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Abstract 

This study examines the theatricalization of American Protestant evangelical 

Christianity during the Second Great Awakening (1790-1840). Using as organizing 

principles the concepts of form, function, and performance, I illustrate the theatrical shift 

in the religious culture of American evangelical Protestantism. Further, I attribute a large 

part of the success of the Second Great Awakening to the theatricalization of evangelical 

Protestantism. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

… America was the home of the evangelical religion which felt threatened by the 
world, yet superior to it … Democracy gave the American church its strength, but 
it set a number of snares for its feet. Ministers were important, but laymen called 
the tunes. Self-appointed prophets carried away whole congregations with them 
on newly discovered pathways to salvation. Politics had its own gospel, always 
challenging the evangelical message for attention. Religion in the New Jerusalem 
would have to develop a gospel equally intense and magnetic. The nineteenth-
century revival was, of all answers to these problems, the most exciting and the 
most arguable and the most lasting in its effects (Weisberger 18-19). 

  

In this study, I have set out to prove one simple two-pronged assertion. During the 

Second Great Awakening (1790-1860), Protestant evangelical Christianity cultivated, 

created, and performed a theatricalized version of itself and this theatricalization was a 

crucial aspect of the Awakening’s success. The Second Great Awakening was a religious 

revival movement in which clergy focused on the mercy and benevolence of God and 

emphasized the ability of people to control their own fate with regard to salvation and the 

afterlife. This movement was responsible for several changes in mainstream American 

Protestantism, including evangelism and conversion becoming the primary objectives of 

the performance of the religion, the wedding of evangelism and social reform, the 

disestablishment of the clergy (the severance of the clergy from their traditional source of 

power through social change and the lack of governmental support for churches), and the 

emergence of several new denominations. The evolution of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity also included a theatricalization.  

Theatricalization refers to a process by which Protestant evangelical Christianity 

came to resemble nineteenth-century American theatre in form, function, and 

performance. This resemblance is not tantamount to a transformation or complete 
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metamorphosis in which the performances of Protestant evangelical Christianity ceased 

being identified as religious ritual and were instead indistinguishable from theatre. This 

resemblance, termed theatricalization, is instead my identification of the shift in religious 

rhetoric, communication, and culture to a more theatricalized rhetoric, communication, 

and culture. This shift forced religion to become more like theatre than it had been 

before. The primary ways in which this resemblance can be seen are through form, 

function, and performance.   

For my purposes, form refers to the basic structure  of an object, in this case 

Protestant evangelism and nineteenth-century theatre, as well as its structures and 

patterns and conventional methods of procedure. By function, I mean the role fulfilled by 

theatre or Protestantism for nineteenth-century American society and culture. Each 

chapter will examine the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity using 

form, function, and performance as the respective organizing principles. 

  In today’s United States, Protestant Christianity is the dominant religion, with a 

2009 American Religious Identification Survey finding that approximately one in three 

Americans identified themselves specifically as “evangelical Christians.” (America). 

Somewhere between the Puritans landing at Plymouth and this recent survey came a 

moment, or series of moments, in which a specifically Protestant evangelical Christian 

religion, regardless of denomination, took hold of the American religious consciousness 

and did not let go. I believe this moment is rooted in the Second Great Awakening, and 

that the theatricalization of protestant Christianity was vital in attaining this success. 

 There is great disagreement among scholars concerning the exact dates of the 

Second Great Awakening. Prolific nineteenth-century religious scholar William 
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McLoughlin calls pinning down the precise beginning and end of the Second Great 

Awakening “difficult.” In Revivals, Awakenings, and Reform: An Essay on Social 

Change, published in 1978, he places the Second Great Awakening from 1800 to 1830 

(xi). A student of his, Keith Hardman, in a later publication, dates it from 1795 to 1835 

(Hardman 1-3). Others have a differing timeframe. Barry Hankins puts the beginning in 

1801 and the end in 1858 (xviii-xx). The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement

 The reasoning behind the timeframe of the Second Great Awakening is as varied 

as the dates themselves. In general, if such a phrase can be used, those who adhere to the 

1790 starting point base it on a New England awakening corresponding with the 

appointment of the first Methodist preacher to the first Methodist circuit, which was 

followed quickly by the appointment of Timothy Dwight to the presidency of Yale 

College, sparking an urban, collegiate revival (Sweet 325-326; Encyclopedia 367). Those 

 

claims 1790-1840, John Boles argues for 1787-1807, and William Warren Sweet dates it 

from approximately 1790 to the beginning of the Civil War. Still others, such as Peter 

Conkin, Robert H. Kraphol, and Charles H. Lippy, question the feasibility of even 

acknowledging the Second Great Awakening as such, preferring instead to discuss a 

“sporadic series of revivals following the Great Awakening,” a reference to the First 

Great Awakening which took place in New England from approximately 1725-

1750.While serving as the foundation for many of the religious changes that are discussed 

within this study as characteristics of the Second Great Awakening (impassioned 

preaching, anti-intellectualism), the First Great Awakening was far more localized and 

focused on people who were already members of the church, rather than evangelization 

and reaching out to the “unchurched.” (Conkin 1-8; Kraphol and Lippy 17-28). 
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settling the beginning at around 1800 rely on the occurrences of the first Revival 

Meeting, later the camp meeting, in Cumberland County, Kentucky. Specifically, the 

Gasper River, Red River, and Muddy River revivals in 1798-99 and the Great Revival of 

Cane Ridge in 1801 provide the basis for this viewpoint (Hankins xviii; Hardman 1-3; 

McLoughlin, “Revivals, Awakenings” xi). Pinpointing the end of Second Great 

Awakening seems to be just as problematic, with reasoning ranging from relying on the 

“last major event” of the Awakening, the Urban Revival of 1858, to arguing for 1830, 

1835, or 1840 as the point at which the changes to evangelical Protestantism were firmly 

in place, thus ending the movement (Hankin xx; McLoughlin, “Revivals, Awakenings” 1-

2; Encyclopedia 367). 

 For this study, I have opted to adhere to the timeframe provided by William 

Warren Sweet. Not only is his 1939 book, The Story of Religion in America, relied upon 

by all other scholars’ studies following it, making it a seminal work of sorts, it also 

provides the most inclusive and compelling argument. I agree with placing the beginning 

of the Second Great Awakening in approximately 1790 because, first, it comprehensively 

covers any religious awakening, revival, or event that could possibly be considered part 

of the Second Great Awakening. If the Second Great Awakening was, as all scholars 

seem to agree, a constant waxing and waning of revivalist thought and action, connecting 

the starting point to a specific event is problematic and feels arbitrary as another scholar 

can always point out an earlier revivalist event. Second, all viewpoints agree that 

following the American Revolution there was a definite decline in religious interest and 

fervor, and the earliest recorded instances of renewed religious interest and activity 

occurred around 1790. Thus, while one could argue for several starting dates after 
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approximately 1790, one could not argue for an earlier date. Considering the extreme 

diversity in opinion concerning the timeframe of the Second Great Awakening, I feel an 

earlier, rather than later, starting date to more comprehensively include various 

arguments and, for the purposes of this general study, is the strongest choice. Therefore, 

though the earliest event I am studying occurred in 1801, I am placing the beginning of 

the Second Great Awakening at 1790. 

 My reasoning behind ending the movement with the beginning of the Civil War is 

similar to my reasoning for the starting date. First, William Warren Sweet has a definite 

shift in his “story” of America’s religion at that point, and, as noted, his work has had a 

strong effect on research of nineteenth-century American religion. Second, tying the 

ending point of the movement to a specific event has the same troubles that tying the 

starting point to a specific event does, making even the next latest date, 1858, 

problematic for me. Third, considering again the extreme diversity of opinion concerning 

the timeframe of the Second Great Awakening, another note of accord for all is that the 

Civil War was a clear-cut line of demarcation for the United States, socially, politically, 

and culturally. So, while one might argue for various ending dates based on events or 

perceived completed paradigm shifts, there is no argument countering the assertion that 

the Civil War effectively ended any religious revival within America. In fact, social 

historian Perry Miller even writes, “Indeed, one can almost say that the steady burning of 

the Revival, sometimes smoldering, now blazing into flame, never quite extinguished 

until the Civil War had been fought …” (5-6). Therefore, while the specifics of my study 

do not extend so far, and I have not found any indication of religious revivalism taking 

place during the Civil War, I am placing the end of the revival movement known as the 
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Second Great Awakening to the outbreak of the Civil War.  

A revival, in a religious context, refers to a time of reawakened interest in religion 

as well as a meeting or series of meetings for the purpose of reawakening religious faith, 

often characterized by impassioned preaching and public testimony. The word “revival” 

can refer to both a specific, contained event as well as a larger movement. In order to be 

clear in my discussion, I will be differentiating the two meanings with the use of the 

capital “R.” When I am referring to a specific event occurring within a limited time and 

place, such as the Cane Ridge Revival of 1801, I will employ the use of the capital “R.” 

When discussing a long period of time containing a movement of thought or action 

considered revivalist, I will be employing the lower-case “r.” 

The leaders of the Second Great Awakening were Protestant Christian 

evangelicals. In particular, the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist denominations as 

well as non-denominational Christian groups were all active participants. Evangelical, for 

the purposes of this study, can be defined as a church or group of believers that 

emphasizes the teachings and authority of the teachings of the Old and New Testaments , 

particularly the New Testament, and stresses the importance of personal salvation, or 

deliverance from the power and penalty of sin, by God through Christ and a transformed 

personal life. They are almost entirely Arminian in belief rather than Calvinistic (two 

words to be defined shortly) and place great emphasis, particularly in worship, on public 

recantation of sins and conversion. Because evangelical is defined by adherence to a set 

of beliefs rather than inclusion in a specific religious denomination, various 

denominations will enter the discussion. The Second Great Awakening serves as the 

origin of the term, and beliefs of, the evangelical Christian, and no denomination was left 
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untouched by these changes. Thus, it is imperative that the reader understand that the 

study is not limited by a set group of denominations.  

The term Arminian refers to the beliefs arising from the doctrines of seventeenth-

century theologian Jacob Arminius, and Calvinism refers to the beliefs arising from the 

doctrines of sixteenth-century theologian John Calvin. A thorough understanding and 

discussion of the two belief systems would not be possible within the confines of these 

pages; however, the essential difference between the two is that while Calvinism 

emphasizes predestination (the theory that only the elect, already chosen, will be able to 

reach heaven) and an absolute sovereignty of God that is incompatible with the concept 

of man’s free will, Arminianism rejects predestination and argues that God’s sovereignty 

is not incompatible with the free will of man (Sweeney 69-90; Tyacke 320-340). For the 

practicing Christian, salvation is reliant upon God’s grace in the view of both doctrines; 

however, the Arminian Christian has the will to choose to accept God’s grace and change 

his life accordingly while the Calvinist must wait upon the illustration of God’s will in 

order to experience conversion. In essence, the practicing Calvinist believes God will, in 

His own time, convert him if he is of the elect, and he has no ability to choose to become 

a child of God. At the beginning of the Second Great Awakening, Calvinism was the 

dominant doctrine in American Protestantism. Ann Douglas writes, “Under ‘Calvinism’ 

we can place much of what rigorous theology Protestant Americans have ever officially 

accepted. Until roughly 1820, this theological tradition was a chief, perhaps the chief, 

vehicle of intellectual and cultural activity in American life” (6). This theological change 

is directly related to the theatrical change in the form, function, and performance of 

Protestant Christianity. 
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  The Second Great Awakening was the result of the coalescence of several 

aspects of American society and culture during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. Following the American Revolution, many believed that a specific type of 

Christianity, often referred to as deism, would become the dominant form of Christianity 

in America, particularly in the Northeast. Deism focused on reason and intellect, 

eschewing an emotional connection with religion and its performance, and was promoted 

by followers of the Enlightenment, such as Thomas Jefferson, as well as many Unitarians 

and Congregationalists. Deists believed in holding to the moral code set forth in the Old 

and New Testaments but dismissed as myth other aspects of the mainstream Christian 

faith, such as miracles, Christ as a deity, and his resurrection from the dead. Deism began 

growing in popularity in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, particularly in 

the Northeast (Hankins 24). 

As deism gained traction in the minds of Americans, the newly independent 

United States was also rapidly spreading westward. While the national census of 1790 

revealed ninety-four percent of Americans living in the original thirteen colonies, that of 

1820 found that one-quarter lived west of the westernmost line of the original thirteen. 

By 1850 nearly one half lived in the far west (2-3). As people moved away from 

established cities, their church-going habits declined. Roving preachers and developing 

churches were unable to keep up with the expansion, and anecdotes concerning the lack 

of religious, specifically Protestant Christian, knowledge and understanding abounded 

(Phares 1-10). The advent of deism and like-minded religious philosophies combined 

with the perceived “godlessness” of the frontier convinced many Protestant clergymen 

that the United States was undergoing a dangerous and terrifying decline in Godliness. 
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This perceived decline prompted a surge in revivalism both in the settled North and the 

lawless frontier. The early years of the Second Great Awakening in the North were 

characterized by changes in theology, particularly on college campuses, and an increased 

emphasis on preaching and evangelizing (Sweet).  

A large part of the iconic and widespread revival action of the Second Great 

Awakening was first identified with the uncivilized, rowdy, uncouth frontier. The 

westernmost line of the frontier, in the beginning years of the Awakening, was defined by 

the Mississippi River, though this line moved quickly west in the first half of the 

nineteenth century (Hankins). Revivals and camp meetings were considered altogether 

too emotional and unsophisticated for the religious leaders and practitioners of the cities 

in the Northeast (Hankins). There was widespread fear that these religious events of the 

frontier might even be the crafty work of the Devil, as they were reputedly so lacking in 

doctrinal and theological soundness. Still, the revivalist tone, in preaching as well as in 

worship conventions, spread throughout the country until the techniques and results of 

the Second Great Awakening were fairly well accepted, even desired (Sweet). As a result, 

Protestant evangelical Christianity acquired a revivalist bent it retains, in some form, 

even today. Additionally, one of the goals of the Second Great Awakening, specifically, 

to restore the “true church of God,” resulted in the creation and expansion of several new 

sects of Christianity (Hankins). These included the Stone-Campbellites, which later 

became the Churches of Christ, Disciples of Christ, and the non-denominational, 

autonomous Christian Churches, as well as the Mormons, Shakers, and Adventists 

(Hankins). 

My study of the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity during the 
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Second Great Awakening will begin with the flashpoint event of the awakening. Chapter 

One examines the Cane Ridge Revival, a six-day religious meeting that occurred from 

August 6-12, 1801, and was arguably the first major event of the Second Great 

Awakening. The Revival was the climax of several previous meetings buoyed by a 

general revivalist spirit pervading Kentucky. It was not, however, merely the largest 

meeting of its kind before or since. As a result of the publicity surrounding it, it was the 

influential event that drove the revivalist spirit beyond Kentucky. I will be comparing the 

Cane Ridge Revival to previous meetings, noting the differences and examining the 

theatricality present at Cane Ridge but absent in the meetings prior. This examination will 

focus on the physical construction of the site, the worship conventions established and 

performed, and the behavior of the audience. It will reveal a theatricalized mode for 

Protestant Christianity that was to become the foundational model for future events.  

Chapter Two focuses on the aftereffects of the Cane Ridge Revival, specifically 

concerning the frontier. It considers the phenomenon of the frontier camp meeting 

primarily utilized by the Methodist circuit-rider, a nomadic proselytizer of the early 

nineteenth century. Using many of the same parameters as the analysis of Cane Ridge, 

this chapter looks at the similarities between frontier theatre and the frontier camp 

meeting. It is my contention that the two became so similar through the process of 

theatricalization they became competitors, offering the frontier population many of the 

same goods and services. This competition, and the transformation of protestant 

Christianity it required, was what brought about the success of religion on a lawless, 

uncivilized frontier. 

The third chapter analyzes the later years of the Second Great Awakening, and its 
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move from the frontier to the urban areas of the North. It primarily focuses on the work 

of Charles Grandison Finney, one of, if not the, most prominent figures of the Second 

Great Awakening. Finney adapted many of the conventions and techniques used on the 

frontier in order to manufacture a revivalist spirit in the cities. Close analysis will reveal a 

continuation of the theatricalization process, as well as a conscious effort on the part of 

Finney to use the conventions of the theatre as model. This will illustrate the lasting 

theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity.  

It is my hope that this study reassesses, to some extent, the relationship between 

theatre and, specifically, Protestant evangelical Christianity in the United States. What is 

often perceived as a contentious relationship filled with conflict and discord is, upon 

closer examination, more symbiotic than many might initially perceive. At the very least, 

Protestant evangelical Christianity, as this study shows, has often been reliant upon 

theatrical conventions, tools, and forms to spread its message and attract adherents. This 

study is in no way meant to pass judgment on the sincerity or insincerity of any beliefs, or 

their validity. It is simply meant to examine the specifics of the relationship between two 

areas of American culture that exert a strong influence on the lives of American people, 

past and present. Both theatre and religion are often used by people seeking 

understanding and knowledge. It is only fitting that any investigation that combines the 

two seeks the same.  
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Chapter II 

“Kindling Heavenly Fire” - The Great Revival of Cane Ridge 

Somewhere between 1800 and 1801, in the upper part of Kentucky at a 
memorable place called “Cane Ridge,” there was appointed a sacramental 
meeting by some Presbyterian ministers, at which meeting the mighty power of 
God was displayed in a very extraordinary manner…. Many were moved to tears, 
and bitter and loud crying for mercy…. The meeting was kept up by night and 
day. Hundreds fell prostrate under the mighty power of God, as men slain in 
battle…. The heavenly fire spread in almost every direction…. From this camp-
meeting, for so it ought to be called, the news spread through all the Churches, 
and through all the land, and it excited great wonder and surprise; but it kindled a 
religious flame that spread all over Kentucky and through many other states. And 
I may here be permitted to say, that this was the first camp- meeting ever held in 
the United States, and here our camp-meetings took their rise (Cartwright 30-33). 

  

In August of 1801, Cane Ridge, Kentucky, was host to an extraordinary event that 

permanently transformed the landscape of American religion and culture. Religiously, the 

Great Revival of Cane Ridge was responsible for expanding the beginnings of a religious 

awakening beyond the geographical confines of Cumberland County, Kentucky and fully 

commencing the Second Great Awakening. Culturally, it theatricalized what Claudia 

Durst Johnson calls, “… not just one of many forces in nineteenth-century society; but 

the most powerful force” (37). Specifically, the event at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, 

theatricalized Protestant evangelical Christianity, a process that continued throughout the 

entirety of the Second Great Awakening and left an indelible imprint upon the 

performance of evangelical Protestantism. A close examination of the changes in the 

form, function, and performance of Protestant evangelical Christianity that emerged at 

the Great Revival of Cane Ridge reveals the beginnings of the theatricalization process 

most vividly. Without the products of this process, it is doubtful that Protestant 

evangelical Christianity could have garnered, and retained, the influence it did over 
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American life and culture. These products, exemplified in the Great Revival, are the 

subject of this chapter.  

Following a description of the event known as the Great Revival of Cane Ridge, 

my analysis will center on three areas. I will look at the form of evangelical 

Protestantism, specifically the form of the worship service via the revival meeting, by 

discussing the preparations that took place before the Revival. I place emphasis upon the 

multi-denominational aspect of these proceedings, unique to Cane Ridge, as an indicator 

of a willingness to subjugate doctrinal issues to attendance and participation. This 

subjugation yielded an increased resemblance to a theatrical performance. I will also 

examine the spatial construction and architecture created and used for the Revival, noting 

the parallels between it and theatrical conventions of the time. When writing of the 

successor to Cane Ridge, the camp meeting, Paul Conkin writes, “Remove the religious 

motifs, secularize the goals, and what emerges is the outlines of present-day 

campgrounds and resorts …” (87). The same could be said of the relationship of the site 

to a frontier theatrical site. Remove the motifs and goals and what emerges is the setting 

of a theatrical performance. The seed of this similarity is found at Cane Ridge.  

