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‘The devil’s centres of operation’:1

English theatre and the charge of
blasphemy, 1698-1708

David Manning

The dominant notion of blasphemy in Britain today is built upon a perception
of what is offensive to the Christian religion. Derived from common law and
fashioned by the dynamics of public opinion, this view has been employed to
powerful effect in the Gay News trial of 1977 and, most recently, in charges
against the BBC broadcast of Jerry Springer the Opera in 2005.2  It would appear
that the exclusively religious conception of blasphemy as a sin against God,
punishable by God or His intermediaries, has been displaced by a more secular,
politicised view which focuses on the relationship between human agents. The
paradigm created by a broadly secular western democracy invariably places
artistic representations of the sacred within a polarised debate between religious
sensibilities and freedom of expression. In such a context, the need to negotiate
the sacred becomes imperative to maintaining a modus vivendi. Practically, a
model of upholding individual rights without risking a breach of the peace is
one to be defended. However, if our intellectual discussions of the sacred become
limited by such a framework, then we restrict our understanding of beliefs that
are not similar to our own. It should be clarified that there are other, more
profoundly religious, perceptions of blasphemy, and to conflate them with the
notion dominant in Britain threatens the potential for us to negotiate the sacred
successfully. By using an historical case study, this chapter will explore an
exclusively religious context to blasphemy and, in so doing, reveal what might
cause a devotedly religious individual to make the charge of blasphemy. Here,
the application of history becomes particularly useful, because we can escape
immediate bias that the charge of blasphemy is only made by cranks or fanatics,
as well as preconceptions concerning the right of freedom of expression.3  Let
us, then, consider the reaction of pious Christians to the activities of the theatre,
within the context of a devoutly Christian society.

Blasphemous theatres and plays
The only legislation ever passed with Royal Assent against blasphemy in England
was the Blasphemy Act of 1698.4  Political wrangling had limited the scope of
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the Act to a denunciation of anti-trinitarian conceptions of God; however, it was
sold to the public as a realisation of King William III’s personal commitment to
‘discourage profaneness and immorality’.5 The necessity of this presentation
was borne out of a belief among growing numbers of Protestants that England
was plagued by immorality and vice on a scale that risked divine punishment.
At this time, England was a devoutly Christian society, and a belief in God’s
providence was virtually universal. Indeed, all major events were interpreted
providentially and nationwide fasts were often instigated by the regime to
appease the Almighty in times of perceived crisis. Furthermore, the most pious
individuals believed that God shaped the very nature of human happiness and
misery.6 Those seized by the belief that vice plagued the nation had to look no
further than the earthquake of 1692 for confirmation: God was angry. For zealous
reformers, one of the most public and institutionalised centres of vice was the
playhouse; for it had a ‘natural and unavoidable tendency to that which [was]
sinful and unlawful’.7  Unlike the tavern or the whore-house, the theatre
stimulated the mind as well as the body. It could promote many different vices
to a diverse audience, who shared the experience together in place and time.8

The playhouse was not simply a venue where vice was represented and then
imitated by vulnerable members of the audience;9  it was a place where
playwright, player and audience met to collude in sin. Given that the state had
seemingly failed to provide adequate direction on the matter, it was therefore
timely that the pious clergyman Jeremy Collier published A short view of the
immorality and profaneness of the English stage in 1698.10

Collier’s work proved popular as most upstanding Christians would have
probably acknowledged that some stages, particularly those at the annual
Bartholomew Fair, attracted disreputable characters and promoted vices such
as profane swearing, mocking of religion, lewdness and drunkenness.11  As well
as attacking these vices, however, Collier posited a much more unpalatable
argument that the theatre as an institution was fundamentally evil. Within the
pages of his substantial book he exposed specific plays as immoral, profane, and
blasphemous; furthermore, he lambasted audience appreciation of these plays
as tantamount to worshipping the Devil.12 The ensuing controversy, which has
become known to literary scholars as ‘the stage debate’, questioned the very
existence of the playhouse in a godly society, and served as a searing indictment
of past and contemporary regimes for their failure to define and condemn
blasphemy in all its forms.

