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Abstract

This thesis is an examinationof the religiousand academic identities of John Venn (18341923), logician and biographer,explored by building up a picture of the series of family,
religious and academic communitiesof which he was a part - from the institutionalstructures
of the Church of England,Gonville and Caius College and the Universityof Cambridge,to
more informal networksof friends and professions;and virtual communitiesof ideas and
intellectualinfluence.

Venn was heir to a clerical, Evangelicaldynasty, but his religious doubts led him to resign
orders. He establishedinstead an academic reputationthrough publishedworks on
probabilityand logic; and in later life concentratedupon historical and biographical
researches.Venn's departurefrom Evangelicalismand his developmentas an academicis
explained in terms of the real and virtual communitieshe 'inherited', such as the Venn family
connexion,Evangelicaltheology and Church party; and those to which he'acquired'
membership,namelythe academic networkssignified by interactionswith colleaguesand
mediatedthroughjournals, learned societies and the institutionalstructuresof the University.

This biographical study of Venn is an entry point for examining broader historical themes in
nineteenth century religion and academia; in particular, the development of mid-Victorian
Evangelicalism, the course of University reform and the emergence of clerical and academic
professional identities. It is also a case-study of religious doubt against which to compare the
literature on crises of faith and the experiences of other sons of Evangelicalism, such as
Leslie and Fitzjames Stephen and Henry Sidgwick.
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Figure 1: Venn diagram: stained glass window by Maria McClafferty in the Hall of Gonville and Caius
College, Cambridge. Reproduced by kind permission of the Master and Fellows of Gonville and Caius,
Cambridge.
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1. Introduction

To his contemporaries, John Venn was often introduced as the son of Henry Venn of the
Church Missionary Society, or as the grandson of John Venn of Clapham. To academic
logicians and recent generations of schoolchildren, his Venn diagrams are instantly
recognisable. To historians and genealogists, he is probably best known for his later work, as
co-editor with his son, John Archibald Venn, of Part I of Alumni Cantabrigienses, the
biographical dictionary of all members of the University of Cambridge. This thesis is
concerned with the sum of these parts: exploring Venn's religious and academic development
through the intersections between the various aspects of his thought, achievements, and the
academic, religious and social networks of which he was a part.

John Venn was born into an Evangelical family that was seen as being at the very core of the
Evangelical party in the Church of England. His father, Henry Venn, was the long-serving
Honorary Secretary to the Church Missionary Society; his grandfather and namesake
ministered to the Clapham Sect; and his great-grandfather, another Henry and the first
Evangelical Venn, had set out the Evangelical schema of salvation in his Complete duty of
'
man. Beyond that the family's clerical line could be traced back to the sixteenth century in a
succession that reads like an Old Testament genealogy. Family tradition was strengthened by
the inheritance of the Clapham sect, where common theological, social and political interests
had been reinforced by inter-marriage between the Venns, the Stephens and the Diceys. 2 It
was this twin heritage of a clerical and Evangelical dynasty that was key to John Venn's

H. Venn (1725-97), The complete duty of man; or, a system of doctrinal and practical Christianity with
prayers for families and individuals [Select Chdstian authors with introductory essays No 53] with an
introductory essay by Rev. John Brown (Glasgow, 1829).
Where confusion is likely to arise regarding names, members of the Venn family will be identified by
name and reference to the place with which they were most closely associated, hence:
John Venn (1834-1923); his brother, Henry Venn of Canterbury (1838-1923); his father, Henry Venn of
CIVIS(1796-1873); his uncle, John Venn of Hereford (1802-90); his grandfather, John Venn of
Clapham (1759-1813), his great-grandfather, Henry Venn of Huddersfield (1725-97).
2 See Venn family tree, 18.
p.
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upbringingand early contacts; and to what was expected of him when he went up to
Cambridge in 1853.

To a certain extent he followed the pattern. He took orders in 1859-60,spent time as a
before
the
Evangelical
background,
from
preached
sound
a
a
woman
curate, married
University,and wrote for the EvangelicalChristian Observer.Yet, like his cousins, Leslie and
FitzjamesStephen,and second cousin, Albert Venn Dicey, he was to part ways with the
1880s,
Venn
his
Evangelicalism
describe
In
the
to
his
as
of
was
memoir
a
youth.
of
religion
being little more than a natural inclinationto be religious, bound up with a set of inherited
beliefs and a large amount of respectfor his father.3 He defined his position in the 1860s as
that of broad churchmanship;but in 1883, he resignedorders under the Clerical Disabilities
Act.

It was in the field of logic that Venn was to establish his academic reputation, teaching
alongside F.D. Maurice, Henry Sidgwick, Alfred Marshall and Henry Fawcett, for the Moral
Sciences Tripos in Cambridge. He also published on probability, and on the diagrammatic
representation of logical possibilities - the latter being the Venn diagrams that still bear his
name. His achievement was recognised by his election to a fellowship of the Royal Society in
1883 and his admission as Doctor of Sciences in Cambridge in 1884. However, in 1888 he
donated his collection of logic books to the University Library, signalling the effective end of
his commitment to original logical researches, although he retained his College lectureship
until 1897 and was still active in the field of anthropometrical and statistical studies. It was
during this period that he began to devote much more time to another pursuit: research and
documentation of the histories of his family, College, and University. This was the third strand
of Venn's reputation, as a historical biographer. Between 1885 and 1923, Venn compiled a

3 Universityof Birmingham,Church MissionarySociety Archive, Venn papers, CMS/ACC81F27,
Annals 1834-66by John Venn, pp.92-3.
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biographical dictionary of Gonville and Caius College; worked on compiling the first part of a
similar dictionary for all Cambridge alumni, as well as publishing a history of his family, editing
historical records of the University and contributing articles to his College magazine, The
Caian. 4

Purpose and key themes
He was the heir to a prominent Evangelical clerical dynasty; underwent a substantial change
of religious direction, and left a lasting academic legacy but, hitherto, there has been no
extended biographical study of John Venn. His career did warrant substantial obituaries and
entries in both the Dictionary of National Biography and the Dictionary of Scientific Biography
but treatments of Venn have tended to concentrate upon particular aspects of his
5
achievements., For example, the recent entry on Venn in the Oxford Dictionary of National
Biography covers Venn's religious development and philosophical contribution but barely
6

touches upon the thirty years he spent upon biographical and historical research. While
Venn's contribution to logic and philosophy has been relatively well documented, his religious
development has, in comparison, usually been explored with Venn being an ensemble or
7
supporting player. Thus, Venn's religious development has been explored in the context of
his family in a longitudinal study of the Evangelical Venns, and more generally, as a brief
additional example in support of hypotheses about the development of religious thought
among the descendants of members of the Clapham sect, or biographies about his more

4 For a bibliographyof these works, see p.239.
5 H. T Francis,'in memoriam:John Venn', Proceedingsof the Royal Society, Series A, Volume CX
(1926); H.T. Francis,'In memoriam:John Venn' The Calan, Volume XXXI (Cambridge,1922-3);J.A.
Venn, Venn, John 1834-1923',Dictionaryof National Biography,Oxford UniversityPress, 1937; CDRom edition 1995; T.A.A. Broadbent,'Venn, John' in C.C. Gillespie(ed.), Dictionaryof Scientific
Biography,Volume XIII (New York, 1976).
6
J.R. Gibbins, Venn, John (1834-1923)',Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography(Oxford University
Press, 2004; online edition, May 2005 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36639,accessed 17 Aug
2005]).
7 Continuingacademic interest in Venn's work on logic is reflectedin the survey of Venn diagrams
maintainedby the ElectronicJournal of Combinatorics:
hftp://www.combinatorics.orq/Survevs/ds5NennEJC.htmi, which includes a recent monographon the
developmentand legacy of Venn diagrams by A.W.F. Edwards, Cogwheelsof the mind. the story of
Venn diagrams (Baltimoreand London, 2004).
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famous cousins, like Leslie Stephen. 8 There is therefore scope for a more detailed study
focusing upon John Venn's religious and academic development.

There is no lack of source material to support this approach. Venn produced a substantial
body of published work, ranging from his first article in Fraser's Magazine on the'Science of
History' in 1862, via monographs on the Logic of chance and Symbolic logic; to his final work,
Alumni Cantabrigienses, which started to emerge from the press in 1922, and was finally
completed by his son in 1954.9 John Venn preserved and added to the family archive, with
correspondence with his family, his friends and academic colleagues, although a small
proportion of the correspondence between Venn and his wife, Susanna, is rendered
inaccessible through being written in a version of the family shorthand. 10Venn also wrote an
"
his
development.
These core materials
religious
unpublished autobiographical account of
are further supplemented by college and University archives in Cambridge and the papers left
by Venn's friends and colleagues. 12

The aim of this thesis is therefore to explore the landscape of family, religious and academic
communities of which Venn was a part. These communities took a variety of forms; from the
institutional structures of the Church and the University, to more informal networks of friends,
professions or church parties, and virtual communities of ideas and intellectual influence. It is

8 For example,WX Stockton,'The Venn family since the mid-eighteenthcentury'(Brandeis University
PhD thesis, 1980); C. Tolley, Domesticbiography:the legacy of Evangelicalismin four nineteenth
century families [Oxford HistoricalMonographs](Oxford, 1997); N. Annan, Leslie Stephen:his thought
and character in relation to his time (London, 1951).
9 See p.237 for a bibliographyof the works by Venn cited in this thesis.
10J.A. Venn divided the Venn archive between three repositories: Gonville and Caius College Archive,
John Venn Papers (hereafter referred to as Caius Archive); Society of Genealogists Library Special
Collections, Venn Collection (hereafter referred to as Society of Genealogists Library, Venn Collection);
University of Birmingham, Church Missionary Society Archive, Venn papers (hereafter referred to as
CMS Archive).

11CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals 1834-66by John Venn.
12Particularly,Trinity College, Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers; UniversityCollege London, Papers
and Correspondenceof Sir Francis Galton; Universityof Glasgow, Library Special Collections,Albert
Venn Dicey papers.
-4-

here that Venn's own symbolic representationof intersectingsets seems to provide an apt
13
influence.
these
the
to
visual metaphor
nature of
overlapping communities of
encapsulate

The purpose in sketching out these intersecting sets is to build up a multi-faceted picture of
Venn's academic and religious identities - of the personal and intellectual, of public
association, professional involvement and institutional participation. Venn's religious identity
will therefore be traced as an evolving multi-stranded relationship: - to theological ideas,
religious values, family tradition, churchmanship and institutional participation, public
positions taken in print and on the platform of societies, and membership of a church party.
Likewise, academic identity will be viewed as interactions with ideas; with networks of
colleagues and collaborators, either on a personal level, at the College table, or mediated
through journals and learned societies; as well as institutional connections through colleges
and universities.

The primaryfocus will be to trace the path of and motivation behindVenn's religious
development,from Evangelicalupbringing,through private religiousdoubt and to public
resignationof orders. One strand of this investigationwill be to trace how far Venn departed
from the real and virtual communitieshe 'inherited', such as the Venn family connexion,its
associatedEvangelicaltheology, values and party identity. The other strand will be the
communitiesVenn chose or of which he'acquired' membership,such as his academic
approachwith its associatednetworksand research,teaching and publishingactivity. For this
reason,the investigationof Venn's religiousdevelopmentis pursuedalongsidean exploration
of the backgroundto Venn's logical and biographicalwork. It will be outside the scope of this
thesis to explore in detail the specialisedcontent of Venn's academicwork on logic. However,
13See Figure I on p.viii. This image is intended solely
as a point of visual metaphor, with apologies to
historians of logic. The distinctive feature of Venn's diagrams was that they did not rely upon the
mutual relationship between two or more classes, but rather the complete classification of all the
possible combinations of the classes; providing a number of sub-divisions or compartments which then
might be shown to be occupied or unoccupied. Ironically, the sense in which I am employing the image
of a Venn diagram here is closer to that of logicians like Euler, whose work was superseded by Venn's.
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in highlighting the key influences and networks that underpinned a seemingly diverse
collection of works and achievements, it is hoped that common threads between the various
aspects of Venn's work and thought will be usefully illuminated. This twin track approach will
also build upon the work of historians who have sought to set understanding of religious
identity and debate within a broader social and professional context, challenging the
14
compartmentalisation of secular and religious activity.

The explorationof Venn's religiousand academic identitieswill also in turn act as an entry
point for examiningaspects of parallel developmentsin Evangelicalism,the Universityof
Cambridge,and clerical and academic professionsin the late nineteenthand early twentieth
centuries.John Venn was born in 1834 and lived until 1923.These are facts not only
necessaryto a biographicaltext, but also key to placing him in the context of his times. Venn
spent nearly seven decadesworshippingin the same chapel as a member of the same
College- if 'same' is the right word. In that time, he witnessedthe change in the cry from
'church in danger'to'faith in danger; and the emergenceof a more secular, research and
teaching Universityfrom the remnantsof mediaevalacademicchantries.Venn was also a
witness to the impact of mid-centuryreligious debates, such as the controversyfollowing the
publicationof Essays and reviews, and was an active participantin the implementationof
reform at College and Universitylevel. Venn's life also providesa useful point of intersection
for examiningthe developmentof a number of social elites. By birth he was a descendantof
the Evangelicalelite of Clapham, and by academic achievement,a fellow of both the Royal
Society and the Society of Antiquaries,and Presidentof a Cambridgecollege.

It will also be possible to compare Venn's experience with that of his contemporaries, such as
Leslie and Fitzjames Stephen, Albert Venn Dicey, John Seeley and Henry Sidgwick. In

14For example,J.H. Brooke, Science and religion: some historicalperspectives[CambridgeHistory of
Science] (Cambridge,1991); F.M. Turner, Contestingcultural authority-essays in Victorlanintellectual
life (Cambridge,1993).
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comparison with his Stephen and Dicey cousins, Venn was less prominent publicly. Lack of
prominence is relative. Venn was a noted academic, a man with a recognised family name;
and it is arguable that his academic reputation has retained a general currency that Sidgwick
and Dicey have not. However, Venn was not a regular writer for general periodicals as his
cousins were, and did not follow them in taking public positions on a range of issues.
Subsequently, Venn has not been singled out for the biographical attention which has in
15
Sidgwick.
There is a double opportunity
Stephens
bestowed
been
the
and
upon
contrast
here: both to identify Venn's achievements and contributions, and also to test whether Venn's
have
drawn
in
broader
been
the
that
conclusions
or
challenges
supports
experience
recorded
surveys and works on more noted figures. The aim is not necessarily to claim that Venn was
a leading figure in the development of nineteenth century religion or academia, but rather that
any rounded study of the development of post-Claphamite Evangelicalism, 'crises of faith',
and University history requires recourse to the secondary figures who were participants rather
than necessarily opinion-formers or leaders.

As will be seen, a study of Venn also presents the opportunity to explore a number of strands
of existing historical literature. These include definitions of the ways in which Evangelical
identity was constructed and was developing; the literature on mid-Victorian crises of faith
and vocation; and the emergence of professional identity in clerical and academic circles. A
number of these strands will be identified and sketched in outline in the next section, and
explored critically in more detail in the context of the individual chapters to which they relate.

15For example,J. Colaiaco,James Fitziames Stephenand the crisis of Victorianthought (New York,
1983); N. Annan, Leslie Stephen;the godless Victorian(London, 1984); B. Schultz (ed.) Essays on
Henry Sidgwick(Cambridge,1992).
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Structure
In keepingwith a biographicalstructure,and in support of the aim of exploringthe crossconnectionsbetweenthe various strands of Venn's thought and work, a broadlychronological
approach has been adopted.Venn's life will be approachedthrough a series of distinct
periods of experience:childhood,student life, work as a curate, academicand clerical life in
Cambridgeprior to the mid 1880s,and academic life from the mid 1880sonwards,which
overlaps chronologicallywith a final chapter on Venn's historicaland biographicalwork.
ApproachingVenn's life by period rather than by separate strands of activity will allow the
cross-connectionsbetween aspects of religious and academic identity and thinking to be
drawn out more fully; thus enablingthe explorationof religious identity to be placed in a
broader social context.

At each stage a multi-stranded approach to religious identity will be utilised. Bebbington's
identification of biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism and activism as the main
characteristics, or'special marks', of Evangelicalism gives a sense of the multiple strands that
16
definition
Evangelical
identity.
Evangelicalism can be taken to
be
to
of
part of any
need
mean certain theological tenets, namely, the original sin of humanity, the possibility of
redemption through faith in Christ's death as atonement for mankind's sin, and regeneration
through the Holy Spirit bringing the repentant sinner into a personal relationship with God. 17
The emphasis placed upon the individual conscience meant that Evangelicalism was as
much a way of life exemplified by a set of values, as it was a theological approach.
Individuals were exhorted to examine their consciences, to examine constantly their motives,
to account for their actions and to live useful and serious lives. 18Evangelicals looked to the
development of a personal relationship with God through Christ following a conversion
experience rather than through sacramental grace; and good works were regarded as
16D.W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in modem Britain: a history from the 1730s to the 1980s (London,
1989). p. 3.
17Tolley, op. cit., pp.4-5; D. M. Rosman, Evangelicals
and culture (London, 1984), pp. 10-12; 1.Bradley,
The call to seriousness: the Evangelical impact on the Victorians (London, 1976), pp.20-2.
18Tolley, op. cit.,
pp.27-8,30; 1. Bradley, op. cit., p.20.
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19
to
than
true
evidence of
as essential
salvation. However, as Knight as
conversion rather
pointed out, Evangelicalism cannot be narrowed down to adherence to a spiritual position or
a religion of individual heroes, but must also be examined in terms of its corresponding
20
organisational, social and political aspects . Any definition of Evangelicalism must also
include its associational aspect, whether in informal, personal networks, such as the Clapharn
Sect, or in membership of societies, such as the Church Missionary Society and the Bible
Society, which approached every ecclesiastical, political and philanthropic cause
21
systematically. In moving from a definition of the inner life to that of adherence to a public
position, the boundaries of the definition begin to shift, as Burns in his commentary upon
Conybeare's 'Church Parties' has pointed out, as a distinction is made between the history of
Evangelicalism as a theological position and that of Evangelicalism as a party affiliation. 22

This framework will be applied firstly in the examination
John Venn his first, and exclusively
and 1840s. Writers have emphasised

Evangelical,

of the family environment

that gave

frame of reference for religion in the 1830s

the way in which Evangelicalism,

and particularly the

Clapham families, elevated the religious role of the family and home as the centre of worship
23
to
transmit
religious values. By looking at John Venn's early family
and the means

relationships and the ways in which he was exposed to religion during his childhood, it is
hoped to gain a clearer view of the elements that constituted his Evangelical upbringing, with
points of comparison not only against the ideal that the Venn family set out publicly but also
with the recorded experience of other families of Clapham descendants.

19Bradley,op. cit., pp.20-2; P. Toon, Evangelicaltheology 1833-1856:a response to Tractatianism
11-ondon,1979), p.5.
Knight, The nineteenthcentury Church and English society (Cambridge,1995), pp.8-12.
20F.
1 Bradley,op. cit., p.136.
22 A. Burns, Introductionto W. Conybeare,'Church Parties' [1853-5] in S.Taylor (ed.), From Cranmer
to Davidson:a Church of Englandmiscellany [Church of EnglandRecord Society,VII) (Woodbridge,
Boydell & Brewer, 1999), pp.251-2.
23Tolley, op. cit., pp.2,11-20.
-9-

The Venn family has also been noted for constructinga particularfamilial ideal around its
24
identity.
Stockton has usefully examinedin detail the linkage betweenfamily and
religious
religious identityfor the Venns but his focus upon the vertical lines of family inheritance
limited the extent to which he consideredthe influenceof 'horizontal' networksand contacts
upon John Venn's development. It is the juxtaposition of these two elements, 'inherited' and
acquired' communities, that will be explored over later chapters. The Venn family's tradition of
projecting particular elements of an Evangelical and clerical identity will also recur as a theme
when Venn's motivation and influences as a biographer are explored.

When John Venn matriculatedat Gonville and Calus College Cambridgein 1853, the
Evangelicalismof his family life ceased to be the sole religiousinfluencein his life. The
College was the first source of religious disciplineand influenceto which John Venn was
subject when he emergedfrom the family home, and thereafter remaineda constant element
in his life. Caius providedthe institutionalbackdropagainst which Venn's personalchange of
religious perspectivetook place and added a further element to the emerging picture of his
religiousdevelopment.He entered a Universityon the cusp of reform. Religioustests still kept
all degrees,fellowshipsand offices as Anglican monopolies.There was close linkage
betweenacademicappointmentsand requirementsto take orders and to remain celibate; and
the Universitywas a de facto clerical seminary despite offering no first degree in Divinity.
Each of these elements,which provide the context for Venn's experienceas an
undergraduateand his preparationfor orders, were the subject of challengeor were in the
25
being
during
this
process of
period. Venn's experiencetherefore provides a point
reformed
of contrastfor the reformsthat were to follow, and in which Venn himself was a participant.
Venn's publishedrecollectionsof his student experiencehave become a source for accounts

24Stockton, op. cit.
25 p. Searby, A history of the University
of Cambridge, Volume 3 1750-1870 (Cambridge, 1997),
pp.260-2; C.N.L. Brooke, A history of the University of Cambridge,Volume 4 1870-1990 (Cambridge,
1993), pp.102-5.
-10-

26
The unpublishedautobiographicalnarrativeand
University.
the
of
mid-nineteenthcentury
correspondenceused here will add further nuance to the picture of College and Universitylife
previously published.

Attention will be given to the particular Evangelicalreputationand tone lent to Caius during
this period under the lead of its tutor, Charles Clayton. The experienceof Evangelicalismin a
College context formed Venn's introductionto more public elements of Evangelicalreputation
and party identity. Parallelswill be drawn betweenVenn's observationsof 'rigid' Caian
27One theme of Evangelical
Evangelicalismand Conybeare'sclassificationof EvangelicalS.
historiographyhas been to identify a 'drying out' of Evangelicalismfrom a vital, positive and
outward looking, experientialreligion in the late eighteenthcentury to an introverted,partisan
28
1860S.
Party membershiphas been defined both as a flag to which
in
the
and narrow party
one held allegianceand a label externallyapplied; party boundariesbeing a result of the
ideas to which one positivelyadhered but also defined negativelyby oppositionto alternative
29
views. Venn's undergraduateexperienceof collegiatereligion offers the opportunityto
examine these definitions in a case study of party identity in microcosm.

A further stage in Venn's religious developmentwill be explored in a chapter on Venn's
preparationfor orders and time as a curate between 1859 and 1862. Publicly during this
period, Venn fulfilled familial expectationby taking orders and serving under Evangelical
clergymen.Venn's preparationfor orders and experienceof sustainedclerical duty will be
placed in the context not only of his family's clerical tradition, but also developmentsin the
understandingof clerical educationand identity, and the emergenceof a distinct and self-

26j. Venn, 'College life and ways sixty years ago' in Early collegiatelife (Cambridge1913) has been
used, for example,in Chapter II in C.N.L. Brooke,A history of Gonvilleand Caius College (Bury St
Edmunds,1985).
27Conybeare,op. cit.
28Bradley,op. cit., pp.15-16;J. Wolffe, The Protestantcnisade in Great Britain 1829-1860[Oxford
HistoricalMonographs](Oxford, 1991), pp.29-31.
29Conybeare,op. cit., p.181.
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30
This is also the period in which Venn had his party
iSM.
conscious clerical professional
Essays
followed
debate
the
in
that
the
Evangelicalism
tested,
to
and
of
publication
allegiance
reviews. Therefore Venn's local and personal experience of the debate will be related to the
polarisation in party identity that resulted from controversy between Tractarian and
Evangelical groups, as the struggle for the upper hand within the Church of England served
to polarise theological groupingS.31

Meanwhile,privately,Venn was becomingconsciousof a divergencebetween his public and
Seeley,
friends,
including
John
his
He
time
of
own
with
a
circle
spent
private positions.
through whom he was introducedto and discussed new texts, most notably,the works of J.S.
Mill. Venn later recognisedthat this was the period in which certain of the foundationsof his
departurefrom Evangelicalismwere laid. It is therefore pertinentto frame Venn's religious
developmentin terms of the literature on 'crises of faith' and 'unconversion'narratives.Crises
developments
in
impacts
in
terms
the
faith
been
defined
have
of
particular
of
variously:
of
science, philosophyor biblical criticism; and a reaction against an increase in religious
intensitythat had made either faith or vocation a greater burden. Party conflict has been seen
to have polarisedthe religious choices being offered; while an intellectualrevolt has been
32

observedagainst the ethical implicationsof certain elements of Christian dogma. Broader
definitions,which have related religiousactivity to the surroundingsocial and professional
context, examiningcompetingscientific and religiousclaims for cultural and academic
leadership,will be picked up in the following chapters on Venn's emergingacademic

30A. Russell, The clerical profession (London, 1984); B. Heeney, A different kind of gentleman: parish
clergy as professional men in early and mid-Victorian England [Studies in British history and culture
Volume 5] (Ohio, 1976).
31Bradley, op. cit., pp. 70-2; Wolffe, op. cit., p.64.
32R.J. Helmstadter & B. Lightman (eds. ), Victorian faith in crisis: essays on continuity and change in
nineteenth century religious belief (Stanford, 1990); J. L. Altholz, 'The warfare of conscience with
theology', in G. Parsons (ed. ), Religion in Victorian Britain, Volume IV Interpretations (Manchester,
1988); Toon, op. cit., p.205; Bradley, op. cit., p. 195; M. Bartholomew, 'The moral critique of Christian
orthodoxy' in G. Parsons (ed. ), Religion in Victorian Britain, Volume 11Controversies (Manchester,
1988).
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identity.33There is an obvious parallelto be exploredwith the developmentof Leslie Stephen,
who at this time resigned his chaplaincyand fellowship.This in turn opens up an exploration
of the demandsof what has been described by Willey as 'honest doubt'.34Honestydemanded
not only the examinationof belief but also what constitutedgroundsfor ceasing to call oneself
35
Christian,
a
attend worship or practise as a clergyman. This issue of honestyand
consciencewill recur in the examinationof Venn's career on his return to Cambridge.

The mature stages of Venn's religious developmentwill be explored in an examinationof his
academic career in Cambridge,with his resignationof orders in 1883 providingthe fulcrum
point. The aim is to draw together the factors that seem to explain Venn's eventual
resignationof orders, not least the timing of his actions, and to provide a picture of his
religious position in later life, comparingVenn's mature religious position with that of his wife,
his generationof Claphamdescendents,and his friends in Cambridge.

Initially, Venn continued to take clerical duty around Cambridge and was prepared to take to
the University pulpit, delivering the Hulsean lectures in 1869. He was also being cultivated by
his father as a potential Evangelical thinker; an interesting development in the context of a
movement that has often been labelled as anti-intellectual in character. Contemporary critics
like Newman were disparaging that 'Evangelical Religion or Puritanism
had no intellectual
...
basis; no internal idea or principle of unity, no theology. 36Subsequent historians have
pointed to the relative lack of Evangelical involvement in the production of works of higher
theology in comparison to high church and broad churchmen 37 The direction of Evangelical
.
scholarship has been seen to be shaped negatively by external challenges, such as the

33J. H. Brooke, op. cit.; Turner, op. cit.
34B. Willey, Nineteenth century studies (Harmondsworth, 1969), 23 1.
p.
3*5G. Parsons, 'On speaking plainly: 'Honest doubt'and the
ethics of belief", in G. Parsons (ed. ),
Religion in Victorian Britain, Volume H Controversies (Manchester, 1988).
36J. H. Newman, Apologia
pro vita sua Pt. V, p.200, quoted in W. E. Houghton, The Victorian frame of
mind 1830-70 (Yale, 1957), p. 125.
37D.W. Bebbington, The dominance of Evangelicalism: the
age of Spurgeon and Moody (A history of
Evangelicalism] (Leicester, 2005), p. 120.
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38

perceivedthreat of Tractarianismand debate over Essays and reviews.

However,

Bebbingtonand Brown have also pointed to the positive engagementof individual
Evangelicals,such as Thomas Rawson Birks, with theologicaland scientificthinking.39Venn's
contributionas a theologicalwriter will be examinedwithin the context of this debate; with a
particularfocus on the tensions that became apparent between his academic identity and the
Evangelicalexpectationsof his father.

Venn's religiousdevelopmentwill also be analysed alongsidethe elements of the academic
identity he was simultaneouslydeveloping. From the 1860s,Venn's main base was in
Cambridge,where he establishedhis householdand his academic reputation;supportinghis
He
developed
fellowship,
teaching
from
his
income
family
the
and
examining.
also
own
with
an independentcircle of friends and colleagues,men like John Grote, Henry Sidgwick and
Francis Galton, alongsidewhom he taught, publishedand debated ideas. There are
comparisonsto be drawn here betweenthe characteristicsof family at the different stages in
Venn's life: betweenthe ideal of the Evangelicalfamily of Venn's upbringingand the
intellectualelite of Universityfamilies he had joined by the 1880s, characterisedby Annan as
40
'intellectual
an
aristocracy'. Links forged by men through academic contacts and shared
political interestssuch as Liberal Unionism,were reinforcedover the dinner table as well as
by the social and campaigningactivities of their wives, and cementedby inter-marriageof
their children.The Evangelicalconsolationof heavenlyreunion of the family had also
developed;into a scientific search for empirical evidence of survival beyond death through
psychicalresearch.

38Toon, op. cit., pp.204-5.
39Bebbington, The dominance of Evangelicalism, pp. 109-21; R.S. Brown, 'Evangelicalism, cultural
references and theological change; considered with special reference to the thought of Thomas
Rawson Birks (1810-1883)' (Open University PhD thesis, 1996).
40N. Annan, 'The intellectual aristocracy, The dons: mentors, eccentrics and geniuses (London, 2000),
pp. 304-41.
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Venn's personaldevelopmentas an academicwill be viewed against an institutional
environmentbeing changed by Universityreforms, such as the end of religioustests,
relaxationof requirementsof celibacy and provisionfor teaching in new disciplines.Alongside
these institutionalreforms came the emergenceof a distinct academic profession.Venn
came to Caius expecting,and expected,to use his fellowshipas a foundationfor a clerical
career, but spent his life instead in academicservice. His career seems to embody the
change that has been describedas that from clergymanto don. Emergentacademic identity
has in part been defined in terms of expectation:where academic activity could form a career
in itself with gentlemanlystatus, rather than as a mere precursorto clerical work.41
Distinctionshave been drawn betweenacademic identity associated primarilywith teaching
42
that
and
associatedprimarilywith researchand scholarship. Academic identity has also
been approachedin terms of function, with a distinction being drawn betweenthe focus of
Universityteaching upon specialisedcommunicationof academic knowledge;and the
43

element of moral leadershipinherent in College teaching. The professionalisation of
academia has also been explored in the context of approachesto knowledge;both through
the changing understandingof what constituteda liberal educationat a time of disciplinary
specialisation,but also a rejection of the Anglican and moral presuppositionsthat had
44
for
Venn's work as a lecturer and examiner,as
knowledge.
framework
previouslyoffered a
an original contributorto the publishedcorpus in logic, and as a member of academicand
social networkssuch as the Royal Society, forms a basis on which to examine and test the
ways in which academic professionalisation has been characterised.

41A. J Engel, From clergyman to don: the rise of the academic profession in nineteenth century Oxford
(Oxford, 1993).
42J.W. Burrow, 'Victorian historians and the Royal Historical Society', Transactions of the Royal
Historical Society, 5h series, Volume 39 (1989).
43S. Rothblatt, The revolution of the dons: Cambridge and society in Victorian England (London,
1968).
44 P. Slee, Leaming and a liberal education: the study of modem history in the Universities of Oxford,
Cambridge and Manchester, 1800-1914 (Manchester, 1986); R. Soffer, 'The development of
disciplines in the modern English university, Historical Joumal, Volume 31 (1988); D.S. Palfrey, 'The
Moral Sciences Tripos at Cambridge 1848-1860' (University of Cambridge PhD thesis, 2002);
Houghton, op. cit., p.71.
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Resignation of orders was not Venn's only change of direction in the 1880s. It was during this
biographical
the
historical
to
time
devote
he
began
to
that
on
research
and
more
much
period
communities of which he was a member. The aim of exploring Venn's work as a historian and
biographer will be to locate him in the context of the networks of friends, family and
colleagues who assisted in the production of his works, as well as the intellectual
communities which influenced his writing. Venn's works will also be examined in the context
of the Victorian passion for biographical and autobiographical forms, and the contemporary
fashion for antiquarian activity and the networks which underpinned it, as well as the
45
Finally, Venn's biographical and historical work will
family.
his
historical
tradition
of
particular
be related to his logical and statistical works; looking at connections to the thought of Buckle,
Mill and Galton in relation to scientific approaches to history. Venn's engagement in
antiquarian activity, as a professional academic committed to scientific method, potentially
throws further sidelights on the redefinition of the boundaries between the professional and
amateur in academic life.

As well as the real and intellectual networks in which Venn operated as a historian, there
were also the virtual communities that he helped to create in the course of his narratives: the
historical dimension Venn gave to what it meant to be a Venn, a Caian or a Cambridge man.
The importance of what MacFarlane termed the'myth of community' , the need to create a
connection in face of change, has also been noted with regard to the role of biographies and
family archives among descendants of Clapharn families.

46

This construct will be tested not

only in relation to Venn's historical works on his clerical inheritance but also his contribution to
the (re)construction of college identity following the College and University reforms of the
Royal Commissions.