 Second, I will consider the changing function of evangelical Protestantism by 

discussing the social elements of the Revival. Specifically, the seating arrangements and 

the level of participation in the services allowed will be at issue. The seating 

arrangements and, thus, division and behavior of the social classes found in the theatre 

were comparable to those found at Cane Ridge. The levels of participation by members 

of the various demographics represented extend this similarity. The analysis of these 

characteristics will result in the discovery of increased parallelism between theatre and 
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Protestantism concerning their respective functions within nineteenth-century American 

society. 

Finally, I will discuss the changes in the performance of Protestant Christianity, 

on the parts of both the audience and the clergy. A new emphasis on emotionalism and 

the performance of conversion allowed audience members a heightened sovereignty, a 

distinct change from the common behavior of past Protestant religious rituals. According 

to Eli Rozik, ritual is characterized by, “ … colorfulness, solemnity, prescribed behavior, 

recurrence, and long-term permanence. The preestablished acts are obligatory, and 

transgression is penalized” (8). Thus, for the evangelical Protestant, a heightened 

sovereignty meant more personal choice concerning conversion and worship and, 

following, a relaxing of the obligatory preestablished acts, resulting in less penalized 

transgression. With this definition in mind, the shifts observed in the performance of 

evangelical Protestantism begin to redefine the characteristics of the religion through the 

lens of Cane Ridge. Without passing judgment on the sincerity of these performances, 

specifically the conversion performances, I believe the analysis of the Cane Ridge 

performances will indicate a clear and definite move toward theatricality, a move 

essential to the success of the Revival. 

 I gathered the story of what transpired during the Great Revival of Cane Ridge 

from a number of published eyewitness accounts. These include the memoirs of several 

ministers and attendees, and letters written by attendees published in a number of 

evangelical periodicals. These are the only primary sources for the Cane Ridge Revival 

that exist, and, thus comprise the basis for study of the Revival. Certain exaggerations 

and hyperbole within these accounts can be questioned as to their factual accuracy; 
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nevertheless, the accounts provide evidence of the effect and influence of the Revival, an 

issue of great importance in this study. What follows is a brief recounting of what most 

likely occurred in August 1801 in Bourbon County, Kentucky. 

 Located just north of central Kentucky, Bourbon County was only lightly settled 

and still considered the frontier in 1801. The Cane Ridge Church was a small 

Presbyterian church headed by clergyman Barton W. Stone.  Beginning in 1798, Stone 

was the minister of both the church at Cane Ridge and the church at Concord, also in 

Bourbon County (Boles 64). In the latter part of 1800, Stone began hearing of revival 

meetings taking place in other parts of Kentucky, specifically at Gasper River, Red River, 

and Muddy River. These meetings are considered by some scholars to comprise the very 

beginnings of the American revival meeting, later known as the camp meeting 

(Weisberger 22-30). He decided to visit his friend and mentor James McGready, the 

person behind these Revivals, in Logan County, to the south of Bourbon County, and 

observe the events there (Hankins 9). Stone returned to his congregations convinced of 

the capacity of these meetings to effect a revivalist fervor and enthusiastic piety as well 

as to encourage conversion. After describing his experiences to the Cane Ridge 

congregation, he discovered the “revival effect” already in full swing. He writes in his 

memoirs,  

The meeting being closed, I returned with ardent spirits to my congregations. I 
reached my appointment at Caneridge on Lord’s-day. Multitudes had collected, 
anxious to hear the religious news of the meeting I had attended in Logan. I 
ascended the pulpit, and gave a relation of what I had seen and heard … The 
congregation was affected with awful solemnity, and many returned home 
weeping (Stone 36).  
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He experienced a similar response when he preached in Concord that evening. The effect 

intensified over the next twenty-four hours. Stone relates of his return to Cane Ridge,  

Many were solemnly engaged in seeking salvation, and some had found the Lord, 
and were rejoicing in him. Among these last was my particular friend Nathaniel 
Rogers, a man of first respectability and influence in the neighborhood. Just as I 
arrived at the gate, my friend Rogers and his lady came up; as soon as he saw me, 
he shouted aloud the praises of God. We hurried into each others’ embrace, he 
still praising the Lord aloud. The crowd left the house, and hurried to this novel 
scene. In less than twenty minutes, scores had fallen to the ground – paleness, 
trembling, and anxiety appeared in all – some attempted to fly from the scene 
panic stricken, but they either fell, or returned immediately to the crowd, as 
unable to get away … The effects of this meeting through the country were like 
fire in dry stubble driven by a strong wind. All felt its influence more or less. 
(Stone 36-37). 

  

Buoyed by the response to the mere retelling of a revival meeting, Stone immediately 

began planning a meeting, called at this time a sacramental service, for Cane Ridge. A 

Presbyterian sacramental service, which was what these early beginnings of the revival 

meetings were, is a service centered on partaking in the ritual sacrament of the Lord’s 

Supper. The Lord’s Supper is the commemoration of the Last Supper of Jesus in which 

believers, in communion with one another, partake of bread and wine, representing the 

body and blood of the Christ, in order to celebrate and dwell in remembrance upon his 

sacrifice and resurrection. It was a solemn and highly ritualized event, with those allowed 

to participate often fasting for a time beforehand, and then participating in the ritual 

overseen by an ordained member of the clergy before hearing an exhortation intended to 

reaffirm their faith (Conkin 16-17). It was in every way part of the “usually orderly 

customs of the Presbyterians” that initially characterized much of American 

Protestantism (Davidson 140).  
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Stone’s preparations were extensive. He publicized the meeting for over a month 

(Boles 64). Nelson Manfred Blake relates that he “carefully” planned the service (192).  

He also involved Baptist and Methodist ministers, inviting them to attend and participate 

along with their followers (Conkin 73). John Boles, author of The Great Revival 1787-

1805

 On the morning of Friday, August 6, people were making their way to the tiny 

Cane Ridge meeting house. One man, while on the road to Cane Ridge, wrote to a friend 

in Baltimore that he was going “to the greatest meeting of its kind ever known … religion 

has got to such a height here, that people attend from a great distance; on this occasion I 

doubt not but there will be 10,000 people and perhaps 500 wagons” (qtd. in Conkin 83; 

published in Methodist Magazine 25 (1802): 263). When travelers arrived, they were 

greeted by a veritable mass of humanity. Many brought wagons, tents, and supplies in 

order to remain on site as long as possible, a technique learned from the earlier meetings 

in Logan County, although some claim that no actual tents were constructed (McNemar 

22-23; Finley 79). After a welcome by Stone on Friday evening and a worship meeting 

inside the meeting house, which some claim lasted all night, even more people arrived on 

Saturday and preaching and exhorting began in earnest (Conkin 87). Preachers of various 

denominations gave impromptu sermons, some from places as simple as tree stumps, 

other from hastily constructed preaching stands (Hankins 10). The famed Methodist 

, the seminal work covering the Great Revival and early beginning of the Second 

Great Awakening, calls it “far the best publicized” of the revival meetings (64). The 

specifics of this publicity and advertisement will be examined in depth later in this 

chapter. The result was that by the time August 6, 1801, arrived, word of the service had 

spread over all of Kentucky and into neighboring states. 
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circuit rider Peter Cartwright wrote, “Ministers of almost all denominations flocked in 

from far and near. The meeting was kept up by night and day…. It was not unusual for 

one, two, three, and four to seven preachers to be addressing the listening thousands at 

the same time from the different stands erected for the purpose” (30-33).  

Beginning on Sunday morning, within the Cane Ridge meeting house itself, 

groups of communicants deemed spiritually qualified and identified by way of a silver 

token partook in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, led by a Presbyterian minister, and 

then proceeded outside to hear an exhortation delivered by another minister. Over the 

week-long event, thousands more people, hearing of the extraordinary events occurring in 

Kentucky, visited Cane Ridge. Colonel Robert Patterson, writing to the Reverend John 

King, attempted to illustrate the scene,  

Imagine a large congregation assembled in the woods, ministers preaching day 
and night; the camp illuminated with candles, on trees, at wagons, and at the tent; 
persons falling down, and carried out of the crowd, by those next to them, and 
taken to some convenient place, where prayer is made for them; some Psalm or 
Hymn suitable to the occasion, sung. If they speak, what they say is attended to, 
being very solemn and affecting – many are struck under such exhortations. But if 
they do not recover soon, praying and singing is kept up, alternatively, and 
sometimes a minister exhorts over them – for generally a large group of people 
collect, and stand around, paying attention to prayer and joining in singing. Now 
suppose 20 of these groups around; a minister engaged in preaching to a large 
congregation, in the middle, some mourning, some rejoicing, and great solemnity 
on every countenance, and you will form some imperfect idea of the extraordinary 
work (2-3).  

 

The exuberant and chaotic religious fervor of the scene at Cane Ridge cannot be 

overstated. The Reverend James B. Finley, converted at Cane Ridge and a life-long 

Methodist minister, described the event, “The noise was like the roar of Niagara. The vast 

sea of human beings seemed to be agitated as if by a storm” (Finley, “Autobiography” 

166). The religious commotion continued unabated until at least Wednesday, August 11, 
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when organized services ceased. However, some sources claim travelers continued to 

arrive and impromptu worship continued until as late as Friday, Aug. 13th (Conkin 96). 

Before Cane Ridge, the largest sacramental meetings had been those run by James 

McGready in the Gaspar River, Red River, and Muddy River Congregations. There are 

also reports of a Methodist Quarterly Meeting, which claimed over a hundred 

conversions, but this cannot be substantiated (Sweet 329). These meetings were 

reportedly attended by around two thousand people, with conversions of no more than 

fifty at any individual meeting, a number unrivaled up to that point, but one crushed by 

the multitudes at Cane Ridge (Davidson 135). The exact number of attendees is debated 

amongst historians, but all reports of the event speak in swelling terms of the crowd 

present. Cane Ridge became a legendary event in American religious history, and a 

vehicle for innovation and adaptation within evangelical Protestantism. 

  The theatricalization of the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity is first 

demonstrated in the preparations for the Cane Ridge Revival. In her book The 

Feminization of American Culture, Ann Douglas writes, “… Protestant churches over the 

same period [1800-1875] shifted their emphasis from a primary concern with the 

doctrinal beliefs of their members to a preoccupation with numbers” (7). This shift 

affected the core essence of evangelical Protestantism, and altered its methods of 

procedure in a way that resulted in a religious ritual such as the sacramental service 

gaining a greater resemblance to a theatrical event. The beginnings of this paradigm shift 

lie, at least in part, in the Cane Ridge Revival and are illustrated by Barton Stone’s 

careful planning and advertising in addition to his purposeful multi-denominationalism. 
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For the meetings that preceded Cane Ridge, i.e. those in Logan County led by 

James McGready, advertisement, it seems, consisted of announcing the date and time of 

the service during the weekly worship service of the hosting congregation and perhaps 

during a Presbyterian “social” (an informal gathering with food, fellowship, and Bible 

study held at congregant houses during the week), and of “posting notice” in the religious 

periodical affiliated with the appropriate denomination’s regional governing body 

(Conkin 64-73). For example, the Logan County congregations were located within the 

jurisdiction of the Presbyterian Church’s Cumberland Synod. A synod, in the 

Presbyterian Church, is a level of administration between the local presbytery and the 

members of a congregation. McGready, by accounts, most likely posted notice of an 

upcoming sacramental service in the Gospel News, or a similar periodical geared toward 

congregants of the Presbyterian Church (no specific record of his actions exists). Robert 

Davidson writes that McGready put forth more effort into preparing for his later 

meetings, such as the Gaspar River meeting in 1800 where “Mr. McGready had taken 

great pains to circulate the information, previous to the time appointed, that he expected 

the people to come prepared to encamp on the ground; and the whole country, and 

ministers especially, were earnestly invited to attend and witness the wonderful scene that 

was anticipated” (134). However, as we will see, this was far less than Barton Stone did, 

and perhaps only served as a foundational example for the Cane Ridge planning, one 

expanded upon by Stone and his peers. The sacramental service was generally considered 

a ritual for believers, not an evangelistic tool, a belief that changed as a result of Stone 

and his work. 
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Once Stone decided to hold his own meeting, intended to be a sacramental 

service, he took unprecedented steps in planning the event, particularly through his 

advertising. First, both his memoirs and various secondary sources speak of his 

exhaustive publicity work during his travels prior to the meeting. Stone’s memoirs relate 

almost constant traveling within the Kentucky frontier between his attendance at a 

meeting in Logan County in early May 1801 that inspired his own planning and the Cane 

Ridge Revival in August 1801 (Stone 34-37). James R. Rogers says, “It [the Cane Ridge 

Revival] was given full publicity at the first great meeting in Logan County … When we 

recall that the announcement of this August meeting had been made at all the preceding 

ones, the numbers which met here … should not provoke comment or surprise” (55). 

James B. Finley, an eyewitness and convert at Cane Ridge writes, “The meeting was 

published, throughout the length and breadth of the country, to commence on Friday” 

(“Sketches” 77). Stone further facilitated this process by actively including 

denominations other than Presbyterian in the planning and advertisement. Charles Cole 

writes, “Methodist preachers were invited to participate, and doctrinal differences were 

set aside with the formation of a union planning committee” (5). Conkin claims that he 

established “close working relationships with the Methodists” (73). Although there is no 

evidence of Baptists being directly involved in the planning of the meeting (although the 

scarcity of records concerning the Baptist Church at this time in general might be partly 

responsible for this), accounts of the events indicate they were present and participated, 

leading to the obvious conclusion that they were somehow informed of the upcoming 

meeting (Conkin; Hankins; Sweet). 
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The reliance upon word-of-mouth publicity was very similar to the marketing 

tactics used by frontier theatre groups, specifically traveling theatre troupes without an 

established theater building or season to promote. Solomon Smith, the famous frontier 

theatre manager, details his troupe’s travels, mentioning the practice of “sending word 

ahead.” Smith sent a “runner” (an employee who traveled ahead of the company in order 

to tout its arrival) to the closest town in order to arouse interest in the arrival and 

subsequent performances (Smith 51, 125, 278, 323). This runner functioned in much the 

same manner that Stone and his ecumenical planning partners did in terms of getting 

word out and advertising their respective events. Word-of-mouth was one of the most 

effective methods of advertisement frontier theatrical troupes had at their disposal. 

Frontier troupes, both traveling and not, also published notice of their performances 

through periodicals (again, not unlike publishing notices in religious periodicals), 

handbills, and even attaching them to trees (Smith 9-275; Ludlow 3-779). Interestingly, 

later camp meetings, happening around the same time as many of these theatrical 

performances, posted camp meeting information and rules on trees leading to the sites, a 

characteristic that I will reexamine in Chapter Two (Johnson 90). No explicit discussions 

or reproductions of any posted notices for the Cane Ridge Revival specifically have been 

found. It seems illogical, however,  to conclude that after such an exhaustive and 

unprecedented effort verbally advertising the meeting, Stone and his fellow planners 

would have left that particular stone unturned. Nonetheless, as I have found no tangible 

evidence concerning publishing notice on paper, my discussion is thus limited to the 

similarities in oral publicity between Cane Ridge and frontier theatre. 
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On the surface, the similarity between advertising techniques seems nothing more 

than a somewhat obvious coincidence. One might argue that it is unworthy of note that 

word-of-mouth advertisement was primarily utilized in both instances. In a sparsely 

populated area full of mostly illiterate and isolated homesteads and tiny towns, word-of-

mouth was the only method available. The important characteristic of Stone’s 

advertisements, however, is its multi-denominationalism. For the first time, a 

Presbyterian minister was going “outside the fold,” so to speak, in terms of preparation, 

in order to garner more attention for his revival meetings. Both Methodists and Baptists 

had attended and even participated in some of the meetings prior to Cane Ridge. The first 

recorded participation by a non-Presbyterian preacher was a sermon preached by John 

McGee, the brother of a Presbyterian preacher, at the Red River meeting in July of 1800 

(Davidson 133). However, Cane Ridge was the first recorded meeting in which other 

denominations were actively involved in the planning and preparation and actively 

encouraged to attend and participate, rather than simply being accepted. Why would 

Stone do this? Some historians and commentators, particularly those connected with the 

Presbyterian Church, such as Robert Davidson, Robert Bishop, David Rice, and Paul 

Conkin, seem to attribute this change to Stone’s growing disillusionment with the 

Presbyterian doctrine, a disillusionment that led to a full severance of ties with the 

Presbyterian Church not long after Cane Ridge. Davidson writes, “A mongrel mixture of 

Antinomianism and Arminianism began to be broached by Marshall, Stone, and 

McNemar as early as the great camp meeting at Cane Ridge in August 1801” (166). The 

argument seems to be that Stone cared little for doctrine in the first place, so ignoring it in 

favor of packing the revival with bodies, Presbyterian or no, would not be a difficult 
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fence for him to jump. Moreover, they argue, Stone’s growing unease with portions of 

Presbyterian doctrine made him somewhat rebellious, allowing him to use Cane Ridge as 

something of a “thumbing of the nose” at those in authority over him (Conkin 64-178). 

Stone’s memoirs give little indication of his thoughts on the issue. He seemed to consider 

the multi-denominationality unworthy of note as such, saying only, “The Methodist and 

Baptist preachers aided in the work, and all appeared cordially united in it – of one mind 

and one soul, and the salvation of sinners seemed to be the great object of all” (Stone 37-

38). 

 With the lack of hard evidence pointing to this conclusion, it is easily possible 

that Stone’s preoccupation with bodies over doctrine had less to do with his problems 

with the Presbyterian doctrine than with his desire to see the revivalist spirit overtake 

Kentucky, by any means necessary. Issues of advocating Calvinism over Arminianism, of 

restraining undue emotionality, or of keeping the sacramental meeting “pure” by allowing 

only Presbyterians to participate were unimportant; what was important was that as many 

people as possible were exposed to the power of the revival meeting and affected by it. 

This is supported by Stone’s telling of his motivations in organizing the meeting. He was 

mightily impressed by the revivalist spirit at the Logan County meeting he attended and 

even more astounded by the reception the mere retelling of the events received. He wrote 

of the meeting,  

The scene to me was new, and passing strange. It baffled description. Many, very 
many fell down, as men slain in battle … With astonishment did I hear men, 
women, and children declaring the wonderful works of God, and the glorious 
mysteries of the gospel. … After attending to many such cases, my conviction 
was complete that it was a good work – the work of God; nor has my mind 
wavered since on the subject (Stone 34-35). 
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Excited by what he felt was the power of these meetings, Stone would probably have 

caviled at nothing in order to put on the most successful (in terms of conversions) revival 

meeting ever seen. Thus, he advertised through and with any and all denominations.  

This placement of bodies over doctrine, with regards to advertisement, moves the 

Cane Ridge Revival farther away from a simple church ritual and closer to the arena of a 

theatrical performance, for both spectator and participant, than previous revival meetings. 

A church ritual, particularly these communion sacraments, was, and often is, 

characterized by a strict adherence to doctrine, to the rules, with little stated emphasis 

placed on the number of bodies. A theatrical performance, particularly one within the 

confines of the early nineteenth-century frontier, was, in large part, a commercial event. 