In 1698, there were two professional, permanent theatres in London, one in
Drury Lane and the other in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and they were attended by a
wide cross-section of society.13 The Drury Lane theatre was known as the
‘Royal’, being patronised by the monarch, and its actors assumed the title of
‘His Majesties Servants’. The idea that these playhouses could harbour evil was
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seen by many contemporaries as preposterous. While there was general support
for Collier’s call to reform the stage, few reformers endorsed his specific charges
of profanity and blasphemy. By 1699 it became clear that parliament would not
sanction any reform of the theatre, and support for the cause gradually waned.
Indeed, most contemporaries would have probably forgotten all about Collier’s
charges of blasphemy had it not been for another providential act of God, and
an astonishing historical accident.

On the evening of 26 November 1703, a great storm hit England which caused
widespread damage and thousands of deaths.14 The event was universally
acknowledged by the nation’s Protestants as a sign of God’s wrath. To mark the
severity of the situation, Queen Anne declared that a general fast be observed
as public penance on 19 January 1704. Amidst the national distress, it was
reported that a group of actors had only days after the storm performed a version
of Shakespeare’s The Tempest.15 The failure of the playhouse to cancel this
production in the aftermath of the storm caused pious campaigners once again
to take up the pen and attack the stage, this time with a clear mandate from the
Almighty. Collier quickly published a short, cheap summation of A short view
which, along with a number of other zealous anti-stage publications, were bought
and distributed in significant numbers as part of a massive propaganda campaign
by the newly formed Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge (SPCK).
In the following months, two prominent journalists, John Tutchin and Daniel
Defoe, joined the fray by attacking the stage in their respective publications:
The Observator and A Review. Two years later, the zealous clergyman Arthur
Bedford capitalised on the momentum of the renewed campaign and published
The evil and danger of stage-plays which claimed to list approximately 1400
examples of ‘swearing, cursing and blasphemy’ in plays of the previous two
years alone.16  Despite the ideological differences that would have existed
between them, Collier, Bedford, Tutchin, and Defoe shared a common bond by
stressing the profanity and blasphemy of the theatres, re-igniting the belief that
playhouses were the ‘Devil’s centres of operation’.17 The rest of this chapter
will investigate why these men considered certain plays to be blasphemous. It
will be shown that, far from a one-dimensional notion of offensiveness, the
charge of blasphemy articulated complex and deeply held theological anxieties.

A religious critique of dramatic language
The interpretations that our anti-stage writers placed on dramatic texts might
well appear facile or even absurd to modern readers and so, before turning to
the evidence, we need to understand the way in which they would have
approached play scripts. In proving specific plays guilty of blasphemy, it would
appear that to men such as Collier, textual and/or dramatic context was a complete
irrelevance. To explain why intelligent men could neglect the fundamental
significance of context, most literary scholars have concurred with Aubrey
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Williams that the clash between Collier and the playwrights was principally the
result of opposing philosophical theories concerning the separation between life
and art. This explanation cast Collier as a staunch defender of the Platonic notion
that representation is a copy of reality, while placing the playwrights in an
opposing Aristotelian camp which stressed that representation is merely a symbol
of mental states that has no direct connection with reality. A number of
playwrights did construct replies to Collier from an Aristotelian perspective;18

however, I would argue that this evidence has guided scholars to make certain
assumptions about Collier’s position without considering the fact that he was a
devout clergyman. Indeed, it would be almost inconceivable that Collier’s method
was not religiously inspired.