45Houghton, op. cit., pp. 316-23; P. Levine, The amateur and the professional. antiquarians, historians
and archaeologists in Victorian England 1838-1886 (Cambridge, 1986).
46A. Macfarlane, Reconstructing historical communities (Cambridge, 1977), pp. 1 Tolley, op. cit.,
-3;
pp.2-5.
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Conclusion
It is intendedthat a rounded biographicalportrait of Venn will be built up, placing him in the
he
institutional
intellectual,
was a part.
of
which
the
groups
and
social
changing
context of
This multi-layeredapproachwill be used to draw together an account of Venn's religious
development,and through the prism of Venn's experience,make a particularcontributionto
the understandingof the developmentof religion and academia in the late nineteenthand
early twentieth century.
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2. 'the Evangelical creed seemed the only one in the field': Childhood
In this chapter, the multi-stranded definition of religious identity previously established will be
used as a basis for considering the nature of Evangelicalism in John Venn's upbringing and
family environment in the 1830s and 1840s. This will draw upon existing literature on the
relationship between Evangelicalism and the family as articulated publicly and practised
privately by the Venn family, and as considered by historians of Evangelicalism, particularly
among the Claphamite families. Drawing upon the extensive family archive and Venn's own
autobiographical recollections, the aim will be to develop an understanding of the starting
point of Venn's religious identity as a basis on which to build in future chapters, while making
a broader contribution to the understanding of the nature of an Evangelical upbringing within
a family that was at the heart of moderate Evangelicalism in the Church of England.

It has been argued that Victorian Evangelicalism made its greatest impact in the sphere of
family life and values by idealising the family as a divine institution in which religion and the
family were mutually reinforcing, and the household was a centre for worship., Tolley has
explored this hypothesis in more detail in relation to four Claphamite families where he found
family environments in which religion was an integral and natural fact of existence, and where
the parents took their religious responsibilities to their children seriously, looking to encourage
the conscience and true acceptance of religion rather than a religion of forms. The substance
of these families' Evangelicalism was described by Tolley as being mild theologically and
engaged in the world, being imbued with a strong sense of duty to employ talents in service
to God. Religious lessons were reinforced for the children of these families by the personal
2

examples of committed Evangelical saints before them. As will be seen, the Venn family took
a public role in articulating these ideals and in practising them in private. However, John
Venn's upbringing also illustrates two elements to which Tolley has given less emphasis,
1 P. Jalland, Death in the Victorian family (Oxford, 1996), p.2; D. M. Rosman, Evangelicals
and culture
JI-ondon, 1984), p.97.
C. Tolley, Domestic biography: the legacy of Evangelicalism in four nineteenth century families
[Oxford Historical Monographs] (Clarendon, 1997), pp.8-40.
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firstly, the impact of the role of women in a worldview which elevated the relationshipbetween
religion and the domestic sphere. Secondly,the Venns were a clerical as well as an
Evangelicalfamily, whose activities call into question Tolley's formulationthat it was religious
seriousnesswithin the home rather than the Church establishmentwhich was more important
to the Claphamitefamilies.3

Emphasis has also been placed upon the pride Claphamite families took in their history, the
4
family
their
the
by
their
public reputation of
names.
ancestors and
religious examples set
Tolley has argued that the religious role accorded to the family also gave rise to certain
documentary forms which sustained a corporate ethos beyond the life of the religious ideas
5
Venn
family,
it
has
been
to
the
With
it
had
argued
specifically
regard
originated.
with which
that a particular familial ideal was created, founded upon generations of clerical service and
supplemented from the mid-eighteenth century with the idea of an Evangelical dynasty. This
familial ideal has been viewed as reaching a peak in the generation of John Venn's father,
Henry; but as disintegrating in the following generation, when John Venn himself broke the
6

clerical continuity by resigning orders. This sense of historical identity and Stockton's
in
it
be
detail
in
in
Venn's
John
for
the
explored
more
articulating
will
role
of
argument
nature
the context of John Venn's work as a biographer and historian, but it will be touched upon
here by way of introduction to the values which underpinned John Venn's upbringing and the
documentary forms in which they were recorded.

Venn's childhood
John Venn was born into a family that could not only claim to adhere to a particularly
Evangelical standard of family life, but had actively participated in articulating and
disseminating that standard. John Venn's great-grandfather, Henry Venn of Huddersfield,
3 Ibid, pp.47-8.
4 Ibid, p.54.
5 Ibid, pp.1
-6.
6WX Stockton,'The Venn family since the mid-eighteenthcentury' (BrandeisUniversityPhD thesis,
1980).
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7
Evangelicalism.
This
handbook
The
duty
a
practical
of
man
as
of
published
complete
eighteenthcentury tract went through multiple editions into the nineteenthcentury, including
one in the late 1830sedited with an introductionby John Venn's father, Henry Venn of CMS.
John Venn's grandfather,John Venn of Clapham, began work on a biographyof his father,
Henry Venn of Huddersfield.It was left to Henry Venn of CMS to completethe work, which
presentedthe life of an Evangelical'saint'whose life embodiedthe applicationof Evangelical
8
principles. Henry Venn of CMS also added two publishedsermons reiteratingthe importance
9
family
to
family
the
members each other. These
religious responsibilitiesof
of
religion and
works providedthe frameworkfor, and a strong strand of historicaltradition to, the Venn
family's Evangelicalism.

Fundamental to the view expressed in these works was the idea that family relationships
were divinely ordained to a purpose,
The constitution of families, like all other dispensations of providence, bears the stamp
of Divine goodness in its provision for human happiness in this transitory life ... All the
dispensations of His providence converge with the dispensations of His grace, to train
up a child of light in the way everlasting, and to make him meet for the inheritance of
the saints in light. The family relation has this end in view; and when sanctified by
Divine grace it admirably subserves this end. 10
As such, natural, temporal relationships were sanctified, with the aim of modelling the earthly

family upon the heavenlyone. Thus the family unit took on enormous religioussignificanceas
the cradle of religion;and the domestic setting became a centre for worship and spiritual

7 H. Venn, The complete duty of man; or, a system of doctrinal and practical Christianity
with prayers
for families and individuals [Select Christian authors with introductory essays No 53] with an
introductory essay by Rev. John Brown (Glasgow, 1829).
8 Venn, H. (ed. ), The life and a selection from the letters of the late Rev. Henry Venn, M.A. (London,
1834).
9 H. Venn & J. Venn, The hope andjoy of re-union in the heavenly state sermons on the death of
...
Efing Elliott (London, 1843); H. Venn & W. B. Mackenzie, Sermons preached on Sunday February 1,
1863 in the parish church of St. Mary Islington on the occasion of the death of Mrs Wilson (London,
1863).
10H. Venn, Sermons... on the occasion of the death of Mrs Wilson, pp. 14-15.
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training." Family members had a duty to show concern for each others spiritual welfare.12
Most particularly,parents had a duty to their children, not only to educate them to lead active
and useful lives but to provide for their spiritual welfare. In the dischargeof this duty, parents
13
God,
to
were accountable
who would punish any negligence. From an early age it was
consideredpossible to convey a sense that God is gracious and good, and that the earth is
full of his goodness;then, as the child matured,to convey the doctrines of man's corruption,
14
for
by
Christ.
Alongside these general precepts,the force of example, both scriptural
atoned
and personal,was paramount.Childrenwere directed to observe the behaviourof true
Christians,includingthe example of the parentsthemselves.The private applicationof the
familial ideal publiclyarticulated by the Venns will be exploredfrom the perspectiveof John
Venn's upbringing.

John Venn was born on 4thAugust 1834 in Hull where his father was then vicar of Drypool.
Henry Venn had received the living through the offices of William Wilberforce,with whom he
was closely acquaintedhaving been born in Clapham in 1796 and raised among an extended
network of Evangelicalfamilies includingthe Wilberforces,Thorntons, Stephens,and
Macaulays.After graduatingfrom Queen's College, Cambridge,Henry Venn took orders and
served as a curate before returningto Cambridgein 1824 as a fellow of Queen's, receiving
his BIDin 1828.The ClapharnEvangelicalconnectionwas perpetuatedwhen Henry married
Martha Sykes, a cousin of MarianneThornton, in January 1829; and Henry's sister, Jane,
married James Stephen.

In Martha, Henry Venn found a soulmateto whom he was devoted. From their letters to each
other, it is possible to gain a picture not only of their affection for each other, but also of

" Ibid, p.10.

12H. Venn, The complete duty of man, p. 370.
13jbid, p.390.
14ibid, pp. 366-7.
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aspects of their private religion. Henry was highly conscious of the spiritual aspect of his
marriage
It will be no desecration of the hours of this sacred day to begin a letter to you. For
thoughts of you have not only mingled with all my most solemn devotional exercises but have seemed an incentive to their fervency I often feel amidst many topics of a
...
15
domestic
kind
had
&
those
their
of a
nature
place.
personal ministerial

He did not regard thoughts of his marriageor his wife as distractingfrom his religion, but
rather as complementaryto it. His private ministerialduty as a husbandand father was added
to public ministeriallabours. Henry relied upon Martha not only as a temporal but also as a
16
He looked to her to watch over him spirituallyand to point out his faults.
helpmeet.
spiritual
Both took their duties as parents seriously,seeing it as a grave responsibilityand honour to
train a child up in Christiangrace.17In a process Henry termed 'stirring each other up', he
identifiedthe role of family members in mutual help towards a greater level of spirituality,
through mutual watchfulnessand encouragement.18

John Venn was the Venns' second child; a daughter, Henrietta, having been born in 1832.
Shortly after John's birth, the family relocated to London, when Henry Venn accepted the
living of St. John's Holloway, which was in the gift of Daniel Wilson, vicar of Islington. Once
there, another child was born in 1837 but did not survive beyond infancy; while Henry, known
as Harry, was born in 1838. It was Martha who took charge of the children's early upbringing;
Henry Venn describing his wife as 'a spiritual instructor to your husband, children & all in
19
house'.
The Evangelical religious framework which elevated the role of the home can
your
also be seen to have given status to the religious role of a woman within the domestic sphere
for which she was traditionally seen to bear responsibility. Martha documented the
development of her children in a form of diary begun in 1838, which noted their childhood
15CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C32, H. Venn to M. Venn, 7/1011838.
'0 lbid, 29/6/1835.

17fbid, 2011111835.
18lbid, 22/1011834.
19lbid, 2111/1835.
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illnessesand vaccinations,but also recordedthe incidentswhich illustratedtheir religious
20
progress. Religionwas gently introduced,but no attempt was made to force observance.
The emphasiswas upon bringingthe child to want to pray of his or her own accord, rather
than making religion distastefulthrough coercion.21While wishing to encouragetheir spiritual
development,Martha was reluctantto encouragea religion of forms in her children.
Evangelicalismwas a religion of motives, in which God judged the spirit in which acts were
performed,not just the acts themselves.It was therefore importantthat the children
undertookreligiousacts in full understandingof their significance,not merely becausethey
knew they would please their parents. Despitethe parents' overriding concern to bring their
child to God, they were reserved in their communicationof religious ideas, preferringthrough
householdworship and seizing whatever opportunitieswere presented,to create a religious
environmentwhere it was hoped to educate childish faculties to seek religioustruths of their
own accord. The religious progressof the children was thus closely observed. In 1843, Henry
Venn made an entry into the notebookstarted by his wife to note the indicationsin John of a
'lively sense of God's mercy & goodness' and a facility for recollectionof the Scripture,while
he was careful not to press Harry who disliked church-goingand Sunday prayers but
delighted in Bible stories and was able to retain the subjects of family prayers for months
22
afterwardS.

The responsibilityfor continuingthe diary was taken on by Henry Venn after 1839. Martha
became ill in August 1838, and during the course of her illness, her husbandwas diagnosed
as having heart disease and took a break from his clerical duties from August 1838 to August
1839.They moved to Brightonand then to Leamingtonfor treatments but Martha was
diagnosedas being terminally consumptive.As Henry was still not fit to work, the family
moved once more, to Torquay. The progressof Martha's illness and her eventual death were

20CIVIS
Archive,CMS/ACC81
F22,Notebookaboutchildren,1838-44.
21
lbid, 25/5/1838.
221bid,14/5/1843.
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extensivelydocumentedby her husband.Among the family's archive survive a set of notes
charting Martha's illness, recallingtheir final conversations,thoughts and prayers,and
23

culminatingin a list of lessons to be learnedfrom these events. This was supplementedby
a memorandumprepared immediatelyafter Martha's death, written primarilyfor the children
and for those who knew Martha, again documentingthe decline of her health, her religious
24
in
facing
illness
her
demeanour
death.
In addition, an unfinishedpaper
observance,and
and
addressedto the children from their mother, but in their father's hand, representedan attempt
to set out Martha's wishes for her children.25These documentsillustratethe importancewhich
the Venns, like many of their Evangelicalcontemporaries,placed upon 'dying well', believing
that moment of death was close to that of judgement 26The characteristicsthat Jalland has
.
identifiedas offering the reassuranceof a 'good death', were conspicuousin the accounts
Henry wrote of his wife's final illness, particularlyin the memorandumintendedfor the
children. Martha was portrayedas having died in the bosom of her family, cheerfully
accepting her illness and death as acts of Divine providence,or as she herselftermed it,
27

God's 'chastening hand'. She was describedas having borne her sufferingwith fortitude,
preparingherself through religiousobservancefor as long as her strengthwould stand.28
There is a parallel here perhapswith Birks'description of the death of Edward Bickerstethin
1850,
The principles which guided Mr. Bickersteth through life, shone out clearly in his last
illness, and sustained him in his dying hours. Even the occasional wandering, which
resulted from the nature of his disease, left the graces of the Spirit as transparent as
ever .... His death was an illustration of the promise --Wark the perfect man, and
behold the upright - for the end of that man is peace. n29
23CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F1 1, Diary, 1818-1840.

24CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81FI 8, 'Account of my mothers death by my father, 26/311840.
25CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C33, Unfinishedpaper from Martha Venn to her
children, 12/12/1839.
26Jalland, op.cit., pp.21-36.
27CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C33, Unfinishedpaper from Martha Venn to her
children, 12-/12/1839.
213
CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F18, 'Account of my mothers death by my father', 26/3/1840.
29T.R. Birks, Memoir of the ReverendEdward Bickersteth,(London, 1852),Volume 11, 484-5. I
pp.
would like to thank ProfessorJohn Wolffe for drawing my aftentionto this extract.
-25-

Martha'sfinal illness was stage-managedto a certain extent for the benefit of the children in
order that 'they might have no terrific impressionsrespectingdeath - but as far as possible
those of an opposite kind 30As Jalland has argued, there could be a distance betweenthe
.
literary ideal of a good death and the reality.31 In reality, Martha was not immune from fear,
particularlywith regard to the future of her children. She regrettedin particularhaving
neglectedto set out detailed instructionsfor Henrietta's benefit. She feared that after her
death, Henry might be offered a colonial bishopric,which would lead to the children being
doubly bereaved.32The written accounts and the concern for the children's feelings about
death were not borne of solely of parental concern but also had a didactic religious purpose.
Henry was certain of the value attendanceon the dying could have in terms of the religious
developmentof his children. It was a theme to which he returnedfollowingthe death of an
aunt in 1853
God has brought you into a scene not only of solemn interest but which will I trust
through his grace be very profitable to your souls... to have death brought very near
to you, which you have only as yet heard about. I pray continually that you may listen
to the lesson which God is teaching yoU.33

Proximityto the dying was felt to heightenawarenessof one's own accountabilityin the face
of eternity, and as well as providingthe opportunityto learn from the demeanourof the dying,
providingexamplesfor the improvementof one's own conduct.34

After Martha Venn's death in 1840 Henry continued to talk and write of the children's mother
in terms of her continuing existence, temporarily separate from them in heaven.
Oh what a meeting that will be when dear Mama & many others whom I have loved as
well as you loved her tho you never knew them, all meet together before the throne of
30CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81FI 1, Diary, 1818-1840,10/3/1840.
31Jalland, op. cit., p.21.

32CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F1 1. Diary, 1818-1840,26/1/1840.
33CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to his
children, 717/1853.
34Jalland, op. cit., 29.
p.
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God & the Lamb! True it is necessarythat we die before we can have this joy

...

but

when we know that Jesus has overcomedeath & opened unto us the gate of
everlastinglife - then we shall cease to fear & dislike death - we shall regard it with
longing & joy as you do now my return.35
The theme of heavenly reunion within the Venn familys correspondence was not untypical:
the reunion of a family divided by death has been identified an increasingly common
36
during
death
to
this
period. Henry Venn was later to state the case publicly for
response
heavenly re-union in a funeral sermon of 1863, and in private letters to his children the
prospect of heavenly re-union was not only put forward as a comfort following the death of
their mother, but also a means of associating death with heaven and reunion as things to be
desired. 37

It was now left to Henry alone to watch over the spiritual development of his children. He
wrote that he heard their prayers every morning and read the scripture with them on
Sunday. 38When absent from them he would refer to these shared moments; directing them
back to a hymn they had followed together, or asking them to find a particular passage in
their bibles. It is not clear who oversaw family prayers in his absence, although the children
when younger were under the care of a governess who may have fulfilled this role, and by
1849, the children themselves were given the responsibility of reading prayers to each
33
other . Henry sought to convey religious ideas to his children in largely positive terms.
Knowledge and love of God was equated with happiness and, although the sinfulness of the
earthly world was clearly expressed, happiness in it was to be encouraged when sanctified

35CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C33, H. Venn to his children, 29/7/1841.
36Jalland, op. cit., pp.271-6.
37H. Venn & J. Venn, The hope andjoy of re-union in the heavenly state, pp.13-14; CIVISArchive,
CMS/ACC81F22, Notebookabout children, 1838-44,14/5/1843.
38CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F22, Notebookabout children, 1838-44,14/5/1843.
39CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C33, H. Venn to his children, 2/1/1849.
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through love of God 40Henry Venn's letters were religious in tone, as was the domestic
.
intended
be
to
but
by
this
he
to
trying
was
no
means
environment
create,
environment was
unhappy.The pleasure Henry expressedat his children's progresswas always mixed with
41
Henry regularly expressed
JesuS.
follow
harder
the
to
to
example of
encouragement strive
affection in his letters to his children and he tried to entertain them by entering into their
42
games and activities.

Henry clearly took to heart the advice of his grandfather'swriting on conveyingreligious
knowledge to children,

A successfulmethod of doing this, I apprehend,will be to watch the opportunities
when outward things and particularprovidenceswill give efficacy to their religious
43

instruction.

He took care to put religion into terms they could understand. A common theme was to use
family relationships as a metaphor. Henry's image of God was one of a loving, paternal figure
44
He also juxtaposed the love of an earthly father and the
judge.
than
rather
of a stern
infinitely greater care of the heavenly father. 45Very few letters were written without taking the
opportunity to offer a prayer, draw a religious inference or describe a church service. The
children were taught to see God's providence in every action - their fathers absences, their
46
The children were encouraged in their family duty to
health
their
worldly comforts and
.
watch over each other and 'stir each other up' by encouraging each other and speaking to
47
God.
All of this contributed to the impression that Henry wished to convey,
each other of
namely that God permeated every part of life.

40H. Venn to children, 27 June 1845 in W. Knight, Memoir of Henry Venn BD Prebendary of St. Paul's
and Honorary Secretary of the Church Missionary Society (London, 1882), p. 119; CMS Archive,
CMS/ACC81 C33, H. Venn to children, 27/6/1843.
41CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C33, H. Venn to his children, 3/11/1843.
42Ibid, 2916/1840,29/2/1842.
43H. Venn, The complete duty of man, p. 390.
44CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C33, H. Venn to his children, 13/7/1841,18/7/1843.
45Ibid. 29/4/1841.3/11/1843.
46Ibid, 16/6/1840,211/711854.
47CMS Archive, ClVlS/ACC81C33, H. Venn to his children, 13/711841.
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Henry Venn sought not only to teach his children particulartheological ideas and to raise
them within a particular religiousculture, but to have them absorb and live their life
consistentlywith certain values - to see every aspect of their lives not only from an earthly but
also from a spiritual perspective,and to live useful and sober lives doing their duty in service
48
God.
As Tolley has pointed out, theologically,it was a moderate Evangelicalism;with a
of
stress upon vital religion, premisedupon conversionand grace. The means of redemption
was provided by Christ's atonementon the cross;justification comingthrough faith in that
atonement.This eschatologymeant taking certain positions in this world, as Simeon had
described, 'Service to God did not in his eyes require a retreat into other-worldliness,but
49
in
this
proper everyday conduct
world'. This was not a purely emotionaland spiritual
Evangelicalism,but a pragmaticand practical religion, distrustfulof enthusiasm,engaging
with the earthly world with a strong sense of accountabilityto God and awarenessof one's
50
duty.
public

The importance placed by Henry Venn upon duty was daily impressed upon the Venn

children,when their father explainedto them the need for his frequent absencesfrom them in
order to fulfil his Christian duty
I have the opportunity of assisting in conferring a great benefit upon the Church of

Christ, and I am sure that if I were to sacrifice duty to the exceedinggreat pleasureof
joining you both you and I should suffer rather than gain by it.51
After a trip abroad to recover his health after the death of his wife, Henry Venn had returned
to parish duties in Hollowayand undertookan increasingamount of work on behalf of the
Church MissionarySociety that had been co-foundedand chaired by his father in 1799,

48lbid, 23/7/1854.
49C. Simeonto a father, 1171711823
quoted in B. Hilton, The age of atonement:the influenceof
Evangelicalismon social and economicthought, 1765-1865(Oxford, 1988), p.12.
50Tolley, op. cit., pp.16-18,38-41; Stockton,op. cit., pp.111-5.
51CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to children,23/7/1854.
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52

becomingHonorarySecretary in 1841. In 1846, Henry Venn resigned his living, allowing
him to work full-time for the Church MissionarySociety. He told his curate, Edmonstone,and
remarked in his journal that it would also allow him to spend more time with his children.53In
reality, the work consumedmuch of his time and attention,to the exclusionof other
54
concerns. By the 1850s, Henry Venn was a recognisedleader of the Evangelicaland
missionarycause, and the calls upon his time were growing; his son later noting that the
55
Henry's
by
it.
to
pressureof work was only matched
commitment

John Venn's memories as recorded in his Annals began with his mother's final illness but he
indicated that he did not at the time fully appreciate what her death meant. 56Following her
death he remembered being left largely in the charge of governesses, as his father was
committed to parish duties and work for the Church Missionary Society.

57

ItwasnotinJohn

Venn's opinion a strict regime, nor was his complaint one of punishment or deprivation,
simply isolation related to the loss of his mother and the increasing absorption of his father in
his work.
Our general life at home as children was not, I think, a joyous one, though it was far

from being actually unhappy.58
It devolvedto Henry Venn's sister, Emelia,to providethe main maternal influencefollowing
Martha Venn's death, by selecting the children's governesses and their childhood reading. 59

Her nephew rememberedher fondly,
The person to whom we really owed most at the time in questionwas, I think, our Aunt
Emilia.... she was not able to be with us nearly so often or so long as she and we
could have wished. Her comingwas always a bright and happy incident in our lives.60
52W. Knight, The missionarysecretariatof Henry Venn, aD. (London, 1880), 64-5.
pp.
53Stockton, op. cit., p.315.
54CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F21, Henry Venn's journal, 5/1/1850.
55j. Venn, Annals of a clerical family; being some account the family
of
and descendantsof William
Venn, Vicar of Otterton Devon 1600-1621(Cambridge,1904), p.173.
56
CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals 1834-66 by John Venn, p.2.
57Ibid, p.2.
58Ibid, p.6.

59Ibid. pp.8-9.
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Emelia Venn also had duties elsewhere.In addition to looking after her unmarriedbrother,
John Venn, she had her share of parish, educationaland social work in his parish in
Hereford. For Emelia, and particularlyfor Henry Venn, the domestic duty to the Evangelical
family was sometimesa conflicting call upon time neededfor performanceof the public duties
of Christian calling.

Despite his absences, Henry Venn was the key religious influenceupon John Venn's
upbringing.It is notable that in describing his early years John Venn did not emphasisethe
religious ideas and observancesbut rather the lasting impressionthat was made by
Evangelicalismas personifiedby his father and, to a lesser extent, his aunt and uncle:
Unlike many parents of decided Evangelical opinions, he never spoke much to us
about religion. Neither he nor our dear uncle ever forced religious advice upon
us ... Indeed it was needless for them to preach to us. Their lives spoke far more
61
than
any wordS.
plainly and convincingly

The Venn children were directed to observe the behaviourof true Christians,and had before
them the examplesof their own living Evangelicalsaints within the home. Venn's words
father,
influence
his
description
the
Stephen's
Leslie
of
own
of
echoed
[We] could not but be continuously conscious that we were under the eye of a father
governed by the loftiest and purest motives and devoting himself without stint to what
he regarded as his dUty.62

Sir James Stephen's relationshipto Evangelicaltheology may have been more ambivalent
than Henry Venn's, but what was importantto their children was the power of the religious
example set by their parents.Venn was impressedby and in awe of what he perceivedto be
the consistentway in which his father lived his life accordingto his faith, and also the sheer
strength of his father's personalityand example.

60 lbid, P.8.

61J. Venn, Annals of a clerical family, p. 174.

62L. Stephen, The life of Sir James FitzjamesStephen (London, 1895), p.63.
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,

I think that my case was that of a mind dominated up to a certain stage by another
mind of a totally different kind. This superior influencewith me was found in my
father He held, with the most unswervingfaith the Evangelicalopinions he had
...
inherited,and his whole life was an absolutely consistentdisplay of the working of this
faith... It was not so much dogmaticteaching on my father's part as his strong
63
initial
in
direction
his
the
the
that
start
of
own opinions.
gave me
personality
For John Venn it was not taught theology, but religion in practice, in the shape of his father,
that was the most important religious influence.The force of that examplewill be seen to be
an importantstrand in Venn's continuing relationshipto Evangelicalchurchmanship.

Furthermore,Henry Venn as exemplarstood not only for Evangelicalfaith but also
personifieda particularbrand of Protestantchurchmanship,devoted successivelyto the
demandsof the parish and supportingmissionaryactivity. Henry Venn upheld the importance
of the Church as a visible institution- helping to preachthe gospel, bringing the faithful
together in worship and promotingthe virtues of an ordered life - and the importanceof the
Protestantchurch as a protectionagainst the 'superstition'he observed in the Catholic
Church.64It has been argued that the visible Church took on additional importancefor
Evangelicalsfrom the 1830sonwards as part of a Protestantdefence against the perceived
65An argument has also been made for the
threat from Roman Catholicismand TractarianiSM.
particularimportanceof Church order for moderate Evangelicalslike Henry Venn, by offering
a necessarycounterbalanceto the sentimentalityand individualismwhich were becoming
66
influenced
in
Evangelicalism
by
Irving.
In the Venn family,
more apparent contemporary
as
the importanceof churchmanshipand the Anglican ministry was not just an expressionof
spiritualityand religiousdiscipline or a reactionto contemporaryevents, but was reinforced
63CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.39.

64CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C33, H. Venn to his children, 23/6/1841.
65R.S. Brown, 'Evangelicalism, cultural references and theological change; considered with
special
reference to the thought of Thomas Rawson Birks (1810-1883)' (Open University PhD thesis, 1996),
Pi.72.
T. E. Yates, Venn and the Victorian bishops abroad,* the missionary politics of Henry Venn and their
repercussions upon the Anglican episcopate of the colonialpetiod 1841-1872 (London, 1978), p. 192.
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and integrated into family tradition. It was Henry Venn's hope for his sons in maturity that they
would not only play their part in 'advancing the Kingdom of Xt' and prove to be the fourth
generation of the family with an Evangelical calling, but also that they would be useful in the
Church. 67

Henry Venn may have been the dominatinginfluenceof John Venn's childhood but this did
not mean that he felt he shared an intimacyof discourse and spiritual confidencewith his
father. Recallingan overseastour of Switzerlandwith his father in 1855, John Venn blamed
himself that he did not make more of this time with his father, and in his Annals deliberately
quoted a letter from Henry Venn to his brother, John Venn of Hereford,in October 1855 in
which he noted 'Dear John seemed to enjoy everything in his quiet way:- but he did not quite
68
HenryVenn,like otherClaphamiteparents,set greatstore
had
hoped.
wakeupasi

publiclyin the roleof parentsin breakingdownanyspiritualreservein relationships
withtheir
children,butappearsto havebeenawarethat his publicdutieshadrestrictedthe timehe had
hadavailableto engagein sucha waywith his ownson.He laterregrettedthat'the pressure
of my employment
whenat homehasso muchinterferedwithanyadvantagewhichyou
69
from
derived
intercourse'.
have
our mutual
mightotherwise

When writing of his father, John wrote of his father's affection and thoughtfulness regarding
his children, but emphasised the awe and reverence he felt towards Henry Venn. This

contributedto an inabilityto communicatefreely with his father
He was howeververy tolerant, and would I am certain, have been ready and willing to
listen to any doubts and difficultieswhich lay within certain limits. But the awe which I

67CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to I Venn, 27/7/1854,22/10/1862.
68CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.63.

69H. Venn, Sermons preached on the death
Mrs Wilson, p. 17; CIVISArchive, CM'S/ACC81 C34, H.
of
...
Venn to I Venn, 2/8/1861.
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always felt for him, from the earliest days, made it quite impossiblefor me ever to
70
in
I
feelings.
knew
he
had
that
him
no strong
except upon matters which
argue with
For John, Henry Venn personifiedEvangelicalism,and in the face of his fathers religious
example, John found himself wanting:
I can never recall the time when my feelings towards him were not those of the
profoundest reverence, in fact of awe. It is quite possible that with some very
exceptional kind of boy - of unusual maturity of character & moral strength -, the
relations between father and son might in consequence have been those of perfect
confidence and affection. As it was, in my own case, I must admit that there was a
very strong infusion of fear; not the fear as of a master, but rather that of a being of a
71
superior order.
A revealing deletion from the autobiographical text quoted above indicates that John Venn felt
his sister, Henrietta, was of the'higher moral stamp'that would permit of such intimacy and
72
father.
their
confidence with

The theme Venn chose to emphasise in his own narrative of his childhood was of a certain
narrowness and isolation, not only in terms of distance from his father, but also socially and
intellectually. There were in John Venn's later opinion 'very few companions of our youth
whom, owing to their mental qualities and their social position we could regard as permanent
acquaintances'. The exception were summers spent in Hereford when the children of local
gentlemen and clergymen provided a source of suitable acquaintance.

73

It was a state he

contrasted with the envy of his fathers upbringing at the Clapharn rectory with a 'host of
74
lifelong
friends'.
This might be termed 'golden age' thinking - referring back to a
eminent and
time past when things were seen to have been better. 75Venn's concern to convey his feeling
70CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.38.
71Ibid, p. 16.

72 bid, p. 16.
73 bid
9,15.
pp.
74 bid,I 15.
p.

75Tolley, op. cit., p.54.
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of isolation has to be temperedwith the evidence from elsewherewithin the Annals and the
family archive. John Venn was part of a network of Claphamitecousins. He recollectedgoing
to Brightonto join Elliott and Stephencousins; and some of Leslie Stephen's earliest
76
Various of the Gurneys,
Highgate.
Venn
the
children at
memorieswere of playing with
Stephens and Diceysjoined the Venn children when they spent summerswith John and
Emelia Venn at Hereford.77The link with the Stephenfamily was particularlystrong. Leslie
Stephen later recalledthat his father's respect for Henry Venn was such that when Fitzjames
Stephen made up his mind to take up law rather than to take orders he was requiredfirst to
discuss and justify his decision in discussionwith Henry Venn.78The close geographical
associationcentred on Clapharnhad been lost, but family, and at this point, religious,ties
remained.

The religious ideas, examples and values of John Venn's youth were conveyed within a
particular cultural setting. John Venn's residual impression was of a certain narrowness in his
upbringing as a result of his family's Evangelicalism. His father was remembered to have had
a distrust of 'worldly amusements',

Theatres, novel-reading,dancing, cards, etc., were never, to the best of my
recollection,named or denounced,but the understandingwas none the less clear that
such things were not for him or

hiS. 79

This was not a straightforwardrejection of all cultural amusementson the grounds that they
80
from
detracted
to
the
religious seriousnessand work. Henry Venn
appealed
senses and
approved of selected painters,particularlyRubens, and enjoyed the poetry of Pope and
Dryden, but did hold 'the old Evangelicalobjectionto novel'.81However,the Venn household
was not one of puritan austerity nor cultural philistinism.As Rosman has shown, class and
76CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.3; Caius Archive, Venn papers, C02/04, L. Stephento J.
Venn, 2/9/1902.
77Stockton, op. cit., p.254.
78Stephen, op. cit., pp.33-73.
79Venn, Annals of a clerical family, p.169.
'50D.M. Rosman,op. cit., pp.178-93.
'31CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.28.
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social milieu were importantfactors alongside religion. The Venn family had a comfortable
existence in material terms, and the commentsabout'suitable' companionship,illustrate
Venn's awarenessof their social privilege and position. Henry Venn had a private income,
sufficient to providefor his family, while allowing him to work for the Church Missionary
Society without drawing a salary. It also gave him the freedom to indulge the children in a
variety of pursuits. Henry may not have encouragedthe children in the activity of novelreading but this was in contrastwith the way in which he facilitated their riding and interest in
nature. They were also providedwith a drawing master for art lessons,tutors for languages,
tools for gardeningand carpentry,and equipmentfor electrical and mechanical
82

experiments. This was not perhapsthe cultured and literary environmentChristopherTolley
has found within the Stephen family, but it certainly parallelswhat he found in terms of a
83

nurturing and materiallycomfortablefamily environment. Part of the differencein cultures
betweenthe families may have been as much a matter of intellectualtaste as religious belief where the Stephenswere the writers and men of letters, Venn interests over three
84
lay
in
generations
mathematicsand mechanics.