The success or failure of these events was primarily determined by the size of the 

audience and the amount of money received. This is evidenced by the descriptions of 

various performances related by Solomon Smith and Noah Ludlow (9-275; 3-779). While 

the preparations for the Cane Ridge Revival did not include plans for any monetary 

remuneration, there was a definite emphasis on attracting as large an audience as 

possible. Large audiences also gathered at other civil events (courts of law, hangings, 

etc.), but those events attracted crowds as a result of their inherent entertainment 

attraction to frontier society. There was no strong and concerted emphasis on advertising 

and publicizing in such a way that the primary purpose of the event was fundamentally 

altered. The purpose of a hanging was to hang the condemned. The planners were not 

going to alter the basic format of this process in order to attract attendees in the way the 

basic format of the revival meeting was altered for the Cane Ridge Revival in order to 

attract attendees. Thus, the inclusion of the Methodists and Baptists in the advertising 
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process of the Cane Ridge Revival by Barton Stone, focusing on publicity rather than 

doctrine, was inherently theatrical and crucial to the success of the revival.  

 The second way in which the form of evangelical Protestantism began the 

theatricalization process was through the spatial construction of the meeting. The spatial 

construction and architecture of the grounds of the Cane Ridge Revival provide an 

interesting parallel to theatrical conventions of the time, particularly the conventions of 

the frontier theatre. Throughout the memoirs of both Noah Ludlow and Solomon Smith, 

the occasions of performing in newly settled areas were preceded by a flurry of 

temporary construction activity. The troupe only carried a small number of properties and 

set pieces with them, perhaps a backdrop or two, and were often reliant upon the 

townspeople to construct a performance area (Smith 15-326; Ludlow 105-530). The 

performance areas constructed were remarkably similar to those constructed for the Cane 

Ridge Revival. Indeed, Gay Cima writes, of theatre in general, that it “ … functioned as a 

public arena that was ghosted by architectural as well as auditory echoes of the town hall, 

the courtroom, and the church” (162). At Cane Ridge, this symbiotic relationship would 

be manifest in the reliance upon frontier theatre’s conventions rather than theatre relying 

upon the church. 

In order to prepare for the crowds and various preachers attending the Cane Ridge 

Revival, the church congregation at Cane Ridge not only set up the traditional 

communion area in the church building, but also a small stage and seating outside the 

building proper. “A great central area was cleared and leveled, 200 or 300 yards in 

length, with the preacher’s stand at one end …” (Davidson 137). The traditional 

communion area comprised long tables, seating around one hundred people, set in the 
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shape of a cross in the aisles of the meeting house (Conkin 90). James Rogers relates the 

physical description of the outdoor area given by an eyewitness, “The grounds were 

prepared for the vast throng. For several hundred yards an oblong square with temporary 

pulpit in the center made of split boards with handrail for its protection, and rough hewn 

logs at regular intervals for seats. The surrounding grounds were filled with tents in 

regular street order” (56). As mentioned earlier, the presence of tents is somewhat 

disputed, specifically by James B. Finley; however, he follows up his argument by 

claiming Methodism was the source of the camp meeting (camp meetings being defined 

by the presence of tents) rather than Presbyterianism. Thus, his disputation might result 

from Methodist sectarian bias rather than fact (Finley, “Sketches” 77). In many previous 

revivals, the exhortation, as the sermon after the communion was known, took place 

inside the building or in an impromptu tent, should the crowd exceed expected numbers, 

but the planners at Cane Ridge expected and prepared for a larger audience and more 

formal proceedings (Conkin 26-63). As the stage and seating area were not intended to 

remain after the revival concluded, these preparations were unique to the Cane Ridge 

Revival.  

This spatial construction resembles that of frontier theatre foremost in its 

temporary nature. The accommodations for both the Revival and frontier performances 

were intended to serve a specific, temporally fixed event, and then be removed. Both 

frontier performances and the Revival were part of larger wholes, namely theatre and 

religion, but the temporary, ephemeral nature of the two phenomenona is a shared 

characteristic. Secondly, there is an obvious correlation between the construction of the 

Cane Ridge Revival and that of frontier performances in the use of a stage and seating 
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area. Solomon Smith relates an instance of playing in a new settlement outfitted with 

only a few log cabins in which he and his company were told to look at the theatre and to 

see that the citizens had “fitted up this room pretty neatly,” with scenery and a curtain on 

one end and large benches representing the boxes and pit (45). Just one of several similar 

tales told throughout his memoirs, frontier troupes often made do with what modern 

theatre practitioners would term “found” spaces hurriedly prepared by eager townsfolk in 

order to entice the performers to ply their trade. Likewise the Revival spaces, constructed 

separately from the normal activity of church building, were constructed to serve a 

temporally situated, specific purpose. 

 These changes meant that normal format of the religious meeting, the sacramental 

service, would be altered. Rather than the meeting revolving around the sacrament of 

communion, it would instead center on the exhortations of the preachers present and aim 

to whip the crowd into a spiritual frenzy, encouraging as much conversion as possible. 

Conkin laments,  

Institutionally, in the intent of its organizers, Cane Ridge was a great Presbyterian 
communion service. … An ethnic tradition, by 1800 more lovingly preserved by 
Scotch-Irish Presbyterians in America than back in Ulster and Scotland, would 
soon expire. Embryonic at Cane Ridge were new institutions – organized camp 
meetings and nonsacramental revival meetings in churches (3-4).  

 

This supposition is supported by eyewitness accounts,  

Then many of this innumerable host ‘engaged in singing the same songs of praise, 
all united in prayer, all preached the same things – free salvation urged upon all 
by faith and repentance.’ This platform of simple teaching was a happy solution 
of the radical differences of the many who had been participants at this and the 
previous meetings, who had owed allegiance to the Presbyterian, Methodist and 
Baptist beliefs” (Rogers 59). 
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The shift in emphasis from the ritual of the sacrament to the performances of the clergy 

and the believers removed more of the characteristics of a religious ritual from the Cane 

Ridge event and imbued it with aspects more commonly associated with a theatrical 

performance. Consequently, the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity began the 

process of theatricalization at Cane Ridge.  

 The theatricalization of the function of Protestant evangelical Christianity can be 

found in two related parallels. First, the phenomenon of social class segregation followed 

by reunification within new identification was present in both theatrical performance and 

the Revival of Cane Ridge. As a result, the seating arrangements and subsequent 

dissolving of those strictures, a symptom of the above phenomenon, is found in both 

arenas. The microcosms of societal transmutations offered by both Cane Ridge and 

theatre illustrate the changing function within society of evangelical Protestantism. 

The physical arrangements and sequence of events at the Cane Ridge Revival 

reflected and encouraged the separation and yet unity of the classes found within the 

theatre. Cima writes, “The theatre often showcased the fluidity of identity categories for 

audiences at the turn of the nineteenth century …” and, later, “The camp meetings 

offered diverse celebrants a way to acknowledge their sameness and negotiate their 

differences” (184, 199). In the theater building, specifically those in settled areas, the 

three major classes of society, the bourgeoisie, upper class, and laborers, were all allowed 

to attend and participate simultaneously, but they also segmented into discrete seating 

areas. The bourgeoisie occupied the floor, the upper class had individual box seats, and 

the “plebeians”, entering through a separate door, were relegated to the gallery. Yet 

within the early American theatre, issues of nationalism, identity, and democracy often 
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resulted in groups banding together across economic and social classes within the sphere 

of the playhouse. For example, in 1794, the Federal Street Theatre of Boston became the 

site of political debate concerning the French Revolution. At the time, there were three 

prevailing viewpoints concerning potential involvement in the French Revolution and an 

accompanying relationship with Great Britain. These three viewpoints had affiliating 

political parties: the Federalists, the Jacobins, and Democratic-Republican Societies. 

Within the theatre, these parties clashed over the playing of “Ca Ira” a pro-French 

Revolution song. Demands for the song to be played or boycotted reverberated 

throughout the playhouse. But, demands reverberated across socio-economic lines. 

People banded together in accordance to their beliefs concerning the French Revolution, 

not in strict accordance to class-specified seating arrangements. Thus, late eighteenth-

century society experienced separation followed by reunification within new 

identification (Nathans, “Early American Theatre” 78-80). While theatrical seating 

arrangements were most likely particular to urban theatre in the North, rather than 

frontier theatre, upon which I have heretofore relied, it is the phenomenon of separation 

combined with reunification within new identification, a phenomenon observed primarily 

in the theatre, which is of interest. This phenomenon was present at the Cane Ridge 

Revival (and was not present in the usual worship conventions of Protestantism) and is 

illustrated by traditional elements of the revival meeting, the new elements, and their 

interaction with one another.  

 The communion sacrament, while lessening in status, remained a large part of the 

revival meeting and reflected the class distinctions of the theatre. The purview of what 

would be considered the “elites,” the communion sacrament inside the church building 
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admitted only a small number of people at a time, along with the minister meant to lead 

the ritual, and these communicants were only admitted by way of a silver or lead token 

which was handed out by Presbyterian ministers to those in the “proper spiritual frame of 

mind.” Intensive screening of potential participants by the ministers took place to ensure 

this. Children were never allowed to attend and women were admitted only rarely and 

even then, it seems, always in the company of a male relative. Unsurprisingly, those 

deemed worthy to partake in the communion sacrament were most often Presbyterian 

males. Just as upper class theatregoers entered an area made special by them (their boxes) 

and women were always accompanied by a man, so did the Presbyterian upper class 

partake in a ceremony restricted to them as permissible participants (Conkin 3-114).  

 Such elite privilege and separation, however, began to erode. Just as the 

bourgeoisie began to invade the realm of the upper class in the theatre, so did other 

denominations begin to invade the communion sacrament at Cane Ridge. As a result of 

the push for multi-denominationalism by Barton Stone, records indicate that a few 

Baptists and Methodists, males only, were allowed to participate in the communion 

sacrament. Only Presbyterian ministers led the ceremony, but for the first time, a 

denomination other than Presbyterian was allowed to participate. Conkin observes that,  

Stone, who had contacted Methodist ministers in the planning, and who had 
become a friend of a leading local Methodist minister, William Burke, back in 
east Tennessee in 1796, clearly was more enthusiastic about ecumenical 
cooperation than most of his colleagues, who apparently believed that only 
Presbyterians should preach the institution for their own traditional communion 
services (90). 
  

Some of the elite may not have liked the change, a dislike evidenced by the schism in the 

Presbyterian Church that occurred shortly after the Cane Ridge Revival (Conkin). 
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Protestant evangelical Christians, however, were beginning to identify themselves across 

denominational lines. 

 The outdoor area at Cane Ridge served the same purpose as the gallery in a 

nineteenth-century theatre. It was outside that the conversions occurred and this was 

when the exercises that came to characterize the Cane Ridge Revival came to fruition. 

Moreover, it was outside that all people, believers and non, were welcome and 

encouraged to attend. Many took advantage of this welcome, even if their motivations 

were not religious in nature. Phillip Ardery relates,  

A more recent historian has commented on aspects of the Great Revival 
somewhat beyond the reports of Stone and the other supporting clergy. As might 
be expected, the crowd drew many unrepenting sinners. There were whiskey 
dealers who ‘carried on a lucrative business, and prostitutes were present for 
whatever trade was worth.’ Also, as was apparently typical for Kentucky, 
‘politicians arrived early in the morning, the large crowds of receptive listeners 
offering opportunities too rare to miss’ (103).  

 

Audiences in the theatre likewise attended for as many varied reasons, and participants 

were swept up in the action of the theatre, whatever it might be, in much the same way as 

participants were swept up in the action of Cane Ridge. Similarly, much as those in the 

gallery were obliged to enter through a separate door and remain apart from the rest of 

the crowd, so the crowd outside of the Cane Ridge Meeting House could not enter the 

Meeting House itself. However, all groups became one as the preaching intensified and 

mass conversion began, much as social classes combined along party lines in 1794 in the 

theatre when the band played the Republican anthem “Ca Ira” (Butsch 40). This 

simultaneous mingling and separation of social classes was new and unique to the Cane 

Ridge Revival within Protestant Christianity and was crucial to its success.  
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 The Cane Ridge Revival also manifested theatricalization in the pulpit 

performances of the attending ministers as well as the conversion performances of the 

audience. A new accent on emotion and intense imagery resulted in a greater reliance 

upon the performance of a preacher, as rhetoric and intellectual heft were no longer 

sufficient. This meant the preacher became more of an actor than a mere mouthpiece of 

doctrine. Also, the conversion performances of the audience intensified and gained 

prominence, allowing participants greater sovereignty and power (Hankins). The 

conversion performances also represented admittance and inclusion into a community of 

believers, that is, Protestant Christians. Admittance and inclusion into a community of 

believers by way of visible behavior was also an element observable in theatre. In these 

ways, the performance of Protestant evangelical Christianity theatricalized. 

Before Cane Ridge, the Presbyterian style of preaching was typified by a calm 

and sedate manner and delivery, focusing on the specifics of scripture in a planned 

speech scripted prior to the service rather than an extemporaneous, impromptu sermon 

proceeding “as the Spirit led” (Finney, “Memoirs” 3-225). The earlier style of sermon 

attempted to appeal to the intellectual Christian, concerned with the intricacies of 

theology and doctrine. It was this type of preaching that had previously characterized the 

bulk of Protestant Christian worship in the United States. The deists, Universalists, 

Congregationalists, and others admired order and rationality in worship and preaching. 

The exceptions to this preference were the Methodists and Baptists, an exception that was 

to become the rule (Hankins 1-58).  At Cane Ridge, with the inclusion of the Methodists 

and Baptists, as well as a few rogue Presbyterian preachers in the personage of James 

McGready and his supporters, the tone of the sermons and exhortations changed.  
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The emerging tone began with the aforementioned McGready’s Revivals in 

southern Kentucky. Robert Davidson tells the story of the first recorded meeting in which 

a Methodist preacher participated. At the Red River sacramental meeting, in July of 1800, 

John McGee, the Methodist brother of the Presbyterian preacher William McGee, rose to 

speak. Davidson writes,  

Too much agitated to preach, he expressed his belief that there was a greater than 
he preaching; and exhorted the people to let the Lord God omnipotent reign in 
their hearts, and to submit to him, and their souls should live. Upon this, many 
broke silence, and the renewed vociferations of the female before mentioned were 
tremendous. The Methodist preacher, whose feelings were now wrought up to the 
highest pitch, after a brief debate in his own mind, came to the conclusion that it 
was his duty to disregard the usual orderly habits of the denomination and passed 
along the aisle, shouting and exhorting vehemently. The clamor and confusion 
increased tenfold; the flame was blown to its height, screams for mercy were 
mingled with shouts of ecstasy, and a universal agitation pervaded the whole 
multitude; who were bowed before it as a field of grain waves before the wind 
(133-134).  

 

The Revivals of southern Kentucky, like the Red River meeting, were those that inspired 

Barton Stone to organize Cane Ridge, where the new preaching style fully developed and 

cemented its place in the revival. 

During the six-day event, as the crowds grew larger and more and more people 

were seized by the urge to “proclaim God” the preachers present stoked the fires of 

conversion. Focusing on stories of sin and redemption rather than issues of scriptural 

doctrine, graphic descriptions of the fire and brimstone of hell, yelling and screaming, 

sometimes incoherently, and gyrating along with their audience, the preachers of the 

Cane Ridge Revival were something of a brand new breed. Richard McNemar, one of the 

participating preachers, writes,  

At first appearance those meetings exhibited nothing to the spectator but a scene 
of confusion that could scarce be put into human language. They were generally 



Texas Tech University, Leslie Branson, May 2011 

35 

 

opened with a sermon, near the close of which there would be an unusual outcry; 
some bursting forth into loud ejaculations of prayer, or thanksgiving, for the truth; 
others breaking out in emphatical sentences of exhortation; others flying to their 
careless friends with tears of compassion, beseeching them to turn to the Lord; 
some struck with terror, and hastening through the crowd to make their escape, or 
pulling away their relations; others trembling, weeping, crying out for the Lord 
Jesus to have mercy upon them, fainting and swooning away, till every 
appearance of life was gone and the extremities of the body assumed the coldness 
of a dead corpse; others surrounding them with melodious songs, or fervent 
prayers for their happy resurrection in the love of Christ; others collecting into 
circles around this variegated scene, contracting with arguments for and against. 
And under such appearances the work would continue for several days and nights 
together (22-23). 
 

In his reflections on his experiences after the Cane Ridge Revival, traditional 

Presbyterian minister John Lyle expressed a sense of dislike for the preaching he 

encountered and doubts as to the sincerity of the conversion. He wrote,  

In the afternoon McNemar preached on Rome – I am not ashamed of the Gospel 
of Christ – he preached us a discourse unintelligible to myself and others with 
whom I conversed about it. … After the communion Mr. Blythe took me aside, 
we were talking about disorder, the danger of enthusiasm, etc. …” (qtd. in 
Cleveland 183-184).  

 

Lyle spoke derogatorily of the Methodists and that the rogue Presbyterian ministers were, 

“ … lively in desultory exhortation and speak and sing with all their power and address 

much like a Methodist (183). His disdain, a disdain shared by much of the traditional 

Presbyterian crowd, evidenced by the memoirs, essays, and reflections of Presbyterian 

clergy including David Rice, the aforementioned Reverend Blythe, and the Reverends 

Stuart, Lyle, and Campbell, is clear. Indeed, in an Epistle to the Citizens of Kentucky 

written in 1808, the Rev. David Rice writes, 

That we had a revival of the spirit and power of Christianity amongst us, I did, do, 
and ever shall believe, until I see evidence to the contrary, which I have not yet 
seen: but we have sadly mismanaged it; we have dashed it down, and broken it to 
pieces … The seventh [mistake] was our long night or camp meetings. This they 
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thought calculated to produce some very disagreeable effects: at least expose 
religion to the reflections of its enemies, in circumstances in which it could not be 
clearly vindicated. They also thought that persons being intensely engaged, for 
days and nights together, with little refreshment of food or rest, might oppress the 
animal system, and produce some kind of religious insanity (qtd. in Bishop 367, 
369).  

 

The disapproval and disdain also provides clear evidence that the style of preaching at 

Cane Ridge was far outside the norm, at least for those nominally in charge of the 

meetings, the Presbyterians. The backlash by the Presbyterian synod was so severe that 

almost all of the preachers involved with the Cane Ridge Revival were either suspended 

or left the Presbyterian Church soon after the event (Bishop 125-135).   

The performances of the Cane Ridge preachers provide an interesting correlation 

to shamanism, found in cultures ranging from Siberia, Asia, and the southern Americas 

(Rozik 71). The shaman, or religious leader, of a tribe would, while in a trance, be 

possessed by another being and appear to enact it (26). This enactment could be 

accompanied by anything and everything,  from setting, lighting, costume and makeup, to 

specific dialogue and the aid of stage assistants (Kirby 3). The enactment bears such a 

strong resemblance to the performative nature of theatre and, specifically, acting, that 

Ernest T. Kirby theorizes that shamanism, containing the “seeds of acting,” could have 

provided a matrix for the origin of theatre (vii-153). At Cane Ridge, as the above 

descriptions and the memoirs of participants such as Richard McNemar, the preachers 

seemed overtaken by the “fire of the Holy Spirit,” and reportedly gave up their own will 

to the work the will of the Lord. Their sermons, then, far from being the logical exercises 

in rhetoric to which most of Protestantism was accustomed, were performances that held 

the seeds of acting. Eli Rozik calls acting “a crucial element of the theatre medium,” and 
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as the performances of the preachers at Cane Ridge shifted from rational interpreters of 

Scripture to conduits for the workings of the Holy Spirit, this crucial element gained 

traction within the performance of Protestant evangelical Christanity. 

