairs’ and ‘easy chairs’ 

connote the steady and comfortable authority of men in the house.’’ Mr Delvile, through 

not rising, thereby attempts to assert both his aristocratic and patriarchal authority over the 

newcomer while only further, in Cecilia’s eyes, asserting his terror. Karen Harvey, The Little 

Republic: masculinity and domestic authority in eighteenth century Britain, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), p.132. 

26 Burney, Cecilia, p.97. 
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As Gabriel Glickman has noted, English Catholics were often socially indistinguishable from 

the wider hinterland of the British gentry. 27If Mr Briggs has done his best to pick the 

Delviles out from the crowd and assert their difference, Delvile here is at pains to assert his 

place ‘in a crowd,’ among his ‘large connections,’ and accordingly his rightful place in 

modern British society no matter what Mr Briggs might claim. Yet for Cecilia, eyes 

wandering over the gloomy room, it is a short step from hearing of his ‘estates […] in various 

parts of the kingdom,’ to thoughts of the Catholic aristocratic strongholds of Lancashire and 

enduring claims on the rest of the kingdom. Not that Mr Delvile notices her growing unease, 

quote: ‘still imputing to embarrassment, an inquietude of countenance that proceeded 

merely to disappointment,’ he ‘imagined her veneration was every moment increasing.’28 

Indeed, in his attempts ‘to give her courage,’ he soon ‘totally depressed her with 

mortification and chagrin.’29 Although Cecilia has arrived to ask for permission to live with 

the family, she begins to find that, on Catholic ground, polite Anglican language has failed 

her. Politeness, indeed any of the elements key to the courtesy books which were supposed 

to aid such social intercourse, are shown to be utterly useless in the face of such an 

overwhelming social and cultural gap and, for Cecilia, so many apparent proofs of 

continuing Catholic tyranny. The only polite option left is silence.  

 

Yet as we’ve already seen, such silence breeds misunderstandings. Perhaps the best 

example of this is the Delvile’s quasi-gothic castle. ‘Situated in a large and woody park, and 

                                                           
27 Gabriel Glickman, The English Catholic Community, 1688 – 1745: Politics, Culture, and 
Ideology (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2009), p.79. 
28 Burney, Cecilia, p.98. 

29 Ibid. 
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surrounded by a moat,’ it speaks not just to the anchoring of the Delvile family in English 

history, but stubbornly proclaims the violence their family has endured – and continues to 

endure -  as it clings to the faith in a hostile kingdom:  

 

A draw-bridge which fronted the entrance was every night, by order of Mr Delvile, 

with the same care as if still necessary for the preservation of the family, regularly 

drawn up. Some fortifications still remained entire, and vestiges everywhere were to 

be traced of more; no taste was shewn in the disposition of the grounds, no 

openings were contrived through the wood for distant views or beautiful objects: 

the mansion house was ancient, large and magnificent, but constructed with as little 

attention to convenience and comfort, as to airiness and elegance; it was dark, 

heavy, and monastic.30 

 

Burney prompts the reader to recall gothic literature. She helpfully glosses the castle as 

‘dark, heavy, and monastic,’ both invoking those harbingers of tyranny, monks and nuns and 

suggesting a terrible aristocratic villain.31 Yet despite describing ‘a draw-bridge’ which was 

‘with the same care as if still necessary for the preservation of the family, regularly drawn 

                                                           
30 Burney, Cecilia, p.457. 

31 As Cardinal Newman noted, ‘the conventional impression of Catholic life in his day [was] 

typified by an “old fashioned house of gloomy appearance, with an iron gate.” Catholic 

identity, then, was connected in the popular mind with a certain gothic aesthetic. Cardinal 

Newman, quoted in Edward Norman. Roman Catholicism in England from the Elizabethan 

Settlement to the second Vatican council. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 3 
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up,’ Mr Delvile is no gothic tyrant. Instead, what I want to suggest is that Delvile’s Castle and 

its gloomy grounds betray a large and awkward psychic scar in the novel’s landscape and 

the family’s lives. They have suffered, and continue to live in terrible precarity in a society 

that would prefer to naturalise such proof with ‘beautiful objects.’ Indeed, despite the 

narrator’s conditionals, contemporary catholic Londoners might consider the drawbridge 

quite useful. Delvile may be a person of large connections, but his prominence in London 

society would have been dangerous at the time of the riots when, as Susan recounts, the 

line between Catholic, Anglican, and Papist was blurred.   