There is also possiblya distinction betweenthe culture of a lay family like the Stephens and
the concernsof a clerical family like the Venns. Venn later recalledthat his father had a
85
somewhatold-fashionedsense of clerical as well as social etiquette. There was limited
opportunityfor broader social contact. Henry Venn's Evangelicalchurchmanshipdefined his
social circle and the choices he made for his sons' education. John Venn later recalled that
his acquaintancewas defined by immediatefamily and the broader circle of clergymenand
missionarieswho came to visit Henry Venn in his capacity as the Secretaryof the Church
MissionarySociety. He had not, prior to University,met a high churchmanor a broad

82ibid, pp.17,20,22.
83Tolley, op. cit., pp.11-20.
84Tolley, op. cit., pp.19-20.
asCIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.15; Caius Archive, John Venn
papers C02/36,J. Venn to
J.A. Venn, 28/7/1922.
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churchman nor had his own reading made him familiar with their ideas except through the
filter of an Evangelical perspective. 86

Following his own somewhatpatchy education at home by his own father, Henry Venn
wanted his sons to have what he saw as the double advantageof home influenceand school
87
education. And so for John and Harry, the governess regime came to an end in 1846, when
they were sent to CholmondelySchool, Highgate,a school for boys from upper middle class
homes, where the sons of gentlemen,lawyers, clergy, medics and membersof the armed
forces outnumberedthose of tradesmenand merchants.The views of the clerical
headmaster, John Bradley Dyne, would seem to have been acceptableto Henry Venn, as
Dyne was opposedto the Oxford Movement.88In June 1848, Henry Venn gave up the house
at Highgateand moved the family two miles closer to London,to HighburyCrescent, in order
to bring the children closer to a better school and himself closer to his work at the Church
MissionarySociety. It was a move John rememberedwith distaste, mainly regrettingthe loss
89
Highbury
the
of
garden.

The boys' new school, Islington ProprietorySchool, had soundly Evangelicalcredentials.
Daniel Wilson, vicar of Islington,was the chair of the proprietors;and the Venns themselves
had had an active interest in the school as in 1837 John Venn of Hereford had been listed as
90
A certain amount of anti-Romanistdrilling was
Henry
Venn
director.
a proprietorand
as a
included in the curriculumin responseto the'Papal Aggression'of 1851,with the pupils being
kept back after school to take notes of argumentsagainst Roman Catholic doctrines.The
partisan nature of the teaching did not have the impact intended in the long term. Venn
recalled his surprise and consternationlater in the 1850swhen he came across arguments

86CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p-39.

87CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F17, Autobiographicalsketch by Henry Venn, 1840.
88T. Hinde, Highgate School, a history (London, 1993).

89CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, pp. 16-17.

90Islington Public Library,YA160 ISL, Newspaperclippings, 1837.
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91
The school had a similar social mix to
for
him.
by
than
Romanist
presented a
rather
92

Highgatewith sons of professionals,and a 'sprinkling' of clergymen'ssons. Vennfound
there a small number of 'superior and intelligentboys', but these were not enough to 'leaven
the mass' and Venn recalled performingbadly during his first couple of years at the school.93

In the choice of schools,Venn felt in retrospectthat he would have done better elsewhere,
but backed away from attributingdirect blame to his father,
I do not imply the slightest blame to my father. His anxious watchfulnessfor all our
interest was far too sincere for him not to have consideredthe matter; but it was a
very difficult thing for one who was not inside scholasticcircles to have known how to
94
choose aright.
Regret about lost opportunities was to be a recurring theme of Venn's autobiography, as
illustrated by the complaints about the childhood isolation, his education at school, and his
inability to discuss his doubts with his father. As Stockton has pointed out, given the
reverence with which John Venn regarded his father, it was difficult for him to express
criticism of Henry Venn. 95The particular perspective from which the Annals were composed
must be borne in mind. From a distance of four decades, Venn was attempting to explain his
eventual departure from Evangelical churchmanship. With this end in view, a negative view of
early opportunities and influences might be expected.

Venn did however form two friendships with fellow pupils that lasted into the 1890s. 96It was

91CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals,
pp-26-27.
92lbid, pp. 17-18.
93lbid, pp. 18-19.
94lbid, p.25.
95Stockton, op.
cit., p.343.
96William Berkley
and Francis Jourdain proceeded to Oxford rather than Cambridge; and both
remained within the ministry. Berkley became a fellow of Trinity and vicar of Navestock in Essex, and
Jourdain vicar of Ashbourne. Berkley identified himself with Broad Church efforts to redefine and
reform the National Church in the 1860s, contributing an essay on 'The Church and the Universities' to
a collection of Essays on Church policy, edited by W. L Clay in 1868.
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also during this period that Venn discoveredan interest in mathematics;an occasion he
described in terms reminiscent of conversion experiences,
Suddenly one day an impulse came over me to spend an hour at home in doing some
algebra ... The impulse came as the whim of the moment, and seemed rather strange
to me I remember, even at this time, so as to seem to call for some sort of explanation
to my younger brother... I regard it as the first dawn of intellectual activity or interest. 97
It was this interest that was cultivated to prepare Venn for entry to Cambridge to read

Mathematicsin 1853.

Conclusions
In Venn's childhood,we have the first building blocks of his religious identity in place: a set of
Evangelicalvalues, the saintly example of his father, a social circle defined by family and
religious connexion.This was reinforced by the Venn family's Evangelicaland clerical
tradition.

There was considerable congruence between the public and private expression of the
Evangelical domestic ideal within John Venn's upbringing. Henry Venn took seriously the
Christian duty of the parent in providing for the spiritual welfare of the child. He regarded
family relationships as divinely ordained, the home as a centre of worship, and imparted
religious ideas as part of everyday discourse. Henry Venn never missed an opportunity to put
events into their spiritual as well as their temporal perspective. There are clear parallels here
with the religious themes that have been found by Tolley within other Claphamite families
where religion was an assumed fact of everyday life. It was a positive yet serious
Evangelicalism that was underpinned by a strong sense of history and tradition, relayed
through spiritual narratives preserved in family archives, and linked with a clear sense of duty
within the world.

97CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.22.
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The Venn children had before them the example of a father whose conduct repeatedly
reinforced the impression of constant religious duty both within and outside the home.
However, the call of this worldly duty set up a tension with familial duty particularly in a
household where, following the early death of Martha Venn, an important source of parental
religious influence in the domestic environment was lost.

Nevertheless,Henry Venn was the single most important element in John Venn's early
religious development.It was a religious influencethat rested more upon the example of
family role models rather than upon particulartheologicaltenets. However,the strength of the
paternal example in particularmay have woven a weak thread into the garment of Venn's
Evangelicalism,as the awe with which he regarded his father provided not only an
unattainableideal but also closed off the future likelihood of seeking paternal guidance in light
of doubts.

The paternal example and the Venn family's religious tradition was clerical as well as
Evangelical. This was an element that distinguished the Venns from other Claphamite
families and may, taken together with inclination of temperament and taste, account for a
certain narrowness in John Venn's upbringing. Narrowness in this sense is meant less in
terms of cultural narrowness but more in the sense of being the only brand of Christianity
which was 'traditionally familiar' to John Venn and with which he had 'practical
acquaintance'. 98The real narrowness of John Venn's upbringing lay in terms of the influences
to which he was exposed, the people he met and the theological views with which he was
acquainted firsthand. There was an absence of any counterbalancing viewpoints. As Venn
was to express it when reviewing his religious position at the point of matriculation,

98lbid, p.38.
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To me, who wished to be religious,the Evangelicalcreed seemed the only one in the
field. 99

This understanding,combinedwith a recognitionof the key influence of clerical and
Evangelicaltradition, providesa baselineagainst which to contrastVenn's exposure as a
student to a wider variety of Evangelicalismand to a sense of contemporarydevelopmentsin
Evangelicalism;and as a curate, to a broader spectrum of thought.

99lbid, P.39.
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I 'the Evanaelical Colleae in DoDular estimate'- Student Life

John Venn matriculatedas a pensionerof Gonville and Caius College Cambridge in 1853.
The College was thereafter a constantelement in his religious and academic life. Venn
remained a member of Caius for nearly seven decades, as a student and fellow, as
clergymanand layman.Any examinationof Venn's developmentmust therefore take into
account the institutionalbackdropagainst which Venn's personal change of religious
perspectivetook place, and examinethe significanceof collegiate religious participationto his
development.Venn's entry into Caius was important symbolicallyin being the first source of
religious and academic influenceand structureto which he was exposed outside his family
environment,with the potentialto broadenthe social, religious and academic influencesto
which he was exposed.

Venn's experiencealso has a broader significancein providinga useful perspectivefrom
which to view the changing role of religious participationin the ancient universitiesduring the
late nineteenthand early twentieth centuries.When, in 1853,John Venn matriculatedat
Caius, he was entering an institutionthat still owed much to its mediaevalreligious origins as
an academic chantry. The College was an Anglican monopolyshaped by a close linkage
between academicand clerical identity and expectations.It was also an institution in the
midst of reform as many of these elementswere the subject of external and internal
challenge. By the time of Venn's death in 1923, many of these religious structuresand
attitudes had been reformedor recast. Venn's experienceas a student will set the scene for
the reforms that defined the shape of his later academic life.

The requirementsof institutionalreligion sat alongsidethe lead and direction that was given
to religious participation and religious tone within Caius by key individuals such as the Deans
and Tutors. The religious tone they set was a projection of their private spirituality, but by
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virtue of their positions as fellows and College officers, their influence became quasi-official.
Taken together, these different levels may be seen as points upon a continuumof religious
participation,stretchingfrom institutionalparticipationto personalobservance,and allowing
for an understandingthat one act of religiousor quasi-religiousobservancecould operate
'
level,
both
than
secular,
simultaneously.
upon more
one
religious and

Caius during the 1850s had the reputationof being the Evangelicalcollege in Cambridge.
The nature of this reputationwill be explored, highlightingVenn's role in perpetuatingit as
part of the historical record. In so doing, it is hoped that a contributionwill be made to
understandingthe variety and range of religiousopinion that could exist within a college
community.Key to understandingVenn's religiousdevelopmentwill be the contrast between
the Evangelicalismthat Venn encounteredwithin Caius and that of his upbringing. Parallels
will also be drawn betweenthe microcosmof collegiate religionand broader themes of
Evangelicalhistoriography,namely the manner in which party identity was formed, the
perceptionof a 'drying out' of Evangelicalism,and the differentiationthat has been observed
betweenthe Claphamiteand Recorditetraditions.

Academic and religious framework
Venn entered a University which in the first half of the century had increasingly been the
object of public criticism. Critics compared the standard of scholarship at Cambridge
unfavourably with that in the German universities and pointed to the narrowness of the range
of disciplines in a University where, until the introduction of the Classical Tripos in 1822, the
only honours degree was in Mathematics. The system was in turn defended by those who
argued that Mathematics, like Literae Humaniores in Oxford, was the only true foundation of
the liberal education. The minority of reading men preparing for the Tripos relied upon
coaching rather than college or University teaching to achieve success in the competitive
1 This draws
upon the formulation of religious participation outlined in J. Wolffe, God and greater
Britain: religion and national life in Britain and Ireland 1843-1945 (London, 1994), pp. 6-18.
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Tripos examinations,while for the half of the student body that was destined for a career in
2
These curricular
formal
teaching.
theological
in
the Church, there was little the way of
concerns were in turn linked to criticism of the way in which the University'sconsiderable
wealth was distributedto its membersaccordingto the seeminglyeccentric demands of
ancient benefactors.The financial rewards of college fellowshipswere bestowedon the basis
of success in the Tripos rather than to encouragescholarshipor recogniseteaching
obligations,and could often be held for life with no further obligation other than the taking of
3
holder
Holy Orders after a set period and the
remainingunmarried. The celibacy requirement
in
have
the
to
those
disincentive
to
considered
a
career
might
men
who
was seen act as a
University.Furthermore,while the Repeal of the Tests and CorporationsActs and Catholic
Emancipationhad opened up other areas of national life to non-Anglicans,Cambridge
degrees, fellowships,college and Universityoffices remainedan Anglican monopoly.The
continued existenceof religioustests both angered dissentersand dismayedthose
Anglicanswho valued consciencerather than conformity.These feelings were exacerbated
by the contrast with the newer foundations,such as UCL and Liverpool,which defended
4
freedom.
Venn's experienceas a student in the 1850s illustratesthe operation of
religious
these frameworksfrom a personal perspective.

Venn was required to spend ten terms in residence for his degree and it was common for the
Ireading men' like him to spend the Long Vacation in residence. Yet the University and the
College had provided very little in terms of teaching to prepare him for the final examinations
which were his focus. He began by studying both Classics and Mathematics, the two subjects
in which College scholarships were awarded. Having lived out in lodgings in his first year,

2 P. Searby,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 3 1750-1870(Cambridge,1997), pp.2-5;
E.S. Leedham-Green,A concise history of the Universityof Cambridge(Cambridge,1996). pp.148 -51;
A.J. Engel, From clergymanto don: the rise of the academicprofession in nineteenth century Oxford
JOxford,1983), p.2.
S. Rothblaft, The revolution of the dons: Cambridgeand society in VictorianEngland (London, 1968),
C.N.L. Brooke,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 4 1870-1990(Cambridge,1993),
pp.99-102.
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Venn performed well in College examinations and was awarded a scholarship with rooms in
College. 5 He was judged the leading student of his year, but in one of the examples of the
College
best
the
drew
scholarship was not
that
criticism,
external
eccentricities of endowment
in
born
to
those
it
its
open
only
was
terms
by
the
endowment
of
open to Venn because
Norfolk. 6 In the absence of any University or intercollegiate lectures, Venn found the formal
College teaching in Classics and Mathematics to be competent. However, such teaching was
delivered to the whole College, from the poll men to the honours men. He received no
teaching or direction of his studies from the College Tutor and, in common with other reading
men, relied instead upon the services of private coaches. Initially, he was coached by William
Hopkins, a respected private tutor known as the'senior wrangler-maker, but seeking more
individual attention and discussion, Venn changed to a fellow of Caius, Jameson. Venn found
Jameson 'fairly well up in his subjecV but lacking 'the power of originality that was desirable'
and after two terms sought his fathers approval for a move to Isaac Todhunter, a former pupil
7
in
Cambridge
his
by
informed
Hopkins.
participation
own
Looking
back,
of
with a perspective

reform, Venn felt that the emphasis upon preparationon 'one great examination' had resulted
in a loss of any real enjoymentof the subject and a feeling of repulsiontowards
8
mathematiCS.

Colleges were religious institutionsin origin and the sixteenth century statutes of Dr Caius,
which were still in force in 1853, imposed a requirementof daily'common prayers' which was
9
for
observedthrough a regime of compulsorychapel all students. Regular attendanceat
College chapel was upheld not only on religiousgrounds, but as an important part of the
general disciplinarystructure of the College alongside attendanceof dinner in hall and
observanceof the curfew. The shared experienceof religiousassociationand ritual in
5 Francis, H.T., 'in memoriam: John Venn' The Caian, Volume XXXI (Cambridge, 1922-3), p. 111.
6 J. Venn, 'College life and ways fifty years ago' The Ca/an, Volume XIV (11904-5),p. 1 13.
7 CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals 1834-1866 by John Venn, p.56.
8 Ibid, p.74.
9 Excerpta e Statutis Collegif de Gonville et Caius in Academia Cantabligiensi et e Statutis Academiae
(Cambridge, 1843) XLV Concerning Prayers.
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universitieshas been identifiedas a significant unifying factor among nineteenthcentury
clergy; and shared experience,texts and rituals have been seen as an important
underpinningto the formationof an intellectualelite.10More generally, religious participation
has been examinedin the context of the formation of community,particularlynational and
imperial identity." Fellows,acting in loco parentis, regardedthe discipline of enforced
attendanceas potentiallybeneficial;believingthat the common experienceof the chapel ritual
would facilitate the transmissionof the commonvalues of the College and of Anglicanism.
The religious and community-buildingfunctions of religious observancewere thus closely
entwined.

The element of religiouscompulsiondid not necessarilyequate with a lack of religious
commitment.In additionto College chapel, many men, includingVenn, chose to attend
additional sermons in local parish churches.' 2The College rules gave a practical incentive to
conform. The testimonialsrequiredfrom the College by a bishop prior to ordination were said
to be drawn up on the basis of the student's record of attendanceof chapel and Communion,
hall and lectures, and observanceof the curfew.13Venn was one of the majority of students
who were from clerical backgroundsand had clerical aspirationsof their own,
A decided majority of us - in our College at least - contemplatedtaking orders, or had
come to College with that hope on the part of our parents. Nearly half of us were the
14
sons of clergymen.
Of the 33 students who were admitted in the same year as John Venn, 1852-3,17 were to be
ordained and hold some sort of cure.15This bears out the impressiongiven by the general
average produced by Anderson and Schnaperfor 1752-1886,which shows 54.3% of
10A. Haig, The Victorian
clergy (Croom Helm, 1984), p.27; D. Newsome, Godlinessand good learning:
four studies on a Victorianideal (London, 1961), pp-4-12.
11J. Wolffe, God
and greater Britain.
12CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals,
p-39.
13Statutis Collegil de Gonville Caius (Cambridge,1843). Rules CollegeX11.
of
et
14J. Venn, Early
collegiatelife (Cambridge1913). p.268.
15Data drawn from J. Venn, Biographicalhistory Gonville
of
and Caius College 1349-1897,Volume 11
1713-1897(Cambridge1898).
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Cambridgealumni in the occupationalgroup of clergy.16Institutionalrequirementsfor
religious observancewere combinedwith religious expectations,and reinforced by the
religious leadershipof the College.

Religious tone in Calus
The striking impression from the historical narrative of Caius at the time of Venn's
matriculation in the 1850s is the College's reputation for Evangelicalism. The reputation as
the Evangelical college in Cambridge had passed from Magdalene under Samuel Hey at the
start of the nineteenth century to Queen's under Isaac Milner up to the 1820s, before passing
to Caius in the middle of the century. This reputation was built around Charles Clayton, tutor
of Caius between 1848 and 1865, vicar of Holy Trinity, and the successor to Simeon and
Carus as the leader of the Evangelical party in Cambridge. From 1852, Clayton's tutorship
coincided with the mastership of Edwin Guest, who was also recorded as of Evangelical
sympathies. However, it was with Clayton's name, not that of the Master, or the Deans who
oversaw religious discipline, that this phase in the College's history is associated. As Venn
himself recorded
The name and reputation of Mr Clayton... had made it the Evangelical College in
17
popular estimate.

Venn was to play his part in sustainingthis reputationon the historical record. Although his
autobiographicalannals were not published,the recollectionsof his student days formed the
basis for a chapter on the mid-nineteenthcentury College in Early collegiatelife.18This in turn
has formed the basis of a similar chapter in the publishedhistory of Gonville and Caius
College and has been utilised as evidenceof the academicand religious state of the mid-

16Figuresfrom C. Andersonand M.D. Schnaper,School and society in England (Washington,1952)
reproducedin Searby, op. cit., pp.76-7.
17CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.35.

'8 J. Venn, 'College life
and ways fifty years ago' The Calan, Volume XIV (1904-5); J. Venn, Early
collegiate life (Cambridge 1913).
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19
Thus it is Venn's perspective that has become the
history.
University
in
its
century
official
most widely circulated analysis of this period in the College's religious history. It was a
perspective informed by Venn's departure from Evangelicalism, and the regret he was
expressing at what he regarded as the missed opportunities with his father and with Clayton
for averting that change. Both the perspective of those for whom Clayton may have remained
an inspiration and the religious diversity that could exist within a College community may
have been underplayed. Furthermore, there are also distinctions between the published and
private narratives. In the autobiographical annals that were written to account for a change in
religious position, Venn was more openly critical about the religious elements of the College,
such as the rigid Evangelicalism of the students and the lack of intellectual content in
Clayton's preaching. 20However, in the published narrative based upon an address to turn of
the century Caians, he concentrated more upon the contrasts in academic and student life
that could be illustrated between his own experience and that of his audience. 21

Charles Clayton operatedat the centre of a broader Evangelicalnetworkwhich connected
Church and Universitythrough his recommendationsof suitable Universitymen for parishes
around the country.This broader reputationmade him a nucleus around whom Evangelical
fathers paid for their sons to gather, while several older men of Evangelicalopinions gave up
22

work in other areas to come to the College with a view to taking orders. The College's
reputationfor Evangelicalismthus became self-fulfilling.The impact of fathers choosing a
college for their sons to suit their own religiousviews has been pointed out by Haig and had
23

previouslychangedthe religioustone of a number of other colleges. FortheVenns, Caius

19C.N.L. Brooke,A history of Gonvilleand Caids College, (Bury St Edmunds, 1985), pp.218-222;
C.N.L. Brooke,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 4 1870-1990(Cambridge,1993),
PUS
xv-xvrl1,82-3.
Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, pp.35,39.
21J. Venn, 'College life and ways fifty years ago' publishedin The Caian in 1904/5 and
reworkedas
part of Early collegiatelife.
92lbid, p.35.
23Haig, op. cit., p.47.
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was the obvious choice not only by virtue of public reputation but also personalcontact. John
Venn had previouslymet Claytonwhen he stayed with the family and preached at Hereford in
1850, and Claytonwas in regular contact with Henry Venn, passing on the names of men
interestedin missionarywork.24It must therefore have seemed a natural step that it should be
with Charles Clayton's brother that John Venn lodged during his first year at University.25

As vicar of Holy Trinity, Clayton's preachingattracted a large audience of undergraduates
after evening chapel on Sundays,while his tutorship gave him the opportunityto press his
religious concernswithin Caius. Surviving notes for his introductoryaddress to freshmen in
1859 cover the expectedtopics of study, expenditure,religiousdiscipline and moral conduct,
resemblingthe standardadvice issued by William Whewell to the tutors of Trinity regarding
26

the instructionthey should give their students. However,Clayton's notes proceededfurther
on recognisablyEvangelicallines, emphasisingthe importanceof the Bible as a 'mainspring'
and the 'only safeguard',the need for personalpiety and Sunday observance. He also took
the opportunityto advertisethe opportunitiesfor missionaryeffort, with its related round of
27
terminal
collections,
meetingsand sermons.

Missionaryenthusiasmwas not confinedto the Evangelicalelement, nor was it specific to
Caius and to Clayton's tutorship, but it was particularlypertinentto the son of the Honorary
Secretaryto the Church MissionarySociety. HenryVenn urged his son to send accounts of
the speakers he heard at missionarymeetings in the University,and in late 1857 Venn
28
Livingstone'saddress on this occasion
Livingstone
by
David
attended a meetingaddressed
.
made a great impressionupon the undergraduatespresent and has been cited as the

24CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C40, J. Venn to H. Venn, 15/7/1850;C34, H. Venn to J. Venn,
9/12/1856.
25CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.35.
26M. Garland, Cambridgebefore Darwin; the ideal of a liberal education 1800-1860(Cambridge,
1980), p.132.
27Gonvilleand Caius College Library, Charles Clayton papers, Notes
to freshmen, 1859.
on
address
28CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Venn. 9/5/1857,6/12/1857.
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effective start of a period of enthusiasmfor overseas mission in the University, promptingas it
did the establishmentof the CambridgeUniversityChurch MissionaryUnion.29

The twin responsibilitiesof parish and College limited the time Clayton had to spare to get to
know Caian undergraduatesindividually.PrivatelyVenn was disappointedthat given his
position of influencein Evangelicalcircles and his experienceas a cjergyman,Clayton found
little time to guide his students except'as to what church I had better attend or avoid' and did
30
intended
to
take
his
those
orders. However,publicly he defended
not advise
of
pupils who
Clayton on the groundsthat the very demands of that position of influence meant that much
of his time was taken up with party matters
To preventany wrong impressionI should like to say that this was not due to
indolenceor neglect. He was a very kind-heartedand worthy man; and I am
convincedthat if any of us had gone to him in any difficulty or in doubt, he would have
CUStOM.
But
the
his
that
in
was not
power.
given all the assistance

31

As Venn noted, even the limited contactswith his studentsthat Clayton did attempt were
32
1850s.
for
fellows
the
unusual resident
and clergy of

Venn doubted the efficacyof Clayton's efforts to engage studentsthrough Evangelical
meetings and parties:
They were not cheerful or profitable occasions, and the evening ones in particular
were apt to be avoided if possible, as it was about as easy to escape the public
meeting which followed on the tea as to desert after taking a recruiting sergeant's
shilling. 33

29V.H.H. Green, Religion at Oxford and Cambridge(London, 1964) pp.321-2.
The ongoing developmentof interest in mission and Empire within Caius will be explored further In the
context of the religiousidentity of the College in the later part of the century. See p.158.
30J. Venn, Early collegiatelife, p.259; CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.92.
31J. Venn, Early collegiatelife, p. 263.
32Rothblaft,op. cit., 190.
p.
33
CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.70.
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Venn was also dissatisfiedwith Clayton's presentationof Evangelicalism,describing his
sermons as 'platitudes... redeemedby his extreme earnestness,sincerity, and absence of
any display or push'. Venn contrastedClayton's preaching unfavourablywith that of the high
churchman,Harvey Goodwin,who was the 'only preacher in Cambridgethen with any spark
of originalityor power'. However,the momentumof Venn's Evangelicalupbringingstill held
strong: 'conscience(as I understoodit) told me that Clayton was the right man, and so I
34
in
Goodwin's
heterodox.
Even
hear
him'and
to
church as some way
mostly went
shunned
allowing for the perspectiveof the Annals as the negative account of a man who had
departed from the religious position of his family, it is clear that with hindsightVenn felt that
Clayton did not measureup to the paternal example he used as his yardstick.
Caius' reputationas the home of the Evangelicalparty in the 1850sand early 1860s can be
viewed on a numberof levels. Burns has distinguishedbetweenchurchmanshipand Church
party, pointingout how a party label could be externallyapplied as well as being a matter of
personaladherence." So it was for Venn. As a student with religiousfeeling, conditioned
from birth to be receptiveto Evangelicalviews, Venn initiallyjoined the Evangelicalgrouping
within Caius. He attendedtheir prayer meetings,taking afternoonwalks with one or other of
them, particularlyan older student, Charles RenshawOrd, who was later to offer himself to
Henry Venn as a missionary." However,Evangelicalismwas not only a matter of allegiance
but also a label that was applied to him by observers by virtue of his ancestry and
association.The Venn family's Evangelicalismencompassedpublic reputation as well as
personalfaith and connexion.As Leslie Stephentermed it, 'The Venns were of the very blue
blood of the party' 37The Venn name also synonymousin public estimationwith the
.
Evangelicalparty, not only as a result of the reputationof the Clapharnconnexion but also
through Henry and John Venn's continuedassociationwith Evangelicalideas, causes and
34

lbid, p.68.
35 A. Burns, Introductionto W. Conybeare,'Church Parties' [1853-5] in S.Taylor (ed.), From Cranmer
to Davidson:A Churchof England Miscellany[Churchof England Record Society, VI I] (Woodbridge,
Boydell & Brewer, 1999), p.218.
36CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals 1834-1866by John Venn. 35-6.
pp.
37L. Stephen, Thelife of Sir James FitzjamesStephen (London, 1895), 33.
p.
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associationsin the pulpit, and via public platforms such as the Church MissionarySociety and
the Christian Observer.Thus, by both personal allegianceand by public associationJohn
Venn and his family could be characterisedas of the Evangelicalparty.

Venn came to Caius having been greatly influenced in terms of personal religion by the
example of his father, Henry. To his inherited beliefs were added inherited contacts as
several of the seniors in the College called on him, 'at Clayton's instigation or for my name's
38
sake' . The social weight attached to the Venn name was evident at one of Clayton's
Evangelical gatherings, when the typical mode of introduction was by reference to one's
Evangelical credentials, and H.T. Francis noted:
having no Evangelical connexions to boast of, I feared that, like the man without a
wedding garment, I might be rejected, but after some humming and hawing Clayton
was struck with a happy thought and I was announced as "A friend of Mr John
Venn n.39

Venn's public Evangelicalcredentialswere also evident in 1856 when he discoveredthat his
name had been included in a Union list of 'tips' predictingthe success of various men in
attaining fellowships
with a rather contemptuousremarkthat it was only referred to in consequenceof my
claims being pressed by the Evangelicals.I was much disturbed at this confident
forecast."0
Venn's instant and natural reactionto this predictionwas to vow to become a missionaryand
he continuedto regard this vow as bindingfor several more years.41

Overall, the striking impression was of the religious orthodoxy of the part of the student body
with which Venn was in contact as an undergraduate. Partly as the result of shared cJerical
38CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 37.
p.
39H.T. Francis,
op. cit (1923), p. 119.
40CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 72.
p.
41Ibid, pp. 72-3.
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backgroundand ambition, he found himself part of a 'very church-going,sermon-attending
folk'.42On reflection,he was aware that religious enquiry and scepticism must have started to
touch those he termed 'the more thoughtful students' and he identified a few men who had
read under Maurice in London, but they did not become influentialmen within Caius, nor did
he number any such men among his personalacquaintance.From his experienceas one of
'the average quiet reading men', the College was a rather sheltered environment.

Caius' reputationfor Evangelicalismhas disguisedthe diversity of religious opinion which coexisted within the College.Among the religious,there was diversity in churchmanship.Just as
the Evangelicalset attended Clayton's parish sermons at Holy Trinity on Sunday after
College chapel, there were those like Edward Hillyard, later a ritualist, whose higher
churchmanshipled them to attend the sermonsof Harvey Goodwin at St. Edward'S.43There
could also be considerabledifference betweenthe churchmanshipof the Fellowshipand that
of the undergraduatebody. As a junior fellow, Venn was to witness the contemptwith which
certain of the fellows, like Norman Ferrers, regardedClayton's religion, remarkingthat
On religious matters,the only strong feeling felt, or at any rate expressed,was that of
aversionto Evangelicalopinions rather than of attachmentto any other opinions.
Ferrers especiallywas a leader in this direction; and never lost the opportunityof a
gibe at the obnoxiousopinions,especially if Claytonwere present.44
Ferrers' mentor, Harvey Goodwin,a fellow between 1841 and 1855, had come to the College
holding Evangelicalopinions. Followinga personal religious crisis, he developedhigher
church convictionsand became involved in the establishmentof the EcclesiologicalSociety,
later the CambridgeCamden Society.4' Goodwinwas a close friend of Charles Mackenzie,
who migratedto Caius from St. John's in 1845. Mackenziewas consideredby Henry Venn to

42j. Venn, Early
collegiate life, p.267,
43Reminiscences
of E. Hillyard (1857) by his friend H. P. Knapton, The Caian, Volume VII (1897-8),
pp. 181-2.
" CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.76.

4*5H.D. Rawnsley,Harvey Goodwin,Bishop Carlisle: biographical
of
a
memoir (London, 1896), p.52.
53.

be a Tractarianand admirer of Pusey.46As a clerical fellow, Mackenzie preached in the
College chapel, and in 1853took services on Sundays during the Long Vacation in order to
47
There was clearly a network among the Fellowsfor
Clayton
duties.
for
his
release
parish
whom higher church principlesrather than Evangelicalismwere predominant.Yet Caius
retained its Evangelicalreputation.There was no one in Caius with a reputation comparable
to that of Clayton's;which rested not so much upon his activity within the College itself, but
upon his external reputationin broader Evangelicalcircles. However, religioustone as
influenced by the Evangelicalismand public reputationof one man, was of a fleeting nature.
By the early 1870s, Clayton had resignedhis fellowship and taken up full-time parish work,
him.
Indeed,
College
departed
there
the
Evangelical
the
with
of
reputation
and
contemporary
One
Caian
his
be
to
graduate was to
party.
against
a
reaction
was reported
somethingof
recall a rhyme from c.1870:
And as for the Sims, with their psalms and their hymns
We'll kick'ern right out of College.48

Varieties of Evangelicalism
In his autobiographical narrative, Venn referred to the Evangelical students within Caius in
the 1850s as the'strict party or the'rigid party attracting 'narrow-minded' men, who'formed a
strong party which kept entirely to itself, holding aloof from the boat-club and from almost
49
form
every other
of social amusement. Venn observed that the strong sense of identity
within the Rigid party in turn polarised broader opinion within the College,
Most of the men with any religious feeling joined this party; by natural reaction the
opposite party gathered in its ranks all that was idle and noisy. The result was that the

46CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C37, H. Venn to C. Clayton, 24/11/1859.
47H. Goodwin,Memoir of Bishop Mackenzie,2ndedition (Cambridge,1865), p.69.
48Caius Archive, PPC/GUI/01,F.H.H. Guillemard,'The years that the locusts have eaten' (1922),
Chapter VIII CambridgeThen c.1870.
49
CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.35.
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College was split into two distinct camps, as it were, which had little communication
50
with each other.

Venn did make an exceptionfor Clayton himself, reporting that Clayton was not an extreme
Evangelical; a characterisation that was in marked contrast with some of the serious and
51
College.
to
the
his
that
narrow young men
reputation was attracting

Within Caius, Venn encounteredvarious indicationsof the creation of party allegiance.
Membershipwas defined on a number of levels: in part positively,through entry into the
College of Evangelicalreputation,regular attendanceat sermons by and meetingswith the
acknowledgedEvangelicalleader. However,it could also be defined negatively,by shunning
those of tainted by heterodoxHigh Church views; holding apart from the company of the
ungodly, 'Idle and noisy' membersof the College; and ostracisingthose like H.T. Francis, who
52
would not attend prayer meetings. Evangelicalismcould be a badge worn proudly by the
strongest of its adherentsto the exclusionof the less committed.