 Additionally, by utilizing imagery and emotion rather than rhetoric and logic to 

affect their audiences, the preachers’ technique became theatricalized. Altering preaching 

technique theatrically in order to have a greater emotional effect on listeners puts one in 

mind of Plato’s unequivocal condemnation of poetry and, by extension, theatre, in The 

Republic

 The relationship between actor and audience, or preacher and believer in this case, 

holds similarities based on the relationships that are a part of shamanism. In discussing 

shaman exorcism, Lucile Hoerr Charles writes of the relationship between shaman and 

audience. “The audience experiences entertainment, enlightenment, comforting, and 

renewed faith; and, occasionally, reactions of skepticism” (qtd. in Kirby 3).The 

audience’s conversion performances at Cane Ridge, referred to as “exercises,” such as the 

. It roused “inappropriate” passions in men that took precedence in their psyches 

over rationality, an impact Plato found unacceptably dangerous (Plato). Rather than a 

mindful, rational belief in God, the Cane Ridge Revival strove for an emotional, primitive 

conversion experience. The success of a revival was often partially determined by how 

many people “fell,” that is, how many people were so overcome with the Holy Spirit that 

they fell where they stood and lapsed into a catatonic state for hours before reviving and 

proclaiming the word of God. This “falling,” as will be described in more detail shortly, 

represented a cartharsis for the audience members at the revival. More people “fell” at the 

Cane Ridge Revival meeting than ever before, a fact that was surely directly linked to the 

change in preaching style (Hankins 1-22). 
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“falling exercise,” are illustrative of this aspect of theatricality. In fact, the exercises 

performed by those present while in the throes of conversion have become synonymous 

with the Cane Ridge Revival. This is not to say that the exercises did not occur before 

Cane Ridge, as accounts of similar religious ecstasy during the First Great Awakening 

exist and the Revivals of James McGready (Cima 18-69; Davidson 125-150; McNemar 

10-31). However, the Cane Ridge exercises were far more varied and exuberant and, due 

to the sheer number of people present and the amount of publicity the event received, 

word of the exercises reached a far greater number of people (Stone 35-45; Hankins 1-

22). 

 Barton Stone, fascinated by the exercises, chronicled them in his memoirs. First, 

and most common, was the falling exercise, described above, in which a person dropped 

where he or she stood and lapsed into a catatonic state, not reviving to sound, touch, or 

any sort of stimuli for several hours. Also common was the jerking exercise, in which a 

person was so overcome by the forces working in the body that he or she began to jerk 

forward and backward, sometimes with the whole body and sometimes with just one 

portion. Stone describes it and the other, less common exercises as such,  

When the head alone was affected, it would be jerked backward and forward, or 
from side to side, so quickly that the features of the face could not be 
distinguished. When the whole system was affected, I have seen the person stand 
in one place, and jerk backward and forward in quick succession, their head 
nearly touching the floor behind and before. … The dancing exercise. This 
generally began with the jerks … the subject, after jerking awhile began to dance, 
and then the jerks would cease. … The smile of heaven shone on the countenance 
of the subject and assimilated to angels appeared the whole person. Sometimes 
the motion was quick and sometimes slow. … While thus exercised, I have heard 
their solemn praises and prayers ascending to God. The barking exercise, (as 
opposers contemptuously called it,) was nothing but the jerks. A person affected 
with the jerks, especially in his head, would often make a grunt, or bark, if you 
please, from the suddenness of the jerk. … The laughing exercise was frequent, 
confined solely with the religious. It was a loud, hearty laughter, but one sui 
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generis; it excited laughter in none else. The subject appeared rapturously solemn, 
and his laughter excited solemnity in saints and sinners. … The running exercise 
was nothing more than that persons feeling something of these bodily agitations, 
through fear, attempted to run away, and thus escape from them; but it commonly 
happened that they ran not far before they fell, or became so greatly agitated that 
they could proceed no further. … I shall close this chapter with the singing 
exercise … The subject in a very happy state of mind would sing most 
melodiously, not from the mouth or nose, but entirely in the breast, the sounds 
issuing thence (40-42).  

 

It was some girls and boys in the performance of this last, the singing exercise, upon 

which the Rev. John Lyle happened and instructed to, “sing the same hymn and not sing 

different ones so near together” (189).   These exercises were performed by any who 

attended the revival. Men, women, children, even those who arrived late to the revival 

and were skeptical were affected. All accounts of the Revival speak in exuberant and 

fantastical terms of the prevalence and enthusiasm of the performance of these exercises. 

James Finley related, “The scene that presented itself to my mind was indescribable. At 

one time I saw at least five hundred swept down in a moment, as if a battery of a 

thousand fans had been opened upon them, and then immediately followed shrieks and 

shouts that rent the very heavens (166-167). Peter Cartwright wrote, “It was said, by 

truthful witnesses, that at times more than one thousand persons broke into loud shouting 

all at once, and that the shouts could be heard for miles around (30-31). A letter 

appearing in the periodical Increase of Piety in September of 1801 described the scene,  

Sinners dropping down on every hand, shrieking, groaning, crying for mercy, 
convoluted; professors [of religion] praying, agonizing, fainting, falling down in 
distress, for sinners, or in raptures of joy! Some singing, some shouting, clapping 
their hands, hugging and even kissing, laughing; others talking to the distressed, 
to one another, or to opposers of the work, and all this at once – no spectacle can 
excite a stronger sensation. And with what is doing, the darkness of the night, the 
solemnity of the place, and of the occasion, and conscious guilt, all conspire to 
make terror thrill through every power of the soul, and rouse it to awful attention 
(qtd. in Conkin 93-94).   
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Without a doubt, external stimuli, such as a lack of food and water, extreme heat, 

and exhaustion, contributed to this massive reaction. The isolation and survival 

difficulties of the frontier were also undoubtedly a factor, an observation being made by 

Robert Bishop as early as 1824 (72). The importance of these exercises, however, has to 

do with their performative nature. In addition to their resemblance to shamanism, the 

conversion performance allowed previously marginalized social groups, such as women 

and minorities, to create what Gay Cima calls a “host body.” By this she refers to 

surrogate personas through which critiques could be issued that allowed the minorities to 

acknowledge their own individually embodied experiences even as they created new, 

socially acceptable bodies through which to enter and affect religious, political, and 

cultural movements. These host bodies allowed them to be more active in the creation 

and critique of American culture (3-216). Dickson Bruce writes,  

Moreover, it was during the conversion period that women and children were 
allowed to serve as functionaries in the camp-meeting, either as convert-exhorters 
or as good singers and praying persons. Given the usual position of women and 
children in the religious organizations and in plain-folk society, their behavior 
here constituted a significant reversal of status, for those who were normally 
expected to take a subordinate role in life were here enabled to take control of a 
situation (86-87).  

 

Moreover, the exercises allowed those involved tangibly and visibly to signify their 

membership within a specific group, in this case Protestant American Christians, thus 

creating a sense of community within the wilderness. These are two roles theatre also 

often filled during this period. Alongside descriptions of women engaging in religious 

exhortation and assuming “Christian activist bodies” in order to combat racism and class 

distinctions are stories of women such as Judith Sargent Murray publishing poems and 

staging plays to accomplish the same goal (Cima 149-216). Similarly, as Cane Ridge and 
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its followers allowed people to identify themselves, through their conversion 

performance, as members of a Protestant evangelical community, frontier performances 

staged by Solomon Smith and Noah Ludlow allowed formerly separate members of a 

community to stage unity through their participation as supernumeraries in the shows 

(Smith; Ludlow). 

 The Cane Ridge Revival of 1801 presented a version of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity that would color the entire Second Great Awakening in a theatrical manner 

crucial to the success of the Cane Ridge Revival. This theatricalization is evidenced, first, 

by the preparations for the meeting engaged in by Barton Stone, ranging from the 

extensive work in advertising to the push for greater multi-denominationality. These 

behaviors, however else they may have been motivated, are a clear indicator of a 

primitive marketing tactic, an attempt to get what we in today’s theatre would call more 

“butts in seats.” That this took precedence over doctrinal tradition is quite telling. Some 

might argue that Stone was motivated by a genuine desire to see more people converted 

to Protestant evangelical Christianity, while others might perceive a primitive desire to 

outdo his Presbyterian brothers who were already somewhat disapproving of him, 

although a lack of hard evidence for these beliefs leaves them in the realm of informed 

conjecture. Moreover, the motivations are incidental to the fact that the behavior moved 

into the realm of the theatrical via its resemblance to theatrical advertising of the time and 

its focus on people over doctrine. 

Increased theatricality is also evidenced by the spatial resemblance of the venue 

configuration of Cane Ridge, both inside the church and without, to that of theatrical 

front of house conventions of the time. From the obvious correlation of a stage and 
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seating, to the construction of an area for a single event or purpose, to the placement of 

individuals according to their specific class, then intermingling them according to shared 

interests and behaviors, the Revival was a theatrical event when viewed from an events 

coordinator perspective. That many of these features originated or were solidified at Cane 

Ridge also supports the contention that the Cane Ridge Revival presented a particularly 

and uniquely theatrical version of Protestant evangelical Christianity. Whether or not 

these decisions were made with conscious knowledge of their resemblance to theatre in 

mind is unknown, but the resemblance remains and is worthy of note. 

 The final phenomenon indicating Cane Ridge theatricalized Christianity lies in the 

behavior of the preachers and the audience. The abrupt and distinct shift in preaching 

style favored a form of acting over cooler rhetoric and the performances of those present 

that underwent a conversion experience were reminiscent of a theatre audience fully 

engaged in Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street theatre latest play or Solomon Smith’s troupe’s 

frontier performance of Othello

 That the Cane Ridge Revival was tremendously successful cannot be questioned. 

Estimates of attendance ranged into 20,000, and while historians debate the exact 

number, such numerical precision may not be necessary for this study (Hankins 23). The 

fact that so many felt the need to relate the events, that so many accounts in letters and 

memoirs exist, and that those who attended felt that it was the largest, most extravagant, 

most exuberant revival ever witnessed is important in and of itself. No other single  

. Both the preachers and believers became participants in 

a theatrical event that was an experience different from previous religious revivals.  

Revival in the history of the United States has been discussed in such a way, and no other 

single Revival has achieved the status in American religious history that Cane Ridge has. 
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The number of people who “fell,” another barometer of success, is astounding (estimates 

range from two thousand to ten thousand), and the fact that the conversion exercises are, 

today, directly linked to that one event indicate the Cane Ridge Revival may be the single 

most significant religious gathering in early American history. One might argue that the 

theatricalization of the event, though clear, was not the primary cause of its success, 

arguing instead for a happy confluence of several external events. This may contain an 

element of truth, as no event occurs completely outside of environmental factors; 

however, the theatrical aspects of the Cane Ridge Revival were the only internal 

characteristics separating it from other Revivals, the only aspect of the event itself that 

was different from the previous revivals at Red River, Gaspar County, and others. 

Therefore, it is logical to argue that this change was crucial to the success of the revival. 

The kindling of “heavenly fire” as was experienced at Cane Ridge is rarely easily 

explained or understood. However, a look at the art so very practiced at kindling fires, 

literally and figuratively, aids in the quest. One might say such an examination provides a 

little kindling of its own. 
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Chapter III 

“Putting It Into Practice” – Circuit Riders, The Camp Meeting, and the Frontier 

The first shed we come to, the preacher was lining out a hymn. He lined out two 
lines, everybody sung it, and it was kind of grand to hear it, there was so many of 
them and they done it in such a rousing way…. The people woke up more and 
more, and sung louder and louder; and towards the end, some begun to groan and 
some begun to shout. Then the preacher began to preach; and begun in earnest, 
too; and went weaving first to one side of the platform and then the other, and 
then a leaning over the front of it, with his arms and body going all the time, and 
shouting his words out with all his might; and every now and then he would hold 
out his Bible and spread it open, and kind of pass it around this way and that, 
shouting, “It’s the brazen serpent in the wilderness! Look upon it and live!” And 
people would shout out, “Glory! – A-a-men!” … You couldn’t make out what the 
preacher said anymore, on account of the shouting and crying. Folks got up 
everywhere in the crowd, and worked their way, just by main strength to the 
mourner’s bench, with the tears running down their faces; and when all the 
mourners had got up there to the front benches in a crowd, they sang and shouted, 
and flung themselves down on the straw, just crazy and wild” (Twain 167-168). 

  

The camp meeting, the phenomenon born in Cumberland County and thrust into 

national prominence at Cane Ridge, was the primary tool of conversion and evangelism 

on the frontier in the early years of the Second Great Awakening. Over the course of its 

existence, it became a cultural icon, used by authors such as Mark Twain to describe an 

intense, emotional way of life. The path of the camp meeting begins in 1795 with the 

Cumberland County Revivals, culminating in the Cane Ridge Revival of 1801. The next 

four decades, until the 1840s, were the heyday of the frontier camp meeting, as it 

developed and solidified a recognizable form and was appropriated, almost exclusively, 

by the Methodist church and their frontier evangelist, the circuit rider, as a tool. The time 

period from the 1840s until the outbreak of the Civil War saw the decline of the frontier 

camp meeting, as the thrust of the Second Great Awakening moved north and the form of 

Protestant evangelical Christianity continued to evolve (Charles Johnson vii-ix). This 
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phenomenon and its course, along with its principal proponent the circuit rider, and the 

theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity discovered, are the subject of this 

chapter.  

 In the hands of the circuit rider, the camp meeting grew into an established 

evangelical tool, one unique to the frontier and unique to the Second Great Awakening. 

Following a description of the Methodist circuit rider, I will examine the form of the 

camp meeting in detail, comparing it to that of the Cane Ridge Revival. It is my 

contention that those aspects that were theatrical in nature remained or were expanded in 

order to capitalize on the success of the Cane Ridge Revival, illustrating the fact that the 

form of Protestant evangelical Christianity was continuing the process of 

theatricalization. This chapter will also discuss the function of evangelical Christianity 

via the role of the camp meeting in frontier society, tracing the way in which it occupied 

an almost identical cultural and social position to frontier theatre. Finally, through the 

parallelism between the development of the camp meeting and that of many theatrical 

forms, both frontier and urban, the story of the theatricalization of the performance of 

evangelical Christianity will continue to unfold.  

 The use of circuit riders as itinerant preachers for the Methodist Church became 

an established practice in 1771 under the leadership of Bishop Francis Asbury (Briggs 

51). As settlement of the United States moved continuously westward, the circuit riders 

were the only means the Methodists had to offer religious succor in any regular way to 

the frontier families far outside more heavily settled lands. Paid little and basically living 

on the back of his horse, the circuit rider traveled an established route that was sometimes 

more than a hundred miles in radius. The routes were so large it regularly took the riders 
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six to eight weeks to complete their rounds (Kimbrough 9). Itinerancy was a difficult 

existence, prompting the riders to record in their journals such laments as “my horse had 

gone blind; my saddle was worn out; my bridle reins had been eaten up and replaced – 

after a sort – at least a dozen times; and my clothes had been patched till it was difficult 

to detect the original … I had just seventy-five cents in my pocket” (qtd. in Bray 51). 

Such problems were not unusual, and the memoirs of circuit riders such Peter Cartwright, 

Joseph Tarkington, and Bishop Asbury himself are littered with instances where the 

preacher was forced to simply “rely on God to provide” (Cartwright, Kimbrough, 

Briggs). Such a hand-to-mouth existence tempered and weathered a man, making the 

Methodist circuit rider uniquely suited to administering to frontier settlers. 

All settlers within a reasonable radius of a circuit were considered the rider’s 

“congregation,” and he endeavored to reach all of them every few months or so. 

Moreover, he constantly strove to reach new possible converts, as a large part of the job 

was to evangelize. Peter Cartwright wrote, “Not infrequently a Methodist circuit-rider 

called at the cabin of a settler before the mud in his stick chimney was dry or before the 

weight poles were on the roof. It (Methodism) attempted to be present whenever a grave 

was opened, or an infant was found in its cradle” (qtd. in Phares 11-12). The circuit rider 

traveled almost entirely alone, with only his exhorter, a young recruit training to become 

a circuit rider himself, as company. The job was so hard that many circuit riders burned 

out in a handful of years or died premature deaths (Kimbrough 15). With such a drive to 

evangelize, it is not surprising that the development of the camp meeting caused Bishop 

Asbury to write to his fellow Methodists, “We must attend to camp-meetings, they make 

our harvest times …” (qtd.  in Charles Johnson). 
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 The frontier camp meeting began to mature shortly after the Cane Ridge Revival. 

Its form incorporated several new characteristics, added after Cane Ridge, as well as 

continuing or expanding several practices founded with the Great Revival of Cane Ridge. 

These practices included advance advertisement, a standardized schedule and 

campground set-up, and performances of highly emotional conversions. New 

characteristics included a change in the purpose of the meeting, from a sacramental 

service to mass conversion, and an emphasis on unplanned, extemporaneous preaching as 

opposed to planned, written sermons. These similarities and differences to the Cane 

Ridge Revival help to illustrate the continuing theatricalization of the form of evangelical 

Christianity. 

As with Cane Ridge, advance advertisement was crucial to the success of the 

camp meeting. However, in an attempt to duplicate the numbers of the Great Revival, the 

meetings began to be advertised even more heavily than they were before the Cane Ridge 

Revival, and in ways other than the usual word-of-mouth. Most notices were in religious 

newspapers, such as the Tuscaloosa, Alabama, paper Spirit of the Age and the Methodist 

Discipline, but some did appear in secular newspapers such as the Selma, Alabama, 

Courier. (See illustrations 2.1 and 2.2 [Charles Johnson 81; Bruce 84-85]). Meetings 

were also advertised in handbills handed out around the area several months in advance 

(Bruce 80). This was a new development. 
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Figure 2.1 – Cumberland Advertisement (Charles Johnson 81) 

 

 

                    

 

Figure 2.2 Tuscaloosa Advertisement (Bruce 84-85) 

 

The continuation and expansion of the practice of advance advertisement reveals 

the ongoing theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity in much the same way 

discussed in the previous chapter. The use of handbills, in particular, was standard fare in 
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theatrical advertising, even in the early days of frontier theatre. Solomon Smith provides 

accounts of handbills “littering the floor,” and recording the details of advertisements 

comprises a large portion of Noah Ludlow’s memoirs (Smith; Ludlow). Moreover, the 

instances of augmented advertising, from handbills to printed notices that corresponded 

with increased settlement and population occurred in both theatre and camp meetings. 

Perhaps the similarity resulted from the similar modes of operation, i.e. traveling a 

circuit, or perhaps the Methodist circuit riders took note of the success of troupes like 

Smith and Ludlow’s and evolved accordingly. I found no documentation specifically 

concerning the thought process behind advertising for a camp meeting. The end result, 

however, the theatricalization of the form of evangelical Protestantism, remains. 

Additionally, the frontier camp meeting standardized around a four-day 

timeframe, rather like a long weekend, with a specific schedule. Dickson Bruce describes 

a typical agenda. 