 

Cecilia’s reaction is accordingly uneasy. Mrs Delvile however, is aware of her guest’s 

emotions, and the first thing she does upon Cecilia’s arrival is to take quote: 

 

all possible care to make the apartments and situation of Cecilia commodious and 

pleasant, and to banish by her kindness and animation the gloom and formality 

which her mansion inspired. Nor were her efforts ungratefully received; Cecilia, 

charmed by every mark of attention from a woman she so highly admired, returned 

her solicitude by encreasing [sic] affection, and repaid all her care by the revival of 

her spirits. 32 

While we can appreciate the discordance in histories and motives at play here, Mrs Delvile 

appreciates the importance of selective viewing for her young Anglican guest. There are a 

                                                           
32 Burney, Cecilia, p.457 
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couple of important things to note here. First, as Michael Charlesworth’s reading of 

Radcliffe’s Romance of the Forest suggests, the proximity of Anglican characters in gothic 

novels to Catholic ruins at best engenders awkward whiggish guilt, and at worst prompts the 

young women to self-defensively read ruins as proof of Catholic tyranny. We see Cecilia 

doing this both at the Delvile’s house, and at their castle. Second, Broadway and Questier’s 

work demonstrates the critical importance of catholic women to the survival of early 

modern Catholicism.33 Mrs Delvile demonstrates a fluency with enlightenment norms that 

her husband lacks. She understands that anti-modernity as preservation of identity risks 

only further proving their tyranny for young women seeped in Anglican ideology. Politeness 

is predicated on glossing over difference. Accordingly, she moves Cecilia to the modern 

rooms, and hey presto – Cecilia perks up, with no more visible evidence of the brutal 

sectarian violence which underpins and maintains her wealth.  

 

More evidence that the fear of state-sponsored repression drives the Delvile’s behaviour 

comes from an ill-judged joke made by Mortimer’s cousin. Lady Honoria, commenting on 

the family’s financial problems and their crumbling country home, airily suggests ‘mak[ing] 

some capital alterations to this antient castle.’ Such alterations, she assures them, would 

take very little effort: 

 

                                                           
33 Jan Broadway ‘Agnes Throckmorton: a Jacobean recusant widow’ in Peter Marshal and 
Geoffrey Scott (eds) Catholic Gentry in English Society: the throckmortons of Coughton from 
Reformation to Emancipation. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2008), pp 123 – 143, p. 123 -4. Jan 
Broadway cites Michael Questier here. 
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It is only to take out these old windows, and fix some thick iron grates in their place. 

And so turn the castle into a gaol for the county”  

Mortimer laughed heartily at this proposition; but his father, unfortunately hearing 

it, sternly advanced, and with great austerity said, “If I thought my son capable of 

putting such an insult upon his ancestors, whatever may be the value I feel for him, I 

would banish him my presence forever.34 

 

Mortimer’s reaction underscores the generational differences at play here. Mortimer, 

Cecilia, and Lady Honoria are well-acclimatised to the modern world. For young and modern 

Catholics, The ’45 was decades ago, and the Gordon Riots could be seen as an anomaly. Yet 

while Mr Delvile may be perfectly at home in a crowd –  so he claims – he is very much not a 

part of it.  As one might expect, he has a much more acute sense of history. The idea that he 

might solve some temporary financial problems by turning his house into a jail and buying 

something more fashionable in the city is particularly horrendous considering the shadow of 

imprisonment cast by the penal laws. But it is also in particularly bad taste considering the 

recent popular violence. It is telling, moreover, that when he speaks of his son’s ‘insult upon 

his ancestors,’ it is left open whether he means turning his country seat into a gaol or 

marrying Cecilia. Both, for him, represent capitulation to the Anglican state.  

 

                                                           
34 Burney, Cecilia, p. 505. 
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So, let’s go back to the beginning, to Mortimer’s introduction and the family’s reasoning 

why a match with Cecilia is impossible. When Cecilia tells Mr Briggs that she plans to go and 

live with the Delviles he warns her off. In a break from raising the spectre of Don Vampus 

and mouldy bones, we’re told that  

 

Mr Delvile married his cousin, and each of them instigates the other to believe that 

all birth and rank would be at an end in the world, if their own superb family had not 

a promise of support from their hopeful Mortimer. 35 

 

Mrs Delvile later explains that her husband had thought of uniting Mortimer with his cousin 