The vocabularyVenn used in describingthe Evangelicalgrouping in Caius - rigid, strict,
narrow - resembledthat of Conybearein relation to the 'Recordites' in his analysis of Church
Parties first publishedin 1853. Conybearewas contributingto the contemporarydebate upon
the future of the Church of England,identifyingthe characteristics,both theological and
pastoral,of the various groupingswithin the Church. He analysedtheir impact, both negative
and positive, upon the work of the Church, recognisingthat parties were not simply
theological groupings but that party allegiancewas also shaped by confrontationand
concludingthat the 'mischief is... not in theological idiosyncrasies,but in unscrupulous
partisanship'.53Conybeare'stripartite division of the Church into high, broad and low, was
50

lbid,
35.
p.
51
lbid P.39.
52Guillernard,
op cit.
53W. Conybeare,'Church Parties' [1853-5],edited and with an introductionby A. Burns, In S.Taylor
(ed.), From Cranmerto Davidson:a Church of England miscellany[Church of England Record Society,
VII] (Woodbridge,Boydell& Brewer, 1999), pp.233,251,359.
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further subdividedin the case of the lafter into Evangelical,Recordite and slow or stagnant.
Conybearepraised the contributionthe old Evangelicals,exemplified by the Clapham Sect,
had made to the regenerationof the Church through their simple piety but saw the old
Evangelicalparty as diminishingin strength as their creed became a hereditarysystem
adopted more by habit than conviction.
This may be accountedfor partly by a certain narrownessand rigidity its teaching,
which has increasedas its traditionaldoctrines have become more fixed and
technical This neglect, and especiallythe want of critical study of the text of the
...
Scripture, has paved the way for the extravagancesof the extreme party... the
Recorditeparty.54
He describedthe Recorditesas exaggeratingthe original vital doctrines of Evangelicalism,
elaboratingupon the core doctrines and employingthe resultingtheological superstructureas
badges of membershipof an exclusiveand intolerant,rigid and inward-lookingsect.5*5Like
Conybeare,the Claphamitesthemselves perceiveda change in the tone of Evangelicalisma drying out of the enthusiasmwith which the movementhad originally been associated.
James Stephen,in his account of the golden age of the Clapham Sect, admittedthat the
second generationof Evangelicals,the Clapham Sect themselves,had been more sober and
more worldly wise than their fathers, but drew a sharp contrast betweenthe sincerity of their
thought and philanthropyand the 'intellectualcoxcombry'and 'mere ballet of tender attitudes'
he now found to be prevalent.56

The changingface of Evangelicalismhas an extensive historiography.The vital and
emotional religion of the founding Evangelicalfathers, with an outward-lookingsocial
dynamism has been contrastedWiththe mid-centuryparty which was more introvertedand

54lbid, P.271.
55lbid, p.236.
56J. Stephen, 'The Clapham Sect', Essays in ecclesiastical biography, Volume 11(London, 1849),
p.307.

-56-

57
partisan. Rosmanand Wolffe have describeda process of radicalisationof Evangelicalism
whereby a less optimistic eschatologydevelopedconcentratingupon pre-millennialbeliefs
and with an increasedinterest in prophecy.Its followers feared the worldly expediencythey
perceivedin the older Anglican Evangelicalism,and looked to define more rigidly what
Evangelicalismwas, in order to distinguishadherents and to make the movementmore
58
exclusive. For some, this has been seen as an exaggerationof the natural tendencieswithin
the theologicaland value system of Evangelicalism,with the developmentof partisan
tendencies being inherent in an Evangelicalelect wishing to set themselvesapart from a
59
sinful world. Balleine pointed to the successof Evangelicalismas inevitably increasingthe
number of its unworthyadherents,which, when taken together with the effect of the
adversarial nature of the Record, had a detrimentalimpact upon perceptionsof Evangelicals
as hypocritesand controversialists.60The importanceof reactionto external factors in the
developmenthas also been highlighted.For example, until issues of authority and inspiration
of the Bible arose it had been sufficient to accept the Bible as authoritative.However,once
that veracity was threatened,the responsewas the developmentof the hypothesisof Divine
inspiration61Furtherto this was the Evangelicalreaction to the perceiveddanger of the rise
.
of the Oxford Movement.Oppositionto Tractarianviews on doctrine, ritual and tradition has
been seen to harden oppositionto innovationin worship; and moderate Evangelicalswere
rallied to a party cause as the battle cry to defend the Protestantnature of the Reformation
settlementwas sounded.The result of this clash was polarisation;a move away from the
pragmaticpolitics, mild Calvinismand outward-lookingEvangelicalismof the Clapham Sect
as party boundarieswere clearly marked and a reaction against innovation and co-operation.

571.Bradley, The call to seriousness:the Evangelicalimpact upon the Victorians(London, 1976),
pp
15-59.
58D.M. Rosman,Evangelicalsand culture (London, 1983), pp.25-30; J. Wolffe, The Protestantcrusade
in Great Britain 1829-1860[Oxford HistoricalMonographs](Oxford, 1991), pp.30-32.
59N. Annan, Leslie Stephen:his thought and characterin relation to his time (London, 1951), 1119pp.
120; Bradley,op.cit., pp.70-72.
60G. R. Balleine,A history of the Evangelicalparty in the Churchof England (London, 1933), pp.187
210.
61D.M. Rosman,op. cit., pp.25-30.

-57-

Evangelicalismwent on the defensive,concentratingall energies upon the perceivedCatholic
threat rather than the advancingforces of liberalismand secularism.62

Venn's observationson the characteristicsof Caian Evangelicalsappear to reflect these
broader themes in the contemporaryand historical debate on the nature and developmentof
Evangelicalismand church parties. Venn did not define clearly what he meant by'rigid' or
'strict' and there is no firm evidencefrom which to assert that Venn was familiar with the work
of Conybeare.However,he did becomefamiliar with contemporaryparty polemic through the
pages of the Christian Observerunder his father's editorshipand as his familys historian is
likely to have been aware of James Stephen's assessmentof the developmentof
Evangelicalism.

In part, Venn can be seen to be describing the development of an exclusive party resulting
from the exaggeration of partisan tendencies of Evangelicals wishing to set themselves apart
from a sinful world. Venn's own explanation of the Evangelical culture he observed in Caius
was that Evangelicalism in 1850s Cambridge was in transition, and that Evangelicalism was
adapting to the change in its relative position in the University community:

A generationor two earlier the Evangelicalswere very few, and scatteredat various
Colleges,and were consequentlysomewhat in the position of a persecutedparty. By my
time they had become numerous,(and so far as Caius was concerned)almost
"
aggressive.
In this, Venn pinpointsa transition that was taking place in Evangelicalism,as recognisedby
Bradley,from a small group pre-1830, to a narrow party post-1860.64Venn did not, however,
recognisein his narrativethe role that contemporarycontroversywith the Oxford Movement
may have played in the creation of party identity and the polarisationof Evangelicalattitudes.
62P. Toon,Evangelicaltheology1833-1856.,
(London,1979),pp.16-77;
a responseto Tractarianism
Bradley,op. cit.,pp.70-72;Wolffe,TheProtestantcrusade,p.304.
63

CMS Archive, CMSIACC81 F27, Annals, p.37.
64Bradley, op. cit.,
p. 16.

-58-

This would not have been from a lack of awarenessof the disputes themselves.Throughout
this period, Henry Venn wrote to his son about the contemporarycontroversiesin the Church
filtered though his particularstandpointon Evangelicalchurchmanship."

Venn's characterisationof Caian Evangelicalsnot only resembledConybeare'sdescriptionof
the Recorditesbut also implicitlycontrastedCaian Evangelicalswith the practicaland positive
aspects of older Evangelicalismas representedby his family. For John Venn, the rigid
Evangelicalismof Caius was not the Evangelicalismof his father. This goes beyond
Conybeare'sliterary categorisationas it was a contrast that touched upon Venn's personal
experience.Venn's family was closely and publicly associatedwith all that representedthe
older strand of Evangelicalism,from theological perspectiveto the public platformsof the
Christian Observerand the Church MissionarySociety. The Rigid party, inward-lookingand
theologicallynarrow,was contrastedunfavourablyby Venn with the pragmatic,outward
looking, theologicallymoderateoutlook of the Claphamites.Venn declared that the senior
men who called on him found that he did not have 'sufficient sympathywith them to keep up
any intimacy.66The differenceswere probablyin part theological;Venn described his main
associate in the first term, Charles RenshawOrd, as a strict Calvinist,whereas the
Evangelicaltradition within his own family was that of moderateCalvinism.Furthermore,
Venn's upbringing,while serious and sober, had not completelyrejected the social
amusementsfrom which he found Caian Evangelicalswere holding themselvesaloof. Henry
Venn sent weekly letters to his son containinga constant stream of religiousguidance and
discussingthe work on which he was engagedfor the Church MissionarySociety, including
organisationof missionsto India, colonial bishoprics,African commerceand deputationsto
the Government,reinforcingthe impressionof a man fulfilling his duty of Christian service."
The way in which the Caian Evangelicalssought to hold themselvesapart from the

65CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 6/2/1856.
66
CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.37.

67CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C34, Lettersfrom H. Venn to J. Venn.
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amusementsof a sinful world contrastedwith the Claphamite mission to engage with that
world.

The differenceswere also likely to have had a social element.The Evangelicalismof Venn's
youth was nurtured in the comfortableenvironmentof a network of cultured upper-middle
class families and tempered by the assuranceof salvation passed down over three previous
generations.Venn's father could afford to send him to Cambridgeas a pensionerand, even
when his son was elected to a scholarshipfollowing his first year examinations,continuedto
supplementhis funds to allow him additionalmoney for books and charitable giving. Venn did
not necessarilyhave much in commonwith the men who had given up business in order to
"
University.
to
return

Venn's descriptionsof such men as 'rigid', 'narrow-minded'and 'bigoted' point to the real
variation he perceivedwithin the bounds of a party label. They also have to be put into the
context of what he was seeking to achieve in his autobiographicalnarrative- an account of
his departurefrom Evangelicalism.As has already been seen, Henry Venn personifiedfor his
son the meaning of the Evangelicalismof his childhoodand was an example he regarded
with awe and reverence.At College,Venn encounteredEvangelicalexamples he did not
admire and who were not beyond reproach,and he can be seen to be distancing himself from
sharing the label they bore. Half a century later, when describingthe experienceof his uncle
John Venn at University,Venn wrote that his uncle associatedwith Simeon'frorn grounds of
hereditaryfriendship,as well as communityof sentiment'.69During his own time as an
undergraduate,Venn had the opportunityfor'hereditary' friendshipwith both Clayton and the
Evangelicalundergraduates,but seemedto have failed to find communityof sentiment.

68CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 35; C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 17/10/1855.
p.
69J. Venn, Annals
of a clerical family, p. 187.
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New directions
Venn's later recollectionwas that he received little academic direction from his seniors, but
was instead reliant upon the tips and advice received from his coach and most of all from
discussion with his friends.

70

When he moved into College rooms in 1854 following the award

of a scholarship, Venn started to move on from the 'narrow and bigoted sef who had been
his principal acquaintance in his first year. He began to develop a circle of friends of his own
but in so doing, still chose a largely orthodox set. Men like William Wilberforce Gedge, as the
name suggests, were of impeccable Evangelical pedigree, and Gedge was to offer himself as
a missionary. Others, like James Garrick and Joseph Gould, went on to conventional careers
as parish clergy, becoming holders of College livings. Garrick in common with Venn was in
the process of drifting away from the companionship of Ord and the rigid party, and it was
with Garrick that Venn, to the delight of his father, conducted private prayers and bible study;
71
he
and alongside whom
was ordained. Venn's acquaintance with D.B. Panton also pleaser,
Henry Venn, on the grounds of the extension of a connexion in the previous generation with
his father. 72

It was to his friends that Venn owed the first steps in the broadeningof his intellectual
horizons. During his first year at University,Venn estimatedthat the only text on his shelf not
of a classical or mathematicalvariety was his great grandfather'sbook, The complete duty of
73
man. Through Garrick he was introducedto the works of Byron, and through Charles Monro
to Tennyson. However,at this stage, Venn's experienceof a greater variety of religious Ideas
came from their demolitionin orthodox papers rather than from exposureto the works
themselves,and he was content at this stage simply to accept them as conclusive.74

70J. Venn, 'College life and ways fifty years ago', pp.109-114; J. Venn, Early collegiatelife, pp.263-4.
71CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 6/2/1858.
72lbid, 9/12/1856.
73CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.41.
74 bid, p.64.
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In January 1857,Venn was placed sixth Wrangler in the MathematicalTripos. As a result of
the passing of the CambridgeUniversityAct in 1856, he was one of a new generationof
bachelors not to have a religioustest or declarationof faith attachedto his degree. On the
basis of his Tripos result, Venn was elected to a junior fellowship in 1858, and as such was
fide
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75
secularisation.

In the year that Venn spent in Cambridgefollowing the Tripos examination,he gave over
considerabletime to continued study seeking to address what he perceivedas the previous
lack in his education.The one or two mathematicalpupils Venn took on did not absorb all of
his time, leaving him free to take lessons in German and Italian in preparationfor a summer
tour of the Continent. In the course of reading to two friends with poor eyesight,Venn became
familiar with Charles Kingsley'sAfton Locke and his uncle, James Stephen's Lectureson
French History, but it was with Ruskin and with Buckle that he was most taken.76Venn was
much impressedby Ruskin'sworks on art and architectureand credited to him such
understandingas he had of art. Given Venn's fondness for walking and mountaineering,it is
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75Searby, op. cit., p.500.
76CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, pp.88-9.
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those for the physicalsciencesand that there could therefore be a science of history.This
hypothesiswas criticised by Christianwriters on the basis of its apparent denial of free will
and for its characterisationof clergy as barriers to science, while academicwriters like
Pattilsondismissed Buckle's methodologyand expertise.77But for Venn, Buckle representeda
starting point for some of his future studies, particularlythe closer examinationof inductive
logic and statisticswhich informed his future work on the Logic of chance.78

Conclusions
This chapter has sketchedout what might be seen as a continuumof religious participation,
stretchingfrom institutionalparticipationon one hand through party identity and personalfaith
and observanceon the other. At any one time it was possiblefor an individualto participatein
College religion at a number of levels; through compulsorychapel, following the Evangelical
lead given by Clayton, or joining a subset of Evangelicalstudents.An act of religious
observancepotentiallyholding a variety of meaning: signifyingan intent for a clerical career,
marking membershipof the College or Universitycommunity,or indicatinga narrower
adherenceto a particular party view.

Venn was part of a generationemergingat the tail end of the old Anglican orthodoxy,whose
career mirroredthe shift in the College. He was a successfulproduct of what might be termed
the old Universitysystem. He had masteredthe mathematicalknowledgethat was valued in
an examinationsystem; strong performancein which determinedsubsequentaward of the
prize of a fellowship. He conformedto the requirementsof compulsorychapel and religious
tests. He came to Caius expecting,and expected,to use his fellowship as a foundationfor a
clerical career. In following chapters,Venn's realisationof his early clerical ambition followed
by his developmentinto a teaching academic,who spent his life in Universityand College

77T.W. Heyck, 'Buckle, Thomas Henry (1821-1862)',Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography(Oxford,
2004) [hftp://ww.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3861accessed 17 August 2005].
78CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.89. ,
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service, will be explored in the context of broader developmentsin the considerationof the
academic and religious roles of the College and University. Likewise,the combinationof
compulsoryinstitutionalreligion and exclusive Evangelicalparty identity of mid century Caius
will be contrastedwith the retreat of religiouscompulsionand the growth of a more diffuse,
manly Christiantone that characterisedthe College in the latter part of the century.

Venn's participationin and observationson the Evangelicalparty within Caius provide
evidence in support of the argumentsthat have been made for the drying out of
Evangelicalism.The distinctionsbetweenCaian Evangelicalismand that of his upbringing,
reinforced by social class and outlook upon the world as much as theologicaldifference,
clearly made an impressionupon Venn. It has also been illustratedthat party affiliation could
take a number of forms, not only as adherenceto particularideas and rituals, but also, as *Venn's case, labels that were applied externally by virtue of a family name. Identificationv:`--a particularparty could also be prolongedby lack of acquaintancewith alternativeviewsl

In terms of Venn's personal development, during his undergraduate years the Evangelica'
sympathies cultivated within the home, anchored by Venn's reverence for his father remaineo
firmly in place. He had not been moved to question his'hereditary religious sentiments'or to
challenge the authority either of the regime of compulsory chapel or of his father's example.
Nor had any other strong influence, written or personal, yet come to light which would cause
such a challenge. College life had provided a new sphere of Evangelical association,
providing Venn with the opportunity to observe the 'rigid' form of Evangelicalism and the
operation in microcosm of party feeling, with which he found he had little sympathy. The
Evangelicalism inherited from his family was not being reinforced or refreshed by this contact
with Evangelicals of his own generation or the leadership of Clayton. At this stage, Venn's
acquaintance with alternative standpoints was still being formed not by direct contact with
new ideas but was filtered through orthodox refutations of them. Undergraduate life at Caius
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provided no new saints either to threaten or to shore up the influence of the saints of
Clapham.

In assessing his religious position at the end of his undergraduateyears, Venn stated that:
I still belonged nominallyto the Evangelicalparty, -I shall say somethingpresentlyas
to the extent to which this adherencewas merely nominal and traditional- but I had
79
friends
their
time
ranks, with whom my
outside
was mostly spent.
made other
Venn can be seen as a nominal Evangelicalin that he was still fulfilling the family and public
expectationsof one who bore the Venn name; and was a traditional Evangelicalin that the
Evangelicalismof his father, his grandfatherand great-grandfatherstill held sway with him.
As a fellow and as a curate, Venn was to examine more closely whether, to apply
Conybeare'swords, his Evangelicalismwas a hereditarysystem adopted more from habit
than conviction.

What the College did offer was the first potentialfor contact with a broader range of
acquaintanceand opinion than had been Venn's experiencein the family home; and the start
of an academictraining which rested upon critical analysis and reasoning.The men and texts
to which Venn was exposed during his time as a student were no immediatethreat to his
faith. The nature of the personalinfluenceto which Venn was exposed at Caius seems to
have been largely orthodox. However,these were friends and ideas Venn felt he had
acquired on his own account rather than simply inherited. He was open to new ideas and
experiencesoffered by these friends and had men with whom he felt able to discuss and
develop his own views.

79CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.64.
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4. 'none of those mental or moral crises-

Curate

Followinghis graduation,Venn preparedfor orders and took a successionof curacies. This
was a period in which Venn publiclyfollowed family tradition in taking orders and taking to a
pulpit as an Evangelical.However,he was later to comment negativelyupon the adequacyof
his training for this role and on the personalexample of two of the Evangelicalclergymen
under whom he served. Venn's observationsof his clerical preparationand experiencewill
therefore be framed in light of familial expectationand also contemporarydevelopmentsin
expectationsof clerical educationand clerical identity.

Meanwhile,privately,Venn gave over considerabletime during each of his curacies to wideranging reading. He came into contact with new ideas and discussedthese ideas with friends
of his own choosing.Venn was later to trace back a number of strands of his later thought to
this period and to these shared texts. He also associated his reading and friends with his
divergencefrom certain Evangelicaltenets. This theological departurefrom Evangelicalism
will be related to the wider literature on crises of faith and vocation in order to seek to define
the nature of the change taking place. Contrastswill also be drawn with the parallel
experienceof Leslie Stephen and his accounts of his departurefrom Evangelicalism.

For Venn, there was a growing disparity between public practice and private discussion;two
aspects of which will be examinedin detail here. Firstly, Venn's personalprocess of
theologicalquestioningtook place against a backgroundof religiousferment. Venn had the
opportunityto observe the interactionbetween religious controversyand party Identity,and
also to consider his own public party allegiance,in the dispute over Essays and reviews.
Secondly,the demandsof intellectualhonestywill be considered,comparingVenn's
justification of his own continuationof clerical duty with his cousin's decision to relinquish
clerical and academicduty.
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Clerical and family expectation
In common with many of his contemporaries Venn did not initially take his fellowship with the
view of it being a lifelong post. He expected to take orders and then to take a living. It has
been estimated that 87% of fellowships in Cambridge were linked with an obligation to take
'
orders within a number of years of election. However, the obligation to take orders was not
so generally incumbent upon the Fellows of Caius, where two thirds of fellowships were open
to laymen. Nevertheless as a clerical fellow of sufficient seniority, Venn would be able to
count upon the continuation of his fellowship until he had the option of a College living of the
annual value of 3001.2The College had almost twenty livings within its gift; which were in
effect pensions for clerical fellows, offering an alternative means of support to those who
wished to marry. However, clerical numbers were on the point of declining. Of the 23 fellows
elected in the 1850s, 17 were ordained, 10 of whom went on to hold College livings. This was
a high water mark. In the 1860s, of the 16 new fellows elected only 3 were ordained, and only
2 went on to College livingS.3

After a summer tour abroad, Venn returnedto Cambridgeat the end of the Long Vacation in
1858 to cram for the only available Universitytest in theology, the'Voluntary Theological'.
The fact of Venn's being a graduatein the MathematicalTripos was no barrier to ordination.
Despitethe majorityof the seniors being clergymenand clerical aspirationsbeing commonto
many students, the Universityoffered no first degree in Divinityat this point. Indeed,there
was much resistanceto specialisttheologicaltraining, with men like William Whewell
defendingthe value of the generalisttraining of the Tripos. Venn's formal theological
educationas an undergraduatehad largely consisted of the Previousexaminationwhich was
obligatoryfor all undergraduatesin the Lent term of the second year, and includeda paper on
1 P. Searby,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 3 1750-1870(Cambridge,1997), p.100.
2 Statutes of Gonvilleand Caius College (1860), Statute 15 Of Fellows, Duties and Conditionsof
Tenure.
3 Derivedfrom J. Venn, Biographicalhistory of Gonvilleand Calus College 1349-1897,Volume 1117131897 (Cambridge,1897-8).
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Paley's Evidencesof Christianityand one of the Gospelsor Acts of the Apostles in Greek. In
the absence of Universitylecturers in the 1850s,theologicalteaching for the Previouswas
offered by College lecturersand the standardof the teaching available remindedVenn of
4

being back at school. In order to pass the examinationon Paley, Venn and his circle relied
5
Venn
lectures
their
to
the
was unable recall receivingany
upon
own reading; and
on
work.

The'Voluntary Theological',taken in the Michaelmasterm of the fourth year, was, as Venn
himself noted, rather less than voluntary.Many bishops had made its certificatea
requirementof Cambridgemen before acceptingthem for ordination.Venn would have been
requiredto take eight papers,consistingof a selected portion of the Epistles,the 39 Articles,
church liturgy, ecclesiasticalhistory,early fathers, portions of the Septuagintand Greek
Testamentand works of the standardtheologicalwriters. All of this was covered within a
month of study, and in Venn's opinion, 'this month representedalmost the only preparation
6

for my professionwhich I underwent'. This was a slight exaggeration,by 1850, candidates
for the examinationwere also requiredto show by certificatethat they had attended lectures
deliveredduring one term by at least two of the three Theology professors.7As Bullock has
pointed out, college life offered a numberof opportunitiesfor religiouseducationto a
motivated,intelligentman; access to the best libraries, opportunitiesto attend lectures by
Divinity Professors,the leisure to pursue reading and the chance to gain parochialexperience
in surroundingparisheS.8 However,formal requirementsfor clerical educationwere still
minimal.As a College fellow, Venn could be ordained on the title of his fellowship, makingthe
Bishop's examinationfor him the'merest farce'.9

4 j. Venn, Early collegiatelife (Cambridge1913), p.257.
5 lbid, p.265.
CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81
Searby, op. cit., p.268.
F.W. B. Bullock, A history of
Wales from 1870 to 1874 (St
9 CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81

F27, Annals, p.91.

the training for the ministry of the church of England in England and
Leonards on Sea, 1955), pp. 142-4.
F27, Annals, p.91.
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Venn argued that he and his contemporariesemergedfrom this processill-prepared
pastorallyand practically,
I had never attempteda sermonor address of any kind, written or spoken,to any
class of persons;of course I knew not a word of Hebrew;knew nothing of the tenets
or constitutionof any of the dissentingbodies in contactwith whom every Church of
Englandclergymanhas to work; and beyondthe minimumof experiencegained from
having taught in the Jesus Lane SundaySchool during one Long Vacation I had
experiencedno sort of relationwith the poor from a religiousor any other point of
"
view.
Venn's situationwas by no means a unique productof the early Victorian system -a
"
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Venn's complaints echoed a broader dissatisfaction with the preparation the ancient
12
for
universities were providing
ordination and ministry. The tenor of criticisms tended to
reflect the concerns of particular Church groupings - high churchmen argued that proper
spiritual preparation was not possible in the mixed society of the University, while broad
churchmen argued that the lack of accurate theological knowledge and specialist intellectual
training made it difficult for clergymen to deal with emerging new ideas. Evangelicals, as
evidenced by Venn's concerns, focused upon the lack of preparation for preaching and for
13
pastoral parochial work. Venn's criticisms reflected the contemporary concerns about
clerical education but his experience also illustrated the small steps that were beginning to be
taken. The'Voluntary Theological' examination had been established in 1843 in response to
the demands of those who argued that the clergy needed more specialist preparation for
Orders beyond the general BA degree. By the 1850s there was strong support for the idea
that an ordinand should be prepared with something more than a general BA degree. It was
10CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27. Annals, p.91. '
11B. Heeney,A different kind of gentleman:parish clergy as professionalmen in early and midVictorianEngland [Studies in British Historyand CultureVolume 5] (Ohio, 1976), p.98.
12Bullock,op. cit., p.97.
13A. Haig, The Victorianclergy (Croom Helm, 1984), pp.72-3.
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only as the Anglican monopolyof the Universitywas broken that a departurewas made from
the generalist,non-professionalmodel, and Cambridgebecame a centre of specialist
theological study. The 'VoluntaryTheological'survived under the auspices of the newly
establishedBoard of TheologicalStudies until a specialistTheologicalTripos was introduced
in 1873 and separate clerical training colleges were establishedin the Universityin the
1880s.14By 1900, the practiceof enteringorders as a matter of course had virtually ceased both the ordinand and the bishop expected evidence of a particularvocation and clear
15
to
training
elements of vocational
prior ordination.

Venn was ordained deacon at Ely in 1858. He later attemptedto assess the state of his belief
at the time of taking orders. He labelled himself 'unhesitatingly as an Evangelical,both in
terms of the theologicalcontent of his beliefs and his preaching.He opined that it would not
have occurred to him to question the truth of his creed, having not encounteredat that stage
16

religion in any other form either among his immediatecircle or in his reading. Whatisnot
apparentfrom his narrative is a sense of personalcalling or vocation to the ministry.This
omission could be seen to support Conybeare'sassertion that Evangelicalchurchmanship
was becominga hereditarysystem adopted more from habit than conviction,or Annan's
contentionthat Evangelicalismhad failed to make a fresh appeal to the educated
Evangelicalsof Venn and Leslie Stephen's generation.17It could also be the editorial slant of
one who is writing a narrativeto explore a departurefrom clerical status rather than its
original adoption.There are no surviving letters from Venn for the period to illuminatehis
positionfurther.

14Bullock, op. cit., pp. 80-1.

15C.N.L. Brooke,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume IV 1870-1990(Cambridge,1993),
pplO5-106,145.
'0 CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.93.
17W. Conybeare,'Church Parties'[1853-5], edited and with an introductionby A Burns, in S. Taylor
(ed.), From Cranmerto Davidson:A Churchof England Miscellany(Church of EnglandRecord
Society,VII, Woodbridge, Boydell& Brewer, 1999), p.268; N. Annan, Leslie Stephen:his thought and
character in relation to his time (London, 1951), p.120.
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What is evident from Henry Venn's letters to his son was the weight of family tradition and
parental expectation. Similarly, a recurring theme of the Annals was the influence that familial
expectation, particularly that of his father, had upon Venn. Parental pride was overwhelming
when Henry attended John's ordination in 1858,
1have now to thank God for the fulfilment of the desire nearest to my heart of any ever
cherished by me, that I might witness the self dedication of a son in the right spirit to
the work of the Ministry. 18
That pride was further increased when Harry followed his elder brother's example, and was
ordained in 1867. For Henry, satisfaction that a son had found his Evangelical calling in the
ministry, was combined with pride in the family tradition it represented.
The position I occupy as the 3rd & which you occupy as the 4th generation of those
who have endeavoured to witness to the truths of the blessed Gospel which bring
salvation & peace to the soul of fallen man-19
As Turner and Ward have suggested, personal, professional and religious expectations were
entwined when bonds between parents and their children were rooted in religious
expectations, resulting from the connection forged by Evangelicalism between religion and
faMily. 20 The Venn family's Evangelical and clerical traditions, taken together with Henry
Venn's personal influence over his son, were a powerful combination. In his review of his
religious position at the time of his ordination, Venn described himself as being carded along
by the momentum of his father's influence and his profound reverence for him. It seems
reasonable to suggest that it was this, rather than a strong sense of personal vocation, that
21
Orders.
large
in
his
decision
to
take
played a
part

'a CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to Henrietta Venn, 14/11/1858.
19CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 22/1011862.
20F. M. Turner 'The Victorian
crisis of faith and the faith that was lost' and W. R. Ward, 'Faith and
fallacy: English and German perspectives in the nineteenth century' in R.J. Helmstadter & B. Lightman
(eds. ), Victorian faith in crisis: essays on continuity and change in nineteenth century religious belief
jStanford, 1990).
1 CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, pp.92-3.
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Venn becamea curate to James Faithfull,vicar of Cheshunt, Hertfordshire.He describedhis
year at Cheshunt as a happy and prosperous one. He counted James Faithfull and his family
as his friends, his main criticism of his vicar being that he was
too kindly and sensitively courteous to give me the constant hints and advice which
...
I sorely needed. 22
It was in this role that the deficiencies of Venn's professional clerical preparation became
apparent. Venn found himself unable to prepare his first sermon.
I tried to fill a number of sheets of paper with remarks which could be spun out for 20
minutes if possible: but no platitudes which I could venture to put down into writing
23
into
head.
would come
my
His immediate solution was to trade duties with the other, more senior, curate, in order to
speak in front of a poorer, rural congregation by whom he was less intimidated. When John
admitted to lacking expertise and confidence in the writing and preaching of sermons, his
father responded with reassurance that such difficulties were not uncommon, offered practical
tips on the construction of a sermon around a simple text and a stream of encouragement to
his son to persevere. 24Henry Venn was also eager to help in practical terms, to the extent of
sending some of his own sermons for reference and by offering to supply for John on two
Sundays in Cheshunt, to allow him to travel to Hereford to see his sister. 25

Again, what is evident are the key influences and demands of the family network. As Bullock
has suggested, the dominating personage in the life of the ordinand was not the college tutor,
divinity professor or bishop, but the father as the person settling the bills who generally had a
deciding influence upon where and how the son was educated. 26At his father's insistence,
Venn had taken the position at Cheshunt as an unpaid curacy; it being his father's intention
that he should not be prevented by heavy duties from continuing his education. Henry Venn
22Ibid. 95.
P.
23Ibid, P.93.
24CIVISArchive. CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 22/11/1859,2/4/1859. '
25Ibid, 25/11/1858,2/4/1859.
26Bullock, op.
cit., p. 144.
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also offered his son a window through which to view contemporary events in the wider
Church and encouraged him to make the appropriate ecclesiastical connections. Thus in
January 1859, Henry enjoined John to keep an evening free in order that he might dine at
home and so meet Bishop McIlwaine whom he described as 'one of a thousand among good
men'. 27To further his practical clerical training, Henry also encouraged his son to spend time
at Hereford, in order that he might increase receive tips to improve his effectiveness as an
Evangelical preacher by learning the art of sermon delivery from his uncle,
These are just what you want - Strachan said your sermons were delightful - all they
28
be
than
to
wanted was
said.
preached rather

Following his time at Cheshunt in November 1859, Venn returned briefly to Cambridge to be
ordained priest before taking a temporary curacy for the winter with William Tilson Marsh at
St. Leonard's, Hastings. Tilson Marsh was the son of Dr William Marsh, a follower of Simeon
and acquaintance of Henry Venn; and his sister, Catherine, had an independent reputation as
a writer and promoter of Evangelicalism. Once again, Venn found fault with his position,
describing Tilson Marsh as 'vain and foolish' 29However, the curacy enabled Venn to be near
.
to his sister, Henrietta, who was being cared for during an illness by a cousin from their
mother's family and was close enough for Henry Venn to visit his children at weekends.
Having no regular curacy following his departure from Hastings in March, Venn was free to
spend the summer of 1860 at St Peters Hereford with his aunt and uncle. Emelia and John
Venn were initially absent from the parish, and it was the younger Venn's responsibility to
take services. He compared himself unfavourably as a preacher with his uncle:
What defects his congregation found in my doctrines I do not know, but they must
have noticed a terrible contrast as far as voice and delivery were concerned. 30

27CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 2511/1859.
" lbid, 161611860
29CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 100.
p.
30lbid, p. 104.
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Expressing his regret that he had no living of his own to offer to his son, Henry Venn also
actively participated in the search for further curacies, canvassing friends and associates for
their suggestionS.31It was Henry Venn's strong desire that his son should find a conveniently
located curacy that would enable John to be able to share a family home with himself and
Henrietta. John Venn found that this placed considerable restrictions upon the opportunities
this opened up to him, and, when turning down an opening at Holberton on the grounds that
it did not offer'something settled', concluded,
I can see nothing else to be done therefore than to take any curacy that may offer
itself and to give up the hope of finding a place where you and H could live. 32
This may have reflected something more than pragmatism in the face of a lack of options. In
response to an offer of a situation from his father's former curate, Venn wrote,
I certainly should not feel much inclined to accept Edmonstone's proposal, it would be
more agreeable, if nothing else, to go to some new place rather than begin as there
33
friends
amidst
and acquaintances.
There was clearly a desire on Venn's part for a fresh start away from the eyes, and the
expectations, of those who knew him.