The opening service was held on the first night, usually Thursday. … The service 
began when a preacher started a spiritual song which was picked up by the 
congregation. There was usually no sermon in this service, nor in any night 
service; rather it was an alternation of ministerial exhortations and congregational 
singing. The alternation continued until mourners began to enter the pen [an area 
in front of the congregation, often at the feet of the preacher onstage], at which 
time the singing became a constant accompaniment to the exhortations and 
invitations of the preachers. At some point the power of God came down, causing 
sinners to fall and more mourners to approach the altar, often with the aid of 
ministers and church members. The physical exercises, begun in the seating area, 
now centered in the pen. As soon as enough mourners had come forward, the 
ministers left the pulpit and moved into the pen themselves where they continued 
to exhort and invite and to counsel individual mourners. … Some time between 
10 p.m. and midnight – the time varied according to the success of the service – 
the crowd dispersed to tents, where the activities continued. … Such activities 
could go on all night, with singing and shouting continuing as dawn broke. 
About five in the morning after the opening service, a trumpet signaled the time 
for family prayer in each tent. Following this, another trumpet sounded and 
everyone assembled around the pulpit for morning prayer. … By all accounts, the 
service was brief, ending for breakfast between half-past six and seven. 
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A third trumpet, sounded after breakfast meant that it was time for 
morning service. A few of the participants moved into seats and started a spiritual 
song. They were joined by others until all were present, at which point the 
ministers moved to the stand. One would give out a prayer, and a sermon would 
then follow. Exhortations and invitations were sometimes issued in the morning 
services, but these usually failed to “strike fire,” and there were seldom any 
mourners. More commonly the opening sermon was followed by testimonials 
from recent converts. Finally, at about eleven o’clock, the principal sermon was 
presented, often by a presiding elder or scheduled lay preacher, and this was the 
only occasion when a prepared address was deemed appropriate. Following the 
principal sermon, the congregation sang a closing song and then dispersed for 
lunch. The afternoon service was almost identical to that of the morning, except 
for the absence of a principal sermon.  

During the break between afternoon and evening services, clergy gathered 
with lay people in private tents for services of singing, praying, and exhortation, 
accompanied by the usual physical exercises. … Meanwhile other worshipers 
gathered at the altar for praying and singing. Such activities continued until 
dinner, after which, signaled again by a trumpet, evening services began. 
Subsequent evening services differed little from those of the first night. Now and 
then a sermon followed the opening song, but this was optional and uncommon. 
At times the crowd remained assembled on the final night so that the meeting was 
continued until morning (80-82).   

 

None of this is to say that alternatives to this model did not exist or that, for example, the 

schedule was strictly adhered to once the meeting began. Camp meeting proponents were 

eager to maintain that the spirit of God visited those in the throes of conversion and 

religious ecstasy during a camp meeting, and a strict adherence to an arbitrary set of rules 

would not be easily compatible with this. 

A standardized campground construction also became the norm, with all meetings 

choosing from three variations: the rectangular, horseshoe, and circular forms. According 

to Charles Johnson, the circular form was by far the most popular. (See illustration 2.3 

[Charles Johnson 43]).   
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Figure 2.3 - Encampments (Charles Johnson 43) 
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The meetings were primarily planned for the end of harvest time so that the largest 

number of people possible would be able to attend. Thus, the majority of them occurred 

in August and September. From the early years of the nineteenth century until the Civil 

War, the majority of camp meetings followed this model (Bruce 3-95). Camp meetings 

also occurred at other times than early fall, and the setup of the grounds could just as 

easily be adapted. However, the above model came to be recognized as the standard 

frontier camp meeting. 

The standardization of the camp meeting, through schedule, construction, and 

meeting time, is indicative of theatricalization because of a similar long-standing 

standardization of theatrical performances, a standardization introduced with similar 

reasoning. Nineteenth-century American performances of legitimate theatre generally 

consisted of selections chosen in order to appeal to a broad spectrum of society. Along 

with the featured play of the evening, most commonly Shakespeare or a melodrama, 

attendees would be offered music, dancing, variety acts, and, following the feature, an 

afterpiece that was generally comedic in nature. Thus, managers strove to please both the 

“high-brow” and “low-brow” members of the audience (Dorman 253). The primary idea 

behind such a tactic was to draw in ever larger audiences, thus increasing the bottom line. 

Moreover, such standardization in theatrical fare meant that potential attendees knew 

what to expect while allowing a little wiggle room for the unique tastes of a specific 

audience. The standardization of the camp meeting follows this model closely, from 

arranging meetings for days and times when the largest number of people would be able 

to attend, to putting in place a set schedule of events that still allowed leeway for the 
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unpredictable workings of the Holy Spirit. Unlike religious ritual, where the focus would 

be on doctrinal correctness and accuracy of the ceremony, the camp meeting focused on 

attendance and audience satisfaction in a manner resembling theatre of the time. 

 The performance of conversion experience also remained a large part of the 

Revival meeting. After Cane Ridge, the most popular exercises were the falling exercise 

and the jerks, and many witnesses, religious and otherwise, wrote that the severity and 

commonality of these exercises diminished as the years went on (Charles Johnson 229-

241). However, these exercises were a huge part of what the frontier camp meeting was 

known for and a major reason for drawing many onlookers (208-228). They were also a 

major reason for much of the condemnation of the camp meeting by its critics. These 

observers often questioned the sincerity of the conversions and some even claimed they 

were the work of the devil. Thus, it is possible that the clergymen involved in the camp 

meetings downplayed these exercises in order to make the meetings seem more 

legitimate. Whether the commonality of the exercises diminished or not, it is certain that 

some form of conversion experience, signifying entry into the Protestant Christian 

community, remained. Indeed, a “story” about one’s conversion experience was required 

for inclusion. As Dickson Bruce writes,  

… for the frontier sects, as for most conversionist religious groups, not just any 
experience would do. The would-be church member had to give an account of his 
conversion before those who were already part of the group, and the account he 
gave had to ring true to his auditors. There were acceptable conversions, and there 
were those which were not so acceptable … (61-62). 
 

 Moreover, the asserting of sovereignty by audience members, particularly 

marginalized members of society, through their conversion experience seems to have 

remained and, perhaps, somewhat intensified. As an audience member neared the end of 
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the performance of their personal conversion, they were emboldened to begin 

exhortations of their own and lead others through a conversion performance, one not 

necessarily connected to the clergyman onstage. A report of an Ohio camp meeting 

relates one mother who so deeply felt the need to “awaken fellow sinners” that she 

exhorted for several hours even though she had started to nurse her baby (Charles 

Johnson 132). Peter Cartwright complained of “idle professors” and “idle spectators” 

who were overcrowding his altar at one of his camp meetings in 1822 (233-234). A 

famous camp meeting legend tells of a little girl, perched on her father’s shoulders as he 

stood upon a vacant stump, exhorting to a crowd for hours before tiring. Upon hearing a 

bystander remark, “Poor thing, she had better be put down,” she responded, “Don’t call 

me poor, for Christ is my brother, God my father, and I have a kingdom to inherit, 

therefore don’t call me poor, for I am rich in the blood of the Lamb” (Weisberger 33). 

 The assertion of sovereignty and opportunity for marginalized members of society 

to raise their status often occurred in theatre as well. Susanne K. Sherman writes of the 

commonality of the interruption of performances by male audience members walking 

onto stage and hijacking the show, an occurrence resembling those leading to Peter 

Cartwright’s complaints (2). James Dormon tells of several rows and uproars, including 

one in which part of the audience tried to throw one actor into the pit (239). Solomon 

Smith recounts a memorable tale in which an audience member challenged his memory 

of the lines of the musical afterpiece, “A Roland for an Oliver,” claiming that the phrase 

“in the family way” was Smith’s words, rather than the author’s. Smith was forced to find 

a copy of the piece and prove to the audience member that the line as said by Smith was 

correct before the play was allowed to continue. In fact, he was obliged to prove it to the 
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rest of the audience as well. The complaining audience member, Benjamin Wilkins, Esq., 

stomped onto the stage to confront Smith physically as well as verbally and the 

community supported him with cries of, “ … hurra for Ben Wilkins! … Wilkins, get on 

the stage! … turn ’em out” (Smith 119-120)! The similarities in audience performance in 

both the camp meeting and frontier theatre serve as further evidence of the continuing 

theatricalization of the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity.  

 As the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity theatricalized through the 

frontier camp meeting, so did the function. The role of the frontier camp meeting in the 

burgeoning frontier society was very similar to the role of theatre in that same society. 

The correspondence in the cultural significance of the two phenomena is evidenced in 

several ways. These evidences, in turn, affirm the theatricalization of the community 

building function with nineteenth-century society of evangelical Christianity. These 

include a role of both theatre and the camp meeting as opportunities for socialization and 

to create community as well as a way in which to “civilize” the rowdy frontier. 

 Many historians, discussing the success of the camp meeting, hold that the 

meetings offered a fledgling community, geographically isolated and consisting of 

individuals separated from their neighbors, the opportunity to come together. Dickson 

Bruce, Jr. says, “The camp meeting was (also) a major social event of frontier life, 

inasmuch as it offered an unparalleled occasion for all the people in a territory to gather 

for several days of social activity, unencumbered by a need to work. Indeed, the 

gathering took on the form of a ‘holy fair’ or ‘religious holiday’ ” (54). For many 

communities, the camp meeting was one of the only social events in an unsettled area, 

and attendance was not only an opportunity to escape, for a moment, the hardships of 
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frontier existence, but a way for a newly formed community to begin to cultivate its own 

identity. Ross Phares discusses the social impact of the camp meeting in his book Bible in 

Pocket, Gun in Hand

For a society emotionally, socially, and spiritually starved, the camp meeting was 
the most compelling attraction that ever came its way. It brought the people 
together from their scattered woodland voids with the impact of atomic fusion. 
Here was presented with melodramatic simplicity the supreme drama of man – his 
acceptance or rejection of salvation. … As one observer said: ‘Races, fairs, and 
monkey shows were fairly small concerns’ (77-78).  

 saying,  

 

Charles Johnson further explores the social significance of the camp meeting, stating, 

“The salient fact has been too often ignored that the backwoods camp meeting was a time 

of social companionship for the settler; a time of release from arduous labor and physical 

insecurity; a period of fun and frolic which was an effective antidote to ‘lone’ sickness. 

Here was a unique chance for ‘pleasurin’ in the backwoods’ ” (228). These contentions 

are supported by the fact that the camp meeting quickly became considered a facet of 

religious life solely on the frontier. It was irrevocably connected with frontier life and its 

people, prompting a wave of tourism to these meetings by those people most fascinated 

by the American frontier (Charles Johnson 122-241). The more settled east disdained the 

unbridled emotion of the camp meeting, declaring it an aspect of the unschooled, 

primitive frontier (Eslinger 187-212). In this way, the camp meeting was a formative 

aspect of the early nineteenth-century frontier identity. 

 The role of providing an opportunity for socialization was one also occupied by 

frontier theatre. The memoirs of Noah Ludlow and Solomon Smith are filled with 

anecdotal tales pointing towards the same social importance. Theatre troupes, led by 

managers such as Smith and Ludlow, traveled the frontier in much the same way as the 
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Methodist circuit riders did. They moved from town to town, performing for as many 

nights as they were welcome (usually no more than a week), and often moved to the next 

town after a request for entertainment from some enterprising resident waiting there. 

Sometimes a theatre troupe floating down the river was even flagged down, sometimes 

literally, by settlers on the bank (Smith; Ludlow). The performances were the same sort 

of social event as the camp meetings, offering pioneers the opportunity to lay aside their 

cares and focus on something other than the matter of survival, and offering a community 

the opportunity to forge a unified identity. In fact, it would seem that the two were so 

similar in role that they were often in direct competition with one another. Smith relates a 

story about poor receipts the first few nights in a town, then discovering the cause.  

At Greenville, East Tennessee, we made a halt and determined to treat the 
inhabitants of that beautiful village with three representations of the ‘legitimate 
drama,’ in a carpenter’s shop, hastily, but tastefully fitted up for the occasion. The 
first representation was attended by just six people, making the total receipts of 
the evening three dollars! My landlord, the carpenter, attributed the slim 
attendance to a camp-meeting that was in successful operation about two miles 
from town, and ‘reckoned’ that if I would ‘hold on’ until that broke up, we should 
have full shops every night. Thus urged, we did ‘hold on’ … At the time of 
beginning I was glad to find a crowded audience in waiting, the shop, workbench, 
and all, was literally crammed. One of the carpenter’s apprentices, whom I had 
transformed into a citizen of Altorf for the occasion, told me that all but five or 
six of the people in front were religious folks, who had attended the camp-
meeting faithfully to its conclusion (Smith 92). 
 

 But the camp meeting functioned as more than simply an opportunity for 

socializing. Ellen Eslinger, discussing the social significance of camp meeting 

revivalism, claims that, rather than being attracted to camp meeting religion because of a 

desire for a more liberal and permissive form of worship, frontier settlers found in the 

camp meeting a restoration of community, a sense of cohesion and cooperation ruled by 

harmony, virtue and unity (213-214). In short, the camp meeting and its religion provided 
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structure for a society sadly lacking just that. Eslinger borrows anthropologist Victor 

Turner’s term for this intense, ritually generated, and usually brief human 

interconnection, “communitas” (225). This communitas allowed for, among other things, 

the restoration of many traditional social ideals. Bernard Weisberger claims that 

following a camp meeting, crime and other behaviors considered morally objectionable, 

such as intemperance, gambling, and licentiousness seemed, by accounts, to decline (36). 

Of course, he says, as the churches were multiplying, so were schoolhouses, courts of 

law, and other civilizing agencies; however, the camp meeting was often one of the first 

and largest group gatherings of a fledgling community, and to say that it had no civilizing 

effect on the wild frontier, however well various conversions might have “stuck,” seems 

illogical. It seems far more likely that the communitas of the camp meeting had a 

stabilizing effect on burgeoning frontier settlements. 

 Theatre often performed a similar function within society. Its diverse audience 

allowed for several arenas of communitas all within the same building. Commercial 

considerations forced managers to cater to people from all walks of life, and group 

cohesion could form around any number of beliefs, from politics and economics to a 

preference for a specific actor (Dormon 231-237). The audience at the Charleston Theatre 

in 1816 tore apart the theatre when the manager, George Holman, refused to allow James 

Caldwell a benefit [the primary method of paying a well-known actor for his time, talent, 

and travel] after a quarrel, much to the anger of his fans (Curtis 46). One most certainly 

could not say that, with that particular event, the communitas generated was a stabilizing 

influence. Nonetheless, the existence of legitimate theatre was often considered a mark of 

civilization. Well-known theatre critic David Austin Latchaw wrote in the Kansas City 
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Daily Journal of Commerce, “Whatever may be the opinions entertained in regard to 

theatres, there is one thing certain – they are a fixed feature in civilized society …” (qtd. 

in Londre  20). Indeed, the city of St. Louis, encouraged by Noah Ludlow to build a 

theatre, raised sixty-five thousand dollars in 1835, a fact in which they took great pride 

(Carson 163-164). While it may have, in the nineteenth-century, induced moments of 

unrest and a few riots, overall theatre gave a community a sense of pride and 

achievement, thus performing much the same function as camp meeting revivalist 

religion, albeit, in this particular case, not as well. 

 If, indeed, religion outpaced theatre in terms of stabilization and civilizing the 

frontier, how can that aspect of its function be considered part of theatricalization? And 

why did religion outpace theatre?  A possible answer to the latter, based on the fact that 

the United States was a land settled by people of many religious faiths seeking refuge, is 

that religion may have been considered a more vital part of society for the American 

people than theatre. One might argue that a country filled with religious immigrants could 

hardly be otherwise. Churches and congregations met the religious need of communities, 

a need theatre could not meet. Eli Roznik defines this need. “The main function of ritual 

practices is to convey and establish a set of beliefs which condition social and individual 

behavior” (9). He further explains this need, as well as asserting the inability of the 

theatre to meet it.  

This is an abstract formulation for secondary functions on the level of participant 
community, such as buttressing tradition, reaffirming common beliefs and 
promoting a sense of community and social cohesion, and bestowing legitimation 
on social and political order. … Although theatre is capable of fulfilling some of 
these functions, in particular reaffirmation of common beliefs, it is also capable of 
producing the opposite experience, clearly contradicting ritual (11).  

 



Texas Tech University, Leslie Branson, May 2011 

60 

 

Instances such as the aforementioned Charleston Theatre riot of 1835 would seem to bear 

this out as well as shoring up the idea of religion as the main arbiter of American 

nineteenth-century civilization. The idea of religion, specifically evangelical 

Protestantism, in this case, being the main arbiter of nineteenth-century civilization 

indicates that religion outpaced theatre on the frontier. This assertion is most strongly 

supported by the memoirs of Noah Ludlow and Solomon Smith in which numerous 

instances of losing out to religious authority in a town are related. Yes, Smith and 

Ludlow’s partnership and theatrical travels can be considered a success, however, there 

were towns along the Mississippi River they were never able to penetrate, and several 

tales of seasons being cut short or theater buildings being abandoned due to religious 

backlash. This means that while theatre never completely succumbed to the neutralizing 

force of religion, for those living and working on the frontier, religion took precedence 

(Smith; Ludlow). 

However, if stories of the frontier’s lawlessness, immorality, and general disdain 

for religion are to be taken as having even a grain of truth, the idea of religion promoting 

a sense of community and social cohesion cannot be the entire reason for the success of 

evangelical Protestantism. If one accepts the social significance of the camp meeting and 

its offshoots, as well as the social significance of theatre, and accepts that they occupied 

essentially the same place, why would a community choose religion over theatre? I would 

argue this is, at least in part, due to the theatricalization of the Protestant Christian 

religion in the early nineteenth century. If two businesses are competing, it is the business 

that offers the most gain for the least price that wins the battle. As Christianity 

theatricalized itself, through form, function, and performance, it was able to offer much 
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of what theatre did, i.e., entertainment, both participatory and spectatorial, as well as 

religion. Even though, as Rozik says, theatre is capable of promoting community 

cohesion and legitimizing order, thus stabilizing a society, it could not attach a divine 

mandate to that stabilization. Since theatre could not possibly compete on a religious 

level, it competed in the areas of entertainment and social significance. The 

theatricalization of Christianity allowed religion to get the edge on theatre in the frontier, 

without ever actually stamping it out. However, this edge is yet more support for the 

contention that the theatricalization of evangelical protestant Christianity was crucial to 

the success of the Second Great Awakening. 

  The story of the maturation and decline of the camp meeting also serves to 

illustrate the parallels between theatre and the performance of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity. Charles Johnson sums up the path of the camp meeting as consisting of three 

stages, “ … it passed through three distinct phases of growth – primitive disorganization, 

orderly regulation, and gradual but inevitable decline” (98). After the initial upswing in 

camp meetings (about 1801-1812), and the feverish tenor of these gatherings, ministers 

began seeking ways in which to better manage the proceedings. One way was the 

standardization of aspects such as camp set-up and schedule, as previously discussed. 

Another way was their attempt to control the behavior of those attending the meeting. 

This was accomplished in a number of ways, from the planning to notices and 

announcements. An advertisement announcing a camp meeting in Whitewater County, 

Indiana, in 1809 threatened persons misbehaving with a $3.00 fine that would be levied 

by the Justice of the Peace (Charles Johnson 88). Strict rules of behavior were instituted 

sometime before 1809 (and possibly as early as 1804) and circulated in a number of 



Texas Tech University, Leslie Branson, May 2011 

62 

 

ways. Generally, they were announced by the speaker at the initial worship session or 

distributed in written form. Many preachers posted the laws on the trees lining the road 

leading to the meeting place (90). The first record of the particular rules was recorded by 

Nathan Bangs. They included: 

1. The times of preaching are 10 o’clock, A.M. and 3 and 7 o’clock, P.M., notice 
of which is given by the sound of a trumpet or horn at the preachers’ stand. 
2. The intermediate time between preaching is occupied in prayer meetings, 
singing, and exhortation. 
3. In time of worship persons are prohibited from walking to and fro, talking, 
smoking, or otherwise disturbing the solemnities of the meeting. … 
6. In time of preaching all are required to attend, except one to take care of the 
tent (91). 