Lady Honoria, but Mortimer ‘never could endure the proposal.’36 Well, Lady Honoria’s sister 

is next in line, and as Lady Honoria comments, she’s similarly lukewarm and would much 

prefer to become a nun.37 Nevertheless, the mania for their sole son’s inheritance is striking 

in its similarity to Dean Beverley’s attitude to Cecilia.  Four years before Cecilia’s publication, 

The Papists’ Act of 1778 eased the provisions of the Act against Popery Act of 1700 and 

allowed Catholics like Mortimer to inherit, dependent on their taking an oath of 

allegiance.38 This in turn eased Catholics’ reliance on a network of trusts run by Protestant 

                                                           
35 Burney, Cecilia, p.166. 

36 Burney, Cecilia, p.500-501 

37 Burney, Cecilia, p.467. 

38 Colin Haydon, Anti-Catholicism in Eighteenth-Century England, C 1714-80: A Political and 

Social Study (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), p.47. 



 23 

friends.39 The Delvile’s almost manic fixation on cousin marriage, coupled with Compton’s 

threats to disinherit Mortimer should he marry Cecilia, reflects Glickman’s other point that 

Early Modern Catholic families exhibited endogenous confessional kinship patterns.40 The 

Delvile family – like England at large - is at both a moment of crisis and unparalleled 

opportunity. Stability, perhaps even growth, is on the horizon. True, the recent riots have 

made their marginal status even more apparent. But the Papists Act means that their only 

son now has the opportunity to inherit without risking rival claims from any protestant 

branch. This great opportunity, of course, brings with it an even greater sense of family 

responsibility and, with an Anglican match on the horizon, a keen sense of danger.  

 

Cecilia and Mortimer’s convoluted marriage plot thereby allows Burney to raise these 

thorny issues in contemporary British history. Miranda J Burgess argues that late eighteenth 

century romance plots reflected the wider constitutional and social anxiety left by the 

Glorious Revolution and Protestant Settlement. With the unseating of the doctrine of divine 

right unsettling the patriarchal foundation of the family unit, a Lockean theory of sentiment 

worked to naturalise the legal foundation of society. Burgess goes on to argue: 

 

that a national dimension lay latent from the first in political economy, and so in its 

romance intertexts as well. […] the genre enabled critics and promoters of political 
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economy alike to isolate those details of British history and socioeconomic practice 

that refused to conform with the general rules of human nature that Hume and 

Smith set out.41 

 

In other words, romance allowed ‘mostly Anglican writers’ to work through these challenges 

and legitimise a new society underwritten by Protestant constitutional ideology. Burney’s 

novels, Burgess contends, decry ‘laissez-faire thinking about sexual and literary commerce, 

and its accompanying defensive nationalism’ which in turn lead to ‘the new-fangled tyranny 

of the marketplace.’42 Burgess further suggests that Burney laments the sacrifice of ‘the 

traditional tory equation of worth with birth.’ True. Burney certainly laments its prima facie 

dismissal, but families in Burney are, as we have seen, indistinguishable from their wider 

national and cultural contexts. That Beverley’s name continues legally, via wills, trusts, 

guardians, versus Delvile’s sanguineal arranged marriages hints dangerously at the wider 

conflict between constitutional monarchy of the Hanoverians and the divine right of the 

Stuarts. Mr Delvile’s supposedly ‘haughty’,43 patriarchal, and tyrannous dismissal of the 

name-clause against Cecilia’s appeal to emotion now appears if not reasonable then at least 

understandable. His autocracy is not proof of his gothic catholic tyranny, but rather a last-

ditch survival strategy against a representative of the Hanoverian state, whose marriage 

with their son represents the annihilation not just of a Catholic family, but the assimilation 
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of Catholic history to a Whiggish narrative of easy, bloodless progress to a glorious 

protestant enlightenment.  

 

While Cecilia may remain optimistic about the power of polite conversation to gloss over 

such nasty things as centuries of anti-Catholic persecution, Burney is adamant that these 

unresolved tensions will only lead to further bloodshed. In other words, Burney blames both 

The Gordon Riots and the spectre of further violence not solely on the recent moves towards 

emancipation, but more fundamentally on the assumption that there can be a legal answer 

to what is, in reality, a fundamental question of history, culture, and identity.  