Whatever John Venn's reservations might have been, Henry Venn's desires prevailed. John
had evidently advertised for a curacy and received a response in September 1860 from
Thomas Manley, perpetual curate of Mortlake. 34It was Henry Venn who visited Mortlake to
investigate the opportunity, reporting back that the church and parish were 'agreeable',
having the 'richest people of a higher class - and none of the very poor'. Mr Manleys
credentials were also investigated by the elder Venn and were pronounced satisfactory
following positive accounts of his preaching and his views being 'very decidedly on the right

31CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 16/6/1860.
32CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C40, J. Venn to H. Venn, 14/6/1860.
33lbid, [Sep 1858].
34CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 6/9/1860.
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3,5
In late 1860, John Venn became curate of Mortlake and Henry Venn moved the family
side'.
home from Highbury to East Sheen, giving his son a home while retaining sufficient proximity
to the headquarters

of the Church Missionary Society. It was to be a time that Henry Venn

was to look back upon with considerable

nostalgia and affection. 36

His son, on the other hand, once again found reason to be dissatisfied with the incumbent,
later describing him as'a thorough humbug'. He summed Manley up as someone who had
the talent to compose and deliver a decent sermon but who was too indolent to carry out
parish duties such as visiting or to give adequate guidance to his curate:
A few words of oily speech, and an affectionate shake of the hand in the vestry, once
37
from
intercourse
to
month
a week, constituted almost our whole
month.
Venn stayed at Mortlake for over a year, a length of time he justified through a sense of
obligation to his father who had taken a house in the parish in order to be nearby and by the
lack of any direct quarrel with a vicar whose neglect left Venn time for the private study and
reading he evidently preferred.

The recurring theme of Venn's narrative was, once again, his sense of dissatisfaction with
himself and with those around him. In his own assessment, Venn found himself wanting as a
clergyman, making repeated reference to the disappointment his early congregations must
have had in his performance. He was quick to declare his professional training insufficient on
the basis of the early difficulties he had as a preacher. He found fault with each of the
incumbents under whom he served. Allowing for the slant of the Annals written from the
perspective of an apostate clergyman, Venn's view may also have been shaped by the
hindsight of one who was conscious of rising contemporary expectations of the clergy and
who witnessed the subsequent development of clerical and other professions.

35Ibid, 11/9/1860.
36Ibid, 16/10/1862.

37CMS Archive, CMSIACC81 F27, Annals, 107.
p.
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Venn was ordained in a generation in which it has been argued that the clergy as a group
were acquiring professional characteristics with more closely defined functions and duties.
The Evangelical emphasis upon the spiritual nature and authority of clerical office and the
Tractarian doctrine of apostolic succession have been observed to have imbued clerical
vocation with a new seriousness and a distinct identity set apart from the laity. 38The
clergyman has been observed to have been increasingly defined less by his status as a
gentleman and more by a distinct occupational role requiring particular knowledge and skills.
A higher level of theological knowledge was encouraged along with a greater emphasis upon
pastoral skills and the development of a distinctively clerical style of life.

In Venn's case, contemporary professional expectations of the clergy and of clerical vocation
have to be understood within the context of the more personal expectation imposed by family
tradition. For Venn, religious and cJerical expectations were always closely entwined with his
family and %riththe importance of personal role models. John Venn's father and his uncle
were the very models of Evangelical clergymen with a longstanding strong sense of the
seriousness of their own vocation. Venn may not have evinced a strong sense of personal
ministerial calling but he regarded these men with awe and reverence and he seems to have
assumed their high expectations of the seriousness of ministerial endeavour. To be an
Evangelical clergyman was to bear the solemn responsibility to preach God's word and to be
the Reverend Mr Venn was to uphold the longstanding familial tradition.

However, it is possible to see evidence of the professionalising trend over time at a level
broader than family role models. This is evident in a number of ways. In retrospect, Venn
appears to have expected that he should have been prepared for his ministerial task by
specialist professional training. His father, on the other hand, evidently regarded development
38P. Elliott, The
sociology of the professions (London, 1972), p.43; A. Russell, The clerical profession
(London, 1984), p.39.
-76-

of ministerial skills as an ongoing, practical process; hence his concern that his son should
have time for continued study during his curacy and his encouragement to develop the art of
effective preaching through practice. Henry Venn's approach was illustrative of the older
tradition of ministerial training where the curate without specialist professional training was
developed under the benign guidance of a more experienced clergyman of acceptable views.
Furthermore, while at Mortlake, Venn started to participate in a local clerical society headed
by the rector of Bames. 39This type of closer association between clergy, coming together in
societies to discuss matters of common interest, has been seen as a key component in
developing professional clerical identity. 40In his Annals, Venn also observed the changing
expectations of clerical activity. He contrasted his own relatively light burden of services and
parish visiting with the'innumerable parish meetings and committees which occupy so much
time nowadays' and his over-abundance of time for study with his successors who, in his
41
devoted
far
little
to
too
time
opinion,
such pursuitS. The family and professional imperatives
were of course intertwined: Henry Venn of CMS and John Venn of Hereford were exemplars
of the seriousness with which clerical vocation and activity were coming to be viewed.

'Acquired'Ideas

and networks

During each of his curacies at Cheshunt, Hastings and Mortlake, Venn gave over
considerable time to continued study. It was at this point that he first encountered many of the
works that were to influence not only his religious position but also opened up the paths he
was later to pursue in his academic career.

At Cheshunt, he furthered his theological knowledge learning Hebrew, working on the Greek
Testament and commentaries, and during mornings and evenings at Hastings, he continued
his theological work. Of his studies at Cheshunt, Venn commented that,

39Ibid, P.112.
40Russell, op.
cit., p.42; Heeney, op. cit., pp. 5,95.
41CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 107.
p.
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It was a time of considerableprogressmentally, but scarcely spiritually,to me. I mean
that I did not at all change my religiousconvictionshere, but simply gained more
theologicalknowledge.42

Venn's old schoolfriend and fellow of Trinity College Oxford, William Berkley, had heard some
of Mansel's Bampton Lectures, and introduced Mansel's work to Venn. Mansel's aim was a
philosophical defence of Christianity against contemporary attacks on the grounds that given
the limitafions of the human mind, God was unknowable and that revelation, which was not
knowledge of God but rather knowledge adapted to the limitations of man, was simply to be
accepted. Mansel's argument had stimulated considerable public debate. J.S. Mill, Spencer
and Maurice each attacked Mansel's 'philosophical agnoStiCiSM,.` Venn, however, found
himself carried away by the 'elaborate and pompous rhetoric of the work, and almost
overwhelmed by the display of learning and the summary way in which he [Mansel] knocked
over one heterodox German after another. Coming from an Evangelical background founded
on the idea of a personal relationship to God, this was Venn's first introduction to the idea that
the human mind could not grasp the infinite. Venn noted in his Annals that Mansel had
pushed this to the conclusion that man could not know what was meant by God's mercy.
Venn was picking up on one strand of the considerable public debate on Mansel's argument,
namely the distinction that seemed to be drawn between divine and human morality. Venn
may not have found Mansel's argument ultimately satisfactory but he did owe to it an
introduction to the Scottish philosophers, McCosh, Reid and Stewart and also a return to 'an
old friend', Butler, with whose work he had been familiar since school. 44

42CIVISArchive, CIVISIACC811F27, Annals, 95.
p.
43B.M. G. Reardon, 'Maurice, (John) Frederick Denison (1805-1872)', Oxford Dictionary
of National
Biography (Oxford, 2004) [httpJtww. oxforddnb. com/view/article/18384, accessed 17 August 2005]; 0.
Chadvvick, The Victorian church, Second edition [An ecclesiastical history of England] (London, 1970),
Part 1. pp. 556-8.
44CIVISArchive. CIVIS/ACC81 F27. Annals,
pp.96-7.
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In 1859, a College f6end introducedVenn to the works of J.S. Mill; an introductionVenn
described in his Annals as intellectuallya 'great event' in his life:
I found myself from beginning to end in an entirely new world of thought and feeling. I
interested
but
disturbed,
in
simply
and almost
religiously
any
way
was not shocked or
bewildered. 45

Venn was captivated by Mill, beginningwith On liberty and proceedingto his System of logic
and Political economy.To a young man raised in almost exclusivelyEvangelicalthinking and
society, the novelty and challengeof Mill's writing was clear. In On liberty, Mill protested
against the prevailingmoralismof Victorian society which drew upon narrowingtendenciesof
Protestantismand sought to quash individualismby inculcatinga'pinched and hidebound
46

type of character'. This was a direct and perhaps shocking challengeto the religion of
Venn's own experiencewhich drew a good deal of its motive force from the constant struggle
to curb man's innate sinfulness.Mill's descriptionof the narrowingand restrictivetendencies
of EvangelicalProtestantismmay well have resonatedwith Venn, who as an undergraduate
and as a curate had observedwhat he himself describedas the 'narrow' and 'rigid'
tendenciesof Evangelicalsoutside his own family circle. Venn certainly seems to have been
influenced by Mill's defence of freedom of thought and discussion,not only as a means of
pushing at the boundariesof knowledgebut also on the grounds that it was desirablefor
47

beliefs to be tested, articulatedand defended otherwisethey would become 'enfeebled'. In
his autobiographicalnarrativeVenn utilised Mill's argument as part of the explanationof his
own religiousjourney:
Free expressionof one's opinions, is, I feel sure, one of the best ways of forming and
stiffeningthem. This free expression I never had; partly owing to the potential coercive

45Ibid, p. 112.
46J. S. Mill, On fibeify, edited by S. Collin! [Cambridge texts in the history of political thought]
jCambridge, 1989), pp.xi-xiii.
7 lbid, p.xii, 41-4.
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for
to
the
restraint
which
my
reverence
actual
owing
restraintof my vicar, and partly
48
father
imposed
my
upon me.
Mill's System of logic potentially posed a far more fundamental challenge. Mill took the
empiricist line that, traditional sentiments should be set aside and the evidence for
Christianity should be examined scientifically and impartially. Such an approach directly
challenged the evidences for Christian belief and traditional approaches to believing.

Venn was not of course the only young man to be influenced by Mill. Collini has described
Mill as an 'inescapablepresence' on the intellectuallandscape of the mid nineteenthcentury,
whose systematicapproachto science and society as set out in Book VI of System of logic
49

had 'an authority in Englandthat as positivelypapal'. Mill has been observed to have had a
particularappeal to the young men of Cambridgewho found themselves in sympathywith the
tone of earnest and open enquiry which characterisedMill's work, seeing his work as a basis
for social enquiry on the social and political questions of their generation.50Leslie and
FitzjamesStephen,Albert Venn Dicey and Venn's future colleagueand friend in Cambridge,
Henry Sidgwick,were each impressedby Mill's System of logic and Political economy,
drawing upon elements of his reasoningand thought in defining their own secular or scientific
identities.However,these men eventuallytook issue with elements of Mill's work, moving on
from their youthful adherence.For example, FitzjamesStephenwas inspired by Mill to write a
study of criminal law in the manner of social science, but dissentedon the attribution of the
decline of society to Calvinist Christianity.Perhaps mindful of his own family upbringing,
Stephen distinguishedbetweenthe crushing of individualwill and the encouragementof selfdiscipline51Althoughthey were influencedby Mill's works, none of these men were ever what
.
48CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p-121.

49S. Collini, Public moralists:
political thought and intellectual life in Britain 1850-1930 (Oxford, 1993),
p. 121; S. Collini, D. Winch & J. Burrow, That noble science of politics; a study in nineteenth century
intellectual history (Cambridge, 1983), pp. 129-30.
50N.B. de March!, 'The
success of Mill's Principlee, History of Political Economy, Volume 6 (1974),
pp. 154-6.
0' K.J. M. Smith, James Fitzjames Stephen: portrait of a Victorian rationalist (Cambridge, 1988),
pp. 111-2.
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Collini has described as full 'disciples' of all his work on political and social issues, such as
the enfranchisement of women or land tenure reform. "

The position with Venn was slightly different. The surviving evidencedoes not cast light upon
Venn's views of the remainderof Mill's work, but Mill's System of logic and Political economy
were central to the field Venn chose to pursue academicallyover the next quarter century.
Mill's aim of formulatinga scientific system of investigationof social scienceswas also one of
the foundationson which the reformedMoral SciencesTripos was later to be developed by
men like Venn and Sidgwick.Although by no means an uncritical disciple of Mill's thought,
Venn was perceivedto be a continuingand close follower of Mill by both his friends and
53

colleagues. Mill himself, while recognisingthat he and Venn differed on a number of points,
recognisedVenn's allegiancein 1868 when he praised Venn's work on the Logic of chance
as
one of the highest complimentswhich could have been paid to mine; for I have
scarcely met with any thinker who seems to have so completelyassimilatedthe best
thoughts and principlesof my book.54
Mill subsequentlyprovideda testimonial in support of Venn's candidaturefor the Knightbridge
Professorshipin 1872.55

Venn also became acquaintedwith theologicalworks outside the range of his Evangelical
experiencehitherto, includingnewer works of liberal theology, such as Strachey's Hebrew
polity, which

52Collini, Public moralists,pp.176-8.
63Caius Archive, Venn papers, C45/2,W. Jevons to J. Venn, 26/3/1876; Reviewof 2nd
edition of Logic
of chance in Mind. a quartedy review of psychologyand philosophy,Volume I (1876). p.434.
54

Caius Archive, Venn papers, C52/ 1, J. S. Mill to J. Venn, 4/2/1868.
55Caius Archive, Venn
papers, C52/4,14/5/1872.
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Essays
by
denounced
the
to
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and
opponents
so
once
advised us, - use a phrase
Reviews - to'read the Bible as we should read any other book'. 56
Venn also had the leisure to tap into older philosophical traditions outside Evangelicalism,
devoting time to Locke and Bacon. 57Such works were part of an older Cambridge tradition
that emphasised mathematics and latitudinarian theology; the systematic approach of which
became
familiar
Venn
In
Venn's
have
held
to
also
contrast,
mind.
orderly
may well
an appeal
with Coleridge's Aids to ref7ection which provided a challenge to authors like Paley and Locke
58
Venn continued the
Christian
into
truth.
through its emphasis upon a reflective progression
habit, leamt as an undergraduate, of carefully abstracting each of the books he read in order
to absorb their contents more completely. In this manner he read Coleridge over and over
and indexed it carefully. 59

While aware of the publication of The origin of species in 1859 and of Essays and reviews in
1860, Venn was at that time more struck by the subject matter of Maine's Ancient law and
John Austin's JutisprudenCe. 60 Maine's comparative
generation

and historical approach influenced

a

of writers, like Fitzjames Stephen, Henry Sidgwick and John Seeley. Stephen

undertook a comparative

review of Maine and Austin: recognising

bringing historical perspective

Maine's contribution

to the study of law and viewing this as complementary

scientific method of Austin, whose 'legal positivism'

emphasised

the classificatory

in
to the

but static

61
jurisprudence.
Maine's approach had drawn the respect of J. S. Mill, who
nature of

recognised the worth of Maine's contribution even though his approach was historical and
62
Utilitarians'
the
generally critical of
abstract method. Like his cousin, Venn was impressed

56CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.113. Venn is referringto Edward Strachey, author of
Hebrewpolitics in the time of Sargonand Sennacherib(1853), who was a friend of and influencedby
F.D. Maurice.
"Ibid, p.101.
58D.S. Palfrey, 'The Moral SciencesTripos at Cambridge 1848-1860'(Universityof CambridgePhD
thesis, 2002), pp.60-7.
59
CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27,
p.99.
60lbid, p. 112.
-Annals,

61Smith, op. cit., pp.46-52; Collin!, Public moralists, p.262.
62Collini et al., That noble science of politics, pp.145-6.211.
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by the historicalsense of Maine. He was particularlystruck by the novelty of an approachthat
illustrated how accepted concepts of family, property and nation were historical constructsof
western civilisation.This historicalunderstandingmight be transferred,as it was by Seeley, to
a recognitionthat religiousthought and institutionsmight also be historicallydeterminedand,
as such, might be replaced by new thinking and institutionswhen they were no longer fit for
63
purpose. Venn was also impressedby Austin's analytical classificationwhich separated out
the elementsof ethics or moralityand law; themes that he returnedto in later life when writing
his work on Empiricallogic.64

As is evident, the intensive readingthat Venn undertookduring this period laid the
foundationsfor much of the academicwork he was later to undertake. For example, reading
Buckle's History of civilisationin England on the potentialfor a science of history provided a
starting point for Venn's future work on of inductive logic and statistics which informed his
book on the Logic of chance.65Similarly,an introductionto the work of the logician, George
Boole, eventually resulted in Venn's work on Symboliclogic. Venn's list of his wider reading
during this period not only highlightsthe roots of his future work but gives some sense of the
intellectuallandscapeof which he was a part. Clearly representedin Venn's reading were
both of the strands of Victorian thought and sensibility representedby Collin! as the
dichotomy betweenthe rational and the scientific linked with Utilitarianismand Mill; and the
romanticcultural critique linked more with Coleridge and Maurice. The two were not mutually
exclusive: Leslie Stephenwas an example of how intellectualcommitmentto the methods of
science and to the reasoningassociatedwith Uilitarianismcould be combinedwith the cult of
manlinessgrounded in a Coleridgeanand Arnoldian tradition." By temperamentand by his
training in the Cambridgemathematicaltradition, Venn's inclinationwas ultimatelytowards
63R. Soffer, 'History and religion:J. R. Seeley and the burden of the past' in Davis & Helmstadter
(ýds.), op. cit., p.140.

" CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p. 1 13.
65lbid, p. 130.
66S. Collin!, 'Manly fellows': Fawcett, Stephen
and the Liberal temper' in L. Goldman (ed. ), The blind
Victorian: Henry Fawcett and British Liberalism (Cambridge, 1989), p.52.

-83-

the systematicand scientificapproach,but he could still be moved by observationof nature
by Ruskin or touched by the memory of lines from Tennyson. 67

The impact of this wider reading was further reinforced by the discussion of new ideas with
friends. Venn owed his introduction to Austin's works to Albert Venn Dicey, for whom it
constituted part of his field of academic interest in constitutional law and history. It was
Charles Monro, Venn's Caian contemporary, who introduced Venn to the works of Mill,
Buckle and Maine, and to whom Venn also acknowledged a broader debt in terms of his
academic development, writing later,

No mere convention,and no loose argument,were ever allowed to pass, whether in
theology, politics, literature or science. 68
It was during the curacy at Mortlake that Venn also became better acquainted with John
Seeley, at that point a master at the City of London School and whose family lived in the
parish. In Seeley, Venn found another son of an Evangelical home, the influence of which
was beginning to wane. Seeley was versed in classical and literary studies rather than the
Cambridge mathematical tradition, and was increasingly influenced by the works of Carlyle,
Coleridge, German historical criticism and the Broad Church 69Venn was struck by Seeley's
.
dwide knowledge and brilliance of intellect' during their walks together. Debate and discussion
was often combined with a shared passion for walking and climbing. The undergraduate habit
of combining walking with discussion, was sustained as a curate, when Venn went walking
locally with University friends to discuss books and ideas. He also spent holidays in Wales
and the Lake District in the 1860s walking with friends, like Seeley, and with fellow College
70
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67CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, pp.88-9,99.
68J. Venn, 'C.H. Monro', The Caian,Volume XVII (1907-8), p.163; W.W. Buckland,'Monro, Charles
Henry (1835-1908)',revised by E. Metcalfe, Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography (Oxford, 2004)
lhttp://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/35069,accessed 17 August 2005).
9 R.T. Shannon,'Seeley, Sir John Robert (1834-1895),Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography
(Oxford, 2004) [hftp://ww.oxforddnb.com/view/article/25025,accessed 17 August 2005]; Soffer, 'History
and religion', p.135.
70CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.131; Caius Archive, Venn papers C02136,J. Venn to J.A.
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until late in life an associationbetween certain ideas, people and locations. He recalled
walking with a Cambridge contemporary when curate of Mortlake:

I could localizethe spots almost to a few yards: how, near Merton, we got on to the
doctrine of the Atonement,and whether it was just that one should suffer in place of
another, which I supportedand he rejected; how, as we wound round the descent
71

from the down, by Mickleshamchurch, we got onto Tennyson's Love and Duty...

The nature of the works being read, supportedby earnest discussionof them with
contemporaries,resemblesthe framework posited by Newsomeon godlinessand good
72

learning. Venn and his friends were of a slightly later generationthan that discussed by
Newsomebut the parallelsare notable. In both cases, it was a framework in which education
and religionwere seen as essentiallyallied, and shared texts, such as Butler's Analogy,
Wordsworth'spoems, Scott's novels and Coleridge'sAids to reflection,were the basis for
intellectualand earnest debate on religiousmatters. For Venn, these friends were men, unlike
his father or the clergymenunder whom he was serving, with whom he felt comfortable
engaging in free discussionand whose opinions he valued and respected. Whereas Venn
described himself as unable to test out and articulate his inherited Evangelicalbeliefs, he was
under no such restraintin respect of the new ideas to which he was brought into contact by
his friends.

Initially,the fabric of the Evangelicalbeliefs Venn had adopted under his father's influence
remainedapparentlyuntouched,with no specific doctrine rejected.Gradually,over time,
Venn appearsto have worked through the logic of his own intellectualposition- asking
himself on what basis a belief could be held and what he actually believed.The influenceof
Newman'sApologia is clear at this point in the narrative of the Annals. Venn made explicit
Venn, 28/6/1922
71CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.109.
72D. Newsome,Godlinessandgoodlearning: fourstudies on a Victorianideal (London, 1961), pp.1225.
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Venn separatedout what he terms 'accretions',such as Sabbatarianism,which were among
the first concepts he rejected.These were followed by'outworks', such as Verbal Inspiration
and the truth of the Mosaic narrative.Both in rejectingVerbal Inspirationand in downgrading
it as an 'outwork' rather than as a core issue, Venn can be seen to be making a dear
distinction between his own theological position and priorities and those of leading
Evangelicals;aligning himself with positions being taken publicly by liberal churchmen.By
1862,Venn cited his studies of Mill, Austin and Bentham as having an impact upon core
f

74

doctrines,such as the total depravity of man'evacuating these doctrines of all signi Icance.
The idea of Original Sin was at the core of the Evangelicalschema; the innate sinfulnessof
humanity being a necessarystarting point to a recognition of God's forgivenessand

deliverancethrough the atoning sacrifice of Christ and the sanctificationof a regeneratesoul.
Venn continuedto call himself Evangelical,while gradually departing from the theological
positionswith which Evangelicalismwas identified.

Public and private Identity
Was Venn experiencing a crisis of faith? The traditional historical formulation of a crisis of
faith has drawn upon 'unconversion

narratives',

like Venn's Annals, to pinpoint the emotional

73CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p-92.

74CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.120.
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and intellectual impact of particular works of biblical criticism and discoveries in science. 75
Venn was aware that his Evangelical beliefs were
being actively attacked on every side by nearly all the books I was reading, and
...

implicitlycontradictedby much of my conversationwith my friendS.76
The purpose of the Annals was to set out how Venn had reached his mature religious
position.The narrativewas shaped by the requirementsof an 'de-conversionnarrative'
explainingthe defects of Evangelicalismand the influence of new ideas. Venn was able to
trace the process back as has been indicatedto the texts and the people by which and whom
this process had originated. However,an immediateor sudden crisis of faith cannot be said
to have been precipitatedby Venn's exposureto key works of 'dissolventliterature'.
I had none of those mental or moral crises, or periods of sudden developmentwhich
77
many young men experience.
Indeed he was concerned to point out that such works did not have the immediate impact that

might have been expected.For example, having read Essays and reviews and The odgin of
species,
I cannot say that they producedthe full effect that they should have produced.They
certainly gave no shock to my religious convictions.78

Venn may have been grapplingwith the ethical issues faced by a number of other
intellectuals.Murphy and Altholz have argued that the decline of orthodoxywas less about
the specific implicationsof scientificdiscoveriesor biblical criticism but about the intellectual
revolt against the ethical implicationsof previouslyaccepted elements of Christian dogma,
such as election, original sin and vicarious atonement.79A similar concern had led F.D.
75F. M. Turner'The Victorian
crisis of faith and the faith that was lost' in Helmstadter. & Lightman
ýeds.),pp. cit., (Stanford, 1990), pp. 9-10.

a CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, 104.
p.
77lbid, p.67.
78lbid, p.102. For the further impact these
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79J.L. Altholz, 'The
warfare of consciencewith theology', in G. Parsons (ed.), Religionin Victorian
Britain, VolumeIVIntefpretations (OUP, 1988), pp.151-7; H.R. Murphy, 'The ethical revolt against
Christianorthodoxy in early Victorian England' in Helmstadterand Lightman (eds.), op. cit., pp.800-1.
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Maurice to challengethe idea of everlastingtorment and to refocus Christian teaching away
from the innate sinfulnessof man towards repentanceas a gradual recognitionof the
presence of Christ. As has been noted, Venn altered his position on key tenets such as
Original Sin, but there is an absence of positive evidence in the Annals that this was a
specificallyethical issue.

A crisis of faith has also been defined as a reaction to the demands of a Christian faith which
had become unbearablyintense on the personal and vocational levels; religious revival and
denominationalrivalry having expandedand intensifiedthe arena of religious life to the point
80
lost.
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be
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to
In
had
defined
of personal crisis. short, revival
a
was neither institutionallypassive nor spiritually nominal could transform religion into a
significant and problematicburden! ' For Venn there was certainlya heavy burden of familial
expectationwith regard to religion and there is a strong sense throughout his narrative of
measuringhimself against paternal expectationsand finding himself wanting. Furthermore,
the theological positionsthat Venn listed as increasinglyproblematicincludedVerbal
Inspiration,a subject which had assumed increasingtotemic value in mid-century
Evangelicalism.

The doctrinesthat Venn was rejectingas religious 'accretions' and 'outworks' were at the very
heart of contemporarydebate about religion. The reaction to Essays and reviews contributed
to a hardeningof views. Party rivalry was polarisingthe religious landscapesuch that, in
Conybeare'swords, a catholic bond became a specific creed, where secondarydoctrines
assumed importance.82The Recorditeresponseto the challengesof biblical criticism and
honest doubt was to proposethe restorationof scripturesto priority and the reassertionof a

80F. M. Turner 'The Victorian
crisis of faith and the faith that was lost, in Helmstadter& Lightman
eds.), op. cit., pp.11-16.
1AJtholz,'The warfare of
consciencewith theology' in Parsons,op. cit., p.151.
2 Conybeare,op. cit., p.262; 1.Ellis, Seven
against Christ: a study of Essays and Reviews (Leiden,
1980), pp.152-5.
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substitutionaryview of Atonement and the doctrine of everlasting punishmentof sinners.
Bradley has pointed to the 'new obscurantismand fanaticism' in contemporary

Evangelicalism,where a belief in the literal authorityand an imminentsecond coming had
become standard doctrines,which may have caused more educated and sensitive
8,
this
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to
in
narrowness.
react against
consciencesraised moderate
Allegiance was demandedto distinct doctrinal positions,such as Verbal Inspiration,where
mere acquiescenceto a set of broadlydefined principlesmight previouslyhave been
sufficient.85The result of these all-or-nothingargumentsmay, as Wolffe has argued,
86
from
Evangelicalism.
In this way, Venn
to
the
thoughtful
contributed
men
alienation of more
might be seen to have encounteredreligious expectationsand theological positionsthat
became problematicin part because of the new prominencethat was accorded to them in
the course of contemporarydebate.

However,the clear reference in the Annals to Mill's argument on the need for beliefs to be
tested in order to avoid their enfeeblementalso indicates the nature of Venn's relationshipto
his inherited beliefs. Venn's acceptanceof the Evangelicalcreed had, by his own admission,
been 'hazy' - not defined by adherenceto particulartheological tenets but rather the result of
being the only creed set in front of him and also being the creed held by all those for whom
he had affection and respect.What is implicit here is a change in the basis on which Venn
approachedreligion and belief. From Venn's own narrative it is certainly possibleto describe
him as an Evangelicalby attachmentand by reputation but what is not clear is a sense that
he was truly attachedto Evangelicalismas a creed. What was lacking from Venn's writings, in
the Annals and in his letters, was the sense of God's immanence,assuranceand personal
vocation that were the hallmarksof his fathers and grandfathers writings. This might, of
83Ellis, op. cit., p.3.
841.Bradley, The call to
seriousness:the Evangelicalimpact upon the Victorians(London, 1976),
pp.194-8.
" P. Toon, Evangelicaltheology 1833-1856.a response to Tractarianism[Marshall'stheological
library] (London, 1979), p.205; Bradley, op. cit., p.195.
86J. Wolffe, 7he Protestantcrusadein Great Bfitain 1829-1860[Oxford Historical Monographs]
(Oxford, 1991), p.304.
-89-

course, be expected in a narrativeabout the departure from such a perspective.
Nevertheless,althoughVenn's emotionalattachmentto Evangelicalismwas by no means
superficial, it was certainly not the result of serious considerationof doctrinal positions.When
such serious considerationwas given, Venn
gradually came to see that much of what I said in public was only held by tradition
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In contrast with this largely personaland emotionalengagementwith Evangelicalism,Venn
began, in the course of his wider readingand discussions,to engage with religious ideas
intellectuallyand critically as he would any other work whether philosophicalor mathematical.

The transition Venn was making intellectuallyin private was not reflected in his public stance
as a clergyman.Venn later wrote of the growing distinction betweenthe views he expressed
in public and the ideas he was discussing in private. He described his position in 1858,
studying Mill for hours each day while preachingthe Evangelicalcreed every Sunday as a
'queer state of things' but thought it had been undertaken'without the slightest insincerityor
, 88

suspicion. Private explorationof his own views through reading and discussionwith friends
was still held in check publicly by concern for his family and fear of Manley.

The extent of his public reservewas brought home to him during the public debate about
Essays and reviews in 1861. Venn read Essays and reviews along with The origin of species
in 1860, but it was only in the following year, following Frederic Harrison's review of Essays
and reviews in the WestminsterReview that public reaction to the volume escalated.Venn
found himself in agreementwith many of the liberal views expressed in Essays and reviews.
The Essayistsrejected the theology of passive acceptanceof traditionaldoctrines derived

117
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from the Bible. 89The purpose of the volume as expressed in the preface might have seemed
to Venn to echo the process of personal scrutiny on which he himself was embarked:
An attempt to illustrate the advantage derivable to the cause of religious and moral
truth, from a free handling in a becoming spirit, of subjects liable to suffer by the
90
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The Essayistswere examiningthe very subjects with which Venn was struggling,such as the
infallibilityof the Bible, Atonementand Eternal Punishment.In drawing upon the works of
Maine and Buckle to support the historicallybased view of progressiverevelation,the
Essayistswere also drawing upon works by which Venn himself was being stimulated.91

When Pusey drew up the Oxford Declaration in response to Essays and reviews, which
declared that the Church of England maintained without reserve or qualification the divine
inspiration and authority of the scripture, Venn was not among the 8000 clergymen who
signed. In not signing the clerical declaration Venn felt that he was departing from what was
considered orthodox by his vicar and was conscious of an inconsistency of his own position
by privately expressing approval of the spirit of Essays and reviews while curate to a vicar for
whom 'mere abstention from denunciation of the hated views would have been enough, in
highly orthodox circles, to attract aftentiono.92He considered himself fortunate that his contact
with Manley was not sufficient to draw attention to the omission and that no pressure was
brought to bear upon him to sign either by Manley or the local clerical society. 93Venn's
position may not have appeared so unorthodox as he feared as his father also found himself
isolated by his own unwillingness to sign the protest. Henry Venn had previously expressed
concern to his son at'the movement among the clergy of the Oxford diocese'and the

89J. L. Altholz, Anatomy
of a controversy., the debate over Essays and Reviews 1860-1864 [Nineteenth
Century Series] (Scolar Press, 1994), pp.4-5.
90Ellis, op. cit., p. 50.
91Ibid., p.92.
92CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, I 11.
p.
93Ibid, 112.
p.
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'Protestant feeling' that was being roused in response.94In an illustrationof the hardeningof
party position, Henry Venn was unwillingto line up alongside men such as Pusey and so give
the impressionthat party differenceswere of no consequenceand that the Tractarian view of
biblical inspirationwas in some way equivalentto that of the Evangelicals.95

In the face of an all or nothing choice, such as the signing of the Oxford Declaration, Venn
was one of those who found himself unable to take a dogmatic stand. The controversy over
Essays and reviews may have given additional impetus to his silence over his own private
doubt; particularly when he saw periodicals like the Christian Observer calling for the parents
96
Rugby
Temple.
The outcome of the Essays
headmaster,
to
their'infidel'
of
pupils
get rid of
and reviews controversy may also have closed down an avenue in which he might have
taken refuge as a clergyman. Conybeare postulated that Anglican liberal churchmanship
might offer an alternative to reaction on one hand and to a collapse into unbelief on the other.
However, by 1870, the idea of the Broad Church party as an alternative to the High Church
and Evangelical parties was vanishing leaving liberal churchmen without a positive
direction. 97

Venn was aware that friends such as Seeley may have been puzzled by the inherent
contradictionbetweenthe ideas and positions he had adopted privatelyand those he was
preachingin his public ministry. In front of a congregationVenn felt he was able to:
utter conventionalplatitudesto a congregationmost of whom, if they attend at all,
take everythingfor granted, and another thing to be pulled up for any loose word or
98
argument.

94CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 2/4/1859.