 

In addition, women were often forbidden to leave the encampment after dark and the 

camp area and tent interiors were lit by lamps, torches, and candles (92). 

  Camp meeting planners also began working harder to keep “undesirables” out of 

the meeting grounds. Much of the criticism of the camp meeting had to do with the 

behavior that supposedly occurred there – strictly irreligious, immoral behavior. A 

common quip was that, “more souls were made than saved at the camp meeting” (qtd. in 

Charles Johnson 93). Alcohol vendors plied their wares with much success, and 

dissenting preachers often observed that the women who engaged in the falling exercise 

the most often and the most vigorously often “fell” under the stands and along the 

grounds with many men (93). Thus, the ministers began instituting and enforcing the 

rules and using their staff to keep alcohol vendors and their business partners out of the 

campgrounds. Camp guards identified with distinctive armbands patrolled the 

campgrounds at night to prevent, “the profligate people (who) flock to them (camp 

meetings) for the worst of all purposes,” from entering the area (92).  
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 The circuit rider, finding the extreme emotionalism of the camp meeting 

necessary but wanting also to curb any excesses, used these procedures and rules to 

attempt to harness and redirect the emotionalism (Dickson). As a result, the behavior of 

the meetings changed significantly. By the 1840s, a Methodist camp meeting was 

pictured by an artist as a sedate affair, with the congregation sitting quietly and attending 

to a sermon. (See illustration 2.4 [Charles Johnson 114]).  

                     

  Figure 2.4 – Methodist Camp Meeting circa 1849 (Charles Johnson 114) 



Texas Tech University, Leslie Branson, May 2011 

64 

 

 

Reports of camp meetings in the Western Christian Advocate during 1834-1844 

continually observed, “Good order and solemnity prevailed throughout” (95). Charles 

Johnson writes that by this, the second phase of development, “… the meetings (were) 

distinguished by planning, more effective audience management, and a notable decline in 

emotionalism. Then the meetings were smaller and highly systematized as to frequency, 

length, procedure of service, and location” (98).  

The third phase of development, decline, was induced by several factors. From 

1800, when the westernmost line of the frontier was the Mississippi River, to 1840, when 

settlements were stretching as far as Oregon and Missouri was the westernmost formal 

state, the frontier began to disappear. As the frontier rapidly disappeared, so did the need 

for the frontier camp meeting. There was also a problem of oversaturation, as far too 

many meetings were held to close to one another, in both time and place. Third, the bad 

reputation of the camp meeting was growing, rather than diminishing, and the criticisms 

that had before not done any harm were now resulting in a decline in number of those 

attending for religious reasons and an increase in those attending “merely for recreation” 

(244). Also affecting the efficacy of the camp meeting was the pursuit of respectability 

by the clergymen, resulting in an institution almost unrecognizable as the frontier camp 

meeting. In its place was an event governed by rules and regulations, and rather than 

being identified through its makeshift, temporary spatial construction and architecture, 

the later Revivals were noted for their comfort. Auditoriums and cottages of permanent 

campgrounds replaced the tents, log seats, and preacher’s stage (245). The consequence 

was that by the 1850s, use of the camp meeting, specifically the frontier camp meeting 
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with which the Second Great Awakening was identified, had almost died out completely 

(246).  

Methodist historian William Warren Sweet, as well as Johnson, claim that, for all 

intents and purposes, the frontier camp meeting had died out by the Civil War, replaced 

by indoor protracted meetings and other worship services (Sweet 218; Charles Johnson 

242-254). Kenneth Brown, author of Holy Ground: A Study of the American Camp 

Meeting

 This path mirrors the path of many theatrical movements, innovations, and 

phases. Consistently, particularly during the nineteenth century, many emerging theatrical 

forms began with a period of disorganization and emotional excitement, followed by a 

desire by to control the social disorder of the audiences and the performances, in pursuit 

of respectability, and ending with an inevitable but clear decline in the form. In 

particular, the theatrical form known as “concert saloons” followed such a path, as I 

explain below. Also, a phase in legitimate theatre identified with a segment of the 

audience known as the Bowery b’hoys reflects this development. The parallels between 

these two theatrical movements and the frontier camp meeting helps demonstrate the 

theatricalization of the performance of Protestant evangelical Christianity. 

, disagrees, saying, “Many campgrounds did die during those years, just like 

many individual churches, due to the ebb and flow of society. … However, the camp 

meeting most certainly did not begin to disintegrate, or die out as an institution; instead it 

began to change and adapt to the needs of society (30-31). However, even from Brown’s 

statements, it is clear that the camp meeting of the first three decades of the nineteenth 

century was no more, at the very least transforming itself into another animal entirely. 
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Concert saloons were drinking establishments that presented free or low-cost 

shows featuring music, dancing, variety acts, and burlesque. The saloons also featured 

“waiter girls” who served the patrons their drinks and often sat and socialized with male 

customers (McNamara 2-3). Saloon theatre was characterized by a rowdy, energetic, 

heavily participative crowd and gained popularity as a permissive and unrestrained 

entertainment which allowed attendees to partake in the entertainment in any way they 

saw fit.  Its critics claimed that it encouraged immorality such as heavy alcohol 

consumption and widespread sexual activity and that it was a danger to respectable 

society. They claimed, fairly or unfairly, that the waiter girls were little more than 

prostitutes who lured good family men away from their homes (27-40). One critic wrote, 

“The concert saloons are among the social evils. They flourish … and are simply so many 

places where the devil’s work is done” (qtd. in McNamara 1). Opponents even began 

pushing through laws requiring licenses for liquor, entertainment, and the like in order to 

commercially damage the concert saloon (17-19). 

In an effort to appease these critics and make the business more respectable and 

accepted, saloon owners began instituting and enforcing rules concerning behavior and 

participation (McNamara 27-42). The waiter girls were much less in evidence and much 

of the musical entertainment was censored with some managers even leaving the 

performances entirely in the hands of the customer (35-36) Brooks McNamara writes that 

“… there seems to have been a concerted effort toward the polite show” (39). As a result, 

previous patrons began seeking entertainment elsewhere, attendance dropped, and saloon 

theatre basically ceased to exist by the twentieth century (Butsch 102).  
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Characteristics of legitimate theatre also follow this path. At any point in history, 

the legitimate theatre is identified by certain distinctive marks, be they the dramaturgy of 

the plays favored, the technical practices used, or the unique makeup of the audience. In 

the Jacksonian era, the so-called Bowery b’hoys were a major part of legitimate theatre, 

known for their unrestrained, energetic behavior. They were young, uneducated, white 

laborers that were often unmarried (but also often brought their girlfriends to the theatre). 

They often ignored the courtesies, rules, and niceties of the theatre, such as they existed 

at that point, moving from the pit and invading the box when the desire struck them, 

raining obscenities and tobacco spit down upon the actors and other audience members, 

and indulging in copious amounts of alcohol and renditions of bawdy songs. They even 

had a uniform of sorts and were easily identified by their red shirts, slicked hair, and hat. 

However, as theatre managers sought to control their excesses in an effort to appease and 

attract a growing bourgeoisie, their attendance, and attendance in general, for a time, 

dropped significantly. Shortly thereafter, around 1870, matinees became popular and 

female attendance at the theatre rose, changing the very nature of legitimate theatre 

(Butsch 44-56). What it had been was no more; it was now a completely transformed 

theatrical form.  

 This correlation between the performance of various theatrical forms and the 

camp meeting is significant because it further illustrates the theatricalization of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity. Its development and decline followed the path of a theatrical 

event because it was, itself, more of a theatrical event than a religious ritual. Its success is 

linked to its decline, and all of that is starkly theatrical in nature. In essence, evidence of 

the decline is evidence of its success.  
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 To sum up, continuing evidence of the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity during the Second Great Awakening is provided by the camp meeting. The 

similarities to many theatrical aspects of the Cane Ridge Revival, both in convention and 

behavior, illustrate a broadening of those aspects and a focus on them. The social 

significance of the camp meeting, its parallels with the significance of frontier theatre, 

and its eventual triumph in the competition for status reveals the identity of the camp 

meeting and, thus, the Second Great Awakening, as appreciably theatrical in nature as 

well as shows this theatricality central to the movement’s success. Finally, the 

development and decline of the camp meeting evidences the theatrical nature of this 

religious tool and the religious movement it served.  

 The decline of the camp meeting on the frontier did not mean the decline of the 

Second Great Awakening as a movement. However, the thrust of the revival movement 

began to extend into the Northeast and the more populous centers of the United States. 

The pursuit of respectability for the Methodist circuit riders and the camp meeting had, it 

seemed, been successful, in a certain sense, even while it led to the decline of the camp 

meeting. The effects of the Second Great Awakening, specifically the theatrical effects, 

were to make themselves known and prove their importance in the churches of the 

Northeast. When that happened, the Second Great Awakening would prove itself the 

most effective and successful religious movement yet seen in the United States. 
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Chapter IV  

“The People Will Be Entertained” – Charles Grandison Finney and the New Measures 

I don’t like to hear cut-and-dried sermons. No – when I hear a man preach, I like 
to see him act as if he were fighting bees (qtd. in Griessman 57).  

  

By the third decade of the nineteenth century, the thrust of the Second Great 

Awakening was shifting from the South to the North, and the movement was maturing 

beyond its beginnings as a solely frontier-based phenomenon into an accepted religious 

movement in the more heavily settled Northeast (Hankins 14). As a result of this, the 

theatricalization process expanded and came to affect the growth of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity throughout the entire country. One of the primary ways in which 

the form, function, and performance of evangelical Christianity theatricalized was 

through the evolution of the preaching and evangelistic techniques of Protestant 

evangelical preachers during the latter years of the Awakening, 1825-1860. This 

evolution is the subject of this chapter.  

 In order to best scrutinize this phenomenon, this chapter will focus upon Charles 

Grandison Finney, one of, if not the, most popular religious figures of the mid-nineteenth 

century. Finney typified the revivalist preacher of the Second Great Awakening and, 

because of his massive popularity and influence, was considered by many to be the 

spokesman for the innovations in Protestant evangelical Christianity resulting from the 

theological shifts the Second Great Awakening. Examining his life and career, 

particularly his theology, publications, success in New York State, and his conflict with 

other Protestant clergy reveals how the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity expanded into the urban areas of the North and had a long-term effect upon 
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its form, function, and performance. Without this theatricalization, the Second Great 

Awakening and Protestant evangelical Christianity would likely have proceeded in a 

vastly different manner. 

 Charles Grandison Finney (1792-1875) was, at one time, one of the most famous 

preachers in the United States. Originally a lawyer, he underwent a conversion 

experience in 1821, when he was twenty-nine years old, two days after attending a 

religious meeting at his local Presbyterian church in upstate New York (Doutrich 235). In 

his memoirs, he describes his conversion as a daylong event and being of a highly 

emotional nature.   

The thought was pressing me of the rashness of my promise, that I would give my 
heart to God that day or die in the attempt. It seemed to me as if that was binding 
upon my soul; and yet I was going to break my vow. A great sinking and 
discouragement came over me, and I felt almost too weak to stand upon my knees 
.… An overwhelming sense of my wickedness in being ashamed to have a human 
being see me on my knees before God, took such powerful possession of me, that 
I cried at the top of my voice, and exclaimed that I would leave that place if all 
the men on earth and all the devils in hell surrounded me .… I continued thus to 
pray, and to receive and appropriate promises for a long time, I know not how 
long .… I went to my dinner, and found I had no appetite to eat. I took down my 
bass-viol, and, as I was accustomed to do, began to play and sing some pieces of 
sacred music. But as soon as I began to sing those sacred words, I began to weep 
.… I wondered at this, and tried to suppress my tears, but could not. After trying 
in vain to suppress my tears, I put up my instrument and stopped singing .… The 
rising of my soul was so great that I rushed into the room back of the front office, 
to pray .… As I turned and was about to take a seat by the first, I received a 
mighty baptism of the Holy Ghost. Without any expectation of it, without ever 
having the thought in my mind that there was any such thing for me, without any 
recollection that I had ever heard the thing mentioned by any person in the world, 
the Holy Spirit descended upon me in a manner that seemed to go through me, 
body and soul. I could feel the impression, like a wave of electricity, going 
through and through me. Indeed, it seemed to come in waves and waves of liquid 
love; for I could not express it in any other way. It seemed like the very breath of 
God (Finney, “Memoirs” 12-20).  
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Keith J. Hardman writes of his transformation, “And suddenly it became clear; until then 

he had believed scripture intellectually, but he had not realized that faith was a voluntary 

trust, not an intellectual state” (41). This experience led Finney to make, upon his return 

to the law office that afternoon, one of the most famous declarations attributed to him. He 

reportedly told a client, “I have a retainer from the Lord Jesus Christ to plead his cause 

and I cannot plead yours” (qtd. in Randall 138). This conversion experience, with its 

emphasis on emotion and anti-intellectual spirituality, mirrors the conversion experiences 

fostered during the camp meetings of the Second Great Awakening that became an 

indelible part of the revival. This similarity in conversion served as the foundation for the 

theology and practices that made Finney the ambassador of the new version of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity.  

Following his conversion, Finney trained to become a preacher, aided by his 

mentor and friend Reverend George W. Gale. After being ordained in the Presbyterian 

Church, Finney began his career in 1823 in rural upstate New York in Jefferson County 

and then moved into Oneida County and other parts of New York State, traveling ever 

towards an urbanized ministry. As his reputation as a high energy, emotional, fiercely 

revivalist preacher with a mien vastly dissimilar to the standard Protestant preacher grew, 

his opponents also grew in number and fervor. The controversy came to a head in 1827 at 

the New Lebanon Convention, a meeting between the mainstream Protestants, or “Old 

School,” led by Lyman Beecher, and the “New School,” led by Finney. The purpose of 

the meeting was to reconcile the two opposing sides (Hardman). The outcome was 

somewhat controversial and will be examined in depth later in the chapter.  
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By 1828, Finney was working in the cities of Philadelphia, Baltimore, and New 

York City. The refining of his evangelical techniques, which came to be referred to as the 

“New Measures,” led to his greatest success, in Rochester from 1830-1831. He followed 

this success by visiting Boston, the stronghold of his rival Lyman Beecher, and 

cementing his long-term influence upon Protestant evangelical Christianity (Randall 139-

141). Finney then flirted with the idea of traveling west, but instead returned to New 

York City and became the preacher of the Chatham Street Chapel, a church converted 

from the Chatham Street Theater. After a bout with cholera, and a voyage during which 

his Chapel became one of the focal points for the conflict between abolitionists and pro-

slavery agitators, he published Lectures on Revivals of Religion

Finney’s theories and techniques serve as evidence of the theatricalization of the 

form of Protestant evangelical Christianity. As a result of the theatricalization of parts of 

its basic theology, specifically the beliefs concerning revivals, the essential nature of 

Protestant Christianity changed. Due to the theatricalization of the evangelistic practices 

and preaching, resulting in the New Measures, the structure and conventional methods of 

behavior were modified. A closer look at the nature of these changes, an examination of 

how and why they were successful, and a discussion of how these changes qualify as 

theatricalization will illuminate the theatricalization of the form of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity. 

, his most famous work. 

He ended his career as a professor of theology at Oberlin College in Ohio, teaching his 

theories and techniques to the next generation of revivalist preacher (Doutrich 236-240).  

The changes in theology and thought concerning revivals put forth by Finney are 

illustrated, and perhaps originated in, the circumstances of his conversion. For the new 
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Protestant evangelical, conversion was not about a rational, studied acceptance of God 

and His word; rather, the spirit of God came upon each person with an overwhelming 

force, leaving one with no choice but to accept Him in an impassioned way. Moreover, 

this conversion could happen in an instant, ideally leaving one forever altered. Finney’s 

description of his own conversion follows this paradigm. However, in the Old School 

understanding, conversion was a process that took months, even years, as the supplicant 

studied and strove to understand God’s word, making conversion an intellectual, rather 

than emotional, experience. A new convert to Christianity was then an educated, 

sophisticated adherent, knowledgeable in the doctrine and proper behavior of his or her 

chosen denomination. Because of this belief, the intensely emotional and exuberant 

nature of revivals was far outside the normal form of mainstream Protestantism. Thus, the 

Old School considered revivals miracles from God that could not be fostered or 

manufactured by man. 

 Finney rejected this idea. He believed revival could, and should, be manufactured 

by informed and creative clergymen. His Lectures on Revivals of Religion, a series of 

twenty-two sermons delivered, recorded and then published in 1835, details Finney’s 

belief that revivals are not unexplainable miracles, but understandable events that can be 

shaped and created if the right means are employed. Finney writes, “Religion is the work 

of man. It is something for man to do” (9) He believed God induces man to work on His 

behalf. He writes a revival cannot be a miracle for “A miracle has been generally defined 

to be, a Divine interference, setting aside or suspending the laws of nature. It [a revival of 

religion] is not a miracle in this sense. All the laws of matter and mind remain in force. 

They are neither suspended nor set aside in a revival. … It [a revival of religion] is a 
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purely philosophical result of the right use of the constituted means – as much as any 

other effect produced by the application of means” (12-13). 

 These beliefs were ultimately successful in two ways. First, their success is 

illustrated in their acceptance by other Protestants, demonstrated, in part, by the high 

demand in which Finney found himself throughout much of his career. Shortly after he 

began his first job as an itinerant preacher for the Female Missionary Society in 1823, he 

began receiving offers from other Presbyterian and Congregational clergy to visit their 

congregations in order to promote revival. At various points in his career, he was able to 

choose from a multitude of offers. He was prevailed upon to visit New York City for 

years before he finally did so in 1832 (Hardman 249). Shortly before accepting his 

position at Oberlin College, he was simultaneously being offered the teaching position as 

well as the position of permanent preacher at the Broadway Tabernacle in New York City 

while being prevailed upon by Theodore Weld to accompany him West (293-323). 

Simply being offered a position as professor of theology at Oberlin College, where he 

would be teaching his own personal technique to future ministers, is indicative of his 

success in getting his beliefs accepted. Additionally, after his immense success in 

Rochester, the invitations were almost too numerous to list. A preacher in Utica wrote to 

Theodore Weld “We want Brother Finney here, and must have him and can’t live without 

him – so set yourself to work and try your best to get him to come with you”(qtd. in 

Hardman 206). Keith Hardman writes, “Rarely was a preacher so sought after” (206). 

This professional success, capped by the capitulation of rival Lyman Beecher to the New 

Measures in 1831 when he wrote to Finney that “you and I are as much, perhaps even 

more, one than almost any two men whom God has pleased to render conspicuous in His 
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church” (Beecher), is indicative of the fact that Finney’s theology and doctrine were 

becoming dominant in the form of mainstream Protestantism. William McLoughlin 

credits Finney with consciously reworking Christian doctrine to suit the era in which he 

lived and worked. He says, “Finney played a major part in the collapse of Calvinism,” 

and “Finney’s scientific rationale for revivalism was a unique contribution to the 

development of American Protestantism precisely because it blended reason and faith so 

neatly” (“Modern Revivalism” 121). McLoughlin’s words are representative of the 

prevailing viewpoint of modern scholars concerning Finney: his beliefs altered the form 

of evangelical Protestantism permanently.    

 The second way in which the triumph of Finney’s beliefs can be illustrated is 

through the success of his Lectures on Revivals of Religion and the emergence of “pro-

Finney” publications in periodicals that had previously opposed him. In 1831, an Old 

School periodical The Spirit of the Pilgrims, founded by Lyman Beecher, began 

publishing a series of articles that discussed the New Measures and accompanying 

Revivals in Rochester and other cities of New York in complimentary terms (Miller 10). 