 

Further evidence for this comes from the bloody outcome to Mortimer’s oath renouncing 

his family. As we all know, Mrs Delvile’s attempts to hint at the impossibility of the match 

fail. Cecilia does not, or does not want, to take the hint. After some six hundred pages, 

however, Mrs Delvile gets bored of hinting and plainly appeals to family unity. Cecilia 

declaims that she, quote ‘will not have the misery of involving him in repentance, nor of 

incurring the reproaches of the mother he so much reverences.’44 Mortimer is horrified, and 

tellingly allies parental to superstitious catholic tyranny when he laments a ‘compliance to 

which not merely my happiness, but my reason must be sacrificed.’45 Mrs Delvile then 

makes a direct appeal to the debt of blood they owe to their ancestors, inviting him to 
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imagine ‘the blood of your wronged ancestors rising into your guilty cheeks […] when 

wished joy upon your marriage by the name of Mr Beverley.’ The appeal to blood seems to 

work, and he tells his mother, ‘you have conquered.’ But it is not over. At the sight of 

Cecilia, he declaims: 

 

“I cannot, I will not give her up! – nor now, madam, nor ever! – I protest it most 

solemnly! I affirm it by my best hopes! I swear it by all I hold sacred!” Grief and 

horror next to frenzy at a disappointment thus unexpected, and thus peremptory, 

rose in the face of Mrs Delvile, who, striking her hand upon her forehead, cried, “My 

brain is on fire!” and rushed out of the room. [Mortimer] following her thither, what 

was his dread and his alarm, when he saw her extended, upon the floor, her face, 

hands and neck all covered with blood!46 

 

Emotion once again attempts to whitewash the stark historical and legal issues of wills and 

inheritances. But Mortimer also ‘protests’, he ‘affirms’, he ‘swears’ his love by all he holds 

‘sacred!’ If we compare this to the oath of allegiance required of Catholics post 1778 if they 

wished to inherit, then we find striking similarities in the careful repetition of ‘promise,’ and 

‘swear.’47 But rather than ‘guilty blood’ rising in Mortimer’s cheeks when called Beverley, 

the Delvile ancestor’s blood spills forth anew from his mother, who appears on the verge of 
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becoming a new martyr. Mrs Delvile, rather implausibly, recovers. Yet Burney’s message 

here is clear. Mortimer is right to see this as a battle. Anglican and Catholic strands of 

histories, wills and inheritances, cannot be skirted over by plaintive appeals. Blood will out. 

Any attempt to ignore history will only lead not only to entrenchment of further division, 

but inexorable repetition of sectarian violence.  

 

Indeed, it’s difficult not to see, in the psychological breakdown and rush through the city  

Cecilia suffers after the failure of her marriage and the encroachment of her creditors the 

shadow of wider social breakdown. In brief, she marries Mortimer secretly, thereby hoping 

to elude her uncle’s lawyers. Inevitably, they find out. Worse, Mortimer sees her with Mr 

Belfield, assumes infidelity, and abandons her. After an unfruitful appeal to his father, she 

runs through the streets ‘calling aloud’ in search of him in a passage worth quoting in full.  

 

No Delvile was there! — she turned the corner; yet saw nothing of him; she still 

went on, though unknowing whither, the distraction of her mind every instant 

growing greater, from the inflammation of fatigue, heat, and disappointment. She 

was spoken to repeatedly; she was even caught once or twice by her riding habit; 

but she forced herself along by her own vehement rapidity, not hearing what was 

said, nor heeding what was thought. Delvile, bleeding by the arm of Belfield, was the 

image before her eyes, and took such full possession of her senses, that still, as she 

ran on, she fancied it in view. She scarce touched the ground; she scarce felt her own 

motion; she seemed as if endued with supernatural speed, gliding from place to 
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place, from street to street; with no consciousness of any plan, and following no 

other direction than that of darting forward where-ever there was most room, and 

turning back when she met with any obstruction; till quite spent and exhausted, she 

abruptly ran into a yet open shop, where, breathless and panting, she sunk upon the 

floor, and, with a look disconsolate and helpless, sat for some time without 

speaking.48 

 

Her indignities do not end there. The inhabitants assume she’s a prostitute and are about to 

turn her out, but her superior airs lead them to guess she ‘was broke lose from bedlam.’ 