Before A short view was published, John Tillotson, the then Archbishop of
Canterbury, delivered a sermon against the stage based upon Ephesians 4:29:
‘Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your mouth, but that which is
good to the use of edifying, that it may minister grace unto the hearers’.19  In
preaching that ‘corrupt communication was evidence of a corrupt and impure
heart’,20 Tillotson affirmed the decree of scripture to be absolute and he
seemingly drew upon Augustinian theology to connect evil deeds to an evil
will.21 The implications for the stage were clear: in discerning between good
and evil acts, context was an irrelevance. The significance of this judgment was
fully acknowledged by Collier in the pages of A short view and in similar fashion
Bedford stated that, ‘whatever is a sin when spoken in another place is as much
a sin when spoken in the play-house’.22 Thus, any word or words could be
legitimately censured, no matter what the context, if the accuser could
convincingly argue that they were wicked. It seems evident, therefore, that it
was an acute religious sensitivity to the word of God, rather than crude literalism
or Platonic theory that formed the central component of our anti-stage writers’
concerns. To appreciate their position fully, all intellectual preconceptions
regarding the legitimacy of context and the separation between life and art need
to be set aside. With this interpretative framework established we can now
consider what caused our anti-stage writers to charge plays with blasphemy.

Both Collier and Bedford were often explicit about identifying certain words
in play scripts as blasphemous; but the words were also understood within the
wider category of profanity. For example, in A short view, Collier devoted a
chapter to ‘the profaneness of the stage’, which was subdivided into two sections:
‘cursing and swearing’ and ‘abuse of religion’. The former was acknowledged
as being the most prevalent, while the latter, though less common, was perceived
as the more dangerous, principally because sometimes it did not ‘stop short of
blasphemy’.23  Profane swearing, such as ‘e Gad’ or ‘Lard’,24  was quickly
covered to give prominence to offences that were deemed blasphemous. It should,
therefore, be stressed that swearing against God or any form of general
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irreverence towards God or Christianity, while contemptible and profane, was
not actually viewed as blasphemy. Upon reading the anti-stage writings of the
period, it can be shown that evidence used to prove plays guilty of blasphemy
clustered around two central themes: corrupting the idea of God’s providence
and the use of demonic language.

The perceived attack upon God’s providence
Shortly after the storm, Collier wrote that during the notorious production of
The Tempest the ‘audience were pleased to clap at an unusual length of pleasure
and approbation’ at the mention of chimneys being blown down.25 The accuracy
of this claim is suspect,26  yet it demonstrates how the providential judgement
of the storm had increased religious sensitivity to matters of timing and position
vis-à-vis both action and reaction. In this instance, the subject matter of the play
was broadly irrelevant, for it was completely superseded by the failure of the
playhouse, the actors and the audience to act appropriately in the wake of God’s
divine judgement. The production of the play in question would most likely
have been unrecognisable to audiences today. The play was probably one of
two radical adaptations of Shakespeare’s original work, which included
significant alterations to the script and a good dose of devilish foolery and
bawdyness.27  Nevertheless, it would appear that it was the mere fact that a
‘mock tempest’28  had been played soon after the real, divinely sanctioned
tempest that caused charges of profanity and blasphemy. Indeed, when the day
of national penance arrived, the Bishop of Oxford told the Lords gathered at
Westminster Abbey that the playing of The Tempest shortly after the storm was
an ‘unprecedented piece of Profaneness’ that was an ‘affront to God, unparalleled
by any civilized nation’.29 The reaction to the playing of The Tempest was
certainly exceptional but for our anti-stage writers it was just one example among
many that demonstrated not just a disregard for God’s providence, but a
fundamental corruption of it. As Collier put it, the players and playwrights had
‘attempted as it were to scale the sky, and attack the seat of omnipotence: they
have blasphemed the attributes of God, ridiculed his providence’.30 To ignore
the providential acts of the Almighty was represented by anti-stage critics as a
terrible attack upon God, mocking His powers as if He did not exist.