In 1829, the editor of a respected traditional Presbyterian periodical The Philadelphian 

sided with the New Measures adherent, in essence defecting from the Old School, and the 

periodical’s publications followed suit (Hardman 218). Lectures on Revivals of Religion, 

conceived with the purpose of saving the struggling publication the New York Evangelist, 

sold twelve thousand copies shortly after its first printing. Following its translation into 

French and Welsh, one publisher in London reportedly printed eighty thousand copies, 

and the editor of the New York Evangelist gained twenty-six hundred subscriptions when 

he printed several thousand extra copies and offered them free to new subscribers (277). 
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Hardman concludes, “For the most part, Charles Finney’s plan to modify the theology 

and practice of the Presbyterian denomination to conform to the new measures, now 

several years old, had been surprisingly successful” (238).  

 Why, exactly, were these beliefs so “surprisingly” successful? To be sure, certain 

environmental factors contributed to Finney’s theological success. First was the rise of 

anti-intellectualism. Partially a response to the Enlightenment and the intense rationalism 

of men like Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine, many Americans craved balms for the 

spirit, rather than the mind (Hatch). A man like Finney, who disdained formal education, 

but was possessed of a vigorous mind, appealed to the masses (Hardman ix-xiv). Perry 

Miller writes, “Finney’s basic theorem was that everybody can agree upon intellectual 

propositions. The difference is that some grasp them with the heart, others with only the 

mind” (25). This line of logic meant that laymen need no longer rely on intellectuals to 

tell them what they should think or how they should behave.  

A symptom, or perhaps contributor, to this phenomenon, and undoubtedly part of 

the reason for Finney’s success was what Ann Douglas calls the disestablishment of the 

clergy. By “disestablishment” she is referring to both the official disestablishment of 

churches, meaning governing bodies did not require their citizens to attend and support, 

fiscally and socially, a specific church, and also a gradual course of events which severed 

clergymen from their traditional source of power (Douglas 23). She writes, “The result of 

the disestablishment process was an apparent triumph for the competitive, commercial, 

and individualistic spirit: a “voluntary” system in which no denomination had automatic 

precedence over any other and no person had any obligation to attend worship or to 

support religion beyond his or her own desire to do so” (24). The disestablishment 
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process also resulted in laypersons gaining confidence in their own abilities to determine 

the proper course of their spiritual life apart from the guidance of educated clergy, a 

confidence shared by Finney from which he also benefitted.  

Yet another factor in the success of Finney’s theology was what Nathan Hatch 

calls the “democratization of American Christianity.” It could also be described as the 

effect of Jacksonian America on the form of Christianity. The upward mobility of the 

common man and an intensifying belief in equality were distinctly at odds with the 

Calvinism doctrine of election, wherein only the elect were able to receive God’s grace 

and ascend to heaven. Also, religion in colonial American had tended towards elitism and 

hierarchy where people deferred to their preachers as learned, sophisticated men who 

were part of the elite of society. Revivalism and the shifts in American Protestant 

theology and practice, however, resulted in preachers having to appeal to the masses, to 

prove their worth to a sovereign audience. Those who could speak the language of the 

people, and touch their hearts and minds were successful, regardless of degrees or 

credentials (Hatch).  These same criteria applied to the success and popularity of actors, 

in the nineteenth century as well as in centuries prior. In this way, the barometers of 

success for preachers were realigning to resemble the barometers of success for actors. In 

addition to these environmental factors, the theatricalization inherent in Finney’s new 

theology was undoubtedly a factor in its success.  

 When these beliefs are considered in terms of their difference from those of other 

religious figures of the time, their theatricality is manifest, both theologically and 

practically. Theologically, it was explicitly anti-Calvinist to assert that a revival of 

religion in which the spirit of God swooped in, saved those whom He deemed worthy of 
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saving, and then left again was not the truth of God’s sovereignty. Calvinists refused any 

idea that God allowed the free will of man to work and choose to save himself and others. 

This went against the doctrine of predestination, one of the facets of Calvinism and a 

foundational tenet of mainstream Protestantism prior to the Second Great Awakening. 

This anti-Calvinistic view grew to be so popular that it was the standard for Protestant 

evangelical Christianity, displacing Calvinism. This shift in dominant theology 

constitutes theatricalization of the form because of the behaviors for which it was 

responsible, behaviors such as conversion performances, emotional and imagistic 

preaching, and audience sovereignty, the theatricality of which have been previously 

discussed.   

Practically, moving towards manufacturing revivals and the conversions that 

follow could be considered a commercialization of Protestant evangelical Christianity in 

that it turned the focus of the practice of evangelical Christianity more towards marketing 

and attracting “consumers” rather than sole worship of God. As Keith Hardman says “… 

pragmatism won the day,” when it came to deciding between maintaining the Old School 

measures and reaping the benefits in conversions of the New Measures (xii). This 

commercialization put evangelical Christianity in direct competition with theatre in the 

cities of the North. In fact, following his great success in the 1830s, Finney became the 

minister of the Chatham Street Chapel, which was housed in the converted Chatham 

Street Theater, the workman’s theater of Jeffersonian New York. 

 The theatricalization of the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity continues 

when one examines the specifics of Finney’s New Measures. They included advocating 

freer, more extemporaneous preaching; the concept of citywide, cooperative evangelism; 
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the use of the anxious bench, a place where repentant sinners could wait “anxiously” to 

perform their conversions; both allowing and advocating public prayer for women; and 

the practice of calling out specific sinners by name while preaching (McLoughlin, 

“Modern Revivalism”). A closer examination of these conventions will reveal their 

difference from mainstream evangelical Christianity, their successfulness, and their 

contributions to the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity.  

First, Finney’s comments on the manner of preaching, found in the lecture entitled 

“How to Preach the Gospel,” list the qualities of the extemporaneous style of preaching 

he favors and feels is the most effective (Finney, “Lectures” 207). This style of preaching 

was entirely new to the Congregational and Presbyterian churches, though not the 

Methodists and Baptists, and it represented a conscious theatricalization of preaching 

style. Finney writes that good preaching should be conversational and in the “language of 

common life,” rather than language that is purely technical, in terms of doctrine and the 

intricacies of theology, and requires one’s audience to use a dictionary to understand it 

(208-209). Preaching should make use of parables, or, in the most basic terms, 

storytelling. He says, “There are millions of facts that can be used to advantage, and yet 

very few ministers dare to use them, for fear somebody will reproach them. ‘Oh,’ says 

somebody, ‘he tells stories.’ Tells stories! Why, that is the way Jesus Christ preached. 

And it is the only way to preach” (209). Furthermore, these illustrations should be drawn 

from common life. Finney also writes that a minister should always “feel deeply his 

subject” and that his actions should, and will, then correspond to his words by way of 

gesture. “Gestures are of more importance than is generally supposed. Mere words will 

never express the full meaning of the gospel. The manner of saying it is almost every 
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thing” (212). Also, a preacher must be sure “not to be monotonous. If he preaches in a 

monotonous way, he will preach the people to sleep” (214). 

 Finney closes with what he calls a few remarks on the need for a group of 

extemporaneous preachers, rather than those who read a written sermon. In his view, 

extemporaneous preaching is the only way to learn revival preaching, and Finney 

believes all ministers should be revival ministers and that all preaching should be revival 

preaching. He visits the objections to this style of preaching, one of them being that it is 

too theatrical. He relates a story about the relation between effective preaching and 

effective acting.  

The bishop of London once asked Garrick, the celebrated play-actor, why it was 
that actors, in representing a mere fiction, should move an assembly, even to 
tears, while ministers in representing the most solemn realities could scarcely 
obtain a hearing. The philosophical Garrick well replied, ‘It is because we 
represent fiction as a reality, and you represent reality as a fiction.’ (220).  

 

He goes on to speak of the actor as a model, closing as follows,  

And if ministers are too stiff, and the people too fastidious, to learn even from an 
actor, or from the stage, the best method of swaying mind, of enforcing sentiment, 
and diffusing the warmth of burning thought over a congregation, then they must 
go on with their prosing, and reading, and sanctimonious starch. But let them 
remember, that while they are thus turning away and decrying the art of the actor, 
and attempting to support ‘the dignity of the pulpit,’ the theatres can be thronged 
every night. The common-sense people will be entertained with that manner of 
speaking, and sinner will go down to hell (220). 

  

The success of these particular measures of Finney’s is best illustrated through the 

1830-31 Revival in Rochester, New York. Considered Finney’s greatest work as a 

revivalist, the Rochester Revival was a series of protracted meetings that resulted in a 

citywide revival, primarily among the working class. A protracted meeting was much like 

a camp meeting in that it consisted of revival services nightly for a number of days or 
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even weeks. However, protracted meetings were an urban phenomenon and were held 

inside churches and other buildings rather than outdoors (Hankins 188). On September 

10, 1830, Finney held the first meeting; between then and March 6, 1831, he preached 

ninety-eight sermons and was a part of countless other protracted meetings (Hardman 

198). Response was, from the very beginning, overwhelming. Businesses shut down for 

hours during the day in order to allow their employees to participate, and even the city 

high school suspended classes in order to hold prayer meetings. One witness wrote, “You 

could not go upon the streets and hear any conversation, except upon religion” (qtd. in 

Perciaccante 64). Some reports of this particular revival were so effusive that it led later 

scholars to write such statements as “The city (Rochester) holds a special place in the 

history of revivals, for Charles Finney’s triumph there in 1830-31 was the most 

spectacular event within the national revival of that year. In short, Rochester was the 

most thoroughly evangelized of American cities,” and “No more impressive revival has 

occurred in American history” (Johnson 13; Cross 155). Lyman Beecher called it “the 

greatest work of God, and the greatest revival of religion that the world have ever seen” 

(qtd. in Hankins 47). With this revival, along with the successful revival work in the 

years both preceding and following these, western New York came to be known as the 

“burned-over district,” as it had been “burned” with the fires of revivalist fervor (Cross). 

Part of the reason for the success in Rochester undoubtedly arises from a strain of 

excitability among the largely working-class populace. Paul E. Johnson termed the 

citizens “a bottom-heavy and unstable urban population” (37). Shortly before Finney’s 

arrival, the city of Rochester had been the center of an anti-Masonic furor. The 

Freemasons, a fraternity that included many high-ranking political and cultural leaders, 
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were suspected of plotting to take over the government of the United States (Hardman 

27). When, in 1826, a former Mason named William Morgan, who had written an exposé 

entitled Illustrations of Masonry

I argue, however, that another, larger reason for Finney’s success in Rochester is 

the theatricality of his New Measures. Setting aside for the moment that obvious and 

conscious theatricalization of the pulpit performance of evangelical Christianity, the 

theatricalization of the theology is apparent in the earlier comments as well. Advocating a 

language of common speech and the use of storytelling is inherently theatrical. Much of 

theatre, specifically Western drama, is, at its most basic, storytelling (Brockett 3-9).  

Moreover, much of theatre is even parabolic storytelling; that is, the use of a story to 

impart a moral or message. The medieval play 

, disappeared and rumors swirled concerning foul play, 

anti-Masonry intensified into a statewide crusade complete with demonstrations, wild 

rumors of conspiracies, and political organizations (60-61). In Rochester, the attacks 

against the elite were particularly vehement and the anti-Masonic movement split the 

churches. The citizens of Rochester also leapt headlong into the temperance movement, 

gaining national fame (or infamy) for their antics. Rochester was also at the center of 

Sabbatarianism, the movement to halt all business on Sundays in observance of the 

Christian Sabbath. In Paul Johnson’s words, “Overnight, Rochester was at the center of a 

national crusade to maintain Sunday as a sacred time” (85). The fact that all of these 

upheavals occurred within a period of three or four years indicates a society of 

tremendous passions and excitability, arguably the perfect environment for a revival. 

Everyman is a part of this tradition and, 

having survived hundreds of years to still be performed today, is illustrative of longevity 

of theatrical parable. Indeed, throughout history, many theatrical practitioners and 
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philosophers have believed one of the purposes of theatre to be instruction, to force an 

audience to examine certain truths about themselves and their lives (Brockett 31-64). The 

theatre of nineteenth-century America was no different. James Dormon notes, “The 

theater was expected to exercise strong didactic and moral influences; indeed, the 

didactic function was believed to take precedence over the entertainment function” (270). 

Thus, for nineteenth-century evangelical Protestantism, the use of parabolic storytelling 

in preaching constituted theatricalization.  

In addition to extemporaneous, common vernacular preaching, Finney’s Measures 

included the anxious bench and the practice of naming specific persons from the pulpit. 

The anxious bench refers to a designated area in the front of the church where those 

overcome with the force of their emotions could wait anxiously to be led through their 

conversion performance. This practice of Finney’s was first taken note of at the 

Rochester Revival, but quickly became an indispensable part of his revivalist technique 

(McLoughlin, “Modern Revivalism” 56-57). Also, the practice of calling out specific 

sinners by name from the pulpit was a big change from previous preaching, which 

uniformly spoke of sinners in a less personalized, all-inclusive, and, thus, less personally 

offensive way. This calling out was a practice begun in his earliest days as a preacher in 

Oneida County during the early 1820s, and one that continued until it became an 

identifying marker for Finney’s, and revivalists’ in general, preaching (Hardman).  

The success of these measures is most aptly illustrated in the losing battle against 

them. The New Measures were completely foreign, even repugnant, to many religious 

leaders. Resistant clergy abhorred the blatant theatricality and found the high 

emotionalism the Measures induced dangerous and ungodly. This belief led to what 
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became known as the New Lebanon Convention of 1827 (Randall 140). Lyman Beecher, 

a respected minister and the father of Henry Ward Beecher, along with Asahel Nettleton, 

a staunchly conservative Presbyterian, gathered together a group of like-minded clergy 

and met in New Lebanon, New York for the sole purpose of forcing Charles Finney and 

his supporters to repudiate the New Measures. Finney also attended with his supporters. 

G.F. Wright says, “This was not in any sense an ecclesiastical court … Finney was not in 

any sense on trial. It was the measures which he and his coadjutors were employed which 

were on trial” (84). Over an eight day period, from Wednesday, July 18 to Thursday, July 

26, the two groups debated several issues. These included: public praying by women, the 

calling of persons by name in prayer or sermon, audible emotional reactions during 

prayer, speaking out publicly against other ministers in denunciatory terms, the manner of 

admission to membership of new converts, and a list of eight complaints Beecher and his 

colleagues had against the New Measures. The list condemned “all irreverent familiarity 

with God”; “uneducated young men making invidious comparisons between them and 

settled pastors”; “stating things which are not true for the purpose of awakening sinners”; 

“unkindness and disrespect to superiors in age or station”; advocating a Measure “without 

regard to its scriptural character, or its future and permanent consequences”; and failing 

to “discriminate between holy and unholy affections” (Hardman 133-149). Throughout 

the Convention, the advocates of the New Measures were on the defensive, continually 

fighting to keep their techniques from being condemned by high-ranking members of the 

Congregationalist and Presbyterian clergy. 

  Critical scholarship on the outcome of this meeting seems mixed, with some 

calling it “anti-climactic” and “useless,” citing the lack of a true outcome, or that it only 
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“made matters worse” (Randall 142; McLoughlin, “Modern Revivalism” 37). Others 

claim clear victory for one side or the other. Don Seitz claims the conference ended with 

an unequivocal condemnation of Finney’s methods (98). Keith Hardman calls Charles 

Finney the real victor at New Lebanon. Hardman writes that with everything to lose “ … 

he emerged with more than he dared hope for … He had withstood the two greatest 

contemporary evangelists and gained at least a draw” (146). On some issues, such as 

public praying by women, the votes split evenly between the Old School (Beecher and 

company) and the New Measures. On others, compromises were reached that still 

allowed the New Measures evangelists wiggle room. For example, on the issue of audible 

groaning during prayer a resolution that “Audible groaning in prayer is, in all ordinary 

cases, to be discouraged; and violent and boisterous tones, in the same exercise are 

improper” (qtd. in Hardman 139). However, this obviously left room for audible groaning 

in extraordinary cases, which Finney and his fellows would argue described all 

conversion experiences. On still other issues, such as the list of complaints from the Old 

School, Finney and his compatriots avoided censure by claiming that such evils never 

occurred on their watch and demanding documentary proof of such happenings, which 

the Old School did not have. All of this resulted in no true consensus, but at the end of 

the conference, Lyman Beecher reportedly proclaimed to Finney that “I (Beecher) know 

your plan, and you know I do; you mean to come into Connecticut and carry a streak of 

fire to Boston. But if you attempt it, as the Lord liveth, I’ll meet you at the State line, and 

call out all the artillerymen, and fight every inch of the way to Boston, and then I’ll fight 

you there” (Beecher 275). Nonetheless, he welcomed Finney, and his New Measures, into 

Boston and Yale a mere five years later (Hankins 46). Moreover, opposition to the New 
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Measures dwindled to a few clergymen publishing tracts against specific Measures. John 

Williamson Nevin published “The Anxious Bench – A Tract for the Time” in 1843, and 

Asahel Nettleton continued to speak out against Finney and the New Measures. However, 

the facts that the New Lebanon Convention failed to result in a clear condemnation of the 

New Measures, that the chosen leader of the Old School capitulated to Finney’s 

techniques, and that Finney’s fame and acclaim grew exponentially after New Lebanon 

are all evidence of the success of the New Measures.  Whether or not opposing 

clergymen ever truly accepted and embraced the New Measures, it is undeniable that 

those Measures were to have a long-term and lasting effect on the path of protestant 

evangelical Christianity.  

The last of Finney’s New Measures I will examine is his practice of not only 

allowing women to pray publicly, but his actively advocating it. In traditional 

Protestantism, the intensely patriarchal construct of Christian belief forbade public 

praying, prophesying, or preaching by women, particularly in mixed gender assemblies. 

Finney, however, believed that there should be enough prayer meetings for all who were 

moved by the spirit to pray in public, including women. To those who challenged his 

interpretation of Scripture, he responded, “Some have supposed that the Scriptures 

plainly prohibit the speaking or praying of women in promiscuous assemblies. I do not so 

understand the teachings of the Bible” (Finney 72-73). While the practice did not 

originate with Finney, as evidence indicates it was allowed by the Methodists and 

Baptists prior to his New Measures as well as having long occurred at frontier Revivals 

and camp meetings, his vocal endorsement on it thrust the issue forward in the public’s 

religious consciousness. Moreover, he not only lent his vocal support but also practiced 
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what he preached. His first wife, Lydia, as well as his second wife, Elizabeth, were both 

heavily involved in this area of his ministry, as they organized, led, and spoke at 

numerous meetings (Hardman 102, 416). It was such a part of Finney’s ministry that 

scholar Leonard Sweet said that the words “praying women were Finney’s basic recipe 

for revivalism,” and that female prayer meetings “became directed gatherings, pulsating 

centers of creative energy and zeal” (109). 

This practice was part of a larger feminist movement of the early nineteenth-

century, one heavily influenced by the revivalist tradition of the Second Great 

Awakening. According to Nancy Hardesty, “The nineteenth-century American woman’s 

rights movement was deeply rooted in evangelical revivalism. Its theology and practice 

motivated and equipped women and men to adopt a feminist ideology, to reject 

stereotyped sex roles, and to work for positive changes in marriage, church, society, and 

politics” (x). As Ann Douglas shows, theologically liberal religions, such as 

Unitarianism, deism, and some sects of Congregationalism, sentimentalized and 

trivialized women’s contributions and sought to confine women to domestic roles (17-

258). While many women seized these roles with a vengeance in order to empower 

themselves, others were still dissatisfied, particularly within the sphere of religion. 