9*5
H. Venn to J. Venn of Hereford,9/3/1861 quoted in W. Knight, Memoir of Henry Venn BD
Prebendaryof St. Paul's and Honorary Secretaryof the Church MissionarySociety (London, 1882),
pp.331-2.
w Ellis, op. cit., p.178.
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Venn held that there was no direct contradictionbetween his privately held theological views
and his public platform and at no point was a matter of conscienceinvolved that would have
required his departure.Yet in his Annals, he returned repeatedlyto the issue of his own
sincerity. He later wrote
there was no insincerity, in the sense of my saying in public what I did not believe,
...

but I must admit that there was reserve, in the sense of not saying a great deal which I
99

did believe.

Venn was perhaps sensitiveto the charges of intellectualdishonestythat had been levelled
against Newmanand the Tractariansin the 1830s and was attuned to the contemporary
debate on the ethics of belief and subscription.Much of the debate about the authors of
Essays and reviews surroundedtheir alleged honestyor dishonesty.Both orthodox
churchmenand the positivistschallengedthe Essayiststo be honest in acknowledgingthe
incompatibilitybetweentheir position and the formularies of the Church and by extension, the
honest retentionof their clerical status. Contemporarieswere asking what was the honest
course of action for a clergymanwho believed himself to be a Christian but who had doubts,
for whatever reasons,about Christianity'sexpressionin terms of traditional doctrine and
theology. Broad churchmen,like Stanley, protestedthat honest participationin the Church
and ministry dependedupon one's relationshipto the worship and doctrine of the Church as a
whole rather than to precise and uniform acceptanceof its doctrines and as such, the 39
Articles providedsufficientflexibility to avoid conflict. Venn's cousin, Fitzjames Stephen,
conducteda successfuldefence of one of the Essayists,RowlandWilliams, on the grounds
that the questionwas not one of the correctnessof the opinions but rather whether Williams
was forbiddenfrom expressingthem as a clergyman.Stephen's defence of Williams, that he
was exercisingthe liberty sanctioned by the 39 Articles, reflected Stephen's own transition to

99CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 104.
p.
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final outcome of the trial of the two Essayists,Williams and Wilson, for heresy was to prove
that they were not obliged by law to leave the ministry.

Connection with the Stephens
At the time of writing the Annals in the 1880s, Venn would have been aware that his own
cousin would have found his reserve before his congregation unacceptable even dishonest.
He would also have been aware of the broader parallels between his own religious
development and that of Leslie Stephen.

Leslie Stephen had been elected a fellow of Trinity Hall in 1854 and took orders on the title of
his fellowship. He described his own ordination in 1855 and 1859 as a step taken rather
'thoughtlessly'motivated by a desire to live up to his father's expectationthat one of his sons
should take orders, and to relieve his father of the burden of supporting him through taking
the academicopportunitiesoffered to clerical fellows.101His sister, Caroline Emelia Stephen,
begged him to give up the plan
from any suspicion of his having any doubts, but from my own strong sense of
not
...
the absence in him of any decided vocation for which we had been accustomedto
think of as the most sacred of callingS.102

It has accordinglybeen argued that this growing emphasisgiven to serious vocation and the
professionalisationof the clergy from the 1860s promoteda crisis of vocation among men like
Leslie Stephenwho had taken orders lightly and then found themselves unable to uphold this
new standard in good conscience.103

100J. Colaiaco,James Fitzjames Stephenand the crisis of Victorianthought (New York, 1983), pp.1725.
101Annan, Leslie Stephen:his thought and character,p.45.
102C. E. Stephento F. W. Maitland8 Jan 1905 in J. W. Bicknell(ed.), Selectedletters Leslie
of
Stephen, Volume 1 1864-1882(London, 1996), p.12.
103j. Von Arx, 'The Victorian crisis of faith as crisis of vocation' in HeIrnstadter& Lightman(eds.), op.
cit., pp.264-74.
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Like Venn, Stephentoo undertookan intensive period of wider philosophicalreading in 185960. He later assertedthat he 'became convincedamong other things that Noah's flood was a
fiction (or rather convincedthat I had never believed in it)'.104Varied slants have been placed
upon Stephen'stransition. Chadwick has pointed out that few educated men in the 1860s
believed in a universalflood and that it seems unlikely that Stephen had that unquestioning
faith when he took orders. The issue was more that while he did not believe the stories in the
Bible were literally true, he was required by the Church to read them as if they were true and
this was something he could no longer do; less a question of intellectualdissent than of moral
105
repudiation. Von Arx has describedas a pincer movement,in which the empiricismof Mill's
System of logic persuadedStephen that Christian belief was problematic,while Comte's
developmentalaccount of history provided an explanationof the way in which such beliefs
could have arisen.106Annan, on the other hand, has argued that Stephen's belief was not
shaken in the first instance by Mill, but rather by the sense that historicalevidence, as
highlightedin the debates over Darwin and Essays and reviews, was against Christianity.107

Most pertinentlyin terms of parallelswith Venn, Stephenwas later to describe the cessation
of his acceptanceof the religiousteachings of his youth as less of a process of giving up
beliefs but discoveringthat he had never really believed
I was not discovering that my creed was false, but that I had never really believed
it. 108

Stephen described his relationshipto the Evangelicalcreed as belonging'the superficial
'
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fundamental
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stratum of my thought
convictions. Could a crisis of faith be
of to the
defined, as Stephen's account suggests,as the realisationof the absence of that faith?
Stephen'sdenial of his previous beliefs has been challenged by his biographers,Maitland
104A. Bell (ed.), Sir Leslie Stephen's mausoleumbook (Oxford, 1977), p.6.
10'5
Chadwick,op. cit., p.113.
'()6J. von Arx, 'The Victorian crisis of faith as a crisis of vocation' in HeIrnstadter& Lightman(eds.), op.
cit., p.271.
107Annan, Leslie Stephen:his thought and character,pp.162-6.
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and Annan, who argued that if it was necessary to'discover

or'become convinced' that a

belief was false then some sort of belief had existed in the first place, however baseless it
may have been. "O There is a dear parallel between Venn and Stephen in terms of their realignment of their relationship with their inherited religion. ", As Annan has suggested with
regard to Leslie Stephen, the continuous process of scrutinising and criticising the logic of the
arguments of the books he was reading probably played a part in causing Venn to apply his
intellect in a similar way to his religious beliefs. ' 12What Venn's and Stephen's narratives
indicate is a significant shift in the standards and rigour by which they chose to examine their
faith and creed - where authority was given not to a personal engagement with God but
rather to carefully argued reason where each position had to be defended.

When his own religious doubts arose, Stephen initially continued to perform his clerical
duties, taking refuge in a broad view of the 39 Articles. However, by the summer of 1862, he
rejected this position and argued that a clergyman had a moral duty to speak out honestly
and plainly, and that it was dangerous for a pastor to interpret in one way in order to suit his
conscience when his congregation might assume a different interpretation. On this basis
Leslie Stephen ceased to take part in chapel services in 1862, was obliged to resign his
tutorship and fellowship at Trinity Hall, before leaving Cambridge in 1864.113By 1865,
Stephen had abandoned all dogmatic Christianity and eventually resigned orders in 1875.114
Stephen has therefore been identified as an 'honest doubter who rejected religion 'because
he is too earnest to accept it'; objecting to Christianity as the result of doubts over the
authenticity of the scripture or deriving from discoveries in science or concerns over the
morality of its doctrines. This strong sense of right and wrong was coupled with a sense of
duty to truth and honesty, making it impossible for the honest doubter to assent to some of
110Annan, Leslie Stephen: his thought
and character, p. 115.
111L. Stephen, Some
early impressions (1924) pp. 68,89,98 quoted in A. Bell (ed. ), Sir Leslie
Stephen's mausoleum book, p.xvi-xvii.
112L. Stephen, Selected
writings in British intellectual history, edited by N. Annan [Classics of British
Historical Literature] (University of Chicago, 1979), p.xvi
"3 Bell (ed. ),
op. cit., p.6; Bicknell (ed. ), op. cit., Volume 1, p. 14.
114Annan, Leslie Stephen: his thought
and character, pp.46-7; Bicknell (ed. ), op. cit., Volume 1, p.94.
-96-

the central doctrines of Christiantheology.' 15Again, there are parallels here with Venn's
gentler and more timid concern to justify the integrity and honesty of his own position in the
Annals.

There were also differences alongside the parallels. There was a distinct sense of personal
distance between Venn and Leslie Stephen. in response to a concerned enquiry from his
father in 1862 about a family rumour that Leslie Stephen was becoming a supporter of
Maurice, Venn declared ignorance. ' 16
About Leslie I know nothing. I never see him & we have scarcely any friends in
common. I don't know why he gives up the tutorship; then the tutors lecture & very
'
17
he
tired
teaching.
possibly
was
of
Venn may have be overstating in order to reassure his father, as upon Venn's return to
Cambridge in 1862 both he and Leslie Stephen were involved in the organisation of the Moral
Sciences Tripos and had a shared acquaintance with men like Ferrers, W. K. Clifford and
Henry Fawcett. However, in later correspondence with another Clapham descendent, Laura
Forster, Venn indicated that he and Leslie Stephen were temperamentally unsuited to each
other as young men,
I wish I could have seen more of him in early days, but in those days we did not fit in
well together. I suppose [he saw] in me the sanctimonious prig, &I in him the athletic
'
18
I
don't
furthest
know
rough.
wrong.
which was

-

What is notable about the intellectualdevelopmentof Venn and his cousins is that each was
reacting to similar texts, ideas and problems. However,with the exceptionof Venn's
connectionwith Dicey, his reading and developmentdoes not appear to have been prompted
by contact with other family members of his generation.The intellectualprocessesof
1is M. Bartholomew,'The
moral critique of Christianorthodoxy' in G. Parsons (ed.), Religion in
VictorianBritain, VolumeI/ Controversies(Manchester,1988), p.167.
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Fitzjames and Leslie Stephen and John Venn may have been parallel but they were separate
and private. In stark contrast to their Clapham forebears,who had drawn together on the
basis of their shared beliefs, the dissolutionof this belief structure was a process
experienced in isolation. Given the distinctive religious viewpoint his family's network
embodied privately and in the public estimation,and the strong concern that would arise at
any suggestionof doubt, it is no surprise that Venn chose to explore his own religious identity
in private and largely away from his family circle.

The twin influencesof the Claphamiteconnexion and the influenceof Venn's new reading
and private discussiondid show itself when Venn made his first foray into print in 1862.
Drawing particularlyupon his reading of Buckle, Mill, Austin and Maine, Venn entered the
contemporarydebate on the abstract possibilityof a science of sociologyand the prediction
of human actions in a paper entitled 'Science of history'.119Carefully sidesteppingthe
question of determinism,Venn's contributionwas to raise a practicalobjection, that the mere
fact of the predictionwould in itself have an impact upon human action and would need to be
taken into account as a factor in the prediction.120Making use of the familial network, he
submittedthe paper to FitzjamesStephen, who had already publishedon this subject.
Fitzjames Stephenshared Buckle's enthusiasmfor the potentialof applied social sciences
but in a series of articles for the Cornhill Magazineand the EdinburghReview had
distinguishedbetween predictionand prescriptionwith regard to human actions, upholding
the role of personalendeavouragainst impersonalforces 121Fitzjames praised the rigour of
.
Venn's paper and offered commentsfor its improvementbefore using his influenceto get it
published in Fraser's Magazine.122

"9 J. Venn, 'Science
of history', Fraser's Magazine (May 1862), p.651.
120lbid, 652.
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Conclusions
Venn left Mortlakein 1862 having been disillusionedby the clerical example set for him by
Manley and with growing awarenessof his own personalalienation from the creed he was
professingpublicly.Venn's commentsand actions illustrate how religious identity could
operate simultaneouslyon a variety of levels. In a period in which he formally affirmed his
Anglicanism by accepting a fellowship and being ordained and, with the support of his family,
took up a public position preachingthe Evangelicalcreed, Venn was privately examining the
nature of his theologicaland spiritual position.What was lacking from Venn's writings, in the
Annals and in his letters, was the sense of religiousand clerical vocation that were so evident
elsewhere in the family archive. The emphasisVenn placed upon obedienceto a family
tradition rather than personalvocation reinforcesthe impressiongiven by Leslie Stephen of
his own desire to please his father by taking orders. Venn's emotionalattachmentto
Evangelicalismwas by no means superficialbut was certainly not the result of serious
considerationof doctrinal positions. In common with Leslie Stephen,Venn's narrative
indicates a significantshift in the standardsand rigour by which he chose to examine his faith
and creed. He was slowly working through the implicationsof this change in relation to
particularideas and doctrine. In exploring new ideas, such as those expressed in Essays and
reviews, in rejectingcertain doctrines,such as Verbal Inspiration,Venn was, by the standards
of the day, moving away not only from a distinctivelyEvangelicalposition but also, to a
position that men from a range of positions,both orthodox and doubting,would have found
incompatiblewith continuationin orders. Furthermore,in parish life, as in College, Venn was
once again encounteringa number of Evangelicalsfor whom he had no admiration,leaving
his own Evangelicalismbound up with family traditions and the reverence he felt for
Evangelical'saints' such as his father.

Venn's experiencealso highlightsaspects of contemporarydevelopmentson a broader
stage. Venn's dissatisfactionwith his preparationfor orders not only speaks to his personal
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disillusionmentbut reflects a broader debate about the function of clerical education.123What
Venn's example also illustratesis the important influence of family tradition, not simply
changing professionalexpectations,in determiningpersonal expectationsof clerical
standards and professionalism.It also gives credence to Conybeare'sformulation of the
Claphamite Evangelicalstrand becomingan inherited religioustradition.

Venn's personalexperiencealso supportsthe impressionof the polarising impact of heated
controversy,where clergymenwere called upon to take a public position on particular
religious issues. On the one hand, new authors and friends were opening up questionswhich
educated and enquiring minds like Venn were following through to conclusionsregarding
personalfaith. On the other hand, public controversyas exemplified by the debate over
Essays and reviews, was polarising religiousopinion, resulting in the expectationof
adherenceto particularpublic positions. The private imperativeto base faith on reason was
counterbalancedby external pressuresto subscribeto hardened positions.Venn's account
illustratesthe personal conflict this juxtaposition could cause. What is also highlightedis the
overriding personalconcern at a time of heated religiousdebate about what constituted
clerical conformity,to keep such dissent concealedwithin the private domain and to remain
unremarkedby parishionersand clerical brethren.

As a curate, Venn encountereda wide range of new ideas and began to engage with
religious ideas intellectuallyand critically as he would any other work whether philosophicalor
mathematical.The result was not an immediatecrisis or sudden developmentin his thinking
but the start of a far more gradual process.This delayed reaction is unsurprising.Venn was
being bombardedwith a wide range of new ideas and perspectives.He was also
encounteringa peer group with ideas and intellectualapproacheswhich challengedthose of
his own upbringing.In this light, it comes as no surprisethat Venn should take time to sift

123Heeney,
op. cit.; Bullock, op. cit.; Haig, op. cit.
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through and establish his own estimate of the value of these new inputs. During his curacies,
this process of self-definitionwas in its initial stages and still lacked coherence but the
foundationsof the future developmentof Venn's academic and religiousthought had been
laid. To take an examplefrom Venn's academicdevelopment,it was in 1858 that Venn was
introduced by his former coach, Todhunter,to the work of Boole. It was only after an interval
124
form
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into
diagrammatic
logical
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interpret
decades
Venn
work
two
that
of
would
.
does not seem unreasonableto suggest that certain ideas and texts may have had an impact
on Venn's relationshipto religious ideas in much the same, gradual way.

Rather than seeking to describe Venn's religious developmentin terms of a crisis of faith or
vocation, it is here that a multi-strandedapproachto religious identity informs understanding
of the seeminglycontradictoryelements of Venn's experience.Change did not operate at the
same pace in all areas and Venn was subject to conflicting pressures. In the same way that
Burns has pointed out the distinction between Evangelicalchurchmanshipand Evangelical
party, for Venn there was a difference between his public affiliation to Evangelicalsociety and
his relationshipto Evangelicaltheology.125Venn's intellectual readinessto explore new ideas
was not matched by a similar readinessto break the bond of respect for his father or to
expose his views to scrutiny on the public platform.The instinctive emotional pull of his
family's Evangelicaland clerical tradition, buttressed by the reverencewith which he regarded
his father, was still strong. Of his religious position at the end of his curacies, Venn wrote,
I continuedto call myself an Evangelical,and to suppose that I really was one, and it
took a long time to part companywith old traditions.126

124CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p.97.
125Introduction by A. Burns to Conybeare, op. cit., p.252.
126CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, p-120.
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5. 'oscillations In belief - Cambridge life 1860s and 1870s

Venn returned to residencein Cambridgein 1862. Hitherto, he was very much a product of
unreformedCambridge,but returnedto a Universityin the middle of a process of reform, and
took up an academic role at a time when new conceptionsof professionalacademic identity
and approachesto knowledgewere being formulated. In the course of this chapter about
Venn's Cambridgelife in the 1860s and 1870s,Venn's contributionto Universityand College
reform will be examined,as will the emergingaspects of his academic identity, as a teacher
located
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intellectual
will
experience
networks.
and writer and participant
social
the context of wider contemporarydebates about the function of a Universityand content of
its education,and ideas on the role of a professionalacademic.This acquired academic
identity will be juxtaposed with the continuingevidence of Venn's InheritedIdentityas an
Evangelicalclergyman; new public elements of which becameapparent through Venn's
contributionsto Evangelicalpublicationsand periodicalsand in the University pulpit.

University reform and academic Identity
Universityhistorians have examined the impetus for and oppositionto reform In Cambridge.
There was a long term, internal impetus which blurs a strict dichotomy of early Victorian
unreformed,and late Victorian reformed University. In the early Victorian period, reformers
like William Whewell of Trinity, were successfulIn expandingthe range of teaching, lectures
and research, clubs, demonstrationsand even facilities. This work had its limitations:science
did not have a foothold in the examinationsystem and was beyond the scope of the majority
of the poll men. The early reformerswere also men of their time, they preserved the
distinction betweencolleges and the UniversityIn respect of privileges, endowmentsand the
moral role they envisaged colleges playing In respect of their students., Externally,the
Graham Commissionwas establishedIn the face of the Universitys Inabilityto enact wide1 H.W. Becher, William Whewell's odyssey: from mathematicsto
moral philosophy'ln M. Fisch & S.
Schaffer (eds.) William Whowell.a compositeportrait (Oxford, 1991), pp.1-27.
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establishmentof boards of studies to create linkage between lectures and examinations.
When the Universityfailed to enact these changes, the Commissionerstook charge of the
implementation.At college level, the historicaland personal elements of the ancient
endowmentswere removed in revised statutes of 1860 opening up scholarshipsand
fellowshipsto competition.As has already been noted, the Commissionalso recommended
the outright abolition of religious tests, but the obligation that fellows should declare
themselvesto be members of the Church of Englandwas not repealed until the University
Tests Act of 1871.3The requirementsfor fellows to take Holy Orders and to be celibate were
also left in place unless the individual college decided otherwi$0.4

The distinction betweenthose who supportedand those who opposed reform could be
equally blurred. Not everyone in the Universitywas convincedof the need for reform but, as
Leedham-Greenhas argued, some of the oppositionto the reforms of the Royal Commission
was defined by resentmentof external interferencerather than a rejection of the need for
reform itself. Furthermore,there was a question of what needed to be reformed.A willingness
to support teaching or the establishmentof new subjects at Universitylevel did not always
5
the
to
for
interference
the
colleges.
extend support
ancient endowmentsof
with

Universityreform Interactedwith changes In the way that academic Identitywas vlowod and
emerging expectationsof an academic career. One of the aims of the Commissionerswas to
encouragetalented Universityteachers to stay within the University.Tho provisionfor
2 C.N.L. Brooke,A history of Gonvilleand Calus College (Bury St Edmunds. 1985). pp.227-8.
3 p. Searby,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 1111750-1870
(Cambridgo. 1997), p.500.
4 E.S. Leedham-Green,A concise history of the Universityof Cambridge(Cambridge, 1996),pp.156-8.
5 lbid, pp.1524.
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teaching and new subjects and the removal of barriers such as religious tests, insistence
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The creation of institutionalopportunitiesfor academic careers was only one part of the
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reform. However,Leslie Stephen's religiousdoubts within a University still bounded by
religioustests, and his growing convictionthat the Involvementof the Church In the University
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course of the next two chapters, it is the longer academic career of Stephen's cousin that

a C.N.L. Brooke,A history of the Universityof Cambridge,Volume 4 1870-1990(Cambridge, 1993),
p-89; E.S. Leedham-Green,op. cit., p.168; J.W Burrow 'Victorian historians and the Royal Historical
Society', Transactionsof the Royal Historical Sýclety, 51ýseries, Volume 39 (1989). p.137; R. Soffer,
'The developmentof disciplines in the modern English university', Historical Journal, Volume 31
ý11988).
p.936.
A.J. Engel, From clergyman to don: the rise of the academicprofession In nineteenth century Oxford
JOxford,1993), pp.3-8.
lbid, pp.266-74.
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gives the opportunityfor a more extended case study on the constituent elements of
academic identity within a Universityenvironment.

Further strands of professionalacademic identity have also been defined. Distinctionshave
been drawn betweenthe developmentof research and teaching functions. Engel In his study
of academic professionalisationin Oxford distinguishedbetween the educationalfunction of
tutors and the professoriate'srole in researchand scholarship.9 This division of labour has
been linked with differentiationin conceptualisingthe functions of a University:with
distinctions being drawn between a'research ideal'focusing upon research-based
methodology and advancement of knowledge, and the pedagogical values of a 'liberal
education' emphasising training of the student mind for examination and onward Into service
in public life. 10Academic life has also been perceived by Rothblatt and Engel to have a
vocational element, with university teachers assuming a pastoral role providing moral
guidance and leadership, albeit separated from previous associations with particular
confessional standards. " Professional status for academics could therefore be defined and
understood in terms of the values of a gentlemanly culture, bounded by ideals of service and
dUty.12

Professionalacademic identity has also been defined in terms of approachesto knowledge
and supportingacademic methodologies,which have been observed to become Increasingly
specialised.At one level, this has been representedas the growth of disciplinary
specialisation,with the developmentof an increasingnumber of single discipline degree
subjects, increasinglyspecialisedacademic methods particularto Individualdisciplines,and

9 lbid, p.54.
10R. Jann, 'From
amateur to professional:the case of the Oxbddge historians',Journal of Mish
Studies, Volume X)(Il (1983), pp.122-147;Soffer, 'The developmentof disciplines',p.936; Burrow, op.
cit., p.138.
11S. Rothblatt, The revolution the dons: Cambridge
of
and society In VictorianEngland (London,
1968), p.227; Engel, op. cit., p.81.
12Rothblatt,op. cit., p.244.
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disciplinary identity cultivated in specialistjournals and professionalassociations.13However,
such academic specialisationhas to be seen alongside a redefinition of the concept of a
liberal education and a continuing adherenceto the idea of university education playing a part
in the preparationof a social elite. Critics of the ancient universitiesIn the first half of the
nineteenth century had questionedthe utility of mathematicsand classics as an adequate
preparation for public service in an industrialworld. By the 1860s, it has been argued that a
more comprehensiveconcept of liberal education had been formulated to include new
forming
to
but
of
similar
values
related
still
subjects such as science and social science,
14
for
gentlemanly character and preparation public service.

Changes have also been observed in the questionsthat were being asked of knowiedge,
whether in terms of the impact of the applicationof scientific method, or in the secularisation
of approachesto knowledge.Previously,academicwork had been conceived as part of an
intellectualwhole in which science, scholarshipand religious thought were part of a single
intellectualtotality.15The moral or dogmatic presuppositionsapplied to knowledge In an
Anglican university by clerical academicswere challengedby men like the geologist, Charles
Lyell, who attemptedto exclude biblical preconceptionsfrom geological reasoning, and to
judge evidencefrom scientific rather than biblical criteria. In relation to this, Turner has
argued that conflicts allegedly about science and religion may equally have been between
rival scientific and religiousfactions; about determiningthe professionalposition of the
16
Questionswere raised of
leadership.
in
scientific community relation to Anglican cultural

13Softer, 'The development disciplines', 933 on P. Slee, Learning and a liberal
p.
education: the
of
study of modem history In the universitiesof Oxford. Cambridgeand Manchester, 1800-1914
(Manchester,1986); S. Collini, Public moralists:political thought and Intellectuallife In Britain 18501930 (Oxford, 1993), pp.213.237.
14R.D. Anderson, Universities
and elites In Britain since 1800 [Studies In economic and social history)
JI-ondon,1992), pp16-17.
3W.F. Cannon, 'Scientists and Broad churchmen:an early Victorian Intellectualnotwork', Journal
of
British Studies, Volume IV (11964),pp.87- 8.
16F.M. Turner, 'The Victorian conflict between science and religion: a professionaldimension' in
Contestingcultural authority.- essays In Victorianintellectuallife (Cambridge, 1993), pp.171-200.
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competing professionalloyalties, asking how academics conceived of themselves,primarily
as academicsor as clerics.

This specialisationbrought with it a process of definition of the boundariesbetween
professionaland amateur academicactivity. Attention has been drawn to the Increasing
professionalisation of intellectualactivities,where scholarshipwas increasinglyan academic
"
activity within an academic environment. In relation to the developmentof history as a
discipline,this change has been characterisedby a changing relationshipto audiences:the
distinction between men of letters writing for a general audience and professionalhistorians
18
for
interacted
who wrote
and
with a smaller audience of expert peers.

Such distinctionsdo not indicate a straightforwardlinear transition.As well as Identifyingnow
aspects of academic identity, historians have also pointed to the continuities between older
and new ideas of academic professionalism,notably in the persistingvalues of liberal
education,as well as the strength of academic networks,where older academics mentored
19
by
and were revered younger academics. ProfessionalIdentitywas still being formed In the
second half of the nineteenth century, and Burrow has argued that professionalismwas still
'debatableterritory, where professionalssought to distinguishthemselves by distancing
themselvesfrom the amateur tradition, and where transitionalgenerationsexisted, of men
whose academic competencemet professionalstandards but who were largely outside
institutionalstructures being defined as academic.20

An examinationof Venn's academic career over a fifty year period provides a personal
perspectivethrough which to view the passage of Universityreform and the opportunitiosfor
an academic career that were generated by reform. Dissectionof Venn's academic activity
Collid, Public moralists, pp.22-3.
Jann, op. cit., pp.122-3.
Burrow,op. cit., p.138; Cannon, op. cit., p.65.
20Burrow,op. cit., pp.129-130,133.
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will facilitate an understandingof the variety of research, teaching and pastoral functions
encompassedwithin academic identity; the nature of a distinct academic approach to
knowledge;and the boundariesbetween professionaland amateur identity. Examiningthe
developingaspects of Venn's academic identity and his career within an institution In the
midst of reform providesan opportunityto take a step back from the definitions of academic
professionalismthat concentrateupon particularaspects of occupational professionalismor
institutionalstatus. A biographicalcase study provides a means to explore In academic terms
Collini's understandingof individual intellectualidentity as being constitutedof a more
complex mix of overlapping identities and membership- as lecturer, social scientist, writer,
21
husband
clergyman,gentleman,
and member of cJubsand societieS.

Moral scientist, lecturer and academic writer

On his return to Caius in 1862, Venn found the resident fellows to be mostly those he termed
reformers, but found their concept of reform to be based upon dissatisfactionwith details of
Universitymanagementand derived from the broader contemporarycurrent of reform rather
than relating to any deeper thought on the principlesof universityeducation.22Venn threw in
his lot with the reformers:firstly through an internally-generated,pragmatic reform of an
ancient office to provide support for teaching In new subjects. Venn returned to Cambridgeto
take up the role of catechist, a college lectureshipfor religious subjects and moral philosophy
traceable back to the sixteenth century. Followingproposalsto the College meeting from
Venn in the previous December,the role of catechist had been reformed by the Master and
senior fellows to make it a permanentone rather than one that rotated among the follows.
The previous requirementto give lectures on Paley was replaced by Logic and Political
EconoMy.23The College had in mind teaching candidatesfor the Indian Civil Sorvico
examinations,but Venn also had In mind teaching for the newly reformed Moral Scioncos

21Collini, Public moralists, p.27.
22CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.76.
23Caius Archive, GOV/03/01/11. Gesta, 3/4/1862.
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Tripos and spent the final months of his curacy working more systematicallyon the texts on
which he would have to lecture.24

The Moral Sciences Tripos had been establishedin 1848 alongsidethe Natural Sciences
Tripos, a deliberatelyconservativecompromise,which aimed to remove some of the sting out
of contemporarycriticism of the narrownessof the Cambridgecurriculum and to deflect the
energies of the UniversityCommission,by providingfor new areas of study and Improving
attendanceat professoriallectures.25The Moral SciencesTripos was Initially shaped not by
referenceto new fields of study but around five existing professorialchairs In moral
philosophy,history, political economy, English law and civil law. It was only a one year course
of study only open to those who had already succeeded in another tripos, and no degree was
awarded at the end. Given its lesser status in comparisonwith mathematicsand classics, the
Moral SciencesTripos was unattractiveto students. It was criticised for its lack of curricular
unity and the superficialityof its course of study, with concerns being voiced as to the
standards of candidates.26In 1860 a new low was reached when no students entered for the
Moral SciencesTripos, giving rise to the reform of both the Moral Sciences and Natural
SciencesTriposes to create independentdegree courses with their own Boards of Studies.
Additionallyan attempt was made to rationalisethe Moral Sciences curriculum,with logic and
mental philosophybeing substitutedfor English law and civil law. The Board of Studies took
over setting the syllabus and superintendingexaminationsIn order to reduce the reliance on
the professoriate.2'

24lbid, 11/12/1861; CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 118; J. Venn, 'History
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thesis, 2002), pp. 20,107.
26lbid, p. 14.
27J. Grote, To
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In reference to the Moral Sciences Tilpos (Cambridge, 1860) (Trinity College Library,
LL. 696. c. 127(18)) p. 1; J. B. Mayor, Remarks on the proposal to grant the degree of BA to persons who
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The Universityof the 1860swas still very much a religious as well as an Intellectual
community, and it was religious and moral concern that had in part Informedthe development
of the curriculumof the Moral SciencesTripos. In London there was a concept of the moral
sciences, characterisedby J.S. Mill, that was secular in tone, looking to reduce moral
phenomenato the psychologicaland making all evidence subject to scientific treatment.
However, the Cambridgetradition, drawing upon Coleridge's theological conception of the
moral sciences as the investigationof men as moral beings, was somewhat different, with
William Whewell, together with J.B. Mayor, T.R. Birks and F.D. Maurice, seeking to promote a
28
in
Anglican
renewal of
moral philosophy reaction against utilitadaniSM. The IntroductionInto
the Moral Sciences Tripos of new subjects of logic and political economy was made at the
instigation of the KnightbridgeProfessorof Moral Philosophy,John Grote, who was mindful of
the criticisms of the Tripos that had previouslybeen levelled by Bain and Mill. The
introductionof these new subjects gave the young followers of Mill, such as Leslie Stephen,
Henry Sidgwick and Venn, an opening that they seized.29Over the next two decades, Venn
played his part in the developmentof a new discipline; and in defining that discipline In a way
that departedfrom the Anglican intuitionismembodied by Whewell. Through his work as a
College lecturer and a Universityexaminer for the Tripos, Vann contributedto the process of
signpostingthe knowledgeworth knowing and testing in mouldingthe shape of a field of
knowledge,defining its corpus, determiningits antecedentsand pointing its future direction.
While as a member of the Board of Moral Sciences Studies, Venn helped to determine the
texts and authors through which the content of the Tripos was defined and, In turn wrote two
books that themselves became recommendedtexts. 30

Venn received crucial support for the reform of the role of catechist from Norman Ferrors.
Ferrerswas one of the leading mathematicallecturers of his generation,later becoming
28Palfrey, op. cit., pp.120-5,146.
29ibid. pp.17.252,285,377.
30CambridgeUniversityReporter, 8/2/1871 p. 177; 19/10/1870,p.6; 801871, p.177; CIVISArchlvo,
CMS/ACC81C40, J. Venn to H. Venn, 8/5/1863.
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Master of Caius and Vice-Chancellorof the University.The two men were drawn together by
shared interests in walking and cAimbingas well as Universityreform. Forrerswas a
proponentof the admissionof Nonconformiststo the University,but his career Illustratesthe
complexitiesof a reformingposition. In 1882, he was to preach against the work of the
Imposing
by
for
interfering
the
Royal
Commission
a tax
of
colleges
autonomy
with
second
31

through which to fund developmentof Universityteaching.

Ferrers supportedVenn's proposaldespite being a subscriberto the liberal Ideal, being
32
to
that
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was essential a good education.
one subject
convinced
mathematicswas
Venn on the other hand was to argue that he did not believe that the value of study of a
particularsubject lay in the mental disciplinealone, but that the knowiedgeItself should be
retained and utilised. He did not think that the exclusive study of mathematicsfor three years,
33
A parallel difference
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thing.
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unleavened study of
science or probability,was a good
of opinion occurred between Leslie Stephenand Henry Fawcett. Stephenacted as an
Examineron the newly constituted Moral SciencesTripos In 1861, being convincedthat a
broader-basedintellectualeducationwas needed and could be achieved through a wide
curriculum.Whereas Fawcett adhered to the view that the mental disciplineacquired through
the Mathematicalor ClassicalTripos was the raison d'etre of a Universityeducation and that
reform should therefore be concentratedupon producingopen and free competitionIn those
disciplines.34Such differencesspeak to a wider contemporarydebate on the function and
content of liberal Universityeducationand its suitabilityIn preparingthe social elite for a
35
industrial
social and
world.