In Sir John Vanbrugh’s play, The Relapse, the character Young Fashion
schemes to seduce his brother’s fiancée in order to secure her substantial dowry.
Upon devising a workable ploy with his accomplice, Fashion declares,
‘providence thou see’st at last, takes care of men of merit’.31  Collier was so
incensed by these words that he singled them out as ‘plain blasphemy’ and ‘an
eruption of hell with a witness’.32 The charge of blasphemy was acknowledged
and taken seriously, for it was one that playwrights did much to discredit. In
defending his work, Vanbrugh stated: ‘every body knows the word providence
in common discourse goes for fortune and yet no one ever thought it blasphemy
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to say, fortune’s blind, or fortune favours fools’.33  Michael Cordner has
suggested that Collier’s allegation of blasphemy was predominantly levelled in
reaction to a playwright’s failure to construct pious sentences from a common
religious vocabulary.34 This interpretation of literary literalism seems rather
one-dimensional. It should be noted that acts of providence were believed to be
instances of God’s omnipresent governance, which were designed to protect the
good and give warning and punishment to the wicked.35 The slightest suggestion
that God could smile upon wicked men would have been seen by Collier as
impossible, and not only an affront to the providential workings of God, but a
sign of devilish pride.

In another example, Collier denounced the following words from Thomas
D’Urfey’s version of Don Quixote as ‘directly blaspheming the Creation, and a
Satyr upon God Almighty’:36

Providence that form’d the Fair
In such a charm Skin,
Their Outside made his only Care,
And never look’d within.37

In this passage, the last two lines communicate the blasphemy because they were
seen as giving rise to the suggestion that God’s providence was only concerned
with the outward and superficial. The idea that God did not care for a person’s
soul would clearly render much of the Christian faith meaningless. The seemingly
innocuous passage from Don Quixote, to the hyper-sensitive reader, was
tantamount to an open denial of the truth of God’s working in the world. It
would appear that the charge of blasphemy allowed Collier to bypass lengthy
explanation and communicate the true wickedness of the passage to less astute
persons or those believing the words to be harmless. Blasphemy was a highly
evocative term; contemporary readers would have been well aware of God’s
terrible punishment of blasphemies related in the Bible.38 While it seemed
unbelievable that such a passage could be wicked, the fact that a clergyman
labelled them as blasphemous would have meant that they could not be assumed
harmless with a clear conscience.

In his newspaper, The Observator, Tutchin attacked an adaptation of
Shakespeare’s Macbeth which had also been performed shortly after the Storm.39

Contrary to the reaction against The Tempest, Tutchin’s grievance lay squarely
on the content of the play. He believed that the occult, evil forces prevalent in
the text of the play were presented as indistinguishable from God’s providential
powers, perverting the unique and infinitely good character of God.40  As it has
been shown, the fictional status of the characters was no excuse; real people
were still saying the words in the script and those words existed in print. God
alone was providential and so, according to Tutchin, the play was proof that
the actors were ‘impious and blasphemous wretches’ who had ‘ridiculed God’s
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Amazing and Stupendous Judgment’ of the Great Storm. The severity with
which Tutchin viewed this transgression against God’s providence was made
clear when he concluded that, ‘this is a sad omen of our [the nation’s] hasty
destruction’.41  It is, therefore, evident that the charge of blasphemy
communicated a very grave sin indeed.