Evangelical Protestantism believed all people were created equal and all were sinners in 

need of salvation, an egalitarian notion women seized upon. They used Biblical scripture 

to bolster many of their arguments (Hankins 110-115). Their favorite Biblical text was 

Galations 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is 

neither male nor female; for ye are all one in Christ Jesus (New King James Bible). These 

shifts in culture and religion, bolstered by ministers such as Finney, provided women 
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with new power and status, and helped contribute to the success of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity, particularly among women. 

How did the anxious bench, the practice of calling out specific names, and 

allowing women to publicly pray constitute theatricalization of the form of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity? First, both the anxious bench and calling out persons by name 

encouraged the type of audience response and performance first recorded at the Revivals 

on the frontier. Criticisms of the practices noted this (Nevin). Also, critics claimed that 

use of the anxious bench and calling out persons by name exerted undue social pressure, 

outside the bounds of the individual’s spiritual relationship with God, by holding 

respondents up for praise if they went forward or condemnation if they did not. “It 

assumes that to go to the anxious seat is to ‘do something for Christ’” one detractor 

noted, “and that it is impossible for him who refuses to go to be a Christian” (qtd in 

McLoughlin, “Modern Revivalism” 95-96). Whether or not the practices were meant to 

work in this fashion, the charges have a certain ring of truth to them, and it is not at all 

difficult to imagine a sort of herd mentality taking effect on an audience and leading to 

emotional, intense conversion performances. The response provoked by the social 

pressures of the anxious bench and “naming names” is not dissimilar to that provoked by 

the performing of certain plays and songs within the theatre, or the appearance, or lack 

thereof, of certain popular performers. For example, as previously discussed, the playing 

of “Ca Ira” during the French Revolution galvanized audience members along political 

party lines, and the riot of the Charleston Theatre occurred when the displeasure of a few 

audience goers escalated into a violent and destructive demonstration. Such phenomenon 

were, until the Second Great Awakening, not common practice in the normal 
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performance of Protestant evangelical Christianity. One can argue that previous revivals 

accompanied by mass conversions were also characterized by social pressures resulting 

in herd behavior; however, it wasn’t until the Second Great Awakening and the New 

Measures that this behavior became a regular aspect in the performance of evangelical 

Protestantism and was reconfigured as positive. Thus, it is part of the process of 

theatricalization. 

Second, the practice of allowing women to pray publicly constituted 

theatricalization of evangelical Protestantism in that it was indicative of a growing 

feminist movement that was paralleled in the theatre. In the early nineteenth century, 

working in the theatre as actresses, playwrights, or even managers was one of the few 

avenues to independence, fiscal or otherwise, and status outside the domestic sphere 

available to a woman (Dudden, Cima, Reitz-Mullenix). Moreover, it was one of the only 

tools a woman had to assert her opinion of politics, society, and culture, either subtly or 

with the iron backbone of her pen. For example, a popular practice in nineteenth-century 

theatre was the playing of male roles by women. Conventional explanations for the 

popularity of “breeches” roles center on the idea that they titillated a largely male 

audience (as the actresses’ legs were prominently displayed in tight breeches) but served 

no real artistic purpose. Elizabeth Reitz-Mullenix writes, “The association between the 

breeches performer and her lower limbs is the most salient historical explanation for the 

longevity and popularity enjoyed by this theatrical convention” (3). However, some 

scholars, such as Reitz-Mullenix and Barnard Hewitt believe breeches roles offered 

women the opportunity to cross gender lines and inhabit a serious feminist politic. 

According to Reitz-Mullenix, women “wearing the breeches” were able to “use their 
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male personas to liberate themselves from the domestic sphere and to brave new territory 

for American women (4). The assumption of traditionally male roles, such as manager, 

by women that accompanied this is paralleled by the assumption of traditionally male 

roles such as preacher and theologian by evangelical Protestant females. The criticism 

leveled at both groups of women affirms this, as female preachers and theologians such 

as Antoinette Brown and Lucy Stone were constantly accused of “usurping” men’s 

proper roles, and the breeches performer was continually infantilized and sexualized in 

order to assert their indelible femininity (Hankins 114; Reitz-Mullenix 71-184). 

Consequently, the advocacy of public prayer by women constitutes part of the 

theatricalization process of the form of Protestant evangelical Christianity. 

The function of evangelical Protestantism also theatricalized as a result of 

Finney’s New Measures. Much as the function of Protestantism on the frontier mirrored 

the function of theatre in that it provided socialization and indicated civilization, the 

function of Protestantism in the urban North mirrored the function of theatre in the same 

way. Both theatre and evangelism became tools for social reform for the urban North, 

particularly concerning temperance and abolition. Prior to the Second Great Awakening 

and Finney, Protestant evangelical Christianity in the United States functioned primarily 

within the bounds of individuals. Churches focused on issues of doctrine, internal 

politics, and members’ individual behaviors. There was little or no interest by 

congregations in affecting the societies of which they were a part. Moreover, Calvinist 

theology, with its emphasis on predestination, did not lend itself to the idea of “proving 

one’s faith” by becoming a reform activist (McLoughlin, “Revivals, Awakenings”; 

Hardman; Hankins). As a result, conversions associated with previous awakenings and 
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revivals did not lead to an upswing in social reform. Also, the Revivals and conversions 

of the Second Great Awakening on the frontier did not result in increased attention to 

social reform, probably because frontier society was in its formative stages, thus making 

reform a little premature. Moreover, the frontier was, in the early years of the 

Awakening, more individualized than the North, and the trend of benevolence and reform 

societies had not yet made its way south (McLoughlin, “Revivals, Awakenings). 

However, when the Awakening moved to the North and into the hands of Finney and the 

middle-class, social reform became a large part of the revivalist spirit. 

For example, the Rochester Revival was accompanied by an upsurge in passion 

for temperance reform. This passion, previously discussed, existed before the Revival, 

but as the conversions multiplied and the prayer meetings continued, the numbers 

advocating prohibition and actively campaigning against the “demon liquor” rose. 

Moreover, the number of organized reform groups, or benevolence societies, as they were 

called, also increased, as did their membership numbers and the amount of money they 

received in donations (Perciaccante 101-130). Similarly, during Finney’s tenure as the 

minister of the Chatham Street Chapel, the location and its members became the 

spearhead of the abolition movement of New York City. The Tappan brothers, Lewis and 

Arthur, financed the renovation of the Chatham Street Theater into the chapel and were 

then instrumental in installing Finney as the permanent minister. They were also staunch 

abolitionists who were part of the immediatist movement, meaning they advocated 

immediate emancipation rather than gradual freedom. In October of 1830, the Chatham 

Street Chapel served as the meeting place for a group of abolitionists who formed the 

New York Antislavery Society, elected Arthur president, and then were forced to 
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hurriedly leave the building when an anti-abolition mob entered the church to attack 

them. The Chatham Street Church had been identified, and would continue to be 

identified, as an abolitionist stronghold (Wyatt-Brown 111-120). In fact, much of 

evangelical Protestantism was identified with abolition activism and fervor (Hankins 88).  

As a result of these instances, and others, Finney is credited with wedding evangelism 

and reform, a wedding that has yet to result in divorce. 

Part of the reason for the success of this marriage of evangelism and reform no 

doubt lies in the millennial aspirations of the Protestant of the nineteenth century. 

Millennialism refers to the belief in God’s final victory on earth, the time when God’s 

kingdom and church would reign over the earth for a thousand-year period. The 

revivalism of the Second Great Awakening linked American ideals to this movement, 

introducing the belief that the United States was to play a special role in advancing the 

triumph of the Kingdom of God (Hirrel 84). Thus, the American evangelical Protestant 

had an especially ardent motivation for social reform. Nineteenth-century evangelicals 

came to believe, as the Second Great Awakening waxed on, that they were within years, 

perhaps months, of seeing the Kingdom of God on earth, primarily through Yankee 

ingenuity and hard work (Hardman 12-23).     

Another viewpoint concerning the success of this innovation in evangelism has to 

do with social control and the rise of the middle class. As Jacksonian democracy sought 

to hand the common man more power, the middle-class simultaneously sought to 

enhance their own authority over the lower classes. In the vein of the feudal noblesse 

oblige, the middle-class believed it their duty to save the lower class from themselves. 

The passionately emotional conversions resulting in a heightened passion for social 



Texas Tech University, Leslie Branson, May 2011 

93 

 

reform connected with the Awakening’s Revivals dovetailed neatly with this belief, each 

reinforcing the other (Griffin 81-96). 

Still, it seems too much of a coincidence that this innovation within American 

Protestantism reflected one of the same in American theatre, specifically theatre 

associated with the middle class. At the same time that newly converted evangelicals 

were working for abolition and temperance, so were many theatrical practitioners, 

professional and amateur. John W. Frick writes that theatre was deeply involved in the 

temperance movement. The Drunkard, or The Fallen Saved, written by William H. 

Smith, was first performed in 1844 and was one of America’s most popular native plays. 

It was the longest-running show until Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Thus, supporting temperance 

led to an increase in the theatre’s popularity, particularly among the middle class (Frick 

xiii-256). The same phenomenon extended to abolition. As early as 1793, an American 

playwright was staging a scene of emancipation in the playhouse (Nathans, Slavery and 

Sentiment 1). Abolitionist playwrights used their work to heighten anti-slavery fervor as 

well as increase their own popularity. For example, the 1818 production of Thomas 

Morton’s The Slave coincided with an abolitionist victory in Baltimore, where it was 

staged. One of the results was increased publicity for both the theatre and the abolitionist 

victory and movement (Nathans, Slavery and Sentiment 171-176). Just as the desire for 

social reform allowed Protestant revivalism to flourish as a tool in the hands of the 

righteous, so it did the same for the theatre. In this way, the function of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity evolved to resemble that of theatre more significantly than 

previously observed.  
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In addition to the theatricalization of the form and function of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity, both on the frontier and in urban areas, there was a clear 

theatricalization in the performance of evangelical Protestantism, specifically in the 

parallels between the major figures of both the theatrical and religious spheres. For 

example, Charles Grandison Finney and the famed American actor Edwin Forrest rose to 

fame at approximately the same time and shared many characteristics, physical and 

otherwise, that indicate a theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity’s most 

successful figures. Effusive and hyperbolic descriptions about their imposing physical 

presences abounded and seemed to be connected to their success. Regarding Finney, 

“Tall, handsome, with strikingly intense eyes and a powerful voice that he could project 

and modulate over a great distance … his hold over an audience was so strong that when 

he described the descent of a sinner into hell, people in the back rows of a church stood 

up to watch the final fall” (Randall 139), and “Handsome in a virile way … he became a 

good athlete … Finney was soon to learn … how to capitalize upon his striking features, 

so valuable and persuasive in a courtroom – or behind a pulpit. No description of Finney 

from this period failed to mention his prominent forehead and those remarkable, hypnotic 

eyes, when many remembered for years to come as his most conspicuous characteristic, 

for it seemed that he could pierce through a person with his stern glance” (Hardman 

31,35). Another writer described Finney as “… six feet two inches tall, slim, blond, blue-

eyed, and handsome. His piercing eyes stared out from their deep sockets with 

frightening intensity, and when he spoke from the pulpit, guilt-ridden auditors quailed 

and fainted under his gaze” (McLoughlin, “Modern Revivalism” 17).  
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Regarding Forrest, he was purportedly told by a theatre owner, “You are a fine 

specimen of manly youth. … Your bearing is strong, your eyes are steady … Your voice 

is clear and deep” (qtd. in Shaw 20). Roles and venues were specifically chosen to offer, 

“ … splendid opportunities for displaying Forrest’s muscular body” (31). A 

contemporary wrote, “Never shall I forget the peculiar impression his acting made on me 

the first time I saw him perform … The peculiar impression arose from the entire change 

I saw in the manner of everything he did in the character he was representing – his walk, 

the inward turn of his feet, the carriage of his whole body, the gestures of his arms, the 

new and strange inflections of his voice, and even the manner his head posed upon  his 

shoulders” (Harrison 35-36). 

 Their respective performance styles, in the pulpit and on the stage, also bear a 

marked resemblance to one another. Forrest’s acting is often described as “robust,” and 

“athletic,” and critics often characterized  him as a “ranter,” a charge to which his 

supporters vehemently took offense (Moody 27-41; Harrison 135-178; Shaw 11-39). 

Finney in the pulpit has been described as, “ … re-enforced by a marvelous stage 

presence, a mellow, wide-ranging voice, and a dramatic talent that made him one of the 

best pulpit actors of his day. He put his whole body into his preaching and in his early 

years writhed, gesticulated, and groaned so in the pulpit that unfriendly observers thought 

him coarse, crazy, or hypocritical. Most of his auditors, however, especially in western 

New York, found him solemn, “pungent,” inspiring, and usually overpowering” 

(McLoughlin, “Modern Revivalism” 17), and “ … when Finney had learned how to use 

his appearance and voice for maximum effect upon audiences, he was able to modulate 

his vocal power to be immensely persuasive, as well as to be explosive – perhaps 
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melodramatic by the standards of today – with his verbal pyrotechnics” (Hardman 35-

36).  

Forrest’s style and example were to come to dominate American theatre. This 

assertion is supported by the events of the Astor Place Riot. In May 1849, a group of 

Forrest’s supporters stormed the Astor Place theater, where his rival William Macready 

was performing, halted the performance, and began an ultimately deadly riot. One of the 

proximate causes of this was the rivalry between the British Macready and the native-

born Forrest and, ostensibly, their conflicting styles. With the Astor Place Riot, many 

Americans asserted their strong preference for Forrest and the “American” style of acting 

and theatre (Moody 1-236).   

In the same way, Finney’s style and example came to dominate American 

evangelical Protestantism, as evidenced by the aforementioned New Lebanon Convention 

as well as the long-term adoption of his New Measures and the professional evangelism 

that continues even today. That both of these men and their characteristics were dominant 

in the United States in their respective fields, and that these characteristics resembled one 

another to such an extent is again illustrative of the theatricalization of American 

Protestantism.  

As a result of the changes in Protestant evangelical Christianity during the Second 

Great Awakening, the form, function, and performance of the religion was fundamentally 

changed. Emphasis on attendance rather than doctrine, favoring emotionalism over 

intellectualism, expanding audience sovereignty, and a fundamentally changed preaching 

style were permanent aspects of American evangelical Protestantism by 1840. Moreover, 
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the infusion of these features represented a theatricalization of evangelical Christianity, a 

theatricalization central to its success. 

The theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity in the first half of the 

nineteenth-century was no isolated event, arising from a unique and unrepeatable set of 

circumstances and then fading into obscurity with little mark of its existence left behind. 

It was neither a solely frontier-based phenomenon nor merely an urbanized, Northern 

event with little widespread effect. It was part and parcel of the Second Great 

Awakening, arguably the most influential religious movement of the fledgling United 

States. By the outbreak of the Civil War, the line between preacher and actor, audience 

member and congregant, sinner and saint was irrevocably blurred. A person could be 

either/or, any and all of these things, whether one by one or all at the same time. Perhaps 

this elasticity is the true legacy of the theatricalization of American Protestantism. 

Perhaps that legacy is a generation’s gift. 
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

One headline in 1904 read: “Evangelist does great vaudeville stunts in Tabernacle 
Pulpit.” Another, a year later, compared him to the newest form of popular 
entertainment with which Sunday had constantly to compete for his crowds: 
“Tabernacle Kinetoscope: Rev. William Sunday Flashes a Series of Moving 
Pictures in the Pulpit.” The way Sunday acted out scenes on the tabernacle 
platform was as good as a Keystone Comedy or “The Perils of Pauline.” “Those 
who went to hear him last night to be entertained got the worth of their money,” 
said one account. “There is an accuracy in his mimicry that is seldom seen since 
Clara Morris left the stage” (McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism 407-408).  

  

Long after the initial fervor of the Second Great Awakening died down, the 

changes to Protestant evangelical Christianity remained. The above description of the 

early twentieth-century mass evangelist Billy Sunday is not unique among descriptions of 

evangelical Protestant preachers or of evangelical Protestants in general. The effects were 

of such longevity that modern scholars such as Sharon Mazer study the theatricality of 

modern evangelism, making such observations as “Evangelical preaching has always 

been a highly visible form of performance in American culture … the tradition it follows 

is rooted in the revival tents and medicine shows of nineteenth-century America” (15). 

 The essential nature of evangelical Protestantism was forever altered in an 

appreciably theatrical manner. The conventions and practices of worship, architecture, 

events, preaching, and even doctrine transformed to resemble the conventions and 

practices of nineteenth-century theatre in several ways. Through the event of the Great 

Revival of Cane Ridge, the phenomenon of the frontier camp meeting, and the person of 

Charles Grandison Finney, the theatricalization of the form of Protestant evangelical 

Christianity can be traced. Moreover, the theatricalization of the function of Protestant 

evangelical Christianity is illustrated. Age-old competitors, American theatre and 
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American Protestantism upped the ante during the Second Great Awakening, actively 

vying, at least on the part of Protestantism, to secure a vital role in the shaping of the 

fledgling American identity. They strove to occupy many of the same cultural roles for 

various American communities, from opportunities for socialization to social reform. As 

the function theatricalized, so did the performance. The performance of worshippers and 

clergy, both individually and collectively, theatricalized, and even the development of 

certain evangelical tools operated in a similar way to theatre. This theatricalization of the 

form, function, and performance of the people, tools, and rhetoric of evangelical 

Protestantism that spans the entirety of the Second Great Awakening is evidence of a 

change in religious paradigm and, thus, what I call the theatricalization of American 

Protestant evangelical Christianity. 

 Reaching the conclusion of such a study seems to invite the question: why does it 

matter? What does it mean for evangelical Christianity? What does it mean for theatre? In 

the short term, theatricalization for evangelical Christianity in the first half of the 

nineteenth century meant success in terms of conversion, worshippers, and increased 

status within society. It meant that rather than the country pursuing an intellectual, 

rationalistic, Enlightenment-inspired form of religion, the emotionalism and energy of 

evangelical Christianity would become an identifier of American Protestantism. 

Comprehensively, it meant that the Second Great Awakening would not become a 

forgotten movement, fodder only for academics and religious historians. The Second 

Great Awakening would mark an epoch in American religion with its effects felt for 

years to come. 
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 For theatre, the theatricalization of Protestant evangelical Christianity perhaps 

meant the dissolution of the chance to be a conscious, recognized major player in the 

shaping of American culture and identity. While the influence of theatre upon various 

aspects of American culture and identity is and has been very strong and should not be 

underestimated, it is often overlooked or brushed aside. Those active in the world of 

theatre have documented well this influence and have unquestionably proven the 

importance of theatre, in all its forms, to American history and society. However, the 

nation at large, the “man on the street,” if you will, is neither aware of nor convinced of 

this importance. One only has to spend a little time trying to raise money for theatre to 

discover this truth. One wonders if this would be the case if the Second Great Awakening 

had not unfolded as it did. Such a query is the purview of a separate study, but the 

understanding of the relationship between American theatre and American religion, past 

and present, lies partially in the subject of the study at hand. The theatricalization of 

Protestant evangelical Christianity and its effect on the success of the Second Great 

Awakening provides the basis for any number of examinations and understandings 

concerning theatre, American Protestantism, and the relationship between the two. 

 The shaping of American Protestantism to more strongly resemble theatre than it 

previously had was both a conscious and unconscious effort, both purposeful and 

accidental. It resulted in both success and failure in various ways. This dichotomy is ever 

a characteristic of numerous movements and processes that dot the landscape of 

American history. One might argue, then, that such a dichotomy is the most American 

thing of all. 
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