31Brooke,A history of Gonville and Calus College. p.226.
32J. Venn, 'Ferrers, Norman McLeod (11829-1903)',
revised A. McConnell,Oxford Dictionaryof
National Biography (Oxford, 2004) [hftp://www.oxforddnb.conVviewlarticle/33116,accessed 17 August
2005].
33CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.74.
34J. von Arx, 'The \Actoriancrisis of faith as a crisis of vocation' In R.J. Helmstadtor& B. Lightman
(eds.), Victorianfaith in crisis: essays on continuityand change In nineteenth century religious belief
J.Stanford, 1990), pp.272-3.
5Anderson,op. cit., pp.16-17.
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Venn recognisedthat he was associatinghimselfwith a now degree course that still lacked
recognitionas a proper subject for the training of the Intellector as a test of the abilities of the
36

most able. In pressing the claims of the Moral Sciences Tripos, Its supporterspickod up on
the case made by critics that the Universitywas not doing the job of preparingthe minds of
men who would mould the minds of the country by teaching only mathematicsand two
31
languages.
They presentedthe Moral SciencesTripos as part of the reaction
ancient
38
Cambridge
traditional
the
curriculum'. In the 1862 Students'
against'the narrownessof
Guide to the University,Moral Scienceswas presentedas an excellent preparationfor the
businessof life, whether that be at the bar, In the pulpit or In the Indian Civil Service.39
Advocates of the Moral SciencesTripos were also quick to link its values to those of Arnold
40
liberal
in
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the
education. The Moral
on
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and moral philosophy a rounded
Sciences and Natural SciencesTriposes can thus be seen a first stop towards the re-stating
of the liberal ideal of education,detachingit from its previous associationwith classics and
mathematics,and linking it eventuallywith specialised,single subject degreesý'

Venn also initially supportedthe parallel reform of examinations,being involved In the reorganisationof College examinations,IncludingMoral Sciences, In 186V2 During the first
half of the nineteenthcentury oral examinationshad given way to written examinationsand
much of the early reform of the universitiesconcentratedupon the developmentof a rigorous
examinationsystem. By the 1870s,examinationshad come to dominate undergraduate
educationin Oxford and Cambridgeand had assumed a new ImportanceIn relation to
43
professionalstatUS. Vann was later to associatethe Idea of free competitionnegativelywith

N A. Sidgwick & E.M. Sidgwick,Henry Sidgwick:a memoir (London, 1906), p.134.
3'rGrote, op. cit., p.3.
38H. Sidgwick,'Philosophyat Cambridge',Mind.,a quarfertyreview of psychology and philosophy,
Volume 1(1876), p.241.
39S. Collini, D. Winch & J. Burrow, 7hat noble science of politics: a study In nineteenthcentury
intellectualhistory (Cambridge,1983), p.346.
40Mayor, op. cit., p.5.
41Slee, op. cit., p.30 ; Palfrey, op. cit., p.380.
42Caius Archive, GOV/03/01/11, Gesta, 10/3/1869.
43Anderson, op. cit., p.16.
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the proliferationof examinationsand also to deprecatethe straitjacketthat a strong
examinationsystem placed upon academicenquiry. Looking back with the perspectiveof
College historianwho mournedthe way in which ancient endowmentsand practiceshad
been swept aside, Venn was later dismissiveof his own generationof 'ardent young
Universityreformers'" who had taken the view that
Free competitionwas supposedto be the one panaceafor every evil, and therefore,
as examinationswere the main means for carrying out this competition,the
multiplicationand improvementof examinationsassumedenormous relative
importance."
Venn was not the sole critic of the excessesof this trend. In Oxford, Mark Pattison contended
that originalityof thought was not fostered by an examinationsystem that concentratedupon
46

knowledgethat was testable.

Whatever his later reservationsabout some of the results of reform, Vann not only
championeda relatively new discipline but also showed commitmentto the Idea that the
Universityand colleges had active roles to play In teaching students. Until Vann's arrival, the
only non-professorialteacher of Moral Scienceswas J.B. Mayor of St. John's and his focus
was primarily upon the poll men.47Venn lecturedthree times a week every term and also took
a small number of private pupils.48Progresswas not straightforward.There were UmesIn the
mid 1860swhen Venn despaired of attractingable men away from the MathematicalTripos
411
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fellowship.
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acknowledgedroute
reward of a
following a further proposalfrom Venn, his lecturingwork was recognisedby Caius In the
formal conversionof the post of catechist into a Moral Sciences lectureshipand Vonn was
44Society of GenealogistsLibrary. Venn collection, J. Venn to L.M. Forster, 27/111903.
45CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.77.
46M.C. Curthoys, 'The examinationsystem'in M.G. Brock & M.C. Curthoys(eds.). The history of the
Universityof Oxford, Volume V! NineteenthCentury Oxford Part I (Oxford, 1997), pp.339,346,367.
41Palfrey, op. cit., p.371; Slee, op. cit., p.25.
4: H.T. Francis, 'In memoriam:John Venn' The Calan, Volume XXXI (Cambridge, 1922-3),p.118.
4 CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C40, J. Venn to H. Venn, 17/10/1863;C34. H. Venn to J. Venn,
6/7/1864.
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permittedto accept men from Trinity Hall at his lectures. In 1868, the same year that Venn
became a senior fellow, a system of inter-collegiatelecturing for Moral Scienceswas formally
endorsed by Caius. Under this system, studentsof one college could attend lectures In
another on paymentof a fee, and Venn became,In his own estimation,the first Inter.
collegiate lecturer.50

The creation of the Moral Scienceslectureshipwas part of a broader trend of the College
taking responsibilityfor teaching, with Collegelecturers taking over the function formerly
supplied by coaches. Followingthe statutoryreform which had detached endowmentsfrom
their charitableand local purposesand limited the tenure of fellowshipsunless combinedwith
a college office such as a lectureship,an increasingproportionof colleges' resourceswere
devoted to teaching, and fellowshipswere increasinglyassociatedwith a more elevated
teaching function that could be a professionfor life.51By the 1870s,Caius offered College
teaching in chemistryand law as well as a renewed commitmentto teaching in classics and
52
mathematics. Venn played his part in shaping this process, becomingIn 1866, a member of
a Caius committeeconsideringchangesto the scheme of College lectures to adapt to the
53
University
for
BA
degree.
the
new
scheme

Given the breadth of the Moral SciencesTripos and the shortage of men appointedto teach,
for a short period in the 1860s,Venn had to lecture in ethics, politicaleconomy and logic. He
was eventuallyable to relinquishthe first to Henry Sidgwick and the second to Affred
Marshall. By 1871, the Universitylist of lectures for Moral Sciences IncludedF.D. Maurice,
Sidgwick and Marshall on Moral Philosophy,Fawcett on Political Economy,and Venn on
Logic.'54By 1876, Sidgwick was able to Proclaimthat across the different collegos thoro wore
50Caius Archive, GOV/03/01/11Gesta, 9/4/1867,16/6/1868,21/2/1868;J. Venn, 'History of our
lecturers and tutors', p.193.
51Brooke,A history of Gonville and Calus College, p.236; Engel, op. cit., pp.60,113.
:2 Brooke,A history of Gonville and Caius College, pp.2734.
3 Caius Archive, GOV/03/01/11Gesta, 12/1211866.
54CambridgeUniversityReporter, 14/6/1871,pp.390-1.
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five lecturers, includingVenn, chiefly employedin teaching for the Moral Sciences Tripos,
with the subjects of the Tripos being distributedbetween the lecturers bymutual
55

arrangement'. With men of this intellectualquality engaged in its teaching, the standing of
the Moral SciencesTripos gradually improved, and although it never became a large school,
it did attract and develop a better calibre of men. Such success as the Tripos had was built
upon the work of a small group of like-mindedmen who were committedto their subject and
found their vocation in scholarshipand teaching.56

There is a strong sense of a transitionalgenerationthat emerges from Venn's fond
descriptionof the early days of this second incarnationof the Moral SciencesTripos, both In a
disciplinarysense and in terms of professionalidentity. For example, until the establishment
of the TheologicalTripos, the Moral SciencesTripos provided a home for a number of men
keen to take orders and interestedin ethical questions. Furthermore,In his Annals, Venn
spoke of himself and his fellow lecturers being 'somewhat of amateurs and diligent learners';
being themselvesgraduatesof the old Classicalor MathematicalTriposes.57The lecturers
were exploring a new discipline as well as establishinga new curriculum,and as a result,
58
it
learning
brought
their
with a certain sympathyof cause.
were
alongside
students, which
Numberswere small, both of students and staff, which facilitated a further Intimacyof contact
in the early years, not least as the lecturers had the experienceof both teaching and
examining every student taking the Tdpos.59

Alongside his teaching, Venn found time to write, publishing his first book. The logic of
chance, in 1866. Stimulated by Buckle'swork on the statistical regularityof human actions
and works by Augustus de Morgan and Boole on probablility,Venn described his work as the

55Sidgwick,op. cit., p.243.

56Collini et al., op. cit., p. 345; Winstanley, op. cit., p. 189.
57CMS Archive, CMS/ACC8I F27, Annals, 124.
p.

58Ibid, p.124.
59Ibid. pp.126-7.
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'working out of the material view of Logic as applied to Probability and acknowiedgedhis
debt to J.S. Mill as
Almost the only writer who seems to me to have expresseda just view of the nature
60
In
is
Mr
Mill,
his
System
Logic.
foundation
the
of
and
of
rules of probability
FollowingMill, Venn adopted a materialistrather than a formal or conceptualistview of logic;
choosingto define probabilityas empiricallybasedjudgements of the recurrenceof events
61
feelings
beliefs
independent
the
time,
the
and
of
observer. In Venn's view,
over
of
subjective
knowledgeof the statistical probabilityof an occurrenceobserved as part of a series was not
62
basis
for
indicator
instance
to
a reliable
as a
action. Venn placed
when applied a single
himself in oppositionto the positiontaken by Augustus de Morgan, who argued that belief
63
held
in
direct
to
was
proportion probability. The history of logic and
and action undertaken
statistics is beyond the scope of this thesis except in so far as it illuminatesunderstandingof
the academic networksand traditions in which Venn can be located. Venn's major
contributionwas to summariseand survey the existing works in the field and then to explore
systematicallythe applicationsof probabilityand its limits with regard to moral sciences. In so
doing he produced not only a work that that attracted praise from J.S. Mill, who was moved to
make changes to subsequenteditions of his System of logic In acknowledgement;but also a
book that was influentialupon the next generationof academicsin his field, men like F.Y.
Edgeworthand Karl Pearson."

60J. Vann, The logic of chance: an essay on the foundationsand province of the theory of probability,
with especial reference to its logical bearings and its applicationto moral and social science, and to
statistics, Td edition (London, 1888), preface to first edition, px
51A. Baccini, 'High pressure and black clouds: Keynes and the frequentisttheory of probability',
CambridgeJournal of Economics,Volume 28 (2004)
[http://cje.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/content/fuIV28/5/653,
accessed IS November20051Section 3
Frequentist probabilityin The Principlesof Probability (1908).
2 J. Vann, The logic of chance, p.146.
3 C.D. Broad, 'The local historicalbacýAroundof contemporaryCambridgephilosophy'In C.A. Mace.
British philosophy in the mid-century,2 edition (London, 1966), p.19; J. Venn. The logic of chance,
edition, p.122.
64Caius Archive, John Vann papers, C52/1 J.S. Mill to J. Venn, 4/211868.
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The productionand continuinginfluenceof the Logic of chance was cJoselyentwined with the
Moral Sciences Tripos. Venn indicatedthat he was drawing upon Ideas that had been
developedin the lecture room and his book was eventuallyadded to the list of recommended
65
In the preface,Venn acknowledgedhis debt
Sciences
TripoS.
logic
for
Moral
the
readingon
to two of his Moral Sciences colleagues,his former tutor, Todhunter,and Henry Sidgwick,
66
had
for
the
text
who
proofed
press. The book in turn Influenced other Cambridge
colleagues. It was the text that J. N. Keynes drew on in defining his opposing Theory of
probability (1907) which argued for the practical relevance of using probability as a basis for
67
action. Keynes'

son, John Maynard Keynes, sent a copy of his own Treatiseon probability

to Venn in 1921 'in a spirit of piety to the father of this subject In Cambridge',acknowiedging
the influenceof Venn's work upon his own thinking.68

On the basis of his experienceas a lecturer and the reputation establishedthrough the Logic
of chance,Venn began to seek academic preferment.In 1871 he was appointedas External
Examinerin Moral Sciences to the Universityof London; his suitabilityfor the job being
69
by
both
S.
Mill
Alexander
Bain.
FollowingGrote's death, In 1866Vann put
J.
recognised
and
himself forward for the Knightbridgeprofessorship,having first tried to persuade his Moral
Sciences colleague,J.B. Mayor to stand.TOSidgwick saw Vann as the candidate'thoroughly
of the new school', I.e. someonewho regarded it as his duty to as a professorto teach and to
71
write. This indeed was the basis of Venn's applicationfor the role:

65J. Venn, The logic of chance, p.xiv; H. Sidgwick,op. cit., p.246.
" J. Venn, The logic of chance, p.xi.
87JR Gibbins, 'Venn, John', Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography (Oxford, 2004)
[http://ww.oxforddnb.com/view/article/36639,accessed 17 August 2005); A. Baccini, op. cit., Soction.1
Introduction.
" Calus Archive, John Venn papers, C49 J.M. Keynes to J. Venn, 31/8/1921.
GoCaius Archive, John Venn papers, C1 5/01-03, A. Bain to J. Venn, 18/3/1871-2/541871).
70Trinity College Cambridge, Mayor Family Papers, BI 6/152 [H Lee Warren) to J. B. Mayor,
12/10/11866].
71Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Add
MSS.9973H. Sidgwick to mother, 1866.
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Having abandonedall other Universitywork in favour of the Moral Sciences, I have no
n
here
In
teaching
them.
than
to
other wish
permanentlyengaged
remain
He cited as evidence in support of his case his experienceof lecturing and examining and his
recently published Logic of chance. Sidgwick withdrew his own candidacy In the same
election, thinking it unlikelythat a layman of unorthodoxreligiousopinions would be elected to
a chair which encompassedmoral theology and wishing to give a dear path for the eventual
choice, Maurice-a man whose religious opinionswere regarded as just as unorthodoxby
73
like
Henry
Venn,
'deplored'
Maurice's
men
election.
who

In 1872, following Maurice's death, Venn once again put himself forward for the Knightbridge
chair: this time alongside Sidgwick.Sidgwick recognisedthat Venn had evinced a clear desire
to obtain the chair and that he might have stronger chance on grounds of performance.
However,Sidgwick thought that he himself might be a stronger candidatefor the role as
I still think I should do better than he for the post. I think his view of the subject wants
nuance and versatility: it is an acute subtle narrow formal utilitarianismas far as I can
"
make out.
If Vann or another clerical Moral Sciencesteacher, Pearson,were to be elected. Sidgwick
indicatedthe intention to leave Cambridge,consideringhis own area of specialism In
research and teaching, Practical Philosophyof Ethics, to have been competentlyfilled.75In
the event, both men were unsuccessful,losing out to the EvangelicalcJergymanand
theologian,Thomas Rawson Birks. The appointmentwas criticised at the time as a
retrogradestep in light of Birks' pronouncedEvangelicalparty allegianceand lack of
76

commitmentto teaching. Somethingof Venn's personaldistaste for the appointmentwas
expressed in 1900 when, on the eve of another election, he recalled how'the cold, thin faco
72TrinityCollegeCambridge,HenrySidgwickpapers,Add.mss.c.11160,
CircularfromJ. Venn,131110/
1866.
73Rothblatt,op. cit., p.218;CMSArchive,CMS/ACC81
C34,H. Vennto J. Venn,27/1011866.
74TrinityCollegeCambridge,HenrySidgwickpapers,Add.mss.c.100225,
H. Sidgwickto F. Myers.
75TrinityCollegeCambridge,HenrySidgwickpapers,Add.mss.c.1001228,
H. Sidgwickto F. Myers,
1872.
78A. Sidgwick& E.M. Sidgwick,HenrySidgwick:a memoir(London,1906),p.265.
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77
Birks
down
of
smiled
upon us'. The criticismof Birks' appointmentcan be viewed In light of
the distinct religious differencethat emerged betweenthe EvangelicalBirks and men like
Venn and Sidgwickwho were to reject that tradition. It is also possibleto see it as evidenceof
an emergingacademic identity which was defined by a secularlsedapproachto knowledge
and where the Knightbridgechair was importantfor its relation to learning and teaching rather
than its religiousstatus. However,the residualstrength of the religioustradition in the
Universitywas shown in 1879 when the Vice-Chancellor,the EvangelicalPerowne,offered
Venn the position of deputy to the KnightbridgeProfessormaking it dear that he would not
consider someoneof unorthodoxreligiousopinion like Sidgwickfor such a role. It was an
78
Venn
for
Sidgwick.
that
declined
offer
out of respect

A commitmentto University reform extended into the sphere of higher educationfor women.
Sidgwickwas successful in 1868 in petitioningfor the establishmentof an advanced
examination,the Higher Local Examination.Followingthis success,Sidgwick proposedthat a
series of lectures for women be established.The proposalfound favour with his Immediate
circle and a committee,which includedSidgwick and his wife, Maurice, Fawcettand his wife,
Mrs Venn and Ferrers, was establishedto take the plan forward.79When In 1871 Sidgwick
sought to establish a house in Cambridgeto receive women from outside Cambridgewho
wished to attend the lectures- an establishmentthat was subsequentlyto become Newnham
College - it was Mrs Venn whose name was listed in the UniversityRoporter alongside his as
the main contact for enquiries.80Initially,teaching was supplied by persuadingsympathisers
to provide separate lectures. Sidgwick, Mayor and Marshall each offered lectures to women
81
Venn
logic
from
his
home
Mondays
Fridays.
Gradually,a
teaching
students; with
on
and
number of lecturerswere persuadedto open up their Universitylectures to women. Sidgwick
77Trinity College Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c.95175J.Venn to H. Sidgwick, 13 Jua
1900.
78Trinity College Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c. 103130J. Venn to E. Sidgwick,20/31
1906.
79Sidgwick & Sidgwick,op. cit., pp.204
-5.
'30CambridgeUniversityReporter, 1/3/1871,p.220.
81Ibid, 1/2/1871,p.165.
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enlistedVenn's further help to moderatethe standardfor the women's examinationsin logic
and politicaleconomy against that of the equivalentexaminationfor male studentswho were
not seeking honours,the poll men. As the women's colleges became established,Venn also
took pupils from Girton.82Although women were not officially admitted to Tripos examinations
until 1881,the same small group of men also worked to providewomen with the opportunity
to sit the examinationsinformally.In 1874, Moral Sciencesexaminationpapers were
deliveredfrom Senate House to BatemanStreet for two women students by a relay of
runners including Sidgwick, Marshalland Venn - later recalled by Keynes,
Apart from Marshall,they were all very short and had long, flowing beards I see
...
them as wise, kind dwarfs hurryingwith the magical prescriptionswhich were to
83
from
intellectual
the
their
awaken
princesses
slumbers.
Despitethe commitmentof these men, women's educationdid not gain acceptanceamong
the majority of the senior membersof the University,with attemptsto admit women formally
to full membershipof the Universityfailing when put to the vote In 1887 and 1897."

Academic Identity as social and Intellectual network
The involvementof Mrs Fawcett, Mrs Venn and Mrs Sidgwick in the schemesto promotethe
higher education of women signals another new element.Caius was one of the first colleges
to choose to remove all restrictionson the marriageof its fellows in 1860. It was not a move
without controversy.Some viewed celibacy as an anachronismand as the bar for making
academia a lifelong career for a don, while others feared the loss to the College's sense of
communityonce fellows had domestic centres outside its walls. Other colleges followed suit
over the course of the next two decades and it became possiblefor a greater number of men

82Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c. 100" H. Sidgwickto A. Marshall
Puly/Aug 1871]; Girton CollegeArchive, Emily Davies papers, GCPP Davies 1511/7/12,E. Davis (draft)
to J. Venn, 26/7/1873.
83Collectedworks of John Maynard Keynesx, 237 quoted in R. Skidelsky,John Maynard Keynes,
Volume One: hopes betrayed 1883-1920(London, 1983), p.17.
84Leedham-Green,op. cit., pp.176-8.
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85

to combineacademic and family life. Venn was among the first fellows of Caius to marry In
1867. In his marriageto Susanna Edmonstone,Venn could be seen as reinforcingthe
religiousbonds of the previous generationthrough inter-marriage.Susannawas the daughter
of Henry Venn's former curate and successoras vicar of St. John's Hollowayand contact with
the Edmonstonehouseholdhad since been maintainedthough HenriettaVenn and Caroline
Emelia Stephen. However,the Venns increasinglybecame part of a network of prominent
Universityfamilies, includingthe Darwins,the Maitlands,the Horts, the Sidgwicksand the
Jebbs, who dined at each others houses.86The freedom to marry introduceda new social
elementto Universitylife.87As Annan has described,the intellectuallinks forged on the pages
of learnedjournals, academic networkscreated in the lecture room, Senate house and
College hall, were reinforcedby a new social dimensionof family connectionand marriage! $
Tellingly, when Venn's son, John Archibald, eventuallymarried, his chosen partner was not
the daughter of a clergyman,but the daughterof another fellow of Caius and career
academic,William Ridgeway.

Social networks intersectedwith intellectualnetworksand contributedto Venn's continuing
academicdevelopment.His reading continuedalong the same lines begun as a curate, but
he noted that the main intellectualinfluencesduring this period 'were rather to be found in
personalintercoursethan in the study of print'.89During walking and reading holidays In the
1860sVenn continued his friendshipwith John Seeley. The two men discussed University
reform, sharing a dislike of the prevalenceof the examinationculture, and a love of
Tennyson. However, it was notablethat their discussion did not touch upon the religious
difficultieswhich informed Seeley's work on Ecce homo in 1865. Seeley published It
anonymouslyin order to avoid giving offence to his family. Venn did not know of Seeley's
85Brooke,A history of Gonville
Caius Coflege,p.234.
and
BeObituary of SusannaVenn, The Times,27/3/1931.
87Ibid. p.224.
88N. Annan, 'The intellectual
aristocracy, The dons: mentors, eccentricsand geniuses (London, 2000),
pp.304-341.
'" CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81F27, Annals, p.122.

authorship until early 1866 when at Seeleys request he helped to throw people off the scent,
later noting,
we had not then spoken much on the special topics principallydiscussed in the
90
work.

The concentrationof Ecce homo upon the life and work of the historicalChrist drew criticism
from many sides: from the orthodox, on the grounds that it appearedto deny certain doctrines
by avoiding them, and from intellectualson the grounds that Seeley did not Implement
faithfully the scientific and historical approach he was advocating.91Despitethe controversy
attached to Ecce homo, Venn continuedto support Seeley, favouring his election as Regius
Professorof History in 1869 and offering him hospitalityin CambridgeIn 1870.92

In a further extension of his personal network, Venn was invited by his fellow teachers on the
Moral Sciences Tripos, J. B. Mayor and Henry Sidgwick, to join a small discussion group or
essay club subsequently known as the Grote Club. The group had no formal membership or
form of introduction but brought together men interested in 'keen and perfectly free discussion
93
fundamental
of
principles'. The group had originated in 1861 from discussions between

Grote and Mayor about how they might make their Moral Sciences lectures work alongside
each other, with Grote suggestingthat it would be helpful to have periodic discussions
amongst those who were interested in philosophicalspeculation.94Sidgwickwas Invited to
join after he attracted Grote's attentionat his fellowship examination." The circle of
participantswas small. In addition to Venn, Sidgwick and Mayor, the only other members

90J. Venn, 'J.R. Seeley', The Caian, Volume IV (118934).pp.166-7.
91R. Soffer, 'History and religion: J. R. Seeleyand the burden of the past' In R.W. Davis & R.J.
Helmstadter(eds.), Religion and irreligion in Victoriansociety (London, 1992), pp.134-7. R.T. Shannon,
'Seeley, Sir John Robert (1834-1895),Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004)
ihftp://ww.oxforddnb.com/view/article/25025,accessed 17 August 2005].
2
2 Society of GenealogistsLibrary,Vann collection, J. Vann to L.M. Forster, 25112/1902;CMS Archive,
CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Vann, 9/12/1870.
93Sidgwick& Sidgwick,op. cit., p.135.
94Trinity College Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c. 10467,
J.B. Mayor to E.M. SldgWck,
28/4/1904.
95Trinity College Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c. 10469,A.J. Mayor to E.M. Sidgwick.
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After Grote's death in

1866, the group continued to meet in each other's rooms, until Grote's successor to the
Knightbridge

chair, Maurice, arrived to take the chair. 97The later meetings were given new

vigour by the addition of new members, Alfred Marshall, Henry Jackson, WX

Clifford and JF

Moulton. 98

The Grote Cub fulfilled Grote's intent in its creation in bringingtogether the first lecturers in
Moral Science, Sidgwick,Venn, Mayor and Marshall,and providingan opportunityto consider
outside the Board of Studies the texts that were listed as requiredreading as part of the Moral
Sciences syllabus. Survivingnotes of the topics discussed record debates of the merits of
Whewell against Stewart, Bain and Spencer,as well as discussionsof works of contemporary
interest, such as Ecce homo.99The Grote Club has been credited with providingthe milieu for
the developmentof the particularanalytic style of Cambridgephilosophyand for the
developmentof the first professionalacademic philosophers.' 00It was also an opportunityfor
the younger generationof Universitymen to sit at the feet of the academicstatesmen.Grote
drew particular respect and affectionfrom Venn
Nothing escaped his keen and critical judgment, and he asserted himself just

sufficientlyto draw out the thoughts of those who were shy in expressingthemselves,
and to keep conversationfrom straggling into side issues.101

96Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick
papers, Add. mss. c. 10466.J. R. Mozley to J. B. Mayor,
21/4/1904; CIVISArchive, CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, pp. 127-8.
97A_ Sidgwick & E. M. Sidgwick,
op. cit., pp. 135-7.
98Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Ad.
mss. c. 104.65(l), Notes from Professor
Marshall; Extracts from a commonplace book begun in April 1866 and continued fitfully to the end of
1867.
" Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick
papers, Ad. mss. c. 104.65(l), Notes from Professor
Marshall.
100Gibbins, op. cit.
101A. Sidgwick & E.M. Sidgwick, op. cit., p. 135.
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In his Annals, Venn acknowledgedhis personalacademicdebt to the Grote Club. A good
deal of the substanceof his Logic of chance was worked out in discussionboth individually
102
Grote
the
with
and more generallywith
group.

What was conspicuous among the members was a lack of any homogeneity of view. In
writing about the Club for a memoir of Sidgwick, the members recalled their distinctive
viewpoints. Mozley recalled:
Professor Grote and Sidgwick were both judicially minded, though starting from very
different sides; Venn was logical, I was speculative; Pearson, though he did not
introduce religious questions, yet clearly showed the religious ethos, though I cannot
be sure how this appeared. 103
Grote was a clergyman influenced by the liberal Anglican tradition and by Maurice in terms of
his anti-systematic and anti-sectarian approach. He was largely critical of J. S. Mill; Grote's
examination of utilitarian philosophy being considered one of the best critiques of Mill's work.
Nevertheless, Grote saw the potential for working with certain of Mill's followers in light of
what he perceived as the greater threat of Mansel's theology. 104Mayor was the son of a
missionary and his mother was a member of the Evangelical Bickersteth family. He also
opposed positivist and utilitarian thought, and as a close associate of Grote and later, Hort,
he looked to the creation of a critical and liberal Anglican scholarship through which to restore
the intellectual credibility of Christianity. 105Sidgwick shared Grote's interest in ethics, but like
Venn had been greaUy influenced by Mill although it was during this period that his view of
Mill changed and although his thought continued to be shaped by Mill, he'no longer thought

'02Trinity College Cambridge,Mayor family papers, BI 6/135 J. Venn to J.13.Mayor,4/11/1866.
103Trinity College Cambridge,Henry Sidgwick papers, Add.mss.c. 10466,J.R. Mozleyto J.13.Mayor,
21/4/1904
104Palfrey, op. cit., pp.15,195; J.R. Gibbins, 'Grote. John (1813-1866)',Oxford Dictionary National
of
Biography (Oxford, 2004) [httpJ/ww.oxforddnb.corrJview/article/l1679, accessed 17 August 2005].
'05J.PLGibbins, 'Mayor. John Bickersteth(1828-1916)',Oxford Dictionaryof National Biography
(Oxford, 2004) [hftpJ/ww.oxforddnb.com/View/article/56241,accessed 17 August 2005].
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him impregnable'.106Pearsonwas another clergyman,a pupil of Mayors, describedas an
'earnest broad churchman'.Mozley and Clifford, in contrast,were admirersof Spenceron
evolution and the developmentof the mind. Clifford graduallydepartedfrom the high
churchmanshipof his upbringingto becomea keen public proponentof scientific reasoningin
107
to
thinking.
opposition religious

Whatevertheir churchmanship,viewpointsand influences,what these men shared was a
commitmentto free discussionand an earnestsearch for truth. It was an approach
epitomisedby Henry Sidgwick,whose own religiousdevelopmentbore close parallelsto
Venn's own. The two men had a great deal of respectfor each other, Venn acknowledginga
debt to Sidgwick's influenceand SidgwickcharacterisingVenn as 'particularlydiscriminating
108
and clearheaded'. Like Venn, Sidgwick had becomeacquaintedwith new works of biblical
criticism and had pursuedenquires into the historicalbasis of Christianityby serious study of
Arabic and Hebrew.On the basis of philosophicalreading of Comte, Mill and Spencer,
Sidgwick acceptedthe necessityof examiningthe historical evidencefor Christianitywith
Although he was to reject Mill and Comte by 1866for
scientific method and impartiality.109
failing to provide an adequatealternativefor faith and religion, he was led by his reading of
them to question accepted beliefs, such as miraclesand the Virgin birth."' This built upon the
disenchantmentthat he felt at the reaction by the Church to Essays and reviews and resulted
in an ethical crisis for Sidgwick.111He resignedhis fellowship of Trinity in 1869 on the basis
that he could no longer subscribe honestlyto the creed that holdinga fellowship

106Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Add. mss. c. 10466,J. R. Mozley to J. 13.Mayor,
21/4/1904.
107A. C. Lewis, 'Clifford, William Kingdon (11845-1879)', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford, 2004) [httpJ/ww. oxforddnb. com/view/article/5667, accessed 17 August 2005]; Trinity College
Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Ad. mss. c. 104.65(l), Notes from Professor Marshall;
Add. mss. c. 10466,J. R. Mozley to J. B. Mayor, 21/4/1904.
108Trinity College Cambridge, Henry Sidgwick papers, Add. mss. c. 10466,J. R. Mozley to J. 13.Mayor,
21/4/1904.
logA- Gauld, 7he founders of psychical research (London, 1968), p.47.
110F. M. Turner, Between science and religion: the reaction to scientific naturalism in late Victorian
England (Yale, 1974), pp.40-1.
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fellowship but commiserating with him on the need to do it. 112Trinity appointed Sidgwick as a
tutor without fellowship in Moral Science but it was only after his election to the Knightbridge
Chair in 1885 that he was re-elected to a fellowship. ' 13Sidgwick's position highlighted a
tension regarding the appropriateness of religious tests as a qualification for the role of
University teacher. The University Tests Act of 1871, which finally removed the religious
qualification for fellowships and most offices, was a key milestone of the emergence of an
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Clerical Identity and Evangelical thinker
In the same period that his membership of the Grote Club engaged him in discussion with
some of the most advanced and liberal opinion in the University, Venn continued to take
occasional clerical duty in churches in the surrounding area in response to requests from
leading Cambridge Evangelicals, Clayton, Perowne and Birks, and also served his rotation as
Junior and Senior Dean of Caius between 1864 and 1866.115Venn was also emerging onto
the public Evangelical platform. He helped Frederic Wigram, a donor to the Church
Missionary Society and a future Honorary Secretary, at St Paul's Cambridge, a church of
116
He travelled up to London to support his father at Church
Henry
Venn
trustee.
which
was a
Missionary Society meetings, attended meetings for the Christian Vernacular Society and
other occasional events, such as a lecture by Carus on Simeon in 1862.117Venn was tapping
into the proliferation of Evangelical and philanthropic societies through which Evangelical
allegiance, in the absence of a single organising structure, was expressed. Missionary work
112D. Wormell, SirJohn Seeley and the uses of history (Cambridge,1980), p.73113R-B. Todd, 'Henry Sidgwick'sappointmentas praelectorin moral science'. Notes and Queries.
CCXLll New Series 44 (1997). pp-362-3.
Volume
114
Engel, op. ciL, p.77.
115Caius Archive, GOV/031011/11
1, Gesta 18110/1864,17/10/1865.
116CMS Archive, CMSIACC811
C40, I Venn to H. Venn, 30/11/1862,11/2/1863,17/10/1863,1/2/1863.
11"Ibid. 24/4/1863,18/11/1862.
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was by far the strongeststrand and, given Venn's family connectionsto the Church
MissionarySociety,was a natural source of associationto him.118He attendeda numberof
the meetingsof local associationsat which clergy gave missionarysermons or former
missionariesrecountedtheir experiencesas the basis of appealsfor recruits and funds. Venn
reportedback on these meetings,reviewingfor his father's benefitthe performanceof the
speakersin front of a Universityaudience and the general successof the meeting."9
Gradually,Venn was drawn into the inner circle of adherents,joining the principalsupporters
of the Church MissionarySociety at their termly dinner at the Eagle. He took his place on the
platformwhen he acted as a secretaryto another society by receivingand sending in money
120
from
raised
charity sermons. Being a Venn also broughtwith it a networkof Evangelical
social obligation.Henry's letters to his son during the 1860swere littered with referencesto
peopleto whom John should make himself known. These were often the sons of his own
Evangelicalcontacts, such as the grandson of John Thornton of Clapharnor Julius Elliott on
the groundsthat,
there has been such a blessed friendship between the fathers that I shd earnestly
121

desire to pass it down.