Invoking devils
Many anti-stage writers expressed a belief that the playhouse was the Devil’s
domain. The origin of this belief dated back to the writings of the influential
second-century Christian Tertullian, who reported on an instance where a woman
attended a Roman theatre and became possessed by a devil.42  I have yet to come
across any reports of early eighteenth-century audiences being overcome by
such forces and even actors who directly invoked the Devil were not explicitly
described as being possessed, though their words were often denounced as
blasphemous. Indeed, the evidence used to censure plays as blasphemous appears
to have relied heavily on quotations that explicitly referred to devils and
damnation. Such language was not uncommon in plays of the period, being used
metaphorically and more readily as alternative modes of expression to taking
God’s name in vain. The plays in question, however, rarely contained
anti-religious themes, and most contemporaries would have deemed the language
fairly innocuous once set in context. Nevertheless, phrases which, for example,
appeared to represent acts of swearing by ‘death and the Devil’43  were plucked
out of scripts by men such as Bedford and denounced with vitriol as instances
of ‘unparalleled blasphemy’.44  For anti-stage critics, to mention demons in
swearing, cursing, or just an exclamation was evidence of actually calling upon
the forces of darkness. Before turning to the evidence, it would be useful to
establish the conceptual relationship between words that invoked devils, the
charge of blasphemy, and the notion that the theatre was demonic.

In The evil and danger of stage-plays, Bedford stated in no uncertain terms
that blasphemy was ‘a sin of that heinous nature, which the damned in Hell are
guilty of, and which makes them incapable of recovery’.45  At first glance, this
belief seems to be forged from an inaccurate reading of Matthew 12:31: ‘All
manner of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto me: but the blasphemy
against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men’,46  whereby Bedford
gives no consideration to the scriptural differentiation between pardonable and
unpardonable blasphemy. It transpires, however, that Bedford’s perception of
blasphemy shows remarkable similarities to the doctrine put forward by St.
Thomas Aquinas: to speak any sort blasphemy was a mortal sin which rendered
the utterer damned and those that were damned also blasphemed, to show their
hatred of the punishments inflicted upon them.47  Invoking devils was, therefore,
an example of the latter case (for who but the damned could possibly utter such
words). Put plainly, it was believed that only the damned could call upon devils
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and such an act was blasphemous because it demonstrated that the sinner, even
in the grip of God’s divinely sanctioned punishment, continued to defy the
Almighty. Collier similarly concluded that the profanity of the stage was ‘the
language of the damned’48  and that to pay to watch such sin was to ‘make a
contribution for blasphemy, and raise a tax for the government below?’49  In
demonological theory, the damned were understood to be controlled by devils.50

Therefore, actors who revealed themselves to be damned by their blasphemies,
could be construed as the devil’s agents and consequently to attend the theatre
was, as Tutchin put it, to ‘buy vice at the Devil’s shop’.51

In A short view, Collier attacked John Dryden’s version of Amphitryon 52  for
furnishing Jupiter with the omnipotence of God. To Collier, this was ‘blasphemy
on the top of the letter, without any trouble of inference, or construction’.53

The representation of heathen gods on stage could have been seen as idolatrous
and a violation of God’s first commandment. Yet, in stating that the ‘cover of
an idol is too thin a pretence to screen the blasphemy’,54  Collier hinted that the
sin of blasphemy was of an even greater magnitude. In this case, it would appear
that the notion of blasphemy went well beyond blurring the mythos of the ancient
gods with the ethos of the one true (Christian) God. Early Christian Fathers such
as Tertullian had claimed that Roman gods were in fact devils and for men such
as Collier, who were knowledgeable of and believed in such early Christian
writings, this view continued to hold credibility.55  Implicit in Collier’s treatment,
Jupiter was neither simply a representation of a mythical figure nor a potential
religious idol, but a devil. In light of Collier’s belief in the conceptual relationship
between blasphemy and the demonic, it would appear that the charge of
blasphemy articulated a belief that Dryden had sought to award omnipotent
powers to a devil, thus subverting the differentiation between good and evil
and laying waste to God’s truth.