They go to rob her, but her pockets have already been ransacked by the mob. Still, they 

agree her nice clothes mean she’s a gentlewoman, and with the assumption of a reward, 

they lock her in the attic.  Burney thereby paints a picture of a woman whose psychosis is 

linked to a breakdown of London as a coherent geographical and social space. As the fiscal 

and legal framework of her Anglican hegemony collapses in the face of a failed assimilation 

into a catholic family, in its place rises a quasi-revolutionary epistemology of the mob. As 

her sense of self deteriorates, the lower orders come to pass a carnivalesque judgement: 

judging her sanity and depriving her of her liberty before ritually selling her off through a 

notice in the Daily Advertiser. Roads to emancipation which ignore Anglican hegemony, 

centuries of violence, and enduring cultural differences will not just lead to further sectarian 

violence, then, but threaten a wider breakdown; something which the fiercely loyalist 

Burney could not counter. 
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Yet despite this narrative wobble, Burney does see a way forward. The advertisement is 

successful, and Cecilia is claimed by a succession of men. First Albany, then Mortimer, and 

finally Mr Delvile pay their respects, with father and son lamenting the chances missed to 

save her life. Repentance for Mr Delvile however, comes with a curious gloss:  

 

at first sight of the bed and the attendants, [he] was hastily retreating; but the 

changed and livid face of Cecilia caught his eye, and, struck with sudden 

consternation, he involuntarily stopt. 

“Look at the poor young lady!” cried Dr Lyster; “can you wonder a sight such as this 

should make Mr Mortimer forget every thing else?” 

She was wholly insensible, but perfectly quiet; she seemed to distinguish nothing, 

and neither spoke nor moved. 49 

 

Forced voyeurism complete, a suitably penitent Mr Delvile relents. Cecilia recovers, both in 

terms of bodily and financial health. Though she has lost her inheritances via Mr Harrel’s 

wheedling and her marriage, Mrs Delvile’s sister is impressed enough by her virtue to grant 

her a small legacy, and she is able to restore, if not expand, her charity. At first glance, the 

critical agreement that this is just another of Burney’s lukewarm endings seems apt. As 

Terry Castle points out, this scene does seem particularly ghoulish: Cecilia is the object of an 
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uneasily disguised collective necrophilia’ and the only reason she goes on to be accepted by 

the Delviles after this scene is that, having seen her ‘stilled, and silent’, she can be admitted 

to the ‘phantasmic family of the dead.’50 This perspective however seems a little too 

restricted to Mr Briggs’ perspective of the old grandees. Cecilia, laying on the straw, 

endured such a ‘throbbing’ pulse that quote ‘every vein seemed bursting.’ In other words, 

Mr Delvile is not just visiting the corpse of female agency. He also venerates the ‘livid’ body 

of a young martyr who is, or is on the verge of, re-enacting the suffering endured by his own 

wife at Cecilia’s hands. Catholic suffering has been paid back by Anglican suffering, and 

having been forced to look he is able to see in her body a common identity. This absolution, 

moreover, occurs in a shop; a space of bourgeois credit in which Briggs himself would be 

comfortable. This scene is thus quietly radical; we have a Catholic man venerating an 

Anglican woman in Catholic terms, with a marian gloss, in enemy territory; he incorporates 

her spiritually, before returning her safely to his home. This recognition, of course, is non-

verbal. We have not bridged the gap of silence. But Burney nevertheless ultimately argues 

that it is only when such difference can be acknowledged that a common identity can be 

found. Indeed, acknowledgement of common suffering is the only way to avoid future 

violence.  

 

In Cecilia then we see a striking articulation of Frances’ own anxieties; both as a resident of 

a metropolis in flux and as a woman whose maternal Catholic heritage is balanced by her 

father’s anxious Anglicanism. The Beverleys and the Delviles represent not just two different 
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models of kinship, nor two different Christianities, but two competing version of English 

histories and identities. However difficult the marriage plot, and however grave its dangers, 

Burney is fearless in her determination that both inheritances are valid – even if there is 

nothing to counter the sense that the Delviles are good, loyal Hanoverians - and that 

Catholics thereby deserve their place at the heart of a modern society. Yet, more 

dangerously still, Burney goes further. In being recognised for her virtue by Mrs Delvile’s 

sister, Cecilia’s Anglican virtue is allied with Catholic virtue, and Burney thus asserts the 

shared Christian fellowship of her Catholic countrymen. It is this nod to her grandmother’s 

faith which points to a deeper tension being worked through, as Burney tries to work out 

what it means to be a loyal and virtuous Anglican woman.  

 

Thank you. 
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	On the evening of Thursday the 8th of June 1780, Susan Burney wrote to her sister Frances.
	Thank you.