Venn dutifully called upon these men at his father's request. It is not clear how strong the
Claphamconnexionremainedat a distance of one or two generationsremoved,although in
the early 1870s,Venn and his wife did offer a home in Cambridgeto one of the Elliotts
experiencingfinancial difficulty.122

Venn also corresponded with his father about the opportunities for taking up more regular
clerical duty, and when disillusioned with the response to his Moral Sciences lectures in 1864,

"a 1. Bradley, The
calf to seriousness. the Evangelical impact upon the Victorians (London, 1976),
vp. 74-80,136.
9
9

CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C40, J. Venn to H. Venn, 8/5/1863,7/3/1865.
120Ibid. 7/3/1865,11/2/1863.
121CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 22/10/1862.
122CMS Archive, CMSIACC81C34, H. Venn to S.C. Venn, 2/3/1871.
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discussedthe possibilityof leaving Cambridgeand taking clerical duty elsewhere.123Henry
Venn did not cease to hope that his son would return to parish duties, and wrote to his
brother,John Venn of Hereford,
DearestJohnny is, I am happy to say, dissatisfiedwith Cambridge.Men will not attend
his lectures in any number. This is universally the case in the'moral' lectures. He

longs for parochialwork again.124
In his autobiographicalmemoir,Venn said that it was with a view to settling as rector of a
College living that he took on another curacy for six months in 1866,with Lamb, a fellow of
Caius and vicar of St Edward's Cambridge.125It is not clear chronologicallyhow this curacy
overlappedwith the election for the Knightbridgechair: whether clerical ambition was
redirectedupon the chair becomingavailable,or whether it offered an alternativein the face
of disappointment.Henry Venn was elated, making a connectionbetweenhis son's curacy of
St Edward'sand Simeon's ministry in Cambridge,noting the continuationof the Venn
tradition,
126
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The period at St Edward's proved to be Venn's final period of sustainedclerical duty. By
1866-67,Venn appearedto be settled in Cambridge,preparedto take advantageof the
opportunitiesfor prefermentoffered through academic channels rather than as a parochial
clergyman.

Henry Venn was also trying to nurture his son as an Evangelicalthinker, showing increasing
respect for his son's opinion in matters of churchmanship.Since John Venn had begun his
Universitycareer, he and his father had begun to discuss aspects of church business in their
letters, whether the legal autonomyof the Church, colonial bishopricsor matters of party
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controversy.In 1868, Henry sent John his thoughtson the consequencesof disestablishment
asking for his views in return, commenting,
I am sick of vague arguments and long for a fair accurate statement such as your pen
127
can produce.

Operatingin an increasinglyheated party atmosphereof what he regardedas 'unblushing
Popery'and rituals that might'enflame and ruin'the Church, HenryVenn particularly
128
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perspective
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Henry also encouragedhis son to discuss his thinking with men such as Thomas Birks
129
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.
of Edward Bickersteth,a former secretaryof the Church MissionarySociety and held
Simeon'sold parish, Holy Trinity, before succeedingMauriceto the KnightbridgeChair. Birks
was seen as the leader of scholarly Evangelicalismand was described by Manley Hopkinsin
1864 as'almost the only learned Evangelicalgoing'. He attemptedto defend the Evangelical
cause by producinga consideredresponseto biblical criticism and scientific enquiry. In so
doing he sometimesadopted positionswhich were distinct from contemporaryEvangelical
orthodoxy,indeed his views on Eternal Punishmentwere noted as bearing similaritiesto
those of Maurice and caused considerablecontroversywithin the EvangelicalAlliance.130
However,Birks' example might indicate what Henry Venn increasinglyhad in mind for his
son.

The Evangelical party was in need of thinkers. It has been seen as one of the weaknesses of
mid-Victorian Evangelicalism that in its insistence on a vital religion of personal holiness and

127lbid, 29/4/1868.
125H. Venn to J. Venn of Hereford 14/1011867and Nov 1867 in W. Knight, Memoir of Henry Venn BD
Prebendaryof St. Paul's and Honorary Secretaryof the Church MissionarySociety, (London, 1882),
p.344.
'" CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 6/4/1867.

130G. Rowell. He# and the Victorians:
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concerning etemal punishment and the future life (Oxford, 1974). pp. 123-4; D.M. Lewis (ed. ), The
Blackweff dictionary of Evangelical biography 1730-1860 Volume I (Blackwell, 1995), pp. 100-1.

-129-

servicerather than a religion of books, there was a failure to underpintheologicalbasisfor
the Evangelicalposition through scholarship.131Men like Isaac Milner,William Farishand
ThomasBirks may have achieved Universitydistinctionbut there was a deep-rootedantiintellectualstrain to popular Evangelicalism.Theologicalinterestwhen it arose was
concentratedin particularareas coincidingwith Evangelicaltheologicalpre-occupations,such
as original sin, justification by faith and atonement132There were also limits to enquiry.As
Rosmanhas pointed out, an interest in study was distinct from an open-mindedapproachto
enquiry.Given that Evangelicalismequatedthe Bible with faith, the challengeof biblical
Wolffe has also highlightedthe negative
criticismwas regardedas particularlythreatening.133
impact that party conflict had on the directionof theologicalendeavour,providinga corpus of
anti-Catholicwritings but little else on which to build in responseto liberalismand
"4
secularisrn. Altholz has gone further in emphasisingthe theologicaltension betweenthe
4evasion' and 'reticence' practised by clergy who believeddoubt itself was sinful and therefore
part of their duty to avoid doubt avoided asking questions;and a rising generationdevotedto
'truthfulness'who could not contain their doubts and profess assurance.135The limited
intellectualbasis of Evangelicalismas a religion of personalexperiencehas in turn been cited
as a reason why more cultivatedintellectsdepartedfrom its ranks.' 36However,both Brown in
his thesis on Birks, and Bebbingtonin his wider survey of Evangelicalism,have pointed to the
capacitywithin Evangelicalismfor'capable scholarship',even if this was less widespreadand
less noted than in other parties.'3"

13' A. G. L. Haig, 'The Church, the
universities and leaming in later Victorian England'. The Historical
Joumal. Volume 29 (1986), p. 199; D. Bowen. The idea of the Victorian Church: a study of the Church
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'32 D. M. Rosman, Evangelicals
and culture (London, 1984). pp.205-10.
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The Venn and Stephen families have been marked out for their respect for intellectual
138
In the view of Henry Venn of CMS, each
but
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there
accomplishment,
were
Christian was called according to his gifts. Thus, while he saw his less intellectual younger
son Harry as best suited to the parochial ministry; in the more reserved and cerebral John he
began to see someone who was equipped intellectually to answer the challenges of the day,
and who might serve best in the 'nursery of the Christian Ministry', the University.
Oh how

I hobble down to Cambridge on my two sticks to hear him preach at St
wd
...

Mary's on the doctrine of miracles and such topics as are beyond common reach. 139

Nevertheless,for Henry Venn academicstudy was always subservientto Christian life. In a
sermon delivered prior to leaving Queen's, he had maintainedthat study was importantto the
developmentof the faculties and to develop the intellectto be devoted to God, but that it was
useless to developthe faculties unless one's heart was given to God. One had a duty to work
hard academically,in order to learn the skills that were most effective in edifying the Church.
For Henry Venn, study was a means to an end; but the means were nothing, if not applied to
140
higher
a
purpose. Thus, when John submitted his name as a candidate for a chair in
Cambridge in 1866, Henry was able to justify it in terms of God's providence and by pointing
to the example of previous 'holy' professors he had known. 141Henry Venn supported his
son's candidature by writing to two of the electors who were known to him, the Divinity
Professors Jeremie and Selwyn, regarding it as providential that his son should have the
142

opportunity to exercise Christian influence by virtue of his academic standing
.

In 1872,

Henry Venn again supported his son's candidacy on the grounds that he was not only
deserving but also 'prepared to do full justice to the opportunities of usefulness it will

138KAM. Smith, James Fitzjames Stephen: portrait of a Victorian rationalist (Cambridge, 1988), p. l.
139CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to S.C. Venn, 812/1868.
140H. Venn, Acadernical
studies subservient to the edification of the church; a sermon preached in the
chapel of Queen's College, Cambridge on Sunday the second of March 1828 (Cambridge, 1828).
141CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to I Venn, 13/10/1866.

142CMS Archive, CMSIACC81C34H. Venn to I Venn, 13/10/1866;CambridgeChronicle,27/10/1866,
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143
afford'. Henry Venn's emphasis upon the scope for personalinfluenceas a tutor, a
Universitypreacheror a professorclearly illustratesthe religiousroot of the new collegiate
ideal that was emerging in Cambridgein the latter half of the nineteenthcentury, in which the
fellow and tutor was increasinglyexpectedto undertakea pastoralrole, engagingwith his
144
them
pupils and setting
a moral example.

HenryVenn solicited articles or reviewsof books from his son for use in the Christian
Observer,of which Henry became editor between 1868 and 1872.John Venn becamea fairly
regular contributor.He was paid for three contributionsto the Christian Observerbetween
June and December 1871 alone.145Contributionsto the Christian Observerwere anonymous,
however,from the correspondencebetweenfather and son, it has been possibleto identify a
limited number of John Venn's contributions.For example in 1865, Henry Venn asked for a
'very decisive reply'from his son to an article by Dean Stanley publishedin Fraser's
Magazineon 'NineteenthCenturyTheology. Henry Venn's chief concern, characteristically,
was that Stanley set aside the historical accuracyof the Bible without denying its authorityas
146
'valuable
library
a
work'. Stanley had argued that the impulse for the theology of the
nineteenthcentury had come from Germanyand argued that new approachesto theology,to
history and philosophyand to doctrine were penetratingbelow word and dogma to the
essence of Christiandoctrine.147John Venn respondedin kind, arguing that the impact of
Evangelicalismhad providedthe characteristictheology of the age, as evidenced by the most
widely read religiouswritings, the tone of preaching and a living Church known by its works.
He went on to questionwhat good works had been producedby the faith of Essays and
reviews; whether anything positivewas being achieved by the questionsand doubts of

143CMS Archive. CMSIACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 16/4/1872.
144Rothblatt, op.
cit., p.277.
145CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 1516/1872.
146Ibid. 11/3/1865.
14"A. P.Stanley, 'rheology
of the nineteenth centur)(. Essays chiefly on questions of Church and state
from 1850 to 1870 (London. 1870). p.452-88.
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148
At a point when Venn was
Stanleyand his friends and by their want of straightforwardness.
privatelytaking a similar questioningand doubtingapproachto his theology and had arrived
at a similar position to Stanley with regardto biblical inspiration,he still found himselfable to
complywith his father's wish in producingEvangelicalpolemic in print, albeit without his own
signature.

In 1868, Henry Venn suggestedto his son that he should publisha new edition of Butlerwith
notes 'adapfing his work to modem thought and to the work of missionaries.Such a work
would be of inestimablevalue to the Church at large as well as to the Miss[ionar]y
Societies'.149Butler was a text first encounteredby Venn as a boy. The relevanceof Butlers
argumentof persuasionon the basis of probableevidencemay have been given a renewed
relevanceat this stage both by Venn's academicinterest in probabilitiesand also by his own
critical re-examinationof his beliefs.150The book on Butler did not materialise.However,in
1871, an article by John Venn on'Bishop Butler reviewedin the light of modem thought!was
publishedin the Christian Observer."' The article took as its starting point recent evidence
presentedbefore the ParliamentaryCommitteeon UniversityTests, that the works of Butler
were out of fashion, and argued the groundsfor regret of this. Venn sought to illustratethe
relevanceof Butler's thought to the main characteristicsof modernthought. He outlined
Butler's argumentthat, as it was beyondthe capacity of human comprehensionto see the
harmonyof the divine plan in creation,it was not therefore possible to take issue with isolated
elementsof the scheme on the basis of current knowledge.Secondly, he picked out the
inductive nature of ButleesAnalogy arguingfor persuasionon the basis of probable evidence.
Venn's treatmentand view of Butler supports Gametfs argumentthat Butler remaineda
pivotal text in the latter half of the nineteenthcenturywhen Butler's recognitionof the

14811 Venn]. 'The Theology the
of
nineteenthcentury, ChristianObserver(May 1865), pp-371-87.
149CMS Archive, CMSIACC81C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 18/5/1868.
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fragmentarynature of human perceptionand his emphasison the value of reasoningfrom
probabilitywere seen to have fresh and creative significance.' 52

The theme of examiningthe nature of belief and the evidencesfor it was continuedby Venn
in a further article for the Christian ObserverreviewingNewman's Grammarof Assent. Venn
approachedNewman'swork on a philosophicallevel rather than from a party perspectivewith
a considerableamount of respect for Newman'sability as 'a gentlemanand scholarand
perfect master of the English language'.153By this Venn did not wish to imply agreementwith
Newman'sprinciples, but found that the main conclusionswere not connectedwith a
particularparty but could be used to support religious principlesin general.154The article as
offered by Venn appears not to have been what was expectedfor the Christian Observer
reader. Prior to publication,Henry Venn asked John Venn to considera number of issues that
had been raised by the Stephenswhen readingthe review.155When the review itself was
published,it appearedwith a supplementpreparedby Henry Venn linked with an editorial
note:
Those who wish to know how a master of rhetoric and logic deals with the phenomena
of human beliefs as a matter of science,will find in the foregoing review a candid
analysis of the book. Some will, however,wish to know how far the Grammarof
Assent throws light upon many anxious questionswhich perplex a sincere
Christian We thereforeadd a short notice of Dr Newman's book, written by another
....
pen, pointing out the serious defects in the book from a religious point of view.156
Henry Venn was proud of his son's intellectualachievementsbut remainedconcernedthat
'the readers of the CO are not so intelligentor as yet'educated up to' your style.9157
it was a
1521 GarnetL 'Bishop Butler
and the Zeitgeist Butler and the development of Christian moral
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similar positionto the one in which FitzjamesStephenfound himself in the 1850s. Stephen
marriedthe daughterof the Evangelicalvicar and former curate of John Venn of Clapham,J
W Cunningham,and under his father-in-law'seditorshipwrote for the Christian Observerin
the 1850s,relying on editorial interventionto give his articles the required proper tone."'

Henry Venn was particularlyproud of the 'particular and very special opportunity'offered to
his son by his election in 1869 to give the Hulseanlectures beforethe University.159The
election was a mark of distinction.Venn was precededin the role by J.J. Stewart Perowne,
Bishop of Worcester and succeededby F.W. Farrar, Dean of Canterbury.Venn did not
hesitateto take the opportunityto preach from the Universitypulpit. He chose as his subject
'Some of the Characteristicsof Belief Scientificand Religious'.Venn was clearly influencedin
his choice of subject matter by the contemporaryparty differencesabout religionand the
negative impact that these differenceswere being seen when comparedwith the comparative
unanimityon scientific subjects. It was his contentionthat it was possibleto diminish the
significanceof religiousdifferencesthrough an understandingthat fluctuationsin belief were
largely based upon a different apprehensionof the evidenceinfluenced,in part, by the role of
160
in
Venn sought a logical explanationfor these differencesin belief
belief.
emotions religious
by bringing emotions into the enquiry and trying to subject them to logical analysis. He
adopted a logical rather than a metaphysicalapproach, leaving aside questions of faith and
concentratingupon belief as a'state of mind in which we are preparedto act upon the truth of
any propositionin question';the belief element of faith not differing essentiallyfrom any other
161
belief.
act of

Venn's analysis of the contemporarystate of religiousbelief was that variations in religious
opinion were not new; everyone's practical hold of their faith varied accordingto their
158Stephen, The life of Sir James Fitziames Stephen, p. 125.
159lbid, 18/2/1869.
160J. Venn, On some characteristics of belief scientific and religious being the Hulsean lectures for
1869 (London and Cambridge. 1870), p.ix-xii.
161lbid, pp.vii-viii.
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circumstances.However,in an age when legal restrictionson the expressionof such feelings
and criticismshad been relaxed, there had been a wide diffusionof vague and indefinite
objectionsto dogmatic Christianity.The differencesbetweenscientificand religiousopinion
contributedto this unsettlementbecauseknowiedgeof the lack of unanimitywas itself
contributingto doubt, leading men to secularismand positivism.He contrastedthe apparent
unanimityof opinion on scientificsubjectswith the apparentdiscordon religiousmatters but
took the view that science only encompasseda narrow band of experiencewhereas religion
encompassedeverything.Given the wide variety of evidenceson which great religious
principleswere based and the difficultyof fully comprehendinga truth intendedfor all
mankindand for all human experience,it was unsurprisingthat differentviews of evidencefor
162
belief
religious
arose.

Having exploredthe nature of the logical foothold for differencesin religious belief, Venn
asked what was the criterion of truth. How was it possibleto decide which opinionswere right
and wrong if people were entertainingdifferentjudgements on religiousevidenceS?163Venn
argued for the testing out of one's beliefs by living by the doctrine in question and subjecting
one's opinionsto the natural 'shaking down' processof daily life. He recognisedthat this
alone would not secure unanimityor determinetruth. Given that moral and religious
evidenceswere complexand had referenceto both the rational and emotionalfaculties, a
balance neededto be struck by appealingto the judgment of a number of men under different
circumstancesin order to minimisethe impact of the bias each man had individuallyand
recognisingthe social element in promotingreligious conformity.", Venn did not purport to
offer a conclusiveanswer to the problemof religious difference. Nor did he take a dogmatic
approach to what should be believed. Instead,he emphasisedthe importanceof the honest
examinationof beliefs and their evidences.The Grote Club's elevationof intellectualenquiry
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was observablein Venn's emphasisupon the importanceof the searchfor religioustruth.
There are also resonanceshere with the Evangelicaltheme of personalspiritual honestyand
with Broad Church values of seeking to test out each religiousassumption.Venn may not
have been able to offer a definitive answer, but he was convincedthat the answer,whatever
it might be, was not to be found by taking blind refuge in authorityof the Churchon doctrinal
165
from
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turning
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religious
mind away

The lectures also showed the duality of Venn's position.On the one hand, with careful
wording, he had to satisfy his father who expectedthe lecturesto show
the unreasonableness of unbelief - upon the very principles of the rationalists. 166
On the other hand, the lectures showed the mark of Venn's wide reading over the previous
decade. As well as making use of the work of theologians like Butler, Venn also illustrated his
familiarity with wider thoughL referring to the works and arguments of J. S. Mill and the
positivists. Uke the authors of Essays and reviews, he also drew on the progressive view of
history popularised by Austin and Buckle. 167

Once again, Henry Venn's appreciationof the distinctionbetweenwriting for a general
Evangelicalaudience and the educatedand enquiringaudience in the UniversityChurch was
evident in his suggestionsfor wording to introducethe Hulsean lectures:
Were I addressingan ordinarycongregationI might warn you against exercising
yourselvesin matters too high for you and refer you at once to the written word of God
for the authoritativeresolutionof your doubts. But my present position among you, my
knowledgeof the currentsof thought - my sympathyfor enquiring minds whose way to
the Holy Scripture needs to be cleared from preliminaryobstacleswill induce me on

165Ibid, p. 54.
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this occasion to meet you on your own ground and to help you solve your difficulties of
method of strict reasoning and scientific research &c'68
Henry Venn recognised that for educated men religion needed to be credible on intellectual
and moral grounds, but he was also once again concerned to protect his son from criticism
and controversy, offering suggestions to'save you from being misunderstood, and from an
outcry being raised, which might hinder the usefulness of your volume and check its
169
Henry Venn's caution also illustrates the potential tension that might arise
circulation'.
between free enquiry and the duty of religious conformity, particularly within a heated
environment of party dispute where public controversy might easily be provoked. His son in
contrast took the view that in a University, there was a duty to pursue open, unfettered
enquiry.
A University would indeed be wallowing in the mire when it taught, or sanctioned the
teaching that truth was not to be pursued anywhere, almost anyhow, and at any
170
risk.

This difference of approach between father and son epitomises a tension that was emerging
between the academic approach which valued "

above all else; and questioned a religious

or clerical viewpoint that bounded free enquiry within a larger dogmatic construct.

The lectures were based in part on argumentsthat Venn had already rehearsedin his first
book on the Logic of chance.As a logician,Venn separatedout belief as the subjectiveside
of probabilitydistinct from the logical and objectiveobservationof a series of events. For
Venn, man acted on belief rather than on the statisticalfrequency of events, and when
consideringbelief one had to take into account a more complex range of factors, including

'68 CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34. H. Venn to J. Venn, 9/911869.
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171
In the Logic of Chance, he explored the
emotional or psychological considerations.
compound nature of belief, describing it as
intellectual, partly emotional; it professes to rest upon experience, but in
partly
...
reality the experience acts through the distorting media of hopes and fears and other
disturbing agencies. 112

Venn used a similar understandingas the starting point for the Hulseanlectures. Belief was a
willingnessto act on the truth of a propositionand belief, scientific or religious,and was
foundedon evidence.Venn argued that a man's religious position was the result of numerous
classesof evidence,resting on a compositeof upbringing,experience,reading and emotion;
the elementswoven together into one garment without noticing the seams. A change in one
of these elements brought about a change in the compositionof the whole. It was in this way
that Venn sought to explain what he called 'oscillationsin belief. 173The applicabilityof this to
Venn's own changing religious position as he reassessedthe evidenceof his upbringingand
his reading is clear to see. When Venn describedthe process by which a man might become
convincedof a new idea, the descriptionwas similar to the one he was later to use of his own
strugglesin his Annals
There will be a time of disturbanceand of ferment until the new arrangementhas
been effected there may well be a time during which he has grasped the new ideas,
..
and is fully convincedof their truth and importance,but is strugglingto fit them into
their place and to get out of old grooves of thought and feeling and practice."4

Despite this private fermenL Venn demonstrated a continued willingness to take services in
Evangelical churches, to write for an Evangelical periodical and to associate himself publicly
with Evangelical causes. Yet, assessing his theological position by 1864, he subsequently
concluded
I'll A- Baccini. OP.cit, Section 4 Should I go out with my umbrella?;J. Venn, The logic of chance,
pp.119-37.
2J. Venn, The logic of chance. 156.
p.

173J. Venn. On
some characteristics of befief, pp.65-9.
174Ibid.
pp. 78-9.

-139-

All that was distinctiveof Evangelicalismhad now fallen off me. I considermyself to
have been, and should very possibly,if asked, have then describedmyself, as a very
"75
Broad
moderate
churchman.
The liberal concepbonof churchmanshipas formulatedin Essays and reviews has been
characterisedas a combinationof three things: firstly, a moral rejectionof traditionalteaching
on Hell and Atonement;secondly,that the essenceof Christianitywas to be found in the
experienceof, rather than intellectualassent to worship;and finally, that Christianitywould by
falsely placed if it resistedthe insights availablefrom scienceand historicalcriticism, but that
it stood to gain from incorporatingsuch insightsinto its worldview." Venn's position in this
period may reflect the influence of the Mauriceanelements of the membersof the Grote Club.
Palfrey,in his study of the early history of the Moral SciencesTripos, has pointed to the
influenfialnature of Mauriceanor Coleridgeanthought both in mid-centuryCambridgeand
also among a number of logicians,like Boole, de Morgan and Dodgson.17"What is certainly
clear is that outside his family, Venn found his role models and intellectualstimulus in the
circles of Mill and of Maurice- he does not seem to have found a similar motive force in
Evangelicalism.

Broad Church influencewas evident in Venn's positionon clerical subscription.Venn does
not at this stage seem to have shared Sidgwick'sethical doubts about subscription.When
Henry Venn was invited to serve upon the Royal Commissionappointed in 1864 to examine
the terms of cJericalsubscription,he sent selected papers from the Commissionto his elder
son, solicitinghis opinion.Venn respondedgiving support to the relaxedform of subscription
I should certainly be pleased to see the assent and consent to all and everything got
rid of, or at least smoothed down. "'a

175CMS Archive. CMS/ACC81 F27, Annals, 139.
p.
176G. Parsons, 'On Speaking
plainly* 'Honest Doubf and the ethics of belief in G. Parsons (ed. ),
Religion in Victorian Britain, Volume 11Controversies (Manchester, 1988), p. 194.
"17Palfrey, op.
cit., p.90.
178CMS Archive. CMSIACC81 C40, J. Venn to H. Venn. Feb 1864.
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Without discussingissues of conscience,he arguedthat there were two practicalquestions
worthy of consideration
(1) what alterationthe majoritywant: somewhatas in taking off a tax you do it at a
point which will give most relief consistentlywith the revenuebeing retained,and (2)
to be correctedand assisted by seeing how other communionsget on with modified
179
them.
subscriptions,or without
On the latter point, he expressedhis supportfor the opinionsof Stanley.Stanley had
defendedthe Essayistsby objectingto the idea that the clergy should have less liberty of
thought and freedom of opinion than the laity. He regardedit as more importantfor a
clergymansincerelyto accept the worship and constitutionof the Church as a whole, despite
any minor difficulties.Henry Venn illustratedthe strength of his own churchmanshipin his
responseto his son's points. He upheld a standardof subscriptionas a tool of an effective
national Church. In a Church in which the congregationheld no power of veto over the choice
of a ministerwho had a freehold for life, then it was reasonableto expect
that he should at least be a man who honestly fulfils the character of a Church of
England clergyman, up to the mark which the constitution of the Church has fixed... If
it further excludes really valuable men - let it be abated but still keep up to the mark
of bona fide Church ministers. 180
For Henry Venn, this required a clergyman to be willing to declare in front of a congregation
that he subscribed, in both letter and spirit, to the content of the morning and evening
services and the 39 Articles.

The Clerical Subscription Act of 1865 was to provide a relaxed form of subscription. Honest
subscription no longer implied precise subscription. Whatever the legal position, Venn would
have been aware of the gap between this and the view of his friend, Sidgwick, whose view on
subscription as later set out in 'The Ethics of Conformity and Subscription' argued that
179

lbid, Feb 1864.

180CMS Archive, CMS/ACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 241211864.

reservewas unacceptableand that it was the duty of every clergymanto state his position
honestlyand plainly.181

The question arises whether Henry Venn had any appreciationof his son's doubts. Of
Henrys three children, John had movedfurthest away from his fathers immediateinfluence.
Weekly letters and regular visits were the basis of John's contactwith his father and he had
establishedhis own householdin Cambrdge.Henriettastayed at home keeping her father's
house while Harry worked at the Church MissionarySociety, serving effectivelyas his fathers
private secretary,before committinghimself to a lifetime of parishwork. Henry Venn was
certainlyaware of the difference betweenclerical and academiccircles in which he and John
moved,
We two live in totally different atmospheres.

I am surrounded

one language & fire up at the shadow of any compromise
surrounded

by men who all speak

of the Truth. You live

by men speaking different languages & leaving the Truth to take care of

itself. 182

Henry Venn's response to his son's association with Seeley illustrates the mixture of fear and
confidence he had for his son working within this academic environment.
When you first mentioned Prof SI own I had a little shrinking My poor but constant
...
prayer will be that his sojourn may be to your and his spiritual profit, and in no degree
to your hindrance. 183
Henry

was keen to use his son's
and hoped

opinion

on them

against

narrowness,

knowledge

of new works

that 'we may mutually

the other

against

a breadth

assist
beyond

and on the state of academic
each

the limits

'a' G. Parsons, 'On Speaking
plainV. pp. 194-204.
182CMS Archive. CMSIACC81 C34, H. Venn to J. Venn, 17/l/1870.
183Ibid. 29/12/1870.

I" Ibid, 17/l/1870.
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other...

by guarding

"84
faith.
of

the one

In the surviving letters between father and son, there is no direct and clear reference to the
during
happening
this
identifies
Venn
John
period.
difficulties
as
the
which
religious
growth of
father
his
debate
to
been
have
on aspects of
he
with
Venn's own verdict, that
unable
would
Leslie
As
been
has
father
had
he
his
noted.
knew
already
views,
strong
religion on which
Stephen was later to note. Henry Venn's own Evangelicalism was steadfast and untroubled
by contemporary speculation, thus making it difficult for him to appreciate the doubts that
185
harbour.
Henrys letters to his son alluded to some of the public'blows, to faith!
others might
in the 1860s. such as Maurice's resignation of his living, Colenso's work on the Old
TestamenL the discovery of material 'older than' creation in France, and Stanley's declaration
that the historical accuracy of the Bible was a lost cause. 186However. there
was no clear
sense of imminent threat close to home. John's response was guardedly Orthodox, dismissing
Maurice's reasons for resigning his living asfanciful'.

and Colenso's work as'little

arithmetical difficultiee. 18?In commissioning articles from his son for the Christian Observer
there seems to have been an assumption of orthodox Evangelical churchmanship on Henry
Venn's part. And yet here was a father who was aware of the texts with which and the people
with whom his son was familiar, and who showed an appreciation of the different values of
the academic circles in which his son moved, and was concerned to prevent his son's
academic approach being misinterpreted and giving rise to controversy. He also enjoined his
back
to
in
him
join
freely
his
brother
a period
to
notably
referring
prayer,
and
son speak
with
through
Church
in
the
resolved
were
Uncle
John's
their
own scruples about remaining
when
the
had
'"
Venn
of
Henry
understanding
that
some
united prayers. Such a comment suggests
difficulties.
Ns
faced.
his
if
threats
the
actual
son's
of
nature
potential
not
son

'asL Stephen, c%xcx. p,37.
186CMS Archive. CMS/ACC81C34. K Venn to J. Vervi. 511111
86Z 1001864.1 MX1865.
CMS Archive. CMS1ACC8I C40. J. Venn to H. VerA 7/1111862.
CMS Archive. CPAS/ACC8
I CA K Venn to J. VerA 218/1861.
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Conclusions
As can be seen,thereweremultiple,intertwinedstrandsto Venn'semergingacademic
identityin the 1860sand 1870sand his experiencehaswidersignificancein highlighting
aspectsof the development
of mid-centuryacademiclife.

Venn showed himself to be a reformer, championingdevelopmentof and teaching In an
emerging discipline.Venn and his colleaguesdid not undertake this in isolation, but built upon
the internal reformingspirit of the early Victorians, notably in the creation of the Moral
SciencesTripos. They also benefitedfrom the structural reforms of the Royal Commission
that led to a greater emphasis upon teaching, relaxation of the rules of celibacy, and
eventuallyled to a removal of religious tests in University life. In light of the experiencesof
Leslie Stephen and Henry Sidgwick, each of these changes may well have been significant
for Venn. Academic opportunityin the reformed Universitygave him the means of supporting
himself when his vocation for the parish ministry failed him, and after the abolition of
UniversityTests, his College did not need to examine too closely the remnants of his
Christianity.Venn made his own contributionthrough proposals for the Internal reform of
ancient endowmentsto provide for teaching, pioneering Intercollegiateteaching, shaping the
developmentof a new discipline and supportingthe higher education of women.

Venn may not have begun this period envisagingthat his academic role would be a
permanentone, but he saw himself, and was perceivedby contemporaries,as one of the now
school of academicswho was active in teaching, examiningand publishing,with the ambition
to seek prefermentto support a permanentacademic career. His formal roles as toachor and
examiner were given a further dimension by social and Intelloctualnotworks.Vonn's
academic Identitywas not just a matter of occupationalprofessionalismbut was markod by a
particularapproach to knowledge.In common with Leslie Stephen and olongsido Honry
Sidgwick, he supportedthe introductionof a secular approachto tho Moral Scloncos as
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advocatedby Mill. Venn's academicapproach,as evidenced by his membershipof the Grote
Club and the argumentof the Hulsean lectures, was to urge an open and questioning
academicapproach

There was a tension here betweenVenn's inherited and acquired identities. During the
1860s,Venn attained a new level of independence,establishing his academic career and an
independenthouseholdin Cambridgeand moving to a position of Broad Churchmanship.
However,this was also a decade in which he made his contribution, albeit in a minor way, as
a Christianwriter and took to the public platform of Evangelicalsocieties. The contradiction
between public action and private behaviourthat had become apparent during his curacy In
Mortlake had been transplantedinto a new context. Given the strength of Henry Venn's
influenceover his son, it was unlikely that these contradictionswould be resolved during his
lifetime.

Aspects of these tensions also cast a sidelight on wider themes. Whereas John Venn
adopted a position of open enquiry, Henry Venn was conscious of the limitations of the
intellectualexplorationthat might be adopted publicly without threat to Church unity and
danger of causing controversyamong the broader Evangelical body. This highlights some of
the restrictionsthat have been seen to chafe at other consciences. Likewise, there was a
contrast betweenthe manner In which father and son conceived of academic status; between
the exercise of academic authorityas a means to religious influence, and as an end Itself for
academic influencethrough writing and teaching.This speaks to the changes that wore
occurring in the wider understandingof academic Identityand approachesto knowledge.

It was a period of transition on a number of levels. Venn engaged with advanced Ideas In
private while participatingIn Evangelicalsociety In public and contributingto the pages of an
Evangelicalperiodical.Venn can be seen as part of a transitionalgenerationwhoso own
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career developmentmirrored the gradual progress of a broader shift in academic
expectations.He was the product of the unreformed University, trained in the liberal tradition
of the MathematicalTripos, the son of a clergyman who expected that he himself would take
orders and that his fellowship would lead on to a College living. However, he chose to remain
in Cambridge,taking advantage of the relaxation of College rules on the marriage of fellows
and becomingone of the first inter-collegiateteachers in a new Tripos. The Moral Sciences
Tripos was itself the first step towards a more specialised disciplinary approach, with Venn
teaching the first generation of acknowledgedacademic specialists. He sought academic
prefermentin the field of moral philosophy;a discipline not yet fully secularised,
encompassingas it did moral theology and which was still being taught by a number of men
who adhered to a liberal Anglican or Broad Church view of Moral Sciences. To paraphrase
Engel, Venn was still both clergyman and don.
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