In giving examples of the ‘blasphemous’ expressions of the stage, Tutchin
turned to the words of Vanbrugh’s Provok’d Wife: ‘Satan and his equipage;
woman tempted me, lust weakened me, and so the Devil overcame me, as fell
Adam, so fell I’.56  It would appear that the words that evoked the charge of
blasphemy were ‘the Devil overcame me’, as they could have been construed as
an open admission of a compact with the Devil. Such a view is confirmed when
Tutchin later went on to censure the phrase ‘hail powers beneath!’ from John
Corny’s version of Metamorphosis.57  Bedford denounced similar passages from
other plays that displayed a relationship between human and devil, such as the
invocation ‘to the Devil, so she bring no children’, from the anonymous play
The roving husband reclaim’d.58  On occasion, Bedford perused this interpretation
with a zeal that seems positively ludicrous to the modern reader. For example,
he condemned the phrase as ‘a devil a wit’ from the play The northern lass, which
he annotated ‘i.e. no wit’.59  For Bedford, these words constituted praise to the
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devil, which he believed was the ‘highest blasphemy that mortals can invent’.60

It seems clear that the meticulousness and fervour of Bedford’s interpretation
was but a genuine reflection of his fear of God’s wrath and an attempt to
implement what he believed to be God’s wishes as directed by Scripture, earlier
Christian writings and above all else God’s unmitigated providential warning.

It has been shown that our anti-stage writers genuinely believed that the
blasphemies of the theatre denigrated the truth of God’s workings in the world
and advanced the position of devils. In both method and substance, this view
was supported by a combination of Scripture, early Christian writings and the
work of eminent Christian theologians. Significantly, Tutchin, Bedford and
Collier were not considered cranks and their views held significant credibility
in the period of heightened theological anxiety after the storm of 1703. To these
men, the godly reformation required to stave off further divine punishment
simply could not be completed unless the theatre was drastically reformed. In
the final section of this chapter I want to return to the issue of negotiating the
sacred and reflect upon how our anti-stage writers sought to apply their examples
of blasphemy to affect actual reform.

The plight of God-fearing Christians
First of all, it must be stressed that, for pious English Protestants, the notion of
the sacred extended well beyond a collection of discrete beliefs, words, actions
or objects.61  In general terms the sanctity of God’s truth was universally accepted
and so playwrights, audiences and anti-stage writers all worked within, and
agreed upon, the same religious paradigm. This chapter has shown that the act
of negotiating the sacred in the stage debate was not complicated by questions
concerning the nature of the sacred or how it should be accommodated, but
rather how sensitively providence should be interpreted and how vigorously
God’s truth should be maintained and protected. It has already been noted that
our anti-stage campaigners sought more forceful and comprehensive reform than
did the governing regime, and yet God’s providential intervention of 1703 made
it impossible for the administration wholly to dismiss the claims of our writers.
Consequently, it would appear that in a state that held the sanctity of God’s
truth as its governing paradigm, the correct interpretation of God’s will rested
exclusively on His perceived intermediaries (i.e. the Monarch and her Bishops).
Yet, in times of crisis, the paradigm also allowed for a circumvention of the
authority of the Church and the law because God was ultimately the arbiter.62

The main strategy employed by reformers against immorality and lower-level
profanity was to appeal to magistrates to be more effective in the punishment
of the wicked.63 Yet, it is notable that this approach was not adopted by Collier,
Tutchin and Bedford. The main reason for this was probably pragmatic: it would
have been futile to appeal for state intervention against words that the state did
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not recognise as sinful.64  However, I would suggest that the unique way in
which our anti-stage writers conceived of the theatre as the devil’s domain also
significantly influenced their approach. Their consistent reference to the theatre
as the ‘Devil’s chapel’, or the ‘Devil’s engine’, or the ‘Devil’s shop’65  took the
literal observations of the early Christian Fathers and re-interpreted them afresh
for the eighteenth century by playing upon contemporary fears about the
prevalence of evil and socio-religious concerns among reformers that the theatre
had become anti-church. Importantly, the labels of theatre as the Devil’s ‘chapel’,
‘engine’ or ‘shop’ also indicate how our anti-stage writers believed that the sins
of the theatre were perpetuated. When the writings of our anti-stage writers are
taken in the round, it becomes clear that the main target of the campaign was
not the sinful playwrights and actors, but rather potential theatre goers and
people of influence. It was believed that the effectual reform of the playhouse
lay with the source of the problem — the audience. Collier’s view that the
audience were complicit has already been noted above, and Defoe was under no
illusion that the ‘Errors of the Stage, lie all in the Auditory’ for the actors were
but their ‘Humble Servants’.66  Indeed, it was the audience’s attendance, money
and applause that supplied the Devil with his congregation and ensured that
God’s truth continued to be denied. The outrage created by such evil
‘competition’ and the extent to which the charge of blasphemy exposed
fundamental and dangerous untruths is evident in a satirical poem by Daniel
Defoe, which was published on occasion of a new theatre being built at the
Haymarket in 1705. An extract of the poem reads as follows:

View but our Stately Pile, the columns stand,
Like some Great Council Chamber of the Land:
When Strangers view the Beauty and the State,
As they pass by, they ask what Church is that?
Thinking a Nation, so Devout as we,
Ne’r build such Domes, but to some Deity;
But when the Salt Assembly once they View,
What Gods they Worship, how Blaspheme the True;
How Vice’s Champions, Uncontrol’d within,
Roul in the very Excrements of Sin:
The Horrid Emblems so Exact appear,
That Hell’s an Ass, to what’s Transacted here.67

The primary approach of our anti-stage writers was, therefore, to appeal to the
Christian conscience of the potential theatre goer, thus bypassing the worldly
restrictions of politics and law and asking each individual to scrutinise their
actions more closely.

The polemical claims of Collier, Tutchin and Bedford formed a desperate
attempt to expose the wickedness of the stage. Citing play passages as
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blasphemous was crucial to the argument that the words in particular were
indeed fundamentally evil. Inflammatory passages attacking God’s providence
and invoking Devils were of little significance in isolation; but if they were
proved blasphemous, then anti-stage writers hoped that audiences would be
forced to accept that plays were evil and risked provoking God’s wrath. With
no earthly, objective judge, such issues were intractable and, for the victimised
playwrights and no doubt many humble audience members, it was actually men
such as Collier who were guilty of blasphemy by seeing wickedness where there
was none. As one eminent playwright put it: ‘where the expression is
unblameable in its own clear and genuine signification, he [Collier] enters into
himself like the evil spirit, he possesses the innocent phrase, and makes it bellow
forth his own blasphemies’.68  After His intervention in 1703, God did not
venture to give any further clarification on the matter and with His apparent
acquiescence, the heat of the stage debate subsided. The SPCK propaganda
campaign wound down in 1708 drawing to a close any serious chance of theatre
reform on the basis of its profanity and blasphemy.

Acknowledging modern providentialism
In conclusion, it has been shown that for pious English Christians of but three
centuries ago, the charge of blasphemy was a very grave one indeed.
Conceptually, blasphemy was conceived as a form of profanity that ranged from
cursing through to an inversion of God and the Devil. Extreme blasphemies
sought to subvert some of the most fundamental Christian truths, and were
denounced as irredeemable sins. Practically, it has been demonstrated how a
belief in a providential God, coupled with relatively conventional theology,
rendered seemingly innocuous plays and facile passages blasphemous and thus
a tangible threat to the whole nation.

This chapter has shown how the meaning of art can be construed from an
exclusively religious point of view. As a result, we should perhaps be more
ready to acknowledge that for those who believe in a providential God and
active devils, philosophical theories of representation and/or political rights of
freedom of expression pale into insignificance. A strong belief in providentialism
is certainly in evidence in many countries throughout the world and we need
only look to the Evangelical Christian lobby in the USA or the Islamic regime
under President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in Iran to see the vitality and influence
of such beliefs. To assume that all charges of blasphemy against art are limited
to notions of offensiveness between human agents, even within the West,
significantly limits our understanding of how profoundly religious individuals
and societies conceive of the world they live in. To devout believers defending
the sacred is a matter of life and death.